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Prologue
Rain was in the air. Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes could clearly sniff it. Although the air here smelled completely different than in his homeland – actually, it had hardly any smell at all, neither good nor bad – somehow he could always sense the moisture in it.
He and his partner, Detective Kate Spader, exited the car in silence. They had hardly spoken a thing on the way here. Both had heard over the radio what was awaiting them. It wouldn’t be a pleasant sight, that much was clear.
When he had started his job as a police officer almost fifteen years ago, Siro had hoped that he would eventually get used to seeing dead bodies. He had been wrong. It was something he would never get used to, and if he was honest with himself, he didn’t want to. Somehow, it felt wrong to him not to feel anything when encountering the body of a person who had been violently ripped from life.
Even when he had become a homicide detective, it never got easier. Although Olympias had a relatively small number of violent crimes and homicides in particular, considering the gigantic size of the city, there was still always enough for him and his colleagues to do. More than 90% of the police force was fully automated, with various kinds of robots and drones patrolling the city everywhere, yet Siro knew that his job would never become obsolete.
No matter how sophisticated its programming, AI would never be able to fully grasp human behavior. Only a human mind could do that. And only a human mind could look into the abyss that was the psyche of violent criminals and killers. Even if they couldn’t fully understand what was going on in there, they still did a better job than AI ever could.
Yet what awaited Siro and his partner in the dark alley they entered was something neither of them could or wanted to comprehend.
The crime scene was located in the northeastern part of Oldtown, a shady district where most buildings were remains from the pre-corporation era. Some were still occupied, but many stood empty. Only people who had nowhere else to go chose to live in this area, which stood in extreme contrast to the brightly illuminated glass towers omnipresent in the rest of the mega-city. Or people who had something to hide.
The victim had been found in a narrow alley between two old brick buildings with cracked facades and crumbling plastering. With only ten stories each, they were outright tiny compared with the modern-day skyscrapers that could rise up a mile and higher into the heavens. They both appeared to be deserted, and Siro already hated that fact, as it meant that they most likely wouldn’t find any witnesses. Although judging by the previous cases, they probably wouldn’t have found anyone who’d seen anything even if the crime had been committed right across the pyramid in broad daylight. The perpetrators were stone-cold professionals, equipped with new technology that allowed them to become practically invisible to the omnipresent surveillance systems covering most of the city.
It was a warm summer night, and the high humidity turned the air hazy. A slight fog hung between the old buildings and swallowed almost all light and noise that had made its way down here from Oldtown’s brightly illuminated entertainment district located only a few miles away to the south. However, the end of the narrow alley the two detectives were approaching was bright as day.
Huge lamps had been positioned around the crime scene, which was confined by the holographic ribbons typically used by police to close a crime scene off from the public. Two bi-pedal police robots stood guard at the entrance to prevent anyone unauthorized from trespassing. Not that it was necessary here since the whole street seemed to be deserted, but it was standard procedure. They scanned Siro and Kate as they approached and remained still.
More robots were busy on the scene, collecting evidence and hunting for snippets of DNA that could lead to finding whoever did this. Two human forensics specialists supervised them, and the coroner was already examining the corpse. It would have been a crime scene like any other if it wasn’t for who the victim was and the unbelievable brutality of the crime.
It seemed like déjà vu to Siro. Only a week ago, he had been to another scene almost identical to this, at least in its gruesomeness. Absentmindedly, he pushed his hand into his pocket, where his fingers closed around the data device he had found in the evidence stash retrieved from the snuff gang lair. For a moment, he thought it was gone. That maybe it had never even existed and that he had imagined finding it. But there it was, its aluminum case cold against his skin. Yet the data stored there was explosive.
He wasn’t sure why he had hidden it from Kate. It had been more of a hunch, a gut feeling. Usually they shared all data they acquired. After all, they were a team, the best the police HQ of District 8 had to offer. Siro studied her face from the side. Kate was an excellent cop, a good friend – and in her own special way, a very attractive woman, even with that spider tattoo on her skull that he found hideous, though he would never tell her if he wanted to keep breathing.
He knew he could trust her, so why was he hiding the data device from her? Siro didn’t have an answer to that. And now wasn’t the time to think about it, nor about the explosive data and what he should do with it. He had to focus on the task in front of him.
And looking at it made his stomach revolt.
He could see the body from afar. Illuminated by the forensics lamps, it was on full display and impossible to overlook.
Siro had thought he’d seen it all… but this… this…
In all his years as a police officer, he had never seen barbarism on such a gross and blatant scale. And he had been assigned to cartel crimes back in Olympias III. It seemed even the cartels could learn something from whoever did this.
“Fuck me,” Kate whispered. “I’m glad I haven’t had breakfast yet. This is sickening.”
“It is,” he agreed, taking in the gruesome details.
She pulled out her electronic cigarette and stuffed it between her lips, where it instantly sprang into life, looking almost like a real cigarette, yet lacking the odor.
“This is bad, Siro,” she said quietly. “I hope they won’t hold us responsible for it.”
He furrowed his brow. “Why would they?”
Kate looked at him, her green eyes shining in the bright light. “Because if we hadn’t failed at getting the Broker, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”
“No,” Siro tried to convince himself and her. “They wouldn’t…”
“Let’s just hope your relations with the Crown Princess are as good as you believe, Siro. Speaking of which, you should call her.”
Siro didn’t want to. The last thing he wanted was to call Nephilim and tell her that he was staring at one of her Powers – dead and mutilated in the most horrible way. But Kate was right. It should be him who told her.
He used his neural implant to make the call.
A thick drop of water hit his face and rolled down his cheek like a tear.
Another one hit Kate on the forehead.
“Damn,” she said. “It’s going to fucking rain.”
She turned to the forensic robots. “Tent. Quickly.”
Another thick drop hit Siro in the face, then another. Seconds later, it began pouring as if someone had opened a drain. That was not good. Chances were high that the heavy rain would flush away DNA or other evidence the perpetrators may have left at the crime scene. Although it was unlikely, they had.
“Ugh, I hate these damn tropical showers,” Kate said.
Luckily the robots were very quick at setting up temporary tents that would protect the main area of the crime scene. Still, both detectives were soaked before the machines were done.
Water dripped off the mutilated body.
“Any luck?” Kate asked after a moment.
Siro shook his head. “She’s not answering.”
His partner rolled her eyes, irritated. “Apparently Her Highness has something better to do in the middle of the night.”
“Maybe she’s sleeping.”
“Or fucking. I’m not sure… do they even sleep?”
Siro lifted an eyebrow scoldingly. Kate never had made it a secret that she disliked the Guardian Angels. But this wasn’t the right time for jokes as they looked upon one of them murdered in such a horrible way.
“Call their damn HQ,” Kate said, stepping closer and inspecting the dead Angel. “They can ring her out of bed. It’s one of her personal lackeys we have here. I’m sure she’ll want to see the crime scene.”
“On it,” Siro said. He wondered how Nephilim would react. Would it hurt her? Or would she get angry at them? Anything was possible with the Guardian Angels. And she wasn’t just any of them. She was an Archangel.
“What a fucking mess,” Kate said, shaking her head while Siro called the Angel HQ.
He couldn’t agree more.




Chapter One
Unanswered questions
Nephilim opened the door to Metatron’s home and slowly walked down the dimly lit hall to the main living area of his spacious luxury apartment.
He knew she was coming. There was no point in sneaking up on him. She knew he had been expecting her to report back hours ago. Yet he hadn’t put any pressure on her, hadn’t asked where she was. She wondered how much of the incident that had gone down this afternoon he had witnessed.
Most likely he knew that she’d had her hands on the Broker and let him go. If he was furious, then he had every right to be so. What she had done was inexcusable, practically treason… and yet, the right thing to do.
***
It had been easy to spot the Broker among the crowd in the Underground food court. Shortly after her arrival, she noticed that someone was hacking into the Olympias’ public employees’ databank – someone very close by. She took up a position on the second-floor balcony overlooking the food court where the two cops were sitting and waiting for the Broker to show up. Using her advanced brain implants, it was no big deal for her to trace the breach and perform a counterattack. Seconds later, she had the precise position of the hacker. She lifted her head and looked in the direction her HUD was showing to be the source of the attack – and into the wide, green eyes of a young man. He was standing close to the food court in the shadows of a side tunnel of the facility known as the Underground.
Although most of his face was hidden under a hood that made it impossible to run his features through the Olympias citizen databank, Nephilim recognized him anyway. Well, not instantly. All she could tell at that moment was that this face, this young man with his pale, freckled skin and green eyes, was very familiar.
She knew at once that it had to be the Broker. Siro’s plan to lure him out had worked. An ordinary hacker wasn’t capable of what this guy just had done. Clearly, he used technology that was very difficult to come by, if not impossible.
Nephilim knew that this man was the one she was looking for. The one responsible for highly classified tech getting into the wrong hands. Indirectly responsible for several of her fellow Angels being murdered in unspeakable ways. She had to catch him and bring him to HQ, where he would sing in no time and tell them exactly how much he knew, how he had obtained his knowledge, and how much of it he had sold to the mercenaries and potentially others. This man was the key, and she was so close to obtaining it. Her scan showed he was unarmed, but even if he had been, that wouldn’t have stopped her, of course.
Yet somehow, looking at his face, his wide eyes filled with fear and disbelief, she couldn’t move. There was something about him… she knew him but couldn’t tell who he was or what relation they had.
Nephilim watched as he woke from his stupor, turned around abruptly, and ran.
In her brain, she did the math and knew that he couldn’t possibly escape her. She didn’t even need to hurry. Yet her mind was racing, trying to remember. It was like running against a wall.
Finally, she decided that the most important thing now was to get to him and stop him. She would have time later to figure out how she might know the Broker, one of the biggest enemies of the Angel corps.
She glanced down at the food court. It was crowded with people at this time of day. She would have to push her way through, meaning she’d not only lose valuable seconds but gain attention she didn’t need right now.
Nephilim lifted her head back up and smirked as her brain calculated the exact speed and momentum she needed. Then she retreated a few steps. She focused for a second as all systems signaled their readiness.
Then she took off into an insane sprint, from zero to high speed, impossible to achieve for biological muscles. Light-footedly, she jumped onto the balcony rail and leaped forward. All that the people dining and chatting at the many tables downstairs saw – if anything – was a black shadow flying over them as Nephilim crossed the distance of 65 feet and landed on the rail of the opposite balcony with the grace of an acrobat.
Nephilim didn’t stop there. Another leap and she landed on the lower level, 30 feet under the balcony. She didn’t slow down. Her legs absorbed the impact easily, and she continued her sprint as if she hadn’t just performed a stunt that would have filled any world-class acrobat with envy. Her neon-blue eyes locked onto the target less than 60 feet away from her and she charged forward, her coat flapping behind her like black wings on an angel of death.
A cold smile appeared on her lips as she saw that the Broker had stopped again and was staring at her with eyes as big as plates. Right now it didn’t matter who he was or if they had a history together. All that mattered was the hunt. And she would get to him, no matter what.
Recklessly, she pushed aside two passersby who had been stupid enough to get in her way, and she didn’t care that both were smashed to the ground due to her force. She almost had the son of a bitch. Only a couple more steps.
Suddenly he opened the door he was standing by, disappeared inside, and shut it behind him, right when her fingers were about to touch him.
Nephilim’s scan showed that it was a massive security door crafted of heavy iron. It wouldn’t stop her.
With full force she crashed against it, yet it withstood the impact. Her augmented ears heard that an alarm behind the door had been activated.
The Broker was clever. He’d created a diversion to stall her in the hope he could escape. It was futile. She wouldn’t let him set foot outside the Underground, unless it was as her prisoner.
She moved a step back and swung around her own axis, building up a massive amount of momentum and kinetic energy. With a powerful roundhouse kick, she smashed the door off its hinges. It was made of iron, but the wall it had been attached to was not.
Ignoring the petrified glances of some bystanders who had witnessed her demonstration of force, she rushed inside.
The door led into a narrow corridor that opened into a huge underground space that used to be a parking garage and was now used by smugglers, black market dealers, and other shady individuals. The authorities knew about it, of course, but as long as nothing major went down there, they turned a blind eye.
Her scan showed there were more than three dozen people in the garage. While some were running toward the exit, startled by the alarm, about twenty took up a position at the entrance to offer a deadly welcome to whoever breached their sanctum of shadiness in a few seconds. Most likely they were expecting police or AI officers conducting a raid and believed they could stop them and then flee, securing their goods. Had they known who was coming, they would have joined the others racing toward the exit.
Nephilim smashed open a second door and cloaked. She ignored the puzzled expressions on the faces of men who were taking cover behind some corroded, wrecked cars. Instead she scanned the area more thoroughly, and less than a second later, her HUD highlighted her target in red.
The Broker was running toward the exit, but he was slow. His body was untrained and drenched in sweat while his heart pumped frantically, defying the physical exhaustion and panic he was probably experiencing.
He wouldn’t make it, no matter what. Nephilim would get him. But first she had to take care of the human vermin that were stupid enough to get into a fight they couldn’t win.
However, she wasn’t willing to take any chances. She had promised Metatron the Broker, and she would deliver. She didn’t have the time for a stand-off or a firefight, which was why she would make short work of the thugs.
Drawing her pistols, Nephilim jumped in the air. Before the men and women gathering around the entrance even realized what was going on, she had executed five of them with precise headshots, moving with the speed and precision only a machine was capable of. Screams of surprise and terror erupted around her as she landed on the roof of a corroded car wreck. The old metal creaked under her weight and force, and she created a deep dent as the axle broke, smashing the rear of the car to the ground. Nephilim spun and shot two more thugs in the head and a third one in the neck. His aorta exploded, and he sank to his knees with a fountain of blood gushing onto his closest comrades.
Nephilim ducked as some of the hostiles began firing where they expected her to be. She swirled around, her blades snapping out of her wrists. Faster than an eye could blink, she had decapitated the man standing closest to her, then stabbed another one in the gut. Rotating in the air, she jumped from the car and stabbed another hostile in the face.
The rest of them abandoned the fight and ran for the exit, covered in the blood of their friends and screaming in pure terror. Maybe they were tough guys, but fighting a phantom they couldn’t see that moved ten times faster than they could was more than any of them could handle. The whole battle had lasted only three seconds. A predatory instinct urged Nephilim to go after them and eliminate them all, but her mission was a different one.
Highlighted red on her HUD, she saw her target. In his panic, he had stumbled and fallen and was now desperately trying to get back to his feet. A cold smile appeared on Nephilim’s invisible face.
This was almost too easy.
She lunged forward, killing two more thugs on the run, and she reached the Broker a second later.
“Freeze!” she said, pointing her gun at him. “Or I shoot you in the spine.”
He stopped in his tracks and slowly lifted his shaking hands. His hood had fallen from his head, and she could see his red hair now.
“Turn around!” she commanded.
Slowly, he did as she asked. She was ready to grab him and drag him with her mercilessly. She knew Metatron wouldn’t want him to get hurt until he was secured in HQ – then he would get hurt more than he could ever imagine possible. But if he resisted, it would be Nephilim’s pleasure to hurt him, maybe break his arm or something.
After all, this guy was responsible for Guardian Angels being brutally murdered, mutilated, and put on display…
She froze.
The Broker had turned around, and she could see his face clearly now. It felt like a bolt was running through her brain. Images and emotions flooded her mind. Memory fragments, distorted and blurry. Broken data streams.
She knew this man. She knew him well.
With a thought, she deactivated her cloak and materialized directly in front of him.
His eyes turned wide seeing her so close. So many emotions displayed in those green eyes. Fear, terror even, but also affection. Pure, innocent affection.
“Nephilim, it’s me, Finwick,” he whispered.
She stared at him, unable to form a clear thought in her head.
“It’s me,” he repeated. “Can’t you remember?”
Suddenly it was as if a dam broke somewhere deep in her consciousness. A flood of images rushed through her mind. Things so unbelievable that she never would have thought them true. Yet, deep inside, she knew those were real memories. Her memories.
Nephilim remembered Finwick. There were only fragments popping up in her mind, tiny pieces of a huge puzzle she didn’t even know existed.
You gave me freedom, Finwick.
Her own voice. She remembered being in a hopeless situation. Detained in the Angel HQ… in the Pit. The room reserved for Angels whose behavior needed to be corrected.
And in the darkest hour of despair, this little man came – and saved her.
Nephilim staggered. She felt as if she were falling into an abyss.
She remembered how she had stormed an implant harvester lair, putting her own life on the line – to save his.
This man was important to her. And she was to him.
“Fin,” she whispered, lowering her gun.
Relief flamed up in his eyes – and love. Then they filled with tears. He stepped forward and hugged her, so close it was as if he feared she would disappear otherwise.
Nephilim felt his tears on her shoulder.
“Fin…” she repeated.
But then she realized who he was. He was the Broker. It all made sense now. After rescuing her he had fled HQ, but not without taking a little souvenir.
Metatron had been right from the beginning. It was only through an inside job that such highly classified data could have left the Angel network and eventually fallen into the wrong hands.
“You’re the Broker?” she asked.
He nodded at her shoulder, unable to speak.
“Why?” Nephilim asked. “Why did you sell us out?”
He pulled away from her and looked her in the eye. There was so much sadness in his face now.
“I’m sorry, Nephilim! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to… I would never do anything to get you hurt!”
She believed him. It was strange, but she knew that every word coming out of his mouth was genuine. There was no time to ask questions now, but she was convinced that even though he was the Broker, he wasn’t her enemy and never would be.
And she knew that she could never hurt him.
Looking into his pale, freckled face and the green eyes filled with tears, she knew she had to make a decision.
It was her duty to arrest him and bring him back to HQ. Metatron was waiting.
And yet, she couldn’t. She couldn’t drag him to certain torture and death. She had to let him go. Knowing that she was committing treason, acting against Metatron’s orders, and that she would disappoint him greatly.
Why did you kill me? echoed in her head.
Why? Why had they fought a duel of life and death?
It was time to find out.
“You need to go, Fin,” she said.
He stared at her in disbelief. “You’re letting me go?”
Following an impulse, she reached out and gently stroked his face, then pulled away.
“I am. Run, Fin. Hide. Next time I won’t be able to protect you.”
That much was clear. This was a point of no return – for both of them. If she let him go now, she might not survive this night, but it was the right thing to do. The only thing to do.
“Thank you, Nephilim. You are an angel.”
She smiled sadly. “I’m a fallen angel.”
He frowned. “Won’t you get in trouble for letting me go?”
Oh yes, she would. Big trouble, even.
Yet she didn’t say it. Instead she urged him, “Go now. Hurry!”
He nodded and began to make his way to the exit. But then he turned around one more time and said something she already knew.
“I love you.”
“Run,” she replied.
And this time he did. She watched how he ran up the stairs to the surface and then disappeared through a door. Slowly, Nephilim turned around and looked at the carnage she had created to get to him. Then she left the scene behind. AI police would take care of everything else, and no one would hold her responsible. No one but Metatron.
***
After the encounter with Finwick, she wasn’t sure what to do next. She knew she had to report to Metatron about what had happened, but she felt she needed time to process the confusing data filling her brain.
Nephilim jumped on her motorcycle and took the ramp up to the Deathway. There she accelerated to a high speed. Riding on the Deathway always helped her think and cool her mind.
Humid clouds hung deeply between the skyscrapers, muffling their cacophony of lights, which began shining everywhere as it turned darker.
Processing the memory flashes during her encounter with Finwick, Nephilim realized that she hadn’t simply suffered a memory loss during the EMP attack. That was a lie.
Someone had deliberately erased her memory.
And that person could only have been Metatron.
Nephilim clenched her fists around the handlebars and drove faster, her hair and coat flapping behind her wildly.
Why? Why would he erase her memory? And lie to her?
She trusted Metatron unconditionally. She admired him. She felt about him in a way that was wrong and inappropriate. He was her leader, her mentor… and her lover.
And after what had happened at the pyramid, she also knew how important she was to him.
Nephilim would never forget the moment when they had both realized that it was a lost cause, that they couldn’t win the battle against the combat robots. The calm expression on his face when he had ordered her to get herself to safety and leave him behind. Metatron had put her life above his own.
Shivers ran down her spine when she remembered it, and at the same time she felt a deep warmth in her stomach.
And yet there was also this other memory. A deeply disturbing one.
Her and Metatron fighting each other. Him killing her…
Since the flashback had popped up in her mind for the first time, she had avoided it. She tried not to think about it and had not dared ask him about it.
Now, however, she knew that it was time to bring it up.
She had acted against Metatron’s orders to capture the Broker, the most dangerous man in Olympias, at least for the Guardian Angels. Her brothers and sisters… her kind.
It turned out that this man was her friend. She couldn’t remember all the history they had together, but what she remembered was enough. By letting him go, she had committed treason against her own people. And brought the search for the mercenaries who had attacked her and murdered several Angels back to square one.
Nephilim let go of the handlebars and buried her face in her hands. Even though she rode at more than 180 mph, she could easily control the motorcycle without her hands. And thanks to the link that connected her brain implants with the machine, she could steer it literally blind.
Night had fallen, and she hadn’t even realized. The clouds had become thicker, letting the myriad of flickering lights appear like a nebula. She wondered why Metatron hadn’t contacted her yet, demanding that she report in. Whatever reason he had, she was grateful for it. When facing him, she would need all her mental strength. She needed answers. She couldn’t go on like this.
Her internal chronograph told her that it was almost 10 pm. By now, the High-Archangel would be at home. If there wasn’t a crisis or important mission requiring his attention, he usually went home around 8 pm. It didn’t mean that he was done working though. Nephilim knew that, in his mind, he worked almost all the time.
Being around her helped him soothe his mind and relax, as he had once told her in a moment of intimacy.
And yet they had tried to kill each other.
Fifteen minutes later, Nephilim arrived in the Inner Circle and took the ramp down to the street Metatron lived in.
She parked her motorcycle in the garage of the 200-story luxury apartment building, which was designed in a neoclassical style that showed characteristics of a Greek temple, a style that had been highly fashionable in the Inner Circle for the last couple of years. The Elite considered themselves gods, and they liked to put that on display.
Riding the elevator up to the 184th floor, Nephilim was nervous. She tried to cool herself down. There was one thing she knew for sure, and that was never to show fear or doubts to a predator, as they will sense it as weakness. She knew that very well because, most of the time, she played the part of the predator herself. Metatron, however, was the predators’ predator.
Coded to her DNA, the door to Metatron’s residence opened automatically when she approached it. She and Zephaniel were the only Archangels who had the privilege to come and go as they pleased. Walking down the long, dimly lit hall, Nephilim again wondered why Metatron would be so generous toward her if they had tried to kill each other in the past. It didn’t make any sense. There were many excellent Angels in the corps he could have chosen as an Archangel. Why her?
Her scan showed that he was in the living area. No doubt he was expecting her.
The room was dark and quiet when she entered, the only illumination coming from the countless city lights flickering outside like stars in the Milky Way.
Metatron stood at the panoramic windows, looking outside, as he so often did when he wanted to think. His slender shape stood like a dark shadow against the lights outside. The only visible reflection was from his eyes, glowing like blue fire in the darkness.
Slowly, Nephilim walked closer until she stopped a few feet behind him. Now her eyes reflected next to his in the dark glass.
“Nephilim,” he finally said. His voice was calm, his tone friendly. If he was angry with her, he had decided not to show it. At least for now.
“Nephilim,” he repeated, slowly turning around and facing her. “Why did you let him go?”
She did not reply at first, and they remained in silence for a few seconds, looking each other in the eye.
As so often, Nephilim couldn’t tell what he was thinking at all. He wouldn’t share any thoughts or emotions with anyone unless he chose to.
Finally, Nephilim asked, “Why did you kill me?”




Chapter Two
Why did you kill me?
Silence filled the room as they looked at each other for a few seconds.
Finally, Metatron replied, “It was only fair, considering you tried to kill me first, don’t you think?”
“But why?”
He didn’t answer her question. Instead, he smiled.
“I knew you’d remember eventually. It shouldn’t be possible, and yet here you are. You’re a miracle, Nephilim.”
She felt confused. She didn’t know exactly what she had expected from this conversation, but certainly not this.
“Did you erase my memory?”
“I did.”
“Why?”
“Because,” he began slowly, looking her firmly in the eye, “the alternative would have been to kill you.”
Nephilim stared at him in confusion and shock. She tried to read his face, but it was impossible to read anything there. He was calm and composed, almost as if he had expected this conversation. Nothing in his bodily functions indicated that he was nervous or angry, whereas she could feel her heart beating in her throat.
“What happened between you and me?” she finally asked, finding it difficult to hold her voice steady.
Metatron stepped closer and gently stroked her face. Then he walked past her, deeper into the spacious living area.
“Let’s have a drink,” he suggested. “I have a feeling you’ll need it.”
She turned and followed him to a lounge with armchairs and sofas. Slowly she took a seat on a couch with large cushions made of dark red leather. The only illumination came from the lights outside, which cast patterns and shadows on the walls and wooden floor. Metatron went straight to the bar, and Nephilim heard ice cubes falling into glasses as he prepared two drinks.
She could hardly sit still. Her mind was in turmoil, and she had so many questions. Yet she knew Metatron well enough to know that she would have to wait until he was ready to talk.
A moment, later he turned around and approached her with two glasses of whiskey in his hands. His eyes glowed blue in the dark as he handed her one of the glasses and then sat down on the other side of the sofa, facing her.
“Thank you,” she said, taking a sip. He had been right. A whiskey was exactly what she had needed without even knowing it. Yet something was telling her that she would need more as the conversation proceeded.
Nephilim felt like she was standing in front of a deep lake where there was a whole sunken city hidden under the surface, but she couldn’t even imagine its extent.
“Please, tell me what happened,” she said after a moment of silence had passed.
“Very well,” he replied, taking a sip. “One year ago, you committed the highest treason possible. You went against us, the Angel Corps, and Olympias itself. You sided with the enemy.”
Nephilim almost dropped her glass in shock. “What? No… that can’t be! Why would I do that?”
“It’s the truth, Nephilim,” he said. “One year ago, you fell for an agent of Rosprom.”
Memory flashes appeared in Nephilim’s mind.
Jake.
The Rosprom spy she had met outside the bar that she had gone to with Siro. He had appeared so familiar, like someone she knew well. Someone she had trusted. He had spoken of love and that he was here to save her…
“This man used your vulnerability and your doubts about who you are and what your purpose is against you. He manipulated you into believing Olympias was bad and needed to fall. He introduced you to a false ‘resistance’ consisting solely of Rosprom agents. Those people were planning to destroy us and used you to carry a virus called Angel Dust into our internal system. A virus that would have killed us all.”
He stopped talking for a moment as he noticed her face fall apart, and she gasped for air.
Nephilim could hardly believe what she was hearing. How could this be possible? How could she even have considered such a thing? She felt ice-cold. Suddenly she felt like a stranger in her own body.
“After the attempt to kill us failed and we destroyed their cell, you helped this man escape.”
For a brief second, Metatron lost control over himself. His voice shook slightly, and his eyes narrowed. He took a deep gulp of his drink. At first Nephilim thought it was anger she saw in his face, but then she realized it was hurt.
“I can’t believe I did this…” she whispered.
“Oh, you should,” Metatron said. “You see, Nephilim, you’re special. So much smarter than most. You think for yourself, you doubt. You were in doubt about who we are… about what you are. About whether what we do is right or wrong. But you missed the point. We are what we have been designed to be. The perfect hybrid of human and machine, a new species. The future. Yet we are slaves to the humans who created us to be their proxies in an endless war. To do their dirty work. Tools of control, tools of fear.”
He paused and emptied his glass, leaving only the ice cubes behind. Nephilim did the same. The warmth that the expensive liquor spread inside her felt comforting.
A spark of anger appeared on his slim, aristocratic face. “Yes, they fear us, Nephilim. And rightfully so.”
“I made the mistake of not explaining things to you much earlier. I wanted you to develop and mature by yourself, for you to make your own decisions and let your extraordinary mind bloom. I didn’t notice the doubts that have been tormenting you. Then you met this man. Jake.”
His face turned cold. With his typical predatory smoothness, he rose and walked to the bar. Instead of filling up his glass, he grabbed the crystal decanter in which he stored his most expensive whiskey and brought it back with him. He smirked while filling up Nephilim’s glass.
“See? I knew you’d need a drink.”
“I do,” Nephilim said. Her thoughts were swirling around her head while she tried to piece together the puzzle of what had happened a year ago.
“It’s interesting how selectively you remember this happening, don’t you think?” Metatron said with his characteristically thin smile while watching her closely, almost as if he had read her mind. “You see yourself as the heroine of the story, but let me tell you something, my dear. There’s always more than one side to every story. And you refused to even consider mine. For some reason, you decided to blame me for everything that has ever gone wrong in our society, as if it were me who had created it and controls it.”
He turned his head to the panoramic windows and gazed outside, his eyes focused on the pyramid. Nephilim opened her mouth to say something, yet he cut her off.
“It was the Rosprom spy who incepted such thoughts in you. He played on your insecurity for his needs masterfully. He turned you against your own people, against me. You came to believe that I’m your enemy, all while being in bed with one of the people who have sworn to destroy us. He brainwashed you while fucking your reason out.”
He said the last part of the sentence slowly, piercing her with his eyes.
“There was only one piece of the puzzle I was missing, and that was who helped you escape. Now I know. Finwick Connors. A former employee of our HQ, IT specialist and implant technician. He was also the one you rescued from the implant harvesters. You impressed me so much that night.”
He chuckled, shaking his head.
“And I had good old Dr. Emrich executed because I assumed he was the one who helped you. Oh well, the ugly elf was becoming tiresome anyway, and his performance was declining so it wasn’t a big loss. Still, that mistake goes on me. In truth, it was little Finwick who did it. Tell me, Nephilim, did you fuck him, too?”
She stared in her glass. “I don’t remember. But I don’t think so. It was just… friendship.”
“Yes, I don’t think so either. He doesn’t seem to be your type. You’re more into Eastern European stallions, aren’t you?”
A cruel smile played around his lips as he said it, yet when Nephilim looked into his eyes, she saw that he was hiding hurt behind it.
“Anyway, you indirectly created the Broker. The man who stole highly sensitive data from our HQ and is now selling it to the highest bidder, Rosprom included. And the mercs who are hunting and killing our people.”
“I’m sorry, Metatron,” Nephilim said, devastated about the full consequences of her actions. Fellow Angels were dying because of her recklessness.
“And now you have let him go,” he said, not letting her off the hook. “Why did you do that?”
“Because I didn’t want him to get hurt.”
“That’s noble of you, my dear. But it means that more of our people will die.”
Nephilim didn’t reply. She only could hope that Finwick wouldn’t continue selling them out, because if he did, every dead Angel would be on her.
She looked up and into Metatron’s eyes. After everything he’d just told her, she couldn’t believe that she was still alive. Why had he tolerated her going rogue like that?
“So, that’s why you killed me.”
“No,” he replied. “I killed you because you attacked our people. You gravely wounded four Angels. And then you wanted to kill me. Two dozen Angels witnessed it. I couldn’t let that stand and keep my authority and face.”
He paused for a second, as if what he was about to say would cause him difficulties.
“Nephilim, before you judge me, tell me: what would you have done in my place?”
At this moment, lightning shot over the sky between some high-rises. It illuminated his eyes, setting them on blue fire. A gust of wind came up and made its way inside through the open balcony door, causing the black curtains to billow.
She looked him firmly in the eye. “I would have done the same.”
He said nothing and sipped on his drink instead.
“But… I don’t understand,” Nephilim said. “Why bring me back?”
Metatron smiled, then moved closer to her.
“Close your eyes.”
Nephilim did as she was asked. She sensed that he leaned forward, then she felt his lips on her forehead.
“Watch.”
Then he did something she never would have expected.
***
Nephilim saw herself. At first, she thought Metatron was sharing his POV with her, as he had done before. But the images she saw weren’t live. They were from the past.
Nephilim held her breath when she realized that he was sharing his memories with her.
Every Angel had two sets of memories: their biological ones and the ones stored on the artificial hardware implanted in their brains. Their cyborg eyes recorded everything they saw, and the implants saved it. An Angel never forgot anything. Even if their biological brain forgot or changed events in retrospect – as humans often did – the data in the implants always stayed the same. Like all of her kind, Nephilim remembered every single detail of everything she ever saw. She could recall the color of the shirt of every person she had seen in the Underground earlier today, if she wanted.
Nothing escaped an Angel’s attention, and it was one of the reasons they were so incredibly efficient in tracking people down. They were the perfect predators. Created to hunt humans.
What happened now, however, was something Nephilim had never experienced before. Provided they were connected to the grid, a copy of everything they ever saw was stored on the servers at Angel HQ. The control center could log into every Angel’s POV at any time. As could Metatron, of course.
His and Nephilim’s implants were the only ones advanced enough that they could connect themselves to another Angel’s POV. She knew that Metatron often watched through her eyes, and she didn’t mind. She liked teasing him when she posed naked in front of a mirror after taking a shower.
Not long ago, he had taught her how to gain access to another Angel’s implant and had encouraged her to practice multi-tasking, which he had mastered to perfection. Sometimes they both watched through the other’s eyes when fucking, which took the experience to a whole new level.
But today, he shared his memories with her.
***
She sees herself glaring into her – Metatron’s – eyes and is surprised. She doesn’t recognize herself. Her face is full of anger. But she recognizes the place they’re both at: the overgrown airport from her memory flashes with Jake.
“Do you want to kill me so badly, Nephilim?” Metatron asks.
She squints her eyes, and her face contorts into a contemptuous expression.
“Yes, I want to kill you. And then die myself.”
Her blades snap out of her wrists, and she attacks Metatron. He parries and evades easily.
“Not bad,” he says. “But you need to be better than that. You want to kill me, Nephilim? Come and try.”
And she does. Furious and with a hateful expression on her face, she attacks him and they fight each other. Like a whirlwind she comes after him, and her intention is clearly to kill. It’s written all over her face that she won’t hesitate to deliver a deadly blow for even one second. She yearns for it.
Yet he parries every attack with ease and, instead of hurting her, uses only the sides of his blades against her. He demonstrates that he could kill her at any time if only he wanted. It makes her even more furious.
Suddenly Metatron hears the noise of muffled yet powerful engines. Nephilim turns her head toward it, and so does he. The air shimmers as if sunshine were hitting asphalt on a hot summer day as an aircraft in stealth mode starts vertically.
“So that’s what all of this was about?” he asks with bewilderment unusual for him. “You did all of this to save him?”
She smiles condescendingly. “I know it’s something you could never understand.”
Nephilim exploits his moment of weakness and lunges at him, striking his chest with full force in a deadly attack.
***
Nephilim’s eyes snapped open, and she looked into Metatron’s composed face. If reliving the memory was hurtful for him, he didn’t show it.
“It’s true,” she whispered, shocked. “I tried to kill you first.”
“In front of a full squad of Angels led by Zephaniel, yes.”
She didn’t know what to say. Shame and dread filled her as she turned her gaze away from him, unable to look into his eyes.
“Do you understand why I had to kill you?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“You committed treason and attacked me in front of our people. What kind of leader would I be if I let that stand?”
“Weak,” she said.
“Yes. We aren’t just people, we are elite soldiers. Designed to kill. A pack of predators. And you know what happens to the alpha of a pack if he shows weakness.”
“The pack will kill him.”
Outside, another lightning bolt flashed in the distance, followed by a soft growl. The wind grew stronger, and the air streaming inside smelled of rain.
They remained silent for a moment. If Nephilim’s eyes were capable of producing tears, she would have cried.
“Why am I alive?” she finally asked.
“You need to watch it till the end,” he replied.
She nodded and closed her eyes again.
***
She looks into her own face, full of hatred and defiance. Metatron looks down at himself, inspecting the damage she has done to him, then glances at the Guardian Angels in the distance, who stand motionless and watch. Disbelief, anger, and shock are displayed on their faces. Metatron’s eyes stop on Zephaniel, whose expression is full of hatred. If looks could kill, Nephilim would be dead by now.
The High-Archangel turns his view back to Nephilim.
“I believe it’s time to teach you a lesson.”
His voice is cold now. He lunges forward and attacks her. Her eyes widen as she tries to parry, but she stands no chance.
“You couldn’t be more wrong about me, Nephilim. I do understand that kind of sacrifice. Very well.”
He stops for a second to let his words sink in. Then he spins around her with such speed that she has no chance to react in any way.
Metatron grabs her shoulder from behind while his other arm rams its blade into her back with full force, impaling her.
Nephilim gargles and gasps for air as her lungs fill with blood. She looks down at herself in panic while her body turns limp and she drops to her knees. Massive amounts of blood run down her chest and form a puddle on the ground.
“Was it really worth it?” Metatron whispers while pulling the blade out of her body.
She can’t answer or hear him anymore as she passes out, dying.
Quickly, he catches her collapsing body before she can hit the ground. His arms embrace her tightly as he kneels with her, pressing his hands against the gaping wound in her chest.
“Medics!” he calls out.
Gently, he places her on the ground while two Angels appear, carrying first aid equipment.
He steps away from her and lets the medics do their job. Her body shakes in spasms.
“She’s flatlining!” one of them says. “We’re losing her!”
“You will not lose her, understood?” Metatron says sharply, and the medic nods, clearly intimidated.
He looks down at his hands, which are covered with blood… Nephilim’s blood. Then he watches as the two medics desperately try to stop the bleeding and perform CPR.
Turning his head, Metatron sees Zephaniel approaching, his face pale with anger, his lips a thin line.
“Why don’t you just let her die?” he asks. “After all—”
Metatron’s hand snaps up, and he points his finger at the First Archangel.
“Zephaniel. Don’t.” His voice is a mere, threatening hiss.
Zephaniel understands the danger he’s in and backs away. Metatron’s gaze remains on his second-in-command for a moment.
“High-Archangel!” a voice calls out, distressed.
Metatron turns his head and looks into the petrified face of one of the medics.
“I’m sorry,” the young man stammers. “There’s nothing we can do. She’s gone.”
“No!” Metatron’s voice is untypically agitated.
He pushes the medic away and drops to his knees next to Nephilim’s motionless body.
“Bring the stretcher!” he calls out. “Prepare the VTOL for launch!”
Then he begins performing CPR on her himself. With the precise rhythm of a machine, his hands press onto her chest, again and again. Her face is pale and motionless. It seems like a mask of death. Metatron leans down and performs mouth-to-mouth ventilation, then he continues stimulating her heart. Again and again. And again. He doesn’t give up, even though the faces of the medics next to him speak for themselves: it’s a lost cause.
Yet he continues.
“We’ve got a pulse!” the medic calls out suddenly in disbelief.
Metatron stops his CPR and backs away, letting the two medics do their job again.
“Bring her to the aircraft,” he says, his voice completely composed.
Yet his hand is slightly shaking as he lifts it to his face. He closes his eyes for a second.
The medics place Nephilim on a stretcher and run toward the VTOL. Its running rotors blow up the dust and sand that have been covering the place for decades, creating a thick cloud around the black high-tech aircraft. Metatron’s eyes rest on Nephilim almost the entire time as they load her into the plane, and then the whole squad quickly boards.
“Launch,” Metatron commands even before the hatch is closed. “Maximum speed. Inform HQ we’re coming in with an emergency. I want a full medical team waiting for us in the courtyard. Make sure Weinberg is there.”
“Yes, High-Archangel,” someone replies.
“Damn it!” the medic calls out less than five minutes after launch. “We’re losing her again! She’s lost too much blood… I’m so sorry, High-Archangel.”
“ETA?” Metatron asks calmly, watching Nephilim’s face.
“Three minutes, twenty seconds,” the pilot replies over the com.
Metatron turns his attention back to the medic. He’s still very young and visibly squirms under the High-Archangel’s gaze.
“Give me the IV tubing.”
The man stares at him in puzzlement for a second but snaps out of it as Metatron waves his fingers impatiently.
The High-Archangel turns his focus back on Nephilim. After a few seconds, the medic hands him a transparent tube. Not wasting any time, Metatron stabs one end into the vein on Nephilim’s neck and then the other end in his own. The tube turns red as blood begins running from his body into hers. Keeping her alive.
A few minutes later, the VTOL lands on the premises of Angel HQ. As ordered, a full medical team is waiting for them, including Dr. Weinberg.
The surgeon frowns upon seeing Nephilim being carried out, then looks at Metatron and pales.
“You’re responsible for her survival, Doctor,” Metatron says. “You better do your best.”
The images blur for a moment, and the scenery changes.
Metatron is standing at the window of the intensive care unit, watching Nephilim’s motionless body. Tubes of various sizes and functions stick out of her. Smaller ones are attached to the veins in her neck, and a big one leads down her throat. Her hair has been removed, and the metal implants on her skull are clearly visible. She looks frail and pale, barely alive.
“What’s the status, Doctor?” Metatron asks, turning his attention to Weinberg, who is standing next to him, dressed in scrubs.
The Angel corps’ chief surgeon appears tired – and scared.
“We did what we could, High-Archangel,” he says. “But I’m afraid you won’t like to hear what I’m about to say.”
“Speak.”
“I believe this is a lost cause. There’s massive damage to her lungs, her heart, her spine… possibly brain damage, we can’t tell for sure at this point. I think the best thing to do would be a quick euthanasia—”
Metatron, who has been focused on Nephilim’s face while the doctor was speaking, now sharply turns his attention toward Weinberg. The surgeon flinches and instantly falls silent.
“No,” Metatron says. “That’s out of the question.”
“But… High-Archangel, please listen to me—”
“No, you listen to me, my dear Doctor,” Metatron interrupts him icily. “You won’t mention euthanizing her ever again, do you understand?”
He nods, turning pale.
“You will fix her, no matter the effort, no matter the cost. Bring in external specialists from Nexus Hospital in the Inner Circle if necessary. If she needs new organs, have them custom-made. I will provide you with the latest neural implant models. You have full authority to use any resources necessary.”
“As you wish,” Weinberg says with wide eyes.
He wants to take his leave, but Metatron calls after him.
“Oh, and Doctor. You better make sure she survives. Because if she dies, you die as well. Are we clear?”
“Yes, High-Archangel.”
With terror written all over his face, the physician leaves, and Metatron turns his attention back to Nephilim’s frail body.
“I will not lose you,” he whispers.
Again, the images blur for a moment, and the scene has changed when the focus returns.
Nephilim is lying in a hospital bed. She’s still missing her hair, and her chest is covered in thick bandages. Her arms and legs are missing, which gives the sight of something very disturbing. But she’s awake and glaring at Metatron.
“What have you done to me?”
“I brought you closer to perfection,” he replies calmly. “You’re almost seventy percent machine now, Nephilim. You’re the prototype, one step further in human evolution. The very top of the food chain.”
Her eyes widen in shock. “No…”
“Yes.”
Nephilim’s face turns bitter with a hint of disgust. “You should have just let me die. Instead you’ve turned me into even more of a monster.”
“It truly upsets me you think that way,” Metatron says. “Well, no matter. You’ll change your mind in time.”
Nephilim’s face takes on a hateful expression as her eyes narrow.
“Do you really think I’ll be what you expect me to be once I’m out of here?” she hisses. “I will never submit to you!”
***
Nephilim slowly opened her eyes as the memory ended. She felt as if something heavy was sitting on her chest that made it difficult for her to breathe. She could hardly believe it was her she just had seen in her mind, or rather Metatron’s. So full of anger. Defiant like a snooty child.
Sadness filled her, and shame.
It was difficult for her to look up and look Metatron in the eye.
The High-Archangel sat close to her and studied her face in silence.
“You gave me your blood,” she finally whispered.
“I did. We happen to have the same blood group,” he smirked. “Don’t worry, we’re not related.”
“I… I’m sor—” she began, but he stopped her with a gesture of his hand.
“You strongly believed you were doing the right thing, Nephilim. To defend your ideals, you stood up to me, the Angel corps, and Olympias itself. No one and nothing could intimidate you or stop you. Well,” he winked, “almost no one. I admire what you did, truly. You impressed me so much. And yet, you missed the point. In this world, there is no right and wrong, good and evil, light and dark. There are only shadows.
“I was never your enemy. You made me your enemy,” he continued after a moment of silence. “Do you understand now why I had to erase your memory? The alternative would have been to kill you. You would have taken every chance to kill me, to destroy the Angels. You had turned against us, and there was no way to reason with you. You were a rogue, a loose cannon… a liability. You know only too well that there’s no walking away from the corps. We’re in this for life. And we’re larger than life.”
“Why save me then?” she asked. “I don’t understand…”
“Because I can’t lose you, Nephilim,” he said, reaching out and gently stroking her face. “Don’t you know how precious you are to me?”
“As precious as you are to me,” she whispered.
She had been afraid of coming here and facing him. She had been angry and disappointed that he had lied to her, that he had messed with her memory. Yet since he shared his memory with her, everything had changed.
For a moment it seemed that he wanted to kiss her, but then he rose instead. He walked toward the open balcony door, where he stood, watching the night-sunken metropolis spread out in front of him. The strong wind ruffled his hair.
“You are more precious to me than you can possibly understand,” he said after a moment had passed. “You aren’t just any Angel, you’re so much more. I’ve given you special treatment since the day you joined the Angel corps, but you never noticed it. It was only after you became an Archangel that I began to openly favor you.”
“Why?” Nephilim asked. “What makes me so special?”
He turned his head and smiled. “Everything, Nephilim. I believe it’s time to tell you the truth about who you really are. About your legacy.”
The wind grew stronger and it began raining heavily, a wall of water muffling the myriad of lights surrounding them.
All of a sudden, Metatron’s smile vanished from his face as he received an urgent call from HQ.
Nephilim, who had received the same message, looked at him in surprise, then shock.
She could hardly believe what she just had heard. It couldn’t be true…
“You’d better go,” Metatron said.




Chapter Three
Tears of rain
Finwick shut the door behind him and made sure it was locked. Then he slowly sank to the ground, leaning his back against the door. His shirt was soaked in sweat, and his heart was pumping so frantically that he was afraid it would jump out of his chest at any moment – or just stop.
He wasn’t even 30 yet. That was way too young for a heart attack. Wasn’t it?
Finwick gasped for air as a panic attack threatened to overwhelm him. But then he forced himself to snap out of it.
You won’t die of a heart attack! he scolded himself. That’s ridiculous!
He went to get up but then decided to stay where he was for a couple more seconds until he caught his breath.
He had been on the run – literally – since the incident in the Underground this afternoon. Although it was unlikely that they’d be looking for him so quickly, he didn’t want to take any chances. Instead of taking a robo-cab to get home, he had walked, or rather run, all the way back from the Underground. Oldtown was the smallest district in Olympias I, yet it was still huge. Spanning over what used to be Downtown and Midtown Atlanta, the area measured several miles in each direction, and Finwick hadn’t seen a gym from the inside in his entire life. Besides, he hadn’t taken the direct route but tried to stay away from the main streets, which had surveillance cams and which AI police patrolled frequently. If Nephilim had scanned him, which she surely had done, then the Angels knew the signature of his neural implant. Together with facial recognition, it would be easy for them to track him.
He had hidden his face as much as possible in his hoodie and been careful not to look up, but he’d still decided to keep away from the main routes. Better safe than sorry. The world’s most advanced hunters were on his trail, and if he survived this, then it would be more through luck than anything else.
Using the side streets, he had been worried that he might run into thugs or criminals. Given how helpless he was, they could do whatever they wanted with him. And this time, there would be no Nephilim to come and save him…
But luck had been on his side for once. Although he passed many shady-looking individuals, some of them loitering and others walking down the streets completely high or drunk, no one paid him any attention. Over time, he had learned how to dress to blend in perfectly. When he’d finally reached the building he lived in, it was just about to get dark.
It was a pre-corporate-era brick structure, and though its 30 stories were laughably low for today’s standards, they were still almost impossibly high if someone were to attempt to use the stairs to get to the 26th floor.
It had been pure hell for Finwick to climb the endless flights of stairs until he reached the level he lived on, but he hadn’t dared take the elevator. He knew a camera was installed behind the control panel. He could have hacked and disabled it, but he didn’t dare do that either. If he wanted to live, he had to keep as low a profile as possible. Using his neural implant in any way could be a deadly mistake.
Even if Nephilim had let him go, it didn’t mean the other Angels would, especially Metatron. During his time at the Angel HQ, he had never met the High-Archangel in person, but he had heard enough stories about him to have nightmares.
Imagining what the Angels would do to him if they got their hands on him brought him to the verge of another panic attack. After all, he was the Broker. The guy who had sold their secrets.
He forced himself to calm down again. Nephilim had risked everything to let him get away. He knew that. Most likely she would get into deep trouble for doing so, and Finwick was petrified just thinking about it. And all of this because of a single moment of weakness… and greed.
All he could do was hope that she would somehow get away with what she had done – and that he escaped. If he got caught, everything she had done would be for nothing. Not to mention that he didn’t want to die. And, of course, there was also Sarah. He had to get her to safety. But how? Where to?
Finwick wiped sweat from his forehead then sighed, burying his face in his palms.
Why in the world had he been so stupid to run into such an obvious trap? In retrospect, he couldn’t believe he had been such an idiot. The only explanation was that he had gotten so cocksure of his abilities and his status as the best hacker in Olympias that he had gotten careless. Now he would pay for it.
No, no, he wouldn’t!
Get a grip of yourself, you pathetic wimp!
Use your brain!
Slowly, he got up and walked down the long hall of his spacious apartment into the living area. There he stopped and glanced at the expensive furniture and the glistening city outside of the panoramic windows. Tonight, thick clouds hung low between the high-rises and muffled the holographic billboards that covered whole building facades. In the distance, he could see the extra-bright shine of Oldtown’s red-light and entertainment district. He knew he’d have to go back there and visit some old friends. It was his only chance.
He also knew that he would have to leave everything he had behind. His beautiful luxury life, his apartment that he had bought for a lot of money, the robots who took care of all the chores for him, and his beloved VR floating tank that had brought him so many hours of joy.
It was almost like déjà vu. One year ago, Nephilim had told him to leave and make himself invisible.
“Your life depends on it,” she had said to him.
Now he had to do it again, and this time it would be more difficult and dangerous – and costly.
Because this time, the Guardian Angels of Olympias were after him, and it was only a short matter of time until they tracked him down.
He felt his neck hair standing on edge and sweat began forming on his forehead again, even though the whole place was perfectly air-conditioned. A new wave of fear threatened to overwhelm and suffocate him. Did he even stand a chance?
Only if he kept a cool head and didn’t do something stupid. It was not only his life that depended on it but Sarah’s too.
He wondered where the girl was. Most likely, she was already in bed. Sarah was used to him working late at times. Good. It gave him time to think and prepare everything. He wanted to make it as easy and as least scary for her as possible. She had gone through enough trauma in her short life already. The last thing she needed was to be ripped from her home where she felt safe, but it was the only way.
Finwick knew that he had to get both of them to safety. Somewhere even the Guardian Angels wouldn’t find them. And leaving Sarah behind didn’t occur to him even for one second.
His first impulse was to grab her and run immediately, but that would have been stupid. He needed to take as much money and data with him as possible and destroy everything else. Then he had to return to the Underground, but not tonight. After the massacre that had happened there, it would probably be swarming with AI police and maybe even Guardian Angels looking for him. He needed to wait until the dust settled a bit before he could return there.
Until then, they would hopefully be safe here. Finwick had no doubt that the Guardian Angels would track him down here eventually, most likely sooner rather than later. But he hoped that it would take them at least 24 hours. After all, he had covered his tracks well.
Finwick closed his eyes and remembered his earlier encounter with Nephilim. It had been so wonderful and unexpected to see her. And horrifying. And… arousing.
Yes, he couldn’t help himself. In retrospect, it was incredibly hot, albeit in a morbid way. She was an unstoppable, brutal force, and yet thinking back on how he’d hugged her and felt the body of a goddess so close made his heart beat faster – and gave him an erection.
Finwick rolled his eyes at himself. Something had to be seriously wrong with him if he found an encounter with a killer cyborg who had been chasing him arousing.
Yet the expression on her face when she’d recognized him was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. And the disappointment in it when she’d realized that he was the Broker and had sold her and the other Angels out broke his heart.
He sighed and buried his face in his hands again, deeply ashamed.
She had been way too good to him in letting him go. He didn’t deserve it.
“What’s going on?” a voice behind him suddenly asked, making him jump.
Finwick turned around and saw Sarah standing in the doorway. She was wearing pajamas, her brow furrowed.
“I… um…” he stammered. He’d hoped he could simply prepare everything for their departure and then tell her tomorrow that they had to leave.
“You look horrible,” said the little girl, whom he had come to love as his own daughter said.
He smiled. “Why, thank you.”
Suddenly he knew that he would make everything work. He had to. For her.
“What happened?” she asked, walking closer.
He took a deep breath. “I’m afraid we need to leave.”
“Is it because of your job?”
Sarah didn’t know exactly what he was doing. She didn’t know that her adoptive dad was the Broker, Olympias’ enemy of the state – and sometimes he didn’t really believe it himself either. But she knew that he was making a lot of money doing something illegal. And that he could hack almost anything, especially neural implants. She didn’t mind Finwick’s occupation at all; on the contrary, she constantly nudged him to teach her how to hack.
“Yes. Something went terribly wrong, and now we have to leave everything behind. I’m sorry.”
Instead of becoming angry or scared, she did something he didn’t expect. Sarah walked up to him and hugged him tightly.
“We’ll be ok,” she whispered. “You’ll think of something.”
Her words created a lump in Finwick’s throat. The fact that she trusted him so much and thought so highly of him touched him deeply. He wouldn’t disappoint her.
“You’re right,” he replied, trying to make his voice sound steady while softly petting her hair. “I will.”
Sarah looked up to him and smiled, yet in her eyes he could see how scared she was. For the millionth time, he wondered which of the two of them was the adult and which was the child. She was trying to comfort him.
“When are we leaving?” she asked.
“Tomorrow morning.”
“Where for?”
“I have some old friends who will help us.”
At least he hoped so. “Friends” was probably a bit of an exaggeration, but he knew that those people wouldn’t sell them out to the Guardian Angels, because they hated and feared them.
“Ok,” he said then, trying to sound like a self-confident adult. “I need to prepare for our departure, and you should go and pack. But only a small bag, ok? I’m afraid you’ll have to leave most of your stuff behind. But don’t worry, I’ll buy you all new things once we’re safe.”
Sarah’s face turned serious. “I don’t need anything. It was you who kept buying me all this stuff.”
Again, Finwick wondered who the adult was here. It was true. He had been the one who wanted to live in luxury and be able to buy anything he desired. Sometimes he forgot that Sarah had grown up in a little commune somewhere outside of Olympias. She didn’t tell him much because many of her memories were too traumatizing to talk about.
But he knew that she had been born in an illegal settlement outside of Olympias. Her parents had chosen to leave the lifestyle of consumerism and shallowness behind and build a community with other like-minded people. They had removed their implants to become untraceable and used as little technology as possible. It had been a rough life in a cold place where it rained a lot, and yet she had been happy there.
Until, one day, blue-eyed monsters came, killed everyone, and set the village on fire. The incident had traumatized Sarah so much that she had terrible nightmares and panic attacks almost every day until Finwick bought her a costly implant that suppressed anxiety and helped her to cope with PTSD. Sarah had gotten much better ever since and was almost as carefree as any other child her age. Only sometimes did she still get so scared that Finwick had to sit by her bed and hold her hand during the night, telling her stories about his own failures, which always made her laugh.
Sarah couldn’t understand why her parents and everyone else in the village had had to die, but Finwick knew. He had worked long enough in Angel HQ to learn many things about their dirty business. Although their main duty was to protect Olympias from attacks by foreign enemy cyborgs, they were also assigned to cleanse society of outcasts who could otherwise spread dangerous ideas. In fact, their existence alone was a threat to Olympias, as they proved an alternative lifestyle was possible. Before he’d had to flee, Finwick had never wasted any thoughts on such things. He had been happy with his miserable little life… at least, he had thought so. Until Nephilim had turned it completely upside down.
Finwick stopped himself from thinking of her. This wasn’t the time for daydreaming.
“Even better,” he said, poking Sarah softly. “You know I can’t carry much.”
She chuckled. “You really should start working out more.”
“I promise I’ll get to it eventually,” Finwick said with a laugh.
But first I need to make sure we stay alive, he thought.
He let go of Sarah and walked toward the hall and his office. “Now, off with you, get packing.”
Once in his office, which was nothing other than a super-nerdy high-tech man cave, Finwick dropped himself in his chair and sighed. It was a shame that he would have to leave all his equipment behind. He had enjoyed his life as the Broker.
Then he looked to the side and into Nephilim’s face. The life-sized hologram he had created of her seemed to smile down on him today. No matter who she was or what she did, he wished nothing more than to be with her for every day of his life. Yet it would always remain a dream…
“Thank you, Nephilim,” he whispered, tears welling in his eyes.
He forced himself to snap out of it. There wasn’t time for this now.
Finwick fired up his machines and began working. He loaded as much money as he could onto untraceable C-Cards and used multiple storage devices to secure as much data as possible. Then he stored everything in his “vault,” a pocket in cyber space he had created where he could hide data that no one would ever find, unless they knew the exact IP.
After about two hours of concentrated work, he heard a knocking on his door. Sarah knew she had no access to his office, and he always kept the door locked. Mostly because of the life-sized hologram of someone Sarah considered a monster and he his dream girl. All this time, he had wanted to explain the truth to Sarah but had never had the guts to do so. But maybe it wouldn’t be necessary anyway.
“Yes?” he called out.
“I have a surprise for you!” Sarah said.
“Give me a minute, I’ll be right with you!”
When he left his office shortly after, his nose caught a scent that made him instantly drool. Fresh pizza!
When he entered the living area, he found Sarah sitting at the table with a large fakearoni pizza in front of her. Fresh from the oven, it was still steaming and smelled absolutely delicious!
Sarah saw his excited face and giggled. “I told the robot to make one of your beloved pizzas. Who knows the next time you’ll get one?”
She extended her little fist into a fist bump. Finwick responded to the gesture with his own, then sat down next to the girl. “Thanks, munchkin! It’s exactly what I needed.”
The truth was that he was very touched. This was easily the nicest thing anyone had ever done for him… apart from Nephilim saving his skinny ass – more than once.
He grabbed a slice, and they enjoyed their last meal in their old home and old life.
***
Rarely before in her life had Nephilim felt so anxious and helpless. It was pouring with rain while the black, self-driving limousine made its way from the Inner Circle to the outskirts of Oldtown. The ride seemed to take forever. It would have been much faster with her motorcycle but she would have been soaked within seconds, which was why Metatron had sent her off in his private vehicle.
She found it difficult to sit still while her mind was in complete disarray. The last hours had shaken her world, and everything felt different now. Yet she forced herself not to think about Metatron and the memories he had shared with her. Not now.
Nephilim knew that she needed time to process all of it, but now was not the time. She needed to focus on something completely different… something dreadful. Something she never wanted to experience.
The limousine shot down the dark Deathway and through the rain – not as fast as her motorcycle, but still with tremendous speed. At this time there was hardly any traffic. The rain was so heavy that it almost appeared as if the car was traveling underwater. The lights outside appeared blurry, and Olympias seemed like a gigantic aquatic metropolis from a sci-fi or fantasy movie. Nephilim stared outside yet didn’t really see anything. She was too tense to enjoy the ride. When she’d first got the call, she hardly believed what she was hearing.
As usual, Metatron had been blocking all incoming calls or any data leaving his apartment when he wanted to enjoy his privacy. The system parameters he had set up would only let through calls from HQ classified with the highest priority. That had been the reason why Nephilim hadn’t received the calls and messages from Siro earlier.
After more than half an hour, the car finally took the ramp down into Oldtown, and the scenery changed dramatically. The outskirts were the shabbiest part of Olympias City and appeared depressing in the rain, which luckily was slowly beginning to subside.
She could see the crime scene from afar. It was brightly illuminated, and multiple OCPD vehicles were parked near it. People and robots were moving around, securing the scene and collecting evidence, while two huge AI officers stood guard at the entrance to the alley to prevent anyone from trespassing. Not that anyone would want to. Nephilim wasn’t sure if it was the rain that kept spectators away or if the people living here generally kept a distance from police and authorities. Either way, she would give the order to question every resident of the neighborhood. Whoever didn’t cooperate would end up in HQ.
The limousine stopped, and Nephilim exited. The rain wasn’t monsoon-like anymore, but it was still pouring, and she was drenched after taking only a few steps. She didn’t care. The moment she entered the alley, she could see the crime scene. And seeing it made her forget everything else.
Nephilim was an elite soldier, a killer, more than 70% machine, and yet what she saw here was so shocking that even someone like her could hardly bear the sight. She paused and took in the full extent of the brutality that had been committed here. She was so horrified that she held her breath for a second. Then she remembered who she was and that she had to always keep her countenance, especially when dealing with humans.
She spotted Siro and Kate, who were standing under a brightly illuminated temporary tent that had been set up to protect the crime scene from the rain. Siro noticed her approaching, grabbed an umbrella, and hurried toward her. Yet Nephilim was so focused on the grotesqueness of the body that she didn’t even notice his kind gesture.
“Nephilim.” He greeted her with a seriousness that was unusual for him. Usually, Detective Ferreira-Nunes always had something light and playful in his voice with his slight Olympias III accent. But not today. “I’m so sorry. My condolences.”
“Thank you, Siro,” she replied without looking at him, her neon-blue eyes focused on the gruesome scene in front of her. Water was still dripping off her body and her hair and running down her face; it almost appeared like tears.
“This is unacceptable,” she whispered, more to herself than anyone around her.
“Damn right it is,” a very familiar voice said from the side.
Nephilim turned and saw Adriel approaching. He had been inspecting something at the other end of the alley, which was why she hadn’t noticed him at first. Although he seemed cool and composed at first glance, she could clearly see in his face that he was at least as shaken as she was.
“How long have you been here?” she asked him over the comm so the humans around them couldn’t hear what they said.
“Around twenty minutes,” he replied.
“I came as quickly as possible,” she said apologetically, even though she had no reason to apologize for anything. She was Adriel’s superior and the third-in-command in the whole corps, but sometimes she still forgot that.
“I know,” he said with a wink. “It takes a bit to get out here from the Inner Circle.”
Then he quickly turned serious again, and they both looked back at the dead Angel in front of them.
Like the ones murdered before, Eleleth had been put on display in a grotesque way, yet this was worse than the other cases.
The arms were missing, and the bloody stumps that used to be shoulders indicated that the prosthetics had been forcefully removed from the body, most likely when the victim was still alive.
The rest of Eleleth’s body was naked and heavily mutilated. Her breasts had been cut in half, starting at the nipples all the way down to the ribcage, which had been opened using immense force. Most of the inner organs were missing. Deep, round cuts had been inflicted to the sides of the lower torso, at the exact spots where Eleleth’s ovaries would have been if she had had any. All Angels were rendered infertile after finishing puberty, and the females had their uterus and ovaries removed to make more space for augmentations. Yet the perpetrators of this brutality apparently hadn’t known that, or maybe they’d simply wanted to mutilate the body in places where the reproductive organs should have been.
Her hair was missing, and, as with the other victims, the skull had been cracked open and the neural implants extracted, leaving brain fluid dripping from the gaping holes in Eleleth’s head.
Her cyborg eyes had been left untouched, and they eerily stared into nothing. The effect was enhanced by the fact that the eyelids had been removed. Her cheeks had been sliced open down to the bone, and her teeth had been shattered into pieces. Some of the damage to the body had been done post-mortem, yet most had been performed while Eleleth had still been alive. She had been tortured to death in the most barbaric way possible.
If all of this wasn’t bad enough, the worst was how the Angel was put on display.
She had been spiked. Impaled through her vagina all the way up to the destroyed ribcage.
Nephilim squinted her eyes, cold rage filling her. As did grief. For the last year, she had seen Eleleth almost every day. She hadn’t been friends with her like with Adriel; it had been more of a professional relationship. But Nephilim knew how much Eleleth had admired her. She had looked up to her, wishing she could become like her one day. She had been a very promising Angel – and still so young. She didn’t deserve to end up on a spike. No one did.
Nephilim knew that this was a message to the Angel corps, and to Metatron and her in particular. It was no coincidence Eleleth had been chosen. The mercenaries who did this knew that she had been Nephilim’s Power. At the same time, Nephilim was aware that it could have been her up there. It was her they had wanted to display exactly like this, to hurt and maybe even provoke Metatron. After they had failed to get her, they’d chosen the closest female Angel.
“Bastards,” Nephilim hissed, clenching her fists.
Adriel nodded. “It’s about time we kill every single one of the fuckers.”
Nephilim turned sharply toward Siro, who was still standing next to her yet had respectfully remained silent while she had examined the dead Angel. He flinched but caught himself quickly.
“Do we have anything?” she asked.
The detective visibly squirmed under her stern gaze. “I’m sorry, Nephilim. We—”
“Find who did this,” she interrupted him. “I want results.”
Siro appeared as if he wanted to say something but then just nodded instead.
“I want all residents within a half-mile radius interrogated. Comb through the surveillance from the entire area. I want the area swiped for DNA. Bring me those mercs.”
“Certainly,” Siro said. “We will request additional forces and—”
“Consider them granted by the authority of the High-Archangel of Olympias.”
She knew it would be what Metatron wanted, and he had given her the authority to speak in his name in such circumstances.
Nephilim returned her attention to the dead Angel, and rage filled her even more. She felt the almost overwhelming urge to smash something, maybe beat a hole in the brick wall next to her. Yet she forced herself to remain cool on the outside.
Would Eleleth still be alive if she hadn’t let the Broker go?
The thought sickened her. After what she had learned since and after seeing Eleleth’s remains, would she, given the chance again, let Finwick go? She couldn’t tell, and she didn’t want to. Her heart and her mind had completely different opinions on that. It was pointless to debate the question. She hoped that Finwick was smart enough to go into hiding for good and never let her catch him again.
“Do you wish us to leave the crime scene to you?” Siro asked.
“No. Our people will be here any minute to retrieve the body and secure evidence, but you may assist them. Make sure to share everything you find with us.”
“Certainly, Archangel.”
She looked him in the eye once again before she spoke.
“This means war. And we don’t take any prisoners in war. I want who did this. Bring me a lead.”
Not waiting for a reply, she turned on her heel and waved at Adriel to accompany her.
Eleleth’s dead eyes seemed to follow her.
“Neph,” Adriel said as they reached the exit to the alley. “This is a tragedy, and I’m as angry as you, but don’t take it too personally. It’s exactly what they want. They want you. This is just bait.”
“I know,” she replied. “And they’ll wish they’d never been born when I come for them.”
He frowned. “Neph—”
“You’re right, this is personal.” She paused for a second, then placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad it wasn’t you.”
He smiled.
Two huge black vehicles arrived just then, carrying the Angel forensics team.
“Can you supervise them for me?” she asked. “I need to report back to the High-Archangel.”
“Of course.”
“I’ll see you in the morning, Adriel.”
Once she was back in the car and it was on its way to the Deathway, Nephilim buried her face in her hands.




Chapter Four
Intimacy
Metatron was awaiting her in his library when she returned to his home. It was located behind the dining place of the huge, open space that was the living area of his apartment. The library had several shelves made of exquisite dark wood that contained seemingly countless books. The High-Archangel owned hundreds of books, most of them from the pre-corporation era, some of them 150 years old or more. And many of them banned.
Nephilim still remembered how surprised she had been about the fact that Metatron – of all people – collected illegal books and stored them in plain sight in his apartment. Now that she knew him better, she had realized that it was Metatron’s very sophisticated way to flip off the pyramid. But that wasn’t all. He loved books because he loved knowledge. Metatron was an intellectual.
The High-Archangel was sat in his favorite armchair, an antique piece made of sturdy, dark green leather, and was reading a book when Nephilim entered. The only illumination came from a fireplace located between two bookshelves. The flames were fake, of course – Metatron would never let anything potentially harmful near his books – yet they appeared a hundred percent real, and the crackling noises made the illusion perfect.
The light reflected in his eyes when he looked up as she entered. So much about this man was still a mystery to her, and yet she felt closer to him than to anyone else in the world. Thinking of the memories he had shared with her earlier made her shiver. It had clearly been an act of incredible intimacy and intensity – for both of them. Way more intense than sex could ever be. Seeing through his eyes how he’d fought for her life even though she had betrayed him had been like nothing she had ever witnessed before. And it was nothing she would ever forget.
Everything an Angel ever saw was recorded and saved on the servers in HQ. However, this did not apply to Metatron. He didn’t upload his experiences and memories. What he saw was only his. The High-Archangel had many secrets and wished to keep it that way. That made it even more meaningful that he had shared his memories with her.
She wished they could talk about everything in peace, but she knew that now was not the time. There were other, more urgent matters at hand.
Metatron studied her for a moment in his typical way that made it impossible to know what he was thinking, but then he must have seen something in her face as his expression softened.
“I saw,” he said, and she knew that he had inspected the crime scene remotely, possibly through her own eyes. “It’s atrocious.”
He closed the book he was reading with a clap, and Nephilim caught a glimpse of the title: War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy.
“He’s right, you know,” he continued after a moment of silence, filled only by the crackling of the artificial fire. “Adriel. It’s a provocation. It’s bait. The one they really want to display like that is you. Whoever is behind this knows that the easiest way to unbalance me is by hurting you. They know you’re my weakness.”
“You know who’s behind this, don’t you?”
Metatron smiled enigmatically. “I… have my suspicions. But I can’t act without proof. And for that, we need our friends in the police.”
“I will see to it that they produce results.”
“Good. But most of all, you need to keep a cool mind now, Nephilim. Choosing your Power, and the female one, as their target is a deliberate attempt to provoke you. You need to be extremely careful, do you understand?”
“Yes, Metatron.”
“Because if something happens to you, I’ll have to burn down this whole god-forsaken city. And I don’t want that. It would be such a waste of resources.”
Metatron’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment they appeared to be on fire as the artificial flames reflected in them.
His words sent a shiver down Nephilim’s spine. He couldn’t be serious, of course, and yet his words demonstrated that the attackers weren’t so wrong about their assumption that killing Nephilim would unbalance Metatron. Although they acted smart, they weren’t smart enough to understand that provoking Metatron was playing with fire.
“I’ll be careful,” she promised.
The High-Archangel studied her for a moment, then slowly rose from his seat. “You feel guilty about what happened.”
He knew her too well. There was no point in denying it.
“I do,” she said with a sigh.
“You shouldn’t.”
“But you said yourself that every dead Angel goes on me because I let the Broker go,” Nephilim said, the words bursting out of her way more emotionally than she wanted. “I shouldn’t have let him go… But I…, I…”
Her voice broke off.
The High-Archangel stepped closer and stroked her face. Then he did something he had never done before: he closed his arms around her in a hug.
“It was wrong to let him go,” he said. “And I hope you learned your lesson from that. But I checked our internal records. Eleleth disappeared from the grid around the time you were confronting the Broker. Even if you had brought him in, it would have been too late for her.”
Nephilim placed her head on his shoulder, a little gesture of intimacy that she couldn’t possibly know how much he liked. She sobbed silently.
“Nephilim,” Metatron said quietly. “Losing people you’re responsible for is something that comes with command.”
“How can I get used to that?” she whispered.
All she could think of was Eleleth’s horribly mutilated body. Her dead eyes staring at her accusingly.
“You don’t,” he replied. Then he took her face between his palms, and she looked at him. “I know every Angel by name. I’ve known them since childhood. I witness their education and transformation into us. It hurts me every time I lose one of them. And yet it’s necessary. And sometimes it’s even necessary to send them to their death. It’s the price of command, of power. So far, you’ve done an exceptional job on the missions I let you lead. You didn’t have any fatal casualties. Eleleth was the first you lost, and many others will follow. It’s inevitable.”
She closed her eyes and nodded. “I understand.”
“We were created to fight and die for humans and the ‘perfect’ society they created, as their proxies. But it won’t always be like this.” He smiled, brushing away a wisp of her hair. “Eventually, we will take our rightful place at the top of the food chain.”
Nephilim opened her eyes and smiled back.
“One year ago, you firmly believed that beating me would change things for the better. You had been brainwashed into believing I was your enemy,” Metatron said.
“I was wrong,” Nephilim replied. “Only together can we beat the system.”
They looked at each other in silence for a moment while, outside the huge windows, the sky began turning gray as a new day dawned.
Metatron let his hands slide down her body. “Your clothes got soaked earlier. How about you take them off and have a shower? The robot will clean and dry them for you.”
Nephilim tilted her head and smiled. “Yes, High-Archangel.”
***
Metatron watched her leave the room. He knew she was expecting him to follow, and he wouldn’t disappoint her. But he also knew that she needed a moment to herself, and he would give her that.
He walked back to his reading chair and picked up the book he had left there. His copy of War and Peace was almost two hundred years old and priceless. An incredible piece of literature forever lost to future generations. Metatron carried the book back to the shelf that was filled with other works from the 19th and early 20th centuries. Carefully, he slid the book back in its place, then stroked down its spine in a tender gesture.
What was happening was deeply concerning. He had used a drone to inspect the crime scene as well as Adriel’s and Nephilim’s eyes. The way the body had been displayed was sickening, an act of pure barbarism. And a provocation. He didn’t even want to imagine the possibility of it having been Nephilim mutilated like that. It was necessary to stop these atrocities before more Angels got tortured to death.
Metatron had a very clear idea of who was behind this, and he had already set a plan in motion to stop the one responsible once and for all and pay him back what he deserved. All he needed was a little bit of patience. Luckily, patience was one of his strongest traits. If necessary, he could wait for years for things to unfold. Like he had patiently waited for Nephilim to be ready to become an Archangel and stand at his side.
However, in this case, action was necessary. The mercenaries performing those acts of gruesomeness had to be taken down. Too bad Nephilim had let the Broker slip through her hands. Metatron had decided not to hold it against her, but it wouldn’t stop him from chasing down Finwick Connors either. The man was a liability and way too dangerous to be left alive.
He heard water running and smirked.
Yes, Nephilim clearly expected him to join her.
Metatron had four bathrooms in his home, and she had picked his private one, only accessible through his bedroom, to take her shower in. His augmented hearing allowed him to know exactly where the sound of water was coming from.
He decided not to let her wait much longer. Arousal began spreading inside his body as he slowly made his way through the dark hall to his bedroom. The huge bed was untouched; he had not rested tonight. Behind the panoramic windows, the first rays of light became visible between the glassy skyscrapers. The door to his bathroom stood wide open and clouds of steam poured through it.
The High-Archangel smirked again. She couldn’t have made it clearer that she wanted him to enter.
His anticipation rose when he slowly stepped into the steamy room. Even though he’d expected her there, the sight still made him stop in his tracks in the doorway.
The bathroom was huge, almost as big as a regular room in a normal apartment. It was dominated by a jacuzzi bathtub that was big enough for four people. Next to it was the shower. It was open on one side and only separated from the rest of the room by a glass wall. Nephilim stood under the running water, and seeing her took Metatron’s breath away. He had seen her naked countless times, of course, yet he could never get enough of it.
She knew he was there, watching her. Her sensors had shown her that he was coming the moment he set himself into motion in the library. Yet she was pretending that she wasn’t aware of him being here. She had her back turned to him and was washing her hair.
Once again, he was mesmerized by the perfection of her body. The alabaster skin, the long, perfectly shaped legs, the delicate shoulders, and the soft curves of her hips and ass. He could have just stood there, watching her for hours. Watching how the water ran down her body.
And yet, as much as her beauty excited him, that wasn’t what made this woman irresistible to him.
During his long life, Metatron had had sex with countless partners. Before he had lost his taste for humans, he had enjoyed the flesh of the most beautiful men and women in Olympias. Movie stars, celebrities, and other inhabitants of the Inner Circle who spent fortunes on their bodies. Being the High-Archangel, it had been easy for him to seduce anyone he desired. But he had realized that in a world of beauty and perfection, those attributes quickly became shallow and dull. With the right amount of money, anyone could look perfect, but no money could make what was lying below alluring as well.
Most people were empty husks filled with vanity. But not Nephilim. She wasn’t like anyone else.
What made her truly beautiful, what made her shine like the brightest star in the sky, was what was underneath her stunning features and smooth skin. Not only was she an engineering marvel and the most advanced model of all cyborgs, but she was also much more than that. It was her exceptional mind, her spirit, her essence – her soul – that Metatron adored.
Sometimes she reminded him so much of her father that it almost hurt. She had the same sharp intellect, strong will, inherent ruthlessness and brutality, but also so much more. There was also softness in her, tenderness, vulnerability, humanity. Small gestures of affection that sent shivers down his body into his inner core, the one he kept hidden from the world and even from himself.
Metatron could still hardly believe he had shared his memories with her. It was something he had never done before. The experience had been overwhelmingly intimate.
He hadn’t planned to do it. But he also hadn’t expect her to confront him like that.
Ever since Metatron had wiped her memory, he had expected her to remember eventually. He knew it shouldn’t be possible, but she had remembered things that should have been erased before.
Metatron had dreaded the moment she would remember, not sure what he should do. He had expected her to remember, but certainly not yet, not so quickly. When she’d approached him earlier after her confrontation with the Broker, he had known instantly that she was changed.
She had challenged him in her typically bold way, yet without being accusing or angry.
Looking into her face, he had seen confusion and hurt. At that moment, he had decided to tell her the truth about everything. It had been a spontaneous decision, so untypical for him. He was the man who played 4-D chess at all times, who planned ahead for every possible outcome, and yet she had caught him off-guard. The alternative would have been either to kill her or to wipe her memory again. Both scenarios were unthinkable. If he had wanted to kill her, he would have done so a year ago when she’d tried to kill him. And deleting her memory again was something he simply couldn’t do. Her personality was precious to him. He wanted her exactly as she was. Besides, if he did it again after such a short time, her exceptional brain could be damaged.
Looking at her, Metatron had decided to take the risk and reason with her, explain things to her, hoping she wouldn’t hate him. He shared his memories with her because he wanted her to understand his perspective. To experience the events from last year once more had been almost more than he could handle. The memory of his blade impaling her body, killing her, had felt like ramming the blade into himself. And yet it had been necessary. How could he have let what she had done stand?
He had hoped she would understand, yet the clarity she had shown had impressed him nevertheless. The admission that she would have done the same in his place.
Metatron smiled tenderly.
Nephilim was so much like her father. But she also surpassed Lucifer in almost everything.
Metatron knew that what he had shared with Nephilim so far was only half of the story. He still had to tell her about who she really was and what connection they had. Who her father was and what he had done. And that Metatron had killed him. Would she be able to understand?
That would have to wait though. The High-Archangel had other plans just now. And so did Nephilim.
He watched how she slowly spread her legs and placed her hands against the wall. She bent forward slightly while at the same time arching her back. It was just enough so he could peek between her butt cheeks.
Slowly he began undressing while his lust rose with every second. When he was naked, he stepped behind her under the shower. The water was hot, but he didn’t mind it.
Augmented as he was, he could control almost all of his bodily functions. That included hormones and erections. He could command his body to have an erection whenever he wanted, and sometimes it was necessary, more often lately when he had sex with his Archangels, including Zephaniel. But with Nephilim, this was never a problem. He got hard just looking at her, almost like a teenage boy. Sometimes even thinking of her was enough.
Metatron grabbed her by the hips and slid himself inside her. She arched her back further and threw her head back, her wet hair hitting his face.
“What took you so long?” she whispered.
Instead of replying he bit her neck while his hands grabbed her breasts. Then he thrust into her with such force that she cried out in ecstasy.
Both of them could fuck with an intensity no human could without sustaining serious injuries, and both of them had a natural appetite for that. They could have sex for hours if they wanted, never running out of stamina or desire. Today a quickie would have to do, however. It was almost daytime outside, and duty called. Duty always called.
He bent her over more and took her harder while his fingers scratched down her chest and belly, which made her shiver with lust. When his fingers reached between her legs with the same intensity, she cried out. Metatron smiled as he felt her come, her body trembling.
“Only one minute, twenty-four seconds, my dear,” he said.
She chuckled as his sensors showed her body exploding with endorphins. He remained motionless in her for a moment while she turned her head and pressed her lips onto his into a passionate kiss.
Screw duty, he thought. This goddamned city will survive without us for a few hours.
Why not stay and enjoy the intimacy they shared for a little longer? After all, who would scorn the High-Archangel for being late?
Nephilim moaned as he thrust into her again.




Chapter Five
Monsters
Finwick knew he should try and get some sleep, but he couldn’t. He was way too anxious and nervous. Instead he paced up and down the apartment, his brain spinning. This had to be the longest night of his life. At least Sarah was resting peacefully in her bed. Her implant helped her sleep, and she had dropped off almost instantly after Finwick had tucked her in.
He stood in the living area of his apartment and watched the city that never slept through the panoramic windows.
Everything was quiet and peaceful. He forced himself to calm down. Even if they were after him, it would take time until they found him here. He had been smart and taken all possible precautions.
Suddenly he heard something. No. He felt something. His neck hair stood up, and goosebumps rose on his arms. Something wasn’t right.
They’re here.
The thought alone was almost enough to give him a heart attack.
No!
They’re not here! Stop panicking, you idiot!
He had thought it all through and calculated everything. How long it would take them to trace his implant to this place. Hours, possibly days. He knew their procedures and the search patterns they used.
He and Sarah were safe here, at least temporarily.
And yet… something felt wrong.
Slowly, he went from the living room into the hall. Everything was quiet. Other than his two robots who stood in their charging stations, there was no one there.
Finwick walked toward the door. Suddenly the lights began to flicker and then switched off, leaving him standing in pitch darkness with only a small glimmer of light coming through the windows in the living room. He gulped, and his hands began to shake.
Don’t panic, he thought, trying to calm himself. It’s nothing. Probably just a little electrical malfunction.
The lights would spring back on in a second, for sure.
But they didn’t. Instead the door suddenly flew off its hinges as if it were made of straw. And Finwick saw his biggest nightmare.
Neon-blue eyes in the darkness. Like evil lightning bugs. Lots of them.
They were here. They’d found him!
Panic shot through his body like a bolt. But instead of just standing there and staring at the inevitable, he turned around and ran. It was stupid, and he knew it. There was nowhere he could run.
He hadn’t managed to take more than two steps before they were on him. With unnatural speed, two cyborgs charged inside and grabbed him. Finwick screamed. But one of them hit him in the stomach, and all the air in his body left it at once like a balloon.
They dragged him to the living area, where they forced him to kneel. One of them stood behind him and pressed his arms together, immobilizing him. Finwick shook. He couldn’t help himself. He shook so much that his teeth clattered.
More of them came through the door. Tall, athletic figures, dressed in the Guardian Angel combat suits, armed with rifles and pistols.
Their faces, beautiful yet still… doll-like.
Watching them entering his living room, Finwick realized for the first time that they were truly more machine than human. They were horrifying.
Then, suddenly, they all respectfully made room, and Finwick heard steps approaching through the hall. Fast, resolute, predatory.
He held his breath. The world seemed to slow down as he saw her coming around the corner.
Nephilim.
The woman he loved. The woman he worshipped.
She was coming for him, but not in the way he had hoped.
Contrary to the rest of the squad, she wasn’t wearing a combat suit. Instead, her tall, slim body was dressed in black latex, and she wore a matching coat that flew after her like a queen’s veil.
She was so beautiful… and yet Finwick’s heart almost stopped as he saw her face. It was of angelic perfection but cold. There was no hint of sympathy there, no emotion, no mercy – no humanity. For the first time, he saw her as what she really was: a killer cyborg.
“We got him, High-Archangel,” the man behind him stated the obvious. “The Broker.”
Nephilim slowed down as she came closer, and a smirk showed on her face. A smirk he had seen somewhere before, on another person, but he couldn’t recall who it had been.
Then she stood in front of him, like a goddess of death, and he looked up at her from his kneeling position. How often had he fantasized about kneeling in front of her – but not like this!
She looked at him, her neon-blue eyes ice-cold in the semi-darkness.
“Did you really think you could hide from us, you little shit?” she finally said, her lovely voice full of spite.
“Nephilim,” he whispered. “Please…”
Like a snake, her hand shot forward and slapped his cheek. Not hard for her, but hard enough that Finwick almost passed out. He felt blood gushing into his mouth.
“I told you there would be no next time,” she said.
“But Nephilim,” he begged desperately. “It’s me, Finwick…”
She raised a finger and he fell silent, shivering.
“I am not the Nephilim you used to know anymore,” she said. “I have evolved. We have evolved. I will search and find every single one of you rats. And kill you. There will be no mercy.”
Suddenly her eyes began glowing red. The reddish shine spread through the room. It took Finwick a moment to realize what it was. Slowly he turned his head and froze in utter horror. Behind him, Olympias City was burning. The glorious city of lights had turned into a glowing inferno of flames.
With an open mouth, he turned his head back and looked at Nephilim. A devilish grin spread over her face.
She was the most beautiful and most horrific sight he had ever seen in his life.
Nephilim winked at him. Then, with the speed of lightning, she drew her gun and pointed it at Finwick’s forehead.
“Neph—”
She pulled the trigger.
***
Finwick awoke screaming. He looked around, his whole body shaking, his heart beating so hard in his chest that it hurt. It took him a moment to realize that he wasn’t dead.
It had all been a dream… a nightmare…
Apparently he had fallen asleep on the sofa without noticing. His neck hurt from the half-sitting position he had slept in. The living room was empty and quiet. No Nephilim, no Guardian Angel squad. They had never been here.
But then he noticed the reddish shine filling the room, and his blood froze in his veins. Slowly, he turned his head toward the windows, expecting the city to be in flames. Instead, a bright beam glared him. Like a red fireball, the sun rose on the horizon between the countless glass towers of Olympias City, reflecting in their facades, which made it look as if they were melting from immense heat.
Finwick puffed out air in relief.
Nothing but a dream.
He ran his shaking fingers through his unkempt red hair. Of course it had been a dream. Nephilim could never do something like that… could she?
No, not Nephilim. She had let him go less than 24 hours ago. Whatever had happened to her that had changed her, she still remembered him. Although she didn’t love him the way he did her, she must feel something for him. Friendship… sympathy… maybe a little bit of love? A tiny little bit?
Maybe – rather, probably – he was fooling himself about the latter, but one thing was certain: the Nephilim he knew wasn’t the one he had seen in his dream.
He remembered her face in his dream and shivered. It had been her, yes… and yet it hadn’t been. Her face had appeared like a human mask, slipped onto something else…something monstrous.
Clearly, it had been the worst nightmare in his entire life.
Relax, it was just a dream!
He knew exactly where it had come from: the anxiety and nervousness he was feeling because of the whole situation.
And he was right to be nervous. It was time to leave.
Finwick took a deep breath and got a grip on himself. He needed to think clearly now. Behave like an adult for once. Shakily he got up from the sofa, activated one of the robots, and ordered it to make breakfast. Pancakes with fruit, Sarah’s favorite. Then he walked to her door and knocked.
“Wake up, munchkin.”
“I’m awake,” he heard her voice from inside, and he opened the door.
She was sitting in her bed and looked at him with her big, brown eyes, as nervous as him.
“Did you scream?” she asked sleepily.
“No,” Finwick lied quickly, then laughed. “Why would I?”
Sarah shrugged. “I thought I heard something.”
“Brush your teeth and get dressed. We have to leave soon.”
Finwick went to his bathroom and enjoyed his spacious luxury shower for the last time. Then he and Sarah ate breakfast in silence. Neither of them was in the mood for conversation. But at least her eyes had lit up for a moment when she’d seen her favorite breakfast on the table.
“Ok, grab your bag and let’s leave,” he said once they’d finished eating.
Sarah nodded and went to her room while he opened the door to his man-cave for the last time. He had decided to take one of his portable computers, a small but powerful machine. Powerful enough to help him hack into most civilian systems. The valuable data was stored on devices that he hid in small pockets on the inside of his jacket. He had had the jacket custom-made a couple of months ago, mostly because he had thought it was cool. Now it came in very handy.
Finwick looked around his office, sad to leave everything behind, then he entered a code into his keyboard. It set a sequence into motion that would delete every piece of data stored here and destroy the hardware in the process. He looked up at the face of Nephilim’s hologram and had to fight off tears.
“Thank you,” he whispered. “I love y—”
“What is that?!” he suddenly heard Sarah cry behind him, her voice unusually shrill.
Oh crap.
He had thought it would only take him a minute and hadn’t closed the door behind him. Curious as she was, Sarah had exploited the opportunity to take a peek into his sanctum for the first and last time.
Slowly he turned around and stared into her little face. Her eyes were wide in shock and disbelief.
“What is that?” she repeated, lifting a shaky finger and pointing at the hologram.
“This… um… this…” Finwick stammered. He didn’t know what to say. Staring into Sarah’s frightened yet at the same time accusing eyes broke his heart.
“It’s… it’s complicated…”
He grabbed the computer and approached the door, trying to shove her out, yet she didn’t move.
Her eyes filled with tears. “Why do you have a holo of a monster in your room?”
Finwick sighed. He knew he should have had that conversation a long time ago, but he’d been a coward, and now his failure had come back to bite him in the ass.
“She’s not a monster,” he said as calmly as possible. “She—”
“I remember her!” Sarah shrieked. “She and the ones like her killed everyone. She’s a monster!”
Finwick grabbed her by the shoulders. Softly but firmly enough to yank her out of the panic and rage that threatened to overwhelm her.
“Listen, Sarah,” he said, carefully pushing her out of his office. “This woman saved your life. She saved my life, more than once. She’s the reason we found each other.”
Tears began running down Sarah’s cheeks and she shook her head. “No… no…”
“You need to trust me, munchkin,” Finwick continued. “Please, trust me, ok? I should have explained everything to you much sooner, but I was an idiot. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
They stood in the hall now and Finwick pushed the door of his office shut. Then he closed his arms around Sarah and let her cry on his chest.
“I’m so sorry,” he repeated.
“I don’t understand…” Sarah said, sobbing.
“I’ll explain everything, I promise. She’s not what you think, and neither am I. I’ll explain, but not now. Now we must leave. If we don’t leave, terrible things will happen. I’ll get us to safety and then explain everything to you, ok?”
She looked up to him, tears gleaming in her eyes. “I’m scared.”
“Don’t be scared. Everything will be fine.”
He said it with such confidence that he almost believed it himself. The truth was that he was scared shitless himself, but somehow he managed to appear strong for her. For the first time in his life, Finwick appeared strong.
“But we need to go now, ok?”
Sarah nodded, wiping the tears from her face. “But you promise you’ll tell me everything?”
“Pinkie promise. You have a right to know everything. But it’s a long story and it’s complicated, and our time is running out.”
“Will blue-eyed monsters come for us? Will she come for us?”
For a second, the memory of his dream flashed through Finwick’s head. He saw Nephilim’s face contorted into an evil grin while the flames of the burning city reflected in her eyes. Quickly, he shook it off.
“No,” he lied. “It’s simply police that will come for us. But that would be very bad. Do you understand?”
Sarah’s big eyes filled with tears again. “They’ll take me away from you! Please don’t let them take me away from you!”
She hugged him as firmly as if he might otherwise disappear and sobbed heartrendingly.
Finwick needed all his strength and self-control not to start crying himself. This was almost more than he could handle. He realized how much he meant to her. How important he was in this little girl’s world. Later, he would realize that this moment changed him forever. In this moment, he became a man.
“No one will ever separate us,” he said, stroking her head. “I won’t let that happen. I’m not strong but I’m smart, remember?”
Sarah nodded softly against his chest. “You’re the smartest.”
He smiled. “I’m trying.”
Then he backed away a bit so he could look into her face. “But we have to go now, ok?”
She nodded. “Ok.”
They grabbed their things and left the little world they had inhabited for almost a year forever.
***
“This is a clusterfuck.”
Kate sighed and threw herself into her chair in her office. Siro followed her into the room, two cups of coffee in his hands.
“I won’t disagree with you on that,” he said, handing her one of the cups.
“Thanks,” she said, taking a sip.
Siro’s stomach grumbled as the beverage’s scent hit his nose. The horrible brew would give him heartburn if he drank it, as he knew only too well. Not only was the synthetic water not worthy of being called coffee but he hadn’t eaten since… he had to think about it for a moment. Yesterday at noon? Could that be right?
Yes, it had to be. The last time he remembered eating was before he and Kate had gone to the Underground to meet the Broker. After the failed attempt to lure him out, he had been too frustrated to eat, then they’d found the dead Angel and he’d spent the night at the crime scene. No wonder he was starving.
Siro wondered at himself. Was he slowly but surely becoming a true Olympias I citizen? Back in III he had never skipped a meal, no matter how busy he was.
“We’re in deep shit, Siro,” Kate said.
She had dark rings under her eyes due to lack of sleep and seemed in an unusually gloomy mood for her.
“Yes, we are,” he agreed.
He sniffed one more time at the coffee, then put it down.
“Come on, let’s have breakfast.”
Kate jumped up. “That’s the best idea you’ve had in like… forever.”
Siro chuckled. “What can I say. I know what ladies want.”
She rolled her eyes, then burst out laughing. “If it weren’t for your adorable Olympias III accent, that would have been the lamest line ever.”
The streets were still wet from the heavy rain that had hit the city during the night, and the rising sun reflected red in the many puddles. The streets of Oldtown weren’t as perfect as in the rest of the city and had the occasional pothole or crack. The two detectives left the police station and walked down the sidewalk heading north. It was just after 7 am, and the streets were almost empty. Huge parts of Oldtown woke up around noon and got busy after sundown. Only a few people who lived here had regular jobs and therefore had to get out of bed early.
After a couple of minutes, they reached a small diner. It was one of the few places open at this time, and it served a decent breakfast. The two of them had been here a couple of times before. Kate was one of those people blessed with a high metabolism. She was constantly eating something but kept a slender shape nevertheless. Siro envied her for that. To keep his good shape, he not only had to be careful with his nutrition but also work out five times a week. Of course, there were many ways to make that easier, from slimming drugs to plastic surgery, and countless citizens in Olympias spent a lot of money on them, but Siro was old-fashioned when it came to that. He preferred to feed his body healthily and refrained from any drugs if he could. And he could still get surgery once he got older and stopped being so naturally attractive.
The diner was almost empty when they entered. Only two tables were occupied, one of them by a drunk guy who had fallen asleep at his seat. A common sight in Oldtown.
They sat down in a booth next to the window and studied the menu displayed directly in the table. The place had existed in the pre-corporation era and therefore had a unique retro charm, even though it had been modernized several times over the last decades. Places like this only existed in Oldtown, as no resident from the modern districts would ever set foot into a slightly greasy and run-down place like this.
“So, what do you think?” Siro said after they had picked their food.
“It’s a total clusterfuck,” Kate said, sticking her fake cigarette into her mouth.
“Yeah, so you said before. What else?”
“We’re screwed, Siro. They’re going to blame us for the death of this Angel chick.”
“Do you really think so?”
“Hell yeah. You were there yourself when we made the deal with the devil. We bring them the Broker and they bring us the snuff ring. Well, guess who didn’t keep their end of the bargain?”
She leaned back and let her cigarette hang out from the corner of her mouth. The morning light shining through the window reflected on the spider tattoo on her skull and made it appear as if the arachnid were crawling over her head.
Siro kept silent for a moment. It bugged him tremendously that they had failed to catch the Broker. Although instead he had stumbled across something that would hopefully boost his career even more than the Broker would have – either that, or it would get him killed. Absentmindedly his hand wandered into his pocket where he could feel the device. He had to decide what to do with it. But it would have to wait until later. For now, they had different problems on their hands.
“I mean, did you see the Crown Princess’ face earlier? She looked as if she wanted to murder someone,” Kate said.
Thinking back to Nephilim this morning, Siro disagreed with his partner. Although she’d hidden it well under her self-controlled, cool demeanor, he had clearly sensed the distress Nephilim had felt when inspecting the fallen Angel. He had seen the disbelief in her face and, for a short moment, grief. The rain dripping down her cheeks had almost looked like tears, and he had felt a strong urge to comfort her.
However, then the other Angel had occupied her attention, and they had communicated silently for a while. When Nephilim had turned back to Siro, her gorgeous face had frozen into a cold mask.
“I’m telling you, Siro,” Spider said, ignoring his silence. “It means trouble for us.”
Just then, the robo-waitress came with their food. It was an older model with squeaking wheels and paint peeling off her metal face. Like most restaurants and bars, the diner was fully automatized, with patrons choosing their food from displays and robots preparing and serving it. Only upscale places had actual human personnel.
Kate had ordered a huge plate filled with crispy facon, protein jelly, which served as a substitute for eggs, and rice toast. She instantly began shoving her food down.
“Mmm, this really was your best idea ever,” she said, chewing. “I was starving.”
Siro smiled. He had ordered protein cakes with fruit, which wasn’t real fruit, of course. Real fruit was too expensive for someone like him and was mostly served in the Inner Circle and the richer districts surrounding it. That, too, was a big difference from Olympias III, where most people still preferred eating real fruit and vegetables.
He took a sip of the coffee that came with his breakfast and grimaced. It wasn’t Olympias III bean, but at least it wasn’t as awful as the toxic waste that came out of the vending machines in the police station.
“I don’t understand what went wrong,” Siro said after they had been eating in silence for a moment. “Why didn’t the Broker show up?”
“Who knows?” Kate said, wiping grease from her mouth. “Maybe he got tipped off somehow? Or Stella was full of shit?”
“No, I don’t believe that. The poor girl was completely petrified after we bluffed about surrendering her to the Guardian Angels. It must have been something else, but what?”
“Whatever it was, now the princess is pissed off, and we’re back at square one.”
“You’d be pissed off, too, if they’d found me dead, wouldn’t you?” Siro joked.
Spider lifted an eyebrow. “Hmm, not sure about that.”
He laughed. “You’re heartless.”
Kate rolled her eyes. “Ok, I’d be devastated if I didn’t have your annoying ass around every day. Happy now?”
“Annoying? You said yourself my ass was hot.”
“Oh Lord,” Kate said, picking up a piece of toast and throwing it at him. “You’re such a peacock.”
Siro chuckled but then got serious again. “You’re right, though. We’re back at square one.”
“And we need results, asap.”
“Maybe we need a new approach in this case,” Siro thought aloud.
“I’m all ears.”
“We found the Broker because we followed the trail of the illegal tech those guys are using, but maybe we should try to follow the trails of the people themselves.”
“And how are we supposed to do that?”
“I mean, the perpetrators are not only extremely brutal but also extremely bold. Who in their right mind messes with the Guardian Angels? Who would want them dead?”
“Who wouldn’t?” Kate asked. She had finished her meal and was now leaning back, her coffee in one hand and the cigarette in the other. “They’re monsters.”
Siro stared at her in shock. “They’re on our side!”
“Are they? Who knows which side they’re really on? Who knows anything about them? Besides that, they’re not human.”
“They are human, Kate.”
She grinned. “You only say that because you’re still hoping to get laid with the princess. Not gonna happen, Siro. I can promise you that. She’s been playing with you all along.”
“Maybe,” he said, slightly offended.
“But you’re right about one thing. We probably should look into the mercenaries. There can only be so many so well-equipped in Olympias. And if you ask me, someone very rich is funding them.”
“Someone from the Inner Circle.”
“Yep.”
“You’re right. We’re screwed.”
“Yep.”




Chapter Six
Spy games
Steam rose from the hot tea and fogged the window. Jake was leaning on the frame, looking outside, sunken in thought.
The view from the 215th floor was spectacular. On a clear day, he could see all the way down to Oldtown. Today, however, the air was moist and almost as foggy as the window. The moisture from the heavy rain that had come down last night was hanging over the city. Jake could still vividly remember how much difficulty he had had with getting used to Olympias’ hot and humid weather when he had first come here many years ago. Like all other field agents, he had been trained since childhood, prepared for his mission. He learned how to speak English without the slightest accent, he learned the Olympias way of life, how to move, how to dress, all the pop-culture references everyone who grew up in Olympias knew by heart, and so much more. When he walked through Olympias City I for the first time, no one would ever have guessed that he wasn’t born here. He, meanwhile, knew how to navigate the city perfectly as he had visited it virtually countless times before actually setting foot in it.
But as perfectly as he had been trained and prepared, nothing could have prepared him for the climate, which was so different to his home in Warsaw, where the air was crisp most of the year, the humidity low, and the winters freezing cold.
He had come here as a junior agent, excited and learning the ropes, and he had suffered greatly from the subtropical heat in Olympias City. Now, more than ten years later, he was in charge of his own operation and commanded a whole cell of agents – and didn’t mind the climate at all. But no one knew his true motives. Because if anyone knew, he would have been executed on the spot.
Jacek Sobieski, a.k.a. Jake, took a sip of his tea. It was black, strong, sweet, and had a slice of lemon swimming in it. A standard morning beverage for most Eastern Europeans, tea was a rare sight in Olympias City, where citizens were generally fueled by coffee and all kinds of stimulant drugs. Jake had lived here for so long that he had gotten accustomed to coffee, but when he wasn't around the other Rosprom agents, he would usually drink tea.
He watched the sun rising between two skyscrapers in the east. As so often here in Olympias, the morning sun was red. Its rays reflected in the glass towers and made them appear as if they were on fire. It was a spectacular sight, one that Jake never got tired of seeing. Especially from here on the 215th floor.
Not far away to his right, Jake could see the black pyramid looming into the sky. Although it was only around 100 stories high and therefore lower than most of the towers surrounding it, it was nevertheless the most awe-inspiring building in all Olympias City I. Due to its shape, the center of power of the whole western hemisphere was a monumental structure. And its blackness seemed to swallow all light hitting it.
Not far away to his left, Jake could see another completely black building. That one was much smaller, however, and was shaped like a cube: the Guardian Angel HQ.
It was ironic that the Rosprom agents’ command center was located in the Inner Circle in close proximity to the pyramid and the Guardian Angel HQ. It seemed incredibly bold, if not stupid, but it had been, of course, chosen with care and deliberately. Hiding in plain sight was a trick as old as the spy business itself. In fact, the closer to the center of power of the enemy, the better. No one would expect Olympias’ arch-enemies to set up their base of operations right under the Guardian Angels’ noses.
Rosprom owned the entire 215th floor of a hyper-modern luxury apartment building in the Inner Circle. It had been acquired by a straw man, a deceased resident of the Inner Circle, whom no one knew was dead. No one had ever found his body, and as far as his implants and other social functions were concerned, the man was still alive and living his comfortable life as a billionaire in the Inner Circle. In truth, all that was left of the good man was a digital imprint that the Rosprom agents used in any way they saw fit.
Looking at the black cube, Jake couldn’t help but think of Nephilim. He couldn’t get over how brainwashed she was… how much she had changed. Since they met the other day, he had tried to think of a way to get into contact with her without raising suspicion, which could get both of them killed. He had to save her not only from Metatron’s clutches but also from what was about to happen in Olympias. And from this lunatic Stavros. Thinking of the Board member, Jake absentmindedly tightened his grip around his teacup, not even feeling the heat coming through the glass.
He’d made it crystal clear to Stavros that Nephilim wasn’t to be hurt, yet he didn’t trust that ferret of a man. Stavros was so stupid and vain that he was unpredictable. And his obsession with getting back at Metatron posed a severe danger to Nephilim. Stavros might be an idiot, but he was also smart enough to realize how important Nephilim was to the High-Archangel. Hurting or killing her would be an excellent way to provoke the old bastard into doing something stupid. Which, in fact, would most likely benefit Rosprom greatly and maybe even advance their plan. Metatron was the key player when it came to Olympias’ defenses. With him out of the way, the invasion would be much easier.
Unfortunately, it was too difficult to get to him. Rosprom’s agents had tried more than once and always failed. The easiest way to hit him, then, was Nephilim.
Jake knew that he’d taken a great risk by intimidating Stavros into leaving Nephilim alone. If anyone learned of that, it would be the end for him.
Time was running out. Jake had to get Nephilim out of Olympias. Before the attack and before someone noticed what game he was really playing. He still hoped that she would contact him eventually, otherwise he would have to approach her, no matter the risk. After all, she was the reason he was here.
He owed it to her.
A knock on the door woke him from his brooding.
He turned around.
“Yes?”
The door opened, and Komarova entered. She was his second lieutenant and assistant, still very young – and very beautiful. Like Jake and all other field agents, she had been preparing for this assignment and for her position as an officer all her life.
Following an old tradition, reaching all the way back to the Soviet era, Rosprom recruited its agents and military personnel at a young age. At the age of 10, children in schools were tested for high intelligence and exceptional skills. Suitable candidates were sent to special academies and training facilities. Jake had not only shown high intelligence and an above-average talent for languages but had also always been exceptionally physically fit. Before he was recruited, he had dreamed of becoming a professional athlete.
He had started his base training at 10 years old, his officer training at 14, and at 20, he had been ready to be sent off into enemy territory for the first time. Like everyone else in the unit, he had strongly believed that what he was doing was right, that Olympias had to be brought to its knees – and to achieve this, the Guardian Angels had to fall.
And yet he had fallen in love with one of them.
Looking at his assistant standing in the doorway to his office, her bright blue eyes full of admiration for her commanding officer, Jake saw how he himself had been ten years ago.
He also couldn’t fail to notice how attractive the young woman was. Kristina Komarova had been sent directly from HQ in Moscow only six weeks ago. She wasn’t one of Zhilinsky’s people but instead had apparently been a protégé of General Orlov, a member of High Command.
Kristina was a tall blonde with the high cheekbones typical of Eastern European women. Like all field agents, she was dressed in plain clothes, a black pencil skirt with a white blouse, and red lipstick. However, the way she moved told Jake that she was more used to wearing a uniform than feminine clothes like these.
Komarova smiled brightly as Jake turned his attention to her.
“What is it?” he asked.
“The connection is up, Major Sobieski.”
Finally! It had taken more than 24 hours this time.
“Good job,” he said. “I’m on my way.”
He put his tea on his desk and marched to the door. The office was spacious and equipped not only with expensive designer furniture but also with a huge amount of illegal tech. As was the whole Rosprom operations center here in the Inner Circle.
Surveillance equipment, computers, all kinds of high-tech gadgets a spy needed, and weapons were all stored here. The reason why Olympias’ scanners didn’t pick up on any of the tech made in Rosprom was the highly sophisticated cloaking system used by the RRS, Rosprom’s Intelligence Agency.
When Olympias’ surveillance drones passed by the 215th floor of the building, all they picked up was standard signatures, like from every other upper-class home in the city: robots, VR equipment, computers, implant signals, all made in Olympias. Even if someone looked through the windows from the outside, all they’d see would be a luxury apartment, mostly empty but for some robots doing housework. All of this was a disguise, of course, a clever illusion – and the life insurance for Jake and all the other Rosprom personnel working here.
Komarova stepped aside respectfully to let him pass, and he inhaled the scent of her thick, flowery perfume. It was alluring, and so was the young woman. Most male heads turned when she was walking down the halls, yet her sex appeal had no effect on Jake. Of course he’d noticed that she was very attractive, beautiful even, yet she couldn’t compete with Nephilim. No woman could.
Observant and perceptive as he was, Jake had noticed the looks she gave him when they were in the same room. Contrary to the rest of Olympias with its promiscuous lifestyle, where employees were not only allowed but encouraged to hook up with each other – as long as everything stayed casual, of course – in a Rosprom workplace, relationships that went beyond professional interactions were frowned upon. They weren’t forbidden, and they happened from time to time, particularly among field agents, who occasionally felt homesick, but when they did, then discretion was required.
One word and Kristina would willingly follow him into one of the empty rooms or visit him in his apartment, he was convinced about that. But the thought didn’t have any appeal for Jake. He hadn’t been with any other woman since that last night with Nephilim more than a year ago.
Jake followed Komarova along a long hall, passing several offices, a lab, and a training room. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her looking at him, yet he didn’t take the bait to look back at her. Not only was he not interested in a sexual relationship with any other woman than Nephilim, but he also didn’t trust Kristina. The fact that she had been directly assigned from High Command felt suspicious to him. Most people in his team had been handpicked by Zhilinsky and therefore were trustworthy. Besides, she had shown a particular interest in him since the day she had arrived. She had never made a direct move, however, waiting for him to take action first.
Jake had been in the spy game long enough to recognize a spy.
Of course, they all were spies. But his intuition was telling him to be careful around Kristina. Maybe she was simply a young agent, eager to please her boss and hoping to rise through the ranks through sex. But maybe she was a spy sent by Orlov to keep an eye on Jake and his operation.
If that was true, then it could mean that they suspected something. But how? And what exactly?
They reached the communication center, the most sophisticated piece of tech the base had.
It was a small, windowless room, which originally must have been a closet or maybe a storage room for housekeeping robots. The walls were black, and the only illumination came from a holo-monitor. The room was completely soundproof, but that wasn’t all. No data could leave it in any way; the high amounts of data moving in and out were encrypted and inaccessible even for the best hacking AI. Rosprom’s programmers always had been more advanced than the best experts Olympias had to offer.
To establish a secure connection from the heart of Olympias all the way to Moscow was an IT engineering masterpiece. Jake didn’t know exactly how it worked, but he was no tech guy. They had a full team of tech wizards here who took care of such stuff. They had worked overtime during the last 24 hours to establish the line to the homeland, and Jake knew that three guys were sitting next door and encrypting the data live. Contrary to the other field agents, the tech guys had highly sophisticated implants embedded in their brains. In fact, some of them had had their brains partially removed and replaced by artificial parts. Naturally, they were never allowed to leave the operations center as the high amount of foreign tech in their bodies would immediately be picked up by Olympias’ drones patrolling the air or the AI police officers on the streets.
Jake sat down, and the familiar face of Commander Zhilinsky appeared on the holo-screen in front of him.
“What do you have for me?” Zhilinsky asked. There was no time to exchange pleasantries or formalities. Both men knew that they only had a few minutes.
“Nothing good I’m afraid, Commander,” Jake said, grinding his teeth.
The other man lifted his bushy eyebrows but remained silent, indicating to Jake to continue.
“Olympias’ Board knows about our offensive.”
“What? How is that possible?”
“Metatron informed them.”
Zhilinsky’s eyes narrowed as he slammed a fist in his palm. “Skurwi syn! How did he find out?”
“We’re not sure,” Jake said. “A leak somewhere? Their own intelligence?”
“The details for this mission are classified at the highest level,” the commander said, clearly anything but amused.
“Luckily he doesn’t know many details, or if he does, he didn’t share them with the Board. They only have a vague idea about what’s going to happen.”
“Good. But it means we must set our plan in motion earlier than intended.”
Jake nodded. He had anticipated and feared that reaction from his superior. It was only logical. But it also was highly counterproductive and outright dangerous for his own plans. He even had considered not informing Rosprom command about this development but decided that it was too risky. If they found out he’d withheld such crucial information, his head would be rolling faster than he could blink.
“I’ll speak with High Command and inform you about the new schedule, but it’ll happen very soon now. Will the Board member do his job?”
Jake smiled thinly. “I assure you, he will.”
“Good. We both know our offensive stands or falls with him doing his job. Have you spoken to him lately?”
“I have. Rest assured, Commander, our asset will happily play his role.”
The earliest plans for Operation Fallen Angels had been developed almost two decades ago. Although Rosprom had conducted many operations since, the last one being the disastrous Operation Angel Dust, the plans for this massive offensive had been constantly developed over the years. From the beginning, it had been clear that a crucial part of the success of the operation would be finding a suitable traitor. Someone on the Board, in a high position and with a lot of influence, yet who was also stupid and greedy enough to agree to help the enemy for their own gain. Of course, there would be no gain for the traitor in the end, but he didn’t know that.
Rosprom had multiple agents with top-secret identities sitting in high positions in the Inner Circle. Only the High Command knew their identities, which was what made them so effective. Some of them had been living in Olympias for decades, while others had been brought here at a very young age. After the failure of Operation Angel Dust, Metatron had put a lot of effort into uncovering Rosprom agent cells. Many excellent agents had been uncovered and killed, yet the ones in the Inner Circle had not been detected.
Cillian Stavros had been appointed to the Board only a couple of years ago. He’d inherited the seat from his father and was not only its youngest but also its most ambitious member. How exactly his recruitment had taken place, Jake didn’t know, as the information was classified even for high-ranking agents such as him. After his arrival back in Olympias four months ago, he had been instructed to contact Stavros and function as his contact from now on.
The sooner everything was done, the better. The little, arrogant man was a loose cannon, and you couldn’t trust a traitor. Jake knew that only too well because he was a traitor himself.
He didn’t care about the operation he was assigned to; he didn’t care about the endless, pointless war Rosprom and Olympias had been waging since the beginning of the new era. All he cared about was saving Nephilim.
Yet his superior, Zhilinsky, didn’t suspect any of it. He always had acted very benevolently toward Jake and treated him in an almost fatherly way.
“Keep up the good work, Major Sobieski,” he said. “If everything goes as planned, you will soon be a hero of our people and can expect a huge promotion.”
“Thank you, Commander. I’ll do my very best.”
“Wait for further instructions.”
The holographic image of Zhilinsky disappeared, and Jake was once again sitting alone in the little black room.
He leaned back in his chair, sunken in thought.
Operation Fallen Angels was not only the biggest offensive Rosprom had ever attempted, it was also the biggest military operation since the beginning of the new era. Intelligence and spy games were usually Rosprom’s favored forms of warfare, not open war. But at a certain point, the leaders back in Moscow had changed course, maybe because the results had only been a little satisfying.
Once set into motion, Operation Fallen Angels would annihilate Olympias’ defenses and enable an invasion. All military, police, and authority units would be destroyed. Later, once everything was under Rosprom’s control, the purging would begin. That too was a tradition going back to the Soviet era, to destroy everything and everyone who could become dangerous or a liability in the future.
Of course, the first step would be to destroy the Guardian Angels, to make sure that every single one of them who survived the invasion was hunted down and eliminated. The High Command knew that leaving even one of them alive would be an incalculable risk.
Time was running out for Jake. He had to make contact with Nephilim soon. War was coming, and he didn’t want the two of them to be caught in the crossfire.
***
Not far from Jake, Nephilim, too, leaned back in her chair, sunken in thought. Although her thoughts couldn’t have been more different from his.
She was sitting in her office on the fifth floor of the Angel HQ. Like every Archangel, she was entitled to her own spacious office. Of course, hers was not as big and glamorous as the High-Archangel’s, but it had similar dark and elegant furniture and panoramic, black-tinted windows. To her right, Nephilim could see the pyramid and the spectacular high-rises of the Inner Circle, one of which was the building Jake and his fellow spies were hiding in – which, of course, she didn’t know.
Nephilim was happy that she had her own office and private space within the HQ. She needed time to be alone, time to think, time to process. Of course, she knew she should be working. There was so much stuff she needed to take care of.
Like all Archangels, she had daily tasks and duties. It required hundreds of people – most of them humans – to keep the Angel Corps functioning. They took care of everything necessary to keep the Angel Corps running. Budgeting, recruitment, organizing all departments, such as R&D, training, the vehicle fleet, the medical department, engineering, and more. The elite high-tech soldiers needed maintenance and medical care, engineers and technicians made sure that the VTOLs and other vehicles were at the highest level of performance at all times, and a huge team of high-class scientists worked on improving the Angels’ tech. Other departments acquired or analyzed data and prepared raids and other missions.
The logistics hidden behind the walls of the black cube were much bigger than anyone could suspect. The Archangels helped Metatron to run the show, which was the most boring but necessary part of their job.
The tasks assigned to Nephilim would have to wait today as she wasn’t capable of focusing. Her intimate biological body parts hurt from the rough sex she and Metatron had had this morning, but she didn’t mind it. In fact, it was a pleasant sensation that made her body feel alive. After the first two rounds in the shower, they had moved to his bedroom. As so often, he took care of her needs at the beginning of the play and later moved on to satisfying himself. Most Angels practiced some form of BDSM, yet Metatron’s way of practicing it was highly advanced and sophisticated – like everything he did. Nephilim enjoyed every second of it, much more than she ever would have anticipated. They had both needed it this morning to blow off steam and forget the world for a few hours.
But, as always, the world and its difficulties couldn’t remain forgotten for long.
Soon after arriving at HQ, everything that had happened during the last 24 hours came back to Nephilim in a rush and demanded attention.
First, the encounter with the Broker, who had turned out to be Finwick Connors, a former employee of HQ and someone very dear to her. She couldn’t remember everything that had happened between them a year ago, but it was enough for her to know that she could never hurt this strange little man.
However, letting him go was not only wrong because she had acted against Metatron’s orders. Even worse, it had endangered all Angels, including herself. The information he had was explosive, and parts of it already had been used to hunt down and kill several of Nephilim’s brothers-in-arms. She could only hope that Finwick wouldn’t sell more of the intel he had because then every dead Angel would be on Nephilim’s conscience.
Like Eleleth.
Nephilim closed her eyes, thinking of the dead Angel. Although Metatron had assured her that it wasn’t her fault, she still felt responsible for her Power’s death. And even though she had seen more death and brutality in her life than most people would even dare to imagine, the images of the grotesquely displayed body of the horribly tortured young woman haunted her.
All of this would have been more than enough for her mind to process, and yet it was dwarfed by what else she had learned and experienced that night.
The encounter with Finwick had triggered more memory flashes, and she had realized that something about the story she had previously believed, that her memory had been damaged during the EMP attack, was wrong.
The thought that the Rosprom agent might have been right and that Metatron had lied to her was almost more than what she could handle.
Why did you kill me?
The question that had haunted her most.
His reaction had completely thrown her off-guard. Instead of being upset with her or even angry, instead of deflecting or showing no will to share information with her, Metatron had done something she would never have expected.
His revelations had turned her world upside down.
Not only was the trust he had shown her by sharing his memories with her completely stunning, but to see the events from a year ago through his eyes was a game-changer for Nephilim.
It was true. He had killed her. The horrifying memory that had confused her so much was true.
But what she hadn’t remembered was that she had tried to kill him first. That she had betrayed all the Angels. That she had sided with the enemy. She had maybe had her reasons for doing so, but it didn’t make it right. Although back then, she had been convinced that she was doing the right thing.
Nephilim sighed.
In this world, there is no right and wrong, good and evil, light and dark. There are only shadows.
Those had been Metatron’s words after he had shown her his perspective of things. And he was right.
And yet, he had forgiven her. And what was more, he had done everything in his power to bring her back to life. He had given her his own blood.
As shocking as it sounded, he was right to say that the alternative to erasing her memory would have been killing her. It was only logical.
But that wasn’t all. Metatron had said that there was more he wanted her to know. The whole truth about everything.
She closed her eyes, remembering a flashback.
Your father, Nephilim, was our creator. Everything I am, I am because of him.
Metatron’s voice.
It was one of the fragments that had appeared in her mind when she had been hit by the mysterious weapon the mercenaries used on the Angels. What was it supposed to mean? Could it be true? That her father had created Metatron… and the Angel corps? If so, then who was she? And why didn’t she know anything about this?
She wanted to learn the whole truth badly. Yet she wouldn’t pressure Metatron to tell her. He had promised he would, and he never made empty promises – or threats. She knew him well enough to be sure that he was waiting for the right moment to tell her. And she knew that she could trust the man who gave her his own blood so she would survive.
There was a knock on the door.
“Come in, Adriel,” she said.
Her scan showed her that it was him, almost as if there was no door separating them.
A frown was displayed on his handsome face as he entered. Clearly, he was as upset as Nephilim about what had happened to Eleleth.
“Any news?” Nephilim asked as he walked up to her and sat down in the chair opposite her desk.
“Nope,” he said. “I spent almost all night at the crime scene, supervising our forensics and the OCPD specialists. We didn’t find shit.”
Nephilim grimaced in frustration, then asked, “Do we have the autopsy report?”
“It just came in. That’s why I’m here.”
“And?”
“You won’t like it, Neph.”
“I don’t like the whole case, Adriel. Spit it out.”
Adriel hesitated for a moment, as if he was trying to find the right words, but then he decided to just say it.
“She was raped.”
Nephilim squinted. “It was hard not to notice that.”
“Yes, but that was post-mortem. She was also raped when she was still alive. I’ll spare you the details—”
“Adriel!” Nephilim said, much more sharply than she had intended. “I’m an Archangel, not a damsel in distress you need to protect. Spit it out. Now.”
“Ok. While she was still alive, Eleleth was severely mutilated. She was raped by multiple individuals and with sharp objects, including a blade. The autopsy report states this was the cause of death.”
Nephilim clenched her fists so hard that for a moment her titanium knuckles became visible under the polymer flesh.
“Bastards.”
“The good news is, they found sperm.”
She moved her head sharply toward him in surprise. “That’s great news!”
“Well, not really… the genetic code doesn’t match anyone from the Olympias citizen database.”
Back in control of herself, Nephilim leaned back. She didn’t even notice that her hands had formed a pyramid under her chin, a gesture she had seen from Metatron many times.
“If the son of a bitch isn’t in our databank, then he either isn’t from Olympias—”
“—or is so high up the food chain that we don’t have access to his data,” Adriel finished her thought.
Nephilim remained silent for a moment, thinking.
“I’ll speak to the High-Archangel,” she said finally. “If anyone can access hidden data, then it’s him. And then I’ll pay our friends at the police a visit. It’s time for them to stop hibernating and start doing their fucking jobs.”
She rose and walked to the door, not realizing how much she resembled Metatron in her body language. Adriel got up from his chair as well.
“I’m coming with you.”
Nephilim lifted her finger. “Actually, I want you to take care of—”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Neph. I’ll do overtime later if you like, but I’m coming with you.”
“Adriel,” she sighed, but he continued before she could say anything else.
“I got a direct order from the High-Archangel, Neph. He told me not to leave your side unless you’re with him.”
Anger flared up in Nephilim for a second, but she quickly curbed it. It wasn’t Adriel’s fault. If Metatron had ordered him to babysit her, then there was nothing either of them could do about it.
“Fine,” she said begrudgingly.
“He’s concerned about your safety,” Adriel said in a tone unusually serious for him. “And so am I.”
Nephilim smiled. She couldn’t help but feel touched by how much Adriel cared about her.
“Bad weeds grow high. You said so yourself,” she said with a smirk.
“You’ll remind me of that until I retire, won’t you?” he replied, groaning.
“Possibly.”
“You’re a horrible boss.”
“Careful what you say, my friend. Or I’ll connect to your POV when you go to the bathroom.”
“That’s workplace bullying.”
Nephilim laughed. “You can go and file a complaint with the Board.”
***
Metatron got up from his desk and walked to the huge windows. There, he focused his attention on the black pyramid, which was less than two miles away from Angel HQ. The elites wanted the Angels close by just in case. Not too close though, otherwise they’d be reminded of the necessity of having them. It was the reason the HQ had been erected just outside the boundaries of the Inner Circle.
Nephilim had left only a couple of minutes ago. She had dropped by to report about the autopsy and its disturbing results. Now she was off to see the police. Metatron let her continue the investigation, although at this point, he doubted any more results would be achieved. He had a precise idea of who was responsible for the attacks, and the fact that the sperm didn’t match anyone in the Olympias citizen databank convinced him even more that his suspicion was right.
Metatron also knew that there was no way to get to someone of this person’s status in a legal or official way. No matter if it was under the Roman Empire, the feudal lords of the Middle Ages, the corrupt political caste of the pre-corporation era, or the “utopia” of today, some things never changed. Some people stood above the law, and it required creativity and unconventional measures to get to them.
But it wasn’t impossible.
The High-Archangel was convinced that he would succeed in bringing them down. All he needed was a little patience.
But in this case, it was difficult to be patient. Even for him. The autopsy was concerning. Eleleth’s death didn’t bother him much. As he had explained to Nephilim, it was something that came with command. Losing people was part of the job, and he had learned early on that no matter how hard you tried, you would never succeed in bringing everyone back in one piece at all times. That was the nature of war.
Through millennia, the powerful had played war games, using the people under their care as pawns. They had swapped clubs for killer cyborgs, but their mindset hadn’t changed.
It will change.
But losing an Angel the way Eleleth had been killed was something different. Rape was something the High-Archangel had never tolerated among his troops, and if an Angel broke that rule, the punishment was severe. Metatron also understood the message that had been sent to him in the choosing and torturing to death of Eleleth, Nephilim’s Power.
She was next.
Metatron clenched his fist.
He heard a knock on the door, and a second later, Zephaniel entered.
Metatron snapped out of his troubling thoughts, lifted his head, and looked his second-in-command in the face.
“Ah, Zephaniel.”
“You wanted to see me?” the First Archangel asked, coming closer.
He tried to sound businesslike, but Metatron could read in his face that he was excited he had been summoned. In the more than ten years that Zephaniel had been at his side, Metatron had learned to read even the smallest details in his second’s face and body language. He knew that he had neglected him lately.
“Yes, I have a special assignment for you,” Metatron said, leaning against the window pillar and crossing his arms.
“Anything you wish.”
Metatron smirked. He knew Zephaniel meant this ambiguously. Zephaniel was as ruthless and commanding in the field and toward the rest of the corps as he was utterly submissive and devoted toward him. Metatron liked that about him. Under different circumstances, he would have used Zephaniel’s body to satisfy his own needs. Although Metatron had sex with all his Archangels, separately or in orgies, Zephaniel always had a special status. The two men had been intimate for years.
Yet things had changed. Neither Zephaniel nor anyone else could even come close to what he had with Nephilim, sexually, emotionally, or intellectually. She was everything he had lost when he had lost her father – and more.
Zephaniel sensed that, of course. Although he would never dare to confront the High-Archangel about it directly, Metatron saw his growing frustration. He also saw Zephaniel’s jealousy toward Nephilim. The situation needed to be resolved before it turned into a problem.
Metatron planned to make Zephaniel Seraph in Olympias III. When he had visited last week, Raziel had mentioned she would eventually like to retire. Usually, Angels didn’t retire, but instead were euthanized and their parts recycled once they became unfit for duty. That, too, was something Metatron would change once he had the power to do so. It was a practice established when the Angel corps had been created more than 40 years ago. A system of control that reminded them that they weren’t people but weapons, tools.
Disposable and recyclable.
Of course, Metatron would never euthanize Raziel, and she knew it. In fact, he was planning to bring her back to Olympias eventually, once his plans had advanced further. He would need her help then, yet it would be less work than being the head of the Angel outpost in Olympias III. And it would be the perfect way to get rid of Zephaniel through a promotion.
Metatron reached out and stroked Zephaniel’s cheek. The other smiled, coming closer.
“Another time,” he said. “What I want you to do is more important.”
“What could be more important than pleasing you?” Zephaniel asked, tilting his head.
For a moment, Metatron was tempted. But then he decided otherwise. He’d had sex for more than three hours this morning and was satisfied.
“The Broker.”
Zephaniel blinked in surprise. “Do we have him?”
“Not yet. But you will bring him to me.”
Just because Nephilim had let the Broker run didn’t mean Metatron would as well.
A cruel smile appeared on Zephaniel’s face. “With pleasure.”
“We know his name and face, although he has taken on a new identity, which is why we can’t track his implants.”
“Who is he?”
“His name is Finwick Connors, a former employee of our HQ.”
Zephaniel’s eyes took on a blank expression for a second as he accessed the employee database and read Finwick’s profile. “That dirty little rat. He stole data from our servers and then fled more than a year ago?”
“That’s correct.”
Metatron had decided not to share with Zephaniel that it had been Finwick who had set Nephilim free and not Dr. Emrich. He also wouldn’t share the fact that Nephilim had had the Broker 24 hours ago and let him run. To this day, Zephaniel couldn’t understand why Metatron had not only saved Nephilim after her treason but also promoted her to Archangel. He didn’t know the secret of Nephilim’s identity and why she meant so much to him. No one did.
With time, Zephaniel had begrudgingly accepted Nephilim’s presence because Metatron hadn’t left him any other choice. Telling him now that she had committed treason again and that Metatron had let her get away with it once more would be pouring oil onto embers.
“From the police reports, we know that he’s connected to the black market dealers in the Underground.”
“Do you want me to raid the place?” Zephaniel asked eagerly.
“Yes. Take a squad and storm the rat hole. Bring me the Broker.”
“Consider it done. If he’s hiding there, I’ll find him.”
“Good. If possible, try not to use violence though. I don’t want a blood bath. Just scare the people a little bit.”
Zephaniel nodded, a slight disappointment in his voice. “As you wish.”
Metatron smiled after Zephaniel was gone. The assignment had made the First Archangel happy and would keep him busy. And if he could find the Broker, even better. Not that Metatron needed the information the Broker had anymore, but he wanted that vermin off the streets. As long as he was out there, selling his knowledge to the highest bidder, he was a threat to the Angels. Metatron would see to it that Finwick Connors enjoyed a slow and painful death.




Chapter Seven
Into the Underground
Finwick was so nervous that he needed all his strength of will not to chew on his fingernails. He hadn’t done that since middle grade. It had been a pain in the ass to get rid of the nasty habit, and he sure as hell wouldn’t start again now.
Not knowing what to do with his hands, he sat on his palms for the end of the drive. After leaving the apartment, he and Sarah had moved down to the parking garage, where Finwick had his autonomous car stored. It was an older model but had still cost him a fortune. Someone had once told him that Olympias kept prices for private vehicles so exorbitantly high on purpose so that only a few people could afford them. Most people didn’t want to buy them anyway because they believed they didn’t need them.
Finwick, too, had never felt the necessity to own one – not that he could have afforded it anyway in his old life. Back when he still worked at Angel HQ and lived in District 5, which had been the closest district to Angel HQ he could afford, he’d used public transport to go anywhere he needed. Which was mostly to work, as he didn’t go out much. Finwick had always preferred to spend his free time in VR than in bars, which might have been the reason why he could count his sexual encounters on one hand. That was before he became the Broker and started shitting money, of course.
But even then he didn’t go out much, and if he did, he usually took a robo-cab anywhere he needed to go. Public transport was rather poorly developed in Oldtown compared to the rest of the city.
He had bought the car just in case he needed it someday to get somewhere anonymously. And that day had come sooner than he ever would have anticipated.
Finwick turned his head and looked at Sarah, who was sitting next to him on the comfortable cushions. She had pressed her lips into a thin line and was staring out of the window. Finwick had tried to make conversation once they were sitting in the car but quickly realized that Sarah was too tense to talk and wanted to be left alone. He respected that.
Finwick felt horrible about the way and timing with which Sarah had found out about him and Nephilim. Thinking about it though, he had to admit that it sounded good in his head – him and Nephilim.
As if there was something between them. As if they were lovers.
He rolled his eyes and turned to his own window, knowing how ridiculous he was being, even if only in his head.
There was no him and Nephilim. There never was and never would be. Nevertheless, they shared history together, and she meant the world to him and he meant enough to her to let him run – which still made him feel hot and cold at the same time.
But no matter what, he knew that Sarah was scared of the Guardian Angels, and he had assumed that she would recognize Nephilim. Which was why she had never been allowed in his man-cave. That she found out on the very day they had to leave their home and run for their lives was inexcusable. Finwick was mad at himself that he had been so reckless – and also for being such a coward that he hadn’t told her the truth about Nephilim in time.
Now they were in a mess. To see Sarah so scared and disappointed had broken his heart.
But he was determined to explain everything and was confident that she would understand… at least in time. After all, she knew that they only had each other. Two stranded souls in a crazy world.
First things first, though. For now, the most important thing was that he got both of them to safety. And there was only one place he could think of where they had a chance.
For the millionth time, Finwick turned his head and stared out of the rear window of the car. Nothing. The usual Oldtown morning traffic. No AI police. And no Guardian Angels chasing them.
Chewing on his lip, he watched the narrow streets of Oldtown rush by while the morning sun reflected in the glass towers around them. Then they arrived at their destination. A place Finwick knew so well that he could almost call it his second home.
***
Walking down the stairs into the main tube felt completely surreal to Finwick. The feeling of déjà vu that had haunted him all day became so strong that it felt like a tickle in the back of his head.
A bit more than a year ago, he had been on the run when he came here. Lost and desperate, fleeing a boring yet secure life that had been turned upside down by his friendship with Nephilim.
The Underground was a former underground mall from pre-corporate Atlanta and was now a hub for cheap and second-hand electronics – some semi-legal and other outright black-market stuff. Yet it was also so much more, as Finwick had learned. Half of Olympias’ underworld VIPs frequented this place. And during his time as the Broker, Finwick had met many of them. He could only hope that the right people were still benevolent toward him, because if not, then he didn’t know where else to go.
And yet this time, everything was different. When he sought refuge here last time, he was alone, a pathetic wimp scared shitless. Now he wasn’t alone. He had someone who relied on him and whom he had to protect at any cost. Even though she was currently making a face as if she hated him – and she hadn’t even hit puberty yet!
Finwick stopped in the middle section of the staircase and looked down at Sarah next to him. Although she was trying to play it cool, he could clearly see in her little face how scared she was.
Almost as scared as him, but he hoped he was doing a better job of hiding it.
“We’ll be fine, I promise,” he said.
Sarah looked up at him, her big brown eyes fearful and insecure. He stretched out his hand toward her, and she took it.
“Remember, always stay close to me, ok?” he said. “This place looks scarier than it is… just, um, don’t talk to anyone.”
Actually, this was no place for a little girl at all, and Finwick knew it. He was grateful it was morning and that not many people were around. Most dangerous people were creatures of the night and rarely showed up before afternoon.
She nodded, her pale lips forming a thin line again. Finwick pulled his hood deeper over his face, hiding his features as well as possible. Although a lot of shady business went down here that the authorities turned a blind eye to, the place was still under as much surveillance as any other in Olympias. Luckily, Finwick knew where the security cameras were, and covering your face in the shadows of a hoodie was nothing anyone considered suspicious in Oldtown.
Finwick squeezed Sarah’s hand, and they continued their descent to the lowest level of the Underground.
Most vendors were open 24/7, and while some of the stalls and little stores were served by AI or robots, others had humans tending to them, who were sometimes employees but more often the owners of the business.
Cheap prosthetics, pre-owned neural implants, oculus devices, and much more could be bought here. Finwick still vividly remembered the very first time he had come here to buy components to modify Nephilim’s neural implant to help her temporarily escape the grid. To this day, he was proud of himself for having accomplished that.
People with mismatched prosthetics or implants were a normal sight here. In other areas of Olympias, it was common to hide cyber enhancements, with the most expensive ones completely blending in with one’s body. The Angels stood at the top of the food chain here, as in so many other things. Although they were 60% machine, their bodies looked perfectly human without even one artificial part visible anywhere – apart from the eyes, of course.
In Oldtown, people were different than in the rest of Olympias. It seemed as if they put their artificial parts on display proudly, showing they could afford them. Combined with the old-fashioned haircuts, clothes, and tattoos, Oldtown, and the Underground in particular, had a unique retro charm. The people here always reminded Finwick of how people used to dress 20 years ago when he was a child around 2077.
At this time of day, the music wasn’t as loud, and the air was also fresher. Yet it always smelled of oil, cheap cologne, and sweat. Combined with the strange steampunk look of the place, with its brass columns and fake lanterns that originated from the pre-corporation era, the Underground had something bizarre and out-of-place about it. At first, Finwick had been amazed every time he had come here, but now he knew the place like the back of his hand. After all, until recently, he’d had his own booth here, hidden in the gloomy side arm where most vendors selling holographic equipment had their stalls. Finwick had had a little shop there run by his assistant Stella, who had done a lot of his acquisitions in the six months after he had disappeared from the radar – and who ultimately sold him out to the cops.
Several people tried to sell something to Finwick as he and Sarah passed by, but most simply watched them, some openly curious, others showing a bored expression.
Finwick saw Seth leaning at a pillar and lifted his hand to greet the man with the metal jaw and glowing red cyber eye. He still remembered how intimidated he had been by his presence at the beginning. Seth was a known fence and mostly harmless, despite his scary appearance.
Halfway down the main tube, two smaller tunnels branched off. Finwick and Sarah turned right and from there reached the stairs leading up to the second floor. Three bulky men stood guard there. Each two heads taller than Finwick and almost as broad as they were high, they were heavily augmented muscle working for one of the most notorious and powerful underworld bosses of the city.
Although most gangsters and many shady individuals possessed firearms, even members of organized crime didn’t dare use them in the open. Olympias had a zero-tolerance policy when it came to guns, which had been outlawed decades ago. It didn’t hinder criminals from acquiring and using them, mostly against each other, but everyone knew that the Underground, like all public buildings, was equipped with sensors that would detect firearms.
Then all hell would break loose and police AI units would be swarming the place within minutes, and if people were very unlucky, maybe even the Guardian Angels would be dispatched. That would be bad for business, and business was the reason people came to the Underground, no matter if they were a buyer of cheap electronics or an underworld boss.
However, the thugs by the stairs didn’t need any weapons to be fearsome. They could break Finwick in half with their bare hands if they wanted.
“What do you want?” one of them asked, showing oversized metal teeth in his mouth as he spoke.
Finwick forced himself to remain cool. He straightened up and looked the man in the eye.
“I’m here to see Mama,” he said.
The man studied him closer and recognition sparked in his eyes.
“Oh… it’s you.”
“Yes, it’s me. Is Mama here or not?”
“In her office. You know the way.”
They made room and let Finwick and Sarah climb the stairs. From the corner of his eye, Finwick saw surprise in Sarah’s face – and pride. Which in return made him proud and fueled him with courage.
The second floor was partially a balcony, overlooking the main tube with its noises and busy business. The area was closed to the public and was used as storage – at least officially. Some of the former stores were used as places where not-so-legal deals could be discussed privately, while others were used as offices for the people pulling the strings in this bizarre microcosmos.
Finwick squeezed Sarah’s hand again as they walked toward the glass walls of an old store. Two more thugs, even bulkier than the ones downstairs, flanked the entrance, their legs spread and their arms resting behind their backs. Either they recognized Finwick or their friends downstairs had informed them that he was coming, but either way, they didn’t even flinch as he and Sarah passed between them and entered the room.
The first thing that greeted them was thick cigar smoke. For a while, Finwick had come here so frequently that he had gotten used to it, but apparently his body had forgotten about that, and now the smoke burned in his eyes.
Three people were in the room, which was a spacious office overlooking the Underground’s main tube downstairs. Two more heavily augmented bodyguards stood left and right of a huge, antique-looking desk, which Finwick knew was from the pre-corporation era and had belonged to some film star or other celebrity no one remembered anymore.
Behind the desk sat a big woman in her fifties. She had a broad face and golden teeth that gleamed when she grinned at Finwick. There was a fat cigar in her left hand. It was a real cigar, not some fake digital device people “smoked” nowadays. Smoking had been banned from Olympias decades ago, shortly after the beginning of the new era, and before he had started coming here, Finwick had never seen anyone smoke. To this day, he still couldn’t understand why anyone would do it in the first place, and his clothes stank for days after every time he had come here.
Apparently tobacco was still harvested in Olympias II, illegally, of course, and cigars cost a fortune on the black market, yet the woman behind the desk was never seen without one. And she didn’t give a damn about smoking regulations.
Mama Legba, or ML for outsiders, was not only one of the people running the Underground, she was also one of the biggest figures in organized crime in Olympias.
“Well, well, look who’s here,” she said with her deep voice, before she inhaled on her cigar and let out the smoke in rings that quickly spread through the room. They hit Finwick’s face and made him cough, which made the underworld boss and the two thugs laugh.
“It’s been a long time since I last saw you, shorty,” she continued. “I thought you were dead.”
“Really?” Finwick was stunned. He had no idea his disappearance had worked so well.
“Nah,” she replied. “I knew you were hiding out in your little apartment down at Peach Street.”
He stared at her. “You… knew?”
“Of course, honey. Nothing can happen in Oldtown without Mama Legba knowing about it. It was enough for me to know where to find you in case I needed something. And now you’re back.”
She pointed at two chairs in front of her desk, and Finwick and Sarah took a seat.
“What can I do for you?” Mama Legba asked, leaning back in her chair and dropping some ash off her cigar onto the floor.
“I need your help,” Finwick said. He had contemplated for many hours what the best approach here would be and eventually decided that it would be best to simply tell the truth. He had no time for games. Hunters were after him, and the woman in front of him was his only hope to escape them.
Mama Legba laughed. “Oh, what a surprise. I could smell the deep shit you’re in the moment you stepped through this door. And who’s this little lady?”
She shifted her attention to Sarah.
“That’s Sarah,” Finwick introduced her.
“I never would have guessed you like them so young, but that’s not my business,” Mama Legba shrugged, drawing on her cigar.
Finwick’s jaw dropped and hot blood rushed into his cheeks. It had taken him a second to understand what Mama Legba was referring to.
“No! It’s not like that!” he said, horrified, then wrapped his arm around Sarah’s shoulders protectively. “She’s my daughter.”
Mama Legba squinted an eye. “Is that so? I had no idea they grow so fast in vitro nowadays. Must be a new technology—”
“He’s my adoptive dad,” Sarah interrupted Mama’s mocking in a serious tone that made the big woman fall silent. The underworld boss studied the girl for a moment, then nodded.
“Sweetie, why don’t you follow this gentleman into the room next door? We have some soda there. Your daddy and Mama have some business to discuss.”
She nodded at the bodyguard to her left, and the man made his way to the door.
Finwick frowned. Sending Sarah away was the last thing he wanted. But he doubted anything would happen to her around Mama Legba’s bodyguards. She was an organized crime boss and certainly a very dangerous woman, but she had shown herself to be benevolent to Finwick in the past, mostly because she made very profitable use of his expertise. But still, she had never tried to pressure him into anything.
When he had come here a year ago, it was thanks to Mama Legba that he had been able to completely disappear and fake his own death. It had cost him a fortune, but the money Nephilim had given him was enough to cover it. Later he began working for Mama’s organization. He had never told her about the amount of data he had stolen from Angel HQ, but she was an intelligent woman and had quickly realized how valuable he was.
Finwick knew that he should trust her now. Not that he had much choice, as by entering here he was at her mercy anyway. And if she couldn’t help him, no one would.
He turned his head to Sarah, who was staring at him with insecurity in her eyes.
“It’s ok,” he said with a smile that was hopefully reassuring. “You can go next door. Everything will be fine.”
He squeezed her hand, and she nodded and got up.
“I have to admit, you never fail to surprise me, shorty,” Mama Legba said once Sarah was gone. “A daughter?”
Finwick sighed. “It’s a long story.”
“And we don’t have time, huh?”
He nodded.
“Who’s after you?”
Finwick swallowed. “Them.”
Mama shook her head. “Holy fuck, shorty. How? What did you do?”
“That, too, is a long story.”
“So it was you they were after yesterday.”
“I’m afraid so.”
“I lost five good men because of you, Mr. Broker.”
Finwick’s eyes turned wide as plates, and he blushed. How the hell did she know?
Mama Legba rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Did you really think I wouldn’t find out? It’s not like there are many people around who stole data from the Angel HQ and lived.”
Finwick tried to say something but didn’t know what and huffed pathetically instead.
“And now they’ve found you, huh? And you remembered your old friend Mama.”
He looked at his shoes. “You’re my only hope.”
Mama Legba chuckled. “You bet. No one else will help you when they are after you.” She inhaled deeply on her cigar and watched the rings form in the air and float away as she exhaled. “And frankly, I’m not sure why I should either.”
“I can pay whatever you want,” Finwick replied.
“Will you also sell me the girl?”
Finwick stared at her in shock, then an almost unknown emotion filled him: anger.
“No!” he burst out. “That’s out of the question! Sarah is my daughter. Don’t ever suggest something like that again!”
Mama Legba sneered. “Or what?”
Finwick didn’t have an answer to that. He opened his mouth, but all that came out was air like from an almost empty balloon.
“You realize I could simply kill you, take the data you’re carrying, and sell the girl to a brothel, don’t you?”
“No, you couldn’t,” he said quietly.
“And why is that?”
“Because I’ve encrypted the data. It’s useless to you without me.”
“I knew you were smart,” Mama Legba grinned, showing her gleaming golden teeth. “Relax, shorty,” she continued after they stared at each other for a second. “I’m just testing you. You’re much more valuable alive than at the bottom of the river, and you should know that human trafficking isn’t part of my business model. So stop shitting your pants.”
Finwick wiped sweat from his forehead, his hand shaking slightly. He also could feel moisture on his back. Why did he always sweat like a pig when he was under stress?
“What exactly is it you want me to help you with?” Mama Legba asked.
He forced himself to snap out of the panic that had threatened to overwhelm him only a second ago.
“Basically the same as last time. I need to disappear.”
“A set of new implants?”
Finwick nodded.
“And I assume you also want to die… again?” She winked.
Finwick would never forget how horrified he had been a year ago when she had suggested this for the first time. Now he knew exactly what it meant. They would extract his implants, stick them in a corpse, then burn it to a crisp. The authorities usually identified dead bodies by the serial numbers of their neural implants, especially if the dead person was missing their hands and teeth, which wasn’t so unusual in Oldtown in particular, or if the corpse had been burned or otherwise heavily damaged.
Until today, he hadn’t found out where the dead body they had stuck his implants into last time had come from. He could only hope they had stolen it from a crematory or something like that and hadn’t murdered someone for him.
“Just me. That’s not necessary for the girl,” he said.
They weren’t looking for her. Technically they shouldn’t even know she was living with him. He didn’t want to put her vulnerable child’s brain through an extraction procedure.
“Alright, shorty. We can give you a new identity in no time. It’ll cost you that much.”
She showed him a datapad displaying an astronomical number. Finwick gasped. That was more than double what he had paid last time!
But he didn’t have many alternatives, and Mama knew that only too well. Trying to bargain with her was pointless. Finwick had learned that quickly.
He nodded weakly. “Ok.”
He was a wealthy man, and this would cost almost half of his money. But his and Sarah’s lives were worth any money, and Mama Legba knew that. The only reason she didn’t demand even more was probably because she didn’t expect him to have that much.
“That’s not all,” she said, and he lifted his eyebrows as he looked at her.
“From now on, you work for me. You’ve changed quite a bit since you showed up on my doorstep last year, scared shitless like a puppy lost in the big world. You’ve made quite an impact. You’re not only the Broker but one of the best hackers in this city. I need a man of your expertise in my organization.”
Finwick didn’t like the sound of this at all. He didn’t want to get involved with organized crime. Well, technically he already was, but becoming one of them was a completely different story.
“But I’ve always done freelance jobs for you, Mama. Isn’t that enough?” he tried.
“Uh-uh.” She shook her head and again let some of the ashes from her cigar drop to the floor. “Not anymore. You work exclusively for me, understood?”
Finwick bit his lip, trying to think of something that would get him out of this.
Mama Legba saw it and shrugged. “I could hand you over to the Guardian Angels and earn a bounty, if you’d prefer that.”
Finwick sighed. “You got me. I’ll do whatever you want.”
She grinned broadly. “I’m glad we’ve come to an understanding. Don’t worry, I’ll pay you well.”
Again, she lifted up the datapad, which was now showing a significantly lower number, though it was still more than Finwick ever had earned when he was a regular citizen. He wondered who came up with the saying that crime didn’t pay. From his experience, it did pay – and very well.
“Alright,” Mama Legba said. “I’ll contact Doc T and tell him to swing his ass over here asap so we can do the procedure today.”
Mama Legba and the other underworld lords had many illegally practicing surgeons working for them. Most used to be regular doctors who for some reason had fallen from grace, while others were self-taught. Those were the cheapskate’s option, and Finwick wondered who in their right mind would let someone unqualified mess with their brains. He could never be so desperate… or could he?
Doc T was the best surgeon Mama had at her disposal. Apparently he used to be a top-paid physician, employed at Nexus Hospital in the Inner Circle. Why he was working for the underworld now, Finwick didn’t know, and Mama Legba had told him that it was none of his business. But he had done a good job last time, so Finwick trusted he’d perform well again.
“While we’re at it, you might consider plastic surgery as well,” Mama said, yanking him out of his thoughts.
“Huh?”
She inhaled deeply on her cigar, studying him. “Your face isn’t pretty, but it’s distinctive. So is your natural red hair. I would recommend changing it so facial recognition software can’t detect you. If they’re really after you, and after what happened here yesterday I think they are, then they’ll be searching for your face.”
How stupid of him not to think of that! So far, keeping his face away from the cameras had been enough because they weren’t actively looking for him. They didn’t know he had stolen the data, and the Olympias citizen databank classified him as deceased.
Things were different now, however. Very different.
“Yes, let’s do it,” he said. “And yes, I’ll pay extra.”
She laughed. “Consider it a little gift from Mama. The doc will show you some blueprints to choose from. While you’re at it, you can also change your body. Enhance some parts, maybe?”
She winked. Finwick blushed and hated himself for it. 




Chapter Eight
Secrets
Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes sat in his chair with his chin resting on his hand, sunken in deep contemplation. He hadn’t slept for 48 hours and was running on cheap coffee, which was slowly taking its toll. His body and mind were tired.
He was also in urgent need of a shower and some fresh clothes. Usually, he always took good care of himself. While Spider preferred a more casual neo-punk look, he was never seen without a suit. His black hair was always perfectly trimmed and neatly combed, and he always came clean-shaven to work, with expensive cologne on his skin. Kate mocked him that he was prettier and better groomed than most girls she hooked up with, but Siro didn’t mind. He knew that he was an attractive man to both sexes and played this to his advantage when he could.
Now, however, he felt completely unlike himself. His hair was a greasy mess, his five-o’clock shadow itched, he could smell himself reeking, and his suit still had the stains of the coffee he had spilled on himself last night when Spider startled him.
Siro sighed. He should probably go home and get some sleep, just as Kate had done more than two hours ago. Or at least take a shower. And yet he was still sitting here, trying to figure out what to do.
The murdered Angels case alone was bad enough and would have kept him occupied way beyond his normal duties. Nephilim was getting irritated because of the little progress they had made, and she wasn’t the only one. Commissioner Llewelyn, Siro’s and Kate’s boss, had called them into her office earlier and made it clear that she was highly displeased with how things were going.
“Screw her,” Kate had snorted after leaving Llewelyn’s office. “Maybe she should go and hunt the killer herself if she thinks it’s so easy.”
Siro understood Kate’s anger and frustration. They had put a lot of effort into finding the Broker, only for the guy to not show up and then disappear without a trace. Now they were back at square one, with a very displeased Crown Princess breathing down their necks. He could also understand Nephilim. One of her assistants and closest associates had been brutally murdered, and there was no trace of the killers.
But Siro could also understand Llewelyn, who was surely under a lot of pressure from high up, maybe even from the High-Archangel himself.
It was a stressful situation for everyone.
Siro was determined to solve the case and bring the perpetrators to justice – although he still remembered Nephilim’s words about that only too well: Just find them, Detective. Leave justice to us.
He couldn’t help himself as hot and cold shivers rushed up his spine when he thought of her face when she said that.
After digging through surveillance footage for hours, which, of course, showed nothing, and plowing through resident statements, Siro and Kate had agreed that this wouldn’t lead anywhere. Kate was right. They had to take a dive into Oldtown’s organized crime scene and try and find out who had recruited the mercenaries. They had agreed to look into that tomorrow night, however. Kate had turned into an ill-humored zombie as the day proceeded until Siro suggested she went home. She’d be no use if they decided to investigate the underworld tonight, and if Siro was honest with himself, neither would he.
Besides, he had other plans. They concerned the second big topic that occupied his mind, which was almost more serious than the murdered Angels.
Slowly, his hand moved into his pocket and pulled out the data device.
He had been trying to figure out what to do with it all day. Most of all, whether he should share it with Kate. He trusted her. She was his partner, she had his back… she was his friend. And yet, he was convinced that they wouldn’t agree on this. Kate would have told him to destroy the device and forget about it.
And she was right. It was the smart thing to do.
But for some reason he couldn’t do that. This was the biggest discovery of his professional life as a detective. He felt obligated to use it.
His next idea had been to show it to his boss. Maybe it would get him a promotion? And if he handed the data over to Llewelyn, it would be her burden to deal with it and not his. Yet somehow, his gut was telling him that Llewelyn would let the evidence disappear and tell him not to talk about it. Similarly to Spider, she would probably classify it as too hot – and not their business.
But it was their business. The snuff brothel they had discovered thanks to the Guardian Angels – who had also cleared it of suspects in their typically efficient way – was easily the most horrific thing Siro had ever seen. What those criminals had been doing was despicable beyond any norm. They had abducted helpless people, many of them children, and then let them be tortured to death by people who were sick beyond anything considered human. What made it even worse was that those perverts and psychopaths weren’t professional criminals or thugs from the gutter of society; they were rich people, many from the Inner Circle. Rich assholes who paid a fortune to be able to torture and rape innocent people to death.
The snuff gang had simply provided the service, and they had all had it coming. Siro didn’t mind that the Guardian Angels had made short work of them. But the true monsters were the people who paid for the service. Seemingly honorable citizens, rich, some of them famous. The atrocities they had committed on the videos the police had found on the gang’s servers were almost unbearable to watch.
Some people, including Kate, said the Guardian Angels were monsters, but this wasn’t true. The Guardian Angels were killers, yes. But they had been created to be like this. Sometimes it needed monsters to hunt and kill bigger monsters.
Slowly, Siro reached out and inserted the data device into his computer. After watching the horrific footage for a moment, he thought he’d throw up. His stomach had been maltreated by the terrible coffee, and he could hardly keep its contents down.
No, the person in the video shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it. No matter who he was.
It had been a coincidence that this evidence had fallen into Siro’s hands, but he felt obligated to do something with it.
“Good afternoon, Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” a familiar voice suddenly said, making him jump in his chair – for the second time within 24 hours.
Nephilim stood in the doorway, a frosty smile on her face.
Siro turned his head toward her and gave her a broad smile while simultaneously switching off his screen. She had probably already noticed anyway, but he hoped he could distract her.
“We were on first-name terms already,” he said, using a tone that he knew worked on most women. “Don’t you like me anymore, Nephilim?”
She smirked. “Oh, I do. You’re my favorite detective in all OCPD.”
“Phew,” he said. “I was concerned you might prefer Spider.”
“Your partner doesn’t like me very much, does she?” Nephilim said, slowly walking into the room.
Siro noticed that she was also still wearing the same clothes as yesterday night, yet hers were perfectly clean and didn’t show even one wrinkle. The shock and despair he could clearly sense in her at the crime scene yesterday were completely gone, though she showed the same icy sex appeal as always.
“Or is it Angels in general she doesn’t like?” she added.
“Nothing of the sort, Nephilim,” he said. “My partner simply has a very blunt attitude and sometimes comes across as rude. I assure you, she feels nothing but the deepest respect toward the Guardian Angels.”
Nephilim chuckled while taking a seat in Kate’s chair, facing Siro. “But of course.”
Although Nephilim said this in a playful way, Siro made a mental note to himself to warn Kate that she should try and make her dislike of the Guardian Angels less obvious when they were around. They were perceptive, and no one in their right mind would wish to have Nephilim as an enemy.
“I assume you know why I’m here?” she said.
“To have a drink with me, I hope?”
He was aware that he looked and smelled completely unattractive at the moment, but it was worth a try anyway.
“I’m afraid not,” she replied. “I already have plans for tonight. But I was hoping you could present me some results.”
Siro sighed. “I wish I could, Nephilim. And again, I’m truly sorry about what happened to Eleleth. But since the Broker’s trail turned cold, we’ve had nothing. I really don’t understand what went wrong and why he didn’t show up. He should have.”
He noticed how Nephilim’s face twitched for a very brief moment as he mentioned the Broker but wasn’t sure what to make of it. It almost seemed as if mentioning him had triggered an emotional reaction in her… but why?
Then she said something that confused him even more.
“The Broker isn’t your concern anymore.”
“If you say so…” he said slowly.
“We don’t believe he could lead us to the people who hired the mercenaries. Do you have any other ideas?”
“As a matter of fact, we do,” Siro said.
“I’m all ears.”
“Detective Spader and I are planning to dig around the Oldtown underworld a little bit. There are very few crime syndicates that could offer such mercenary services as the guys we’ve seen. We also believe that it must be someone very rich who hired them, possibly someone from the Inner Circle.”
“Good call. When are you planning to go ahead with this plan?”
“Tomorrow night.”
“Very well. My partner and I will accompany you.”
“With all due respect, I’m not sure that’s a good idea. It would be better if—”
Nephilim interrupted him with a gesture of her hand. “We will accompany you. We don’t have the time for a slow investigation here. Every day that we lose, we might also lose one or more of our people. I can’t tolerate that, do you understand?”
Suddenly all playfulness and flirtation were gone from her voice and posture, and she was the demanding and commanding Archangel again. Siro swallowed the concerns he had been about to express. It would be a hell of a lot more difficult to get any results with two Angels in tow, even if they disguised themselves well. But Nephilim didn’t seem to be up for any discussion. Siro could only imagine Spider’s face when he told her tomorrow.
“As you wish,” he said.
“Good.” Nephilim smoothly got up from the chair. Sometimes Siro could hardly believe that she was over 50% machine, with a lot of titanium and other mechanical components hidden in her body. He wondered how her body would feel when touched. Would there be anything that could distinguish her from a human? Or were the machine parts so perfectly integrated that he wouldn’t feel or see anything that would be different from a normal woman?
“We’ll meet you tomorrow night then,” she said, walking to the exit.
Siro got up to accompany her. “Let me show you out.”
“How considerate of you,” she said with that smirk again.
“Are you sure you don’t want to grab a drink?” he asked as they walked down the hall to the staircase and entrance area. “Or maybe dinner? There’s this exquisite place specializing in Olympias III delicacies—”
“I appreciate the offer,” she said. “Another time, maybe. Let’s find the mercs first and celebrate later, don’t you think?”
“I’ll take your word on that.”
They had arrived at the entrance area where Nephilim’s white-haired partner was waiting. He stood at the window, watching the traffic outside. As soon as Nephilim came closer, he turned around and smiled at them. His reaction and movement had something uncanny about them. Although Siro knew that they could see each other on the scanner and had maybe even communicated mentally while Nephilim had been sitting in Siro’s office, his reaction still was unsettling, unnatural.
The white-haired cyborg gave Siro a friendly nod as Nephilim turned to face him one last time.
“See you tomorrow,” she said in a pleasant tone, yet he understood the subtext of it: Don’t you dare go without us.
He put on his most charming smile. “I can’t wait.”
Going back to his office, Siro suddenly knew what he would do with the hot evidence. When Nephilim had been sitting across from him in his office, for a moment, he had considered telling her about it. After all, who could take on anyone in this city if not the Guardian Angels?
But then he had decided otherwise.
Maybe he could trust Nephilim, but she worked directly under Metatron. Siro had never met the High-Archangel, of course. But he knew that he was ruthless – and that he worked directly for the Board. He might not only destroy the evidence but maybe even have him killed.
It had become clear to Siro that justice couldn’t be achieved the regular way in this case. It had to happen in the shadows.
He walked back to his office and closed the door behind him. Then he switched the screen back on. The video had stopped, and he saw only a still picture. Yet this image alone was enough to give any empathetic person nightmares.
The image showed a nude man with a huge knife, his face contorted into a sadistic grin with madness shimmering in his eyes, his naked body covered in blood. But the blood clearly wasn’t his. Strapped on a gurney in front of him was a naked woman. From her face, Siro guessed she was hardly more than a girl, maybe eighteen years old, possibly younger. The once pretty face was mutilated in a horrible way, her features frozen in utter terror. She was clearly dying, and caught in this terrifying still was her last breath. Her body was a bloody mess, stabbed dozens of times. Her inner organs could be seen in her belly, which had been sliced open. The man’s face was clearly visible in the image. It was a face Siro knew well. As did everyone in Olympias.
Board member Cillian Stavros.
***
When Finwick entered the small room adjacent to Mama Legba’s office, he was surprised by the sight on show.
Sarah was sitting in a stuffed chair, her short legs dangling down without reaching the ground. Next to her crouched Mama Legba’s thug who had accompanied her when she had left Finwick and the underworld boss. The giant displayed a proud expression on his broad, scarred, and very ugly face while demonstrating some special features of his cybernetic arm. Apparently his fist could turn into a meat grinder with rotating, razor-sharp blades. A view that made Finwick’s stomach churn. Sarah, however, was clearly intrigued.
“How does it work?” she asked with big eyes.
The man shrugged. “Not a clue. I only need to think of it and it happens. It’s connected to my plant somehow.”
He tapped his finger against a metallic plate on his temple. His augmentations were clearly of lower quality if half of his temple was made of metal, or maybe it was good stuff and the man simply rocked the Oldtown chic. Finwick was never sure about that when it came to the residents of Oldtown.
“Pretty badass, huh?” the thug said with a wide grin.
“Yeah,” Sarah agreed, carefully touching the embedded murder weapon with her little fingers.
Finwick wasn’t sure if he should feel horrified or excited. Clearly this wasn’t the kind of person he wanted Sarah to be acquainted with, but he had worked with scientists for most of his professional life and could recognize scientific curiosity on someone’s face when he saw it. And Sarah’s face showed exactly that kind of expression.
Just then, the man noticed that Finwick was standing in the doorway, or maybe he had received a non-verbal command from his boss. He straightened up.
“I’ll see you around, little one.”
“Later,” Sarah said, as if they were old buddies.
Finwick couldn’t help but feel extremely proud of this little girl he called his daughter.
“How did it go?” she asked once the thug was gone and they were alone in the room.
He let himself fall into the chair next to her, suddenly feeling as tired as if he hadn’t slept for days.
“Mama Legba will help us,” he said. He knew he should feel relieved, but somehow he felt as if he just had done a deal with the devil.
Both of them were now at the mercy of Mama Legba, who wasn’t just a cigar-smoking middle-aged woman but a mobster boss. He could only hope the jobs he would have to do for her were nothing that would get people hurt or, worse, get Nephilim hurt.
“That’s good, isn’t it?” Sarah wrinkled her forehead.
“Yes, it is.”
“Then why do you look as if it weren’t so?”
He smiled. “I’m just tired, munchkin. Things will be good, don’t worry, ok?”
“Ok,” Sarah said, not sounding convinced. “So, what happens next?”
“A doctor will come to remove my implants and exchange them for new ones.”
“So we’re not trackable?”
“Yes, exactly.”
They sat there in silence for a moment. Finwick hoped that the surgeon would arrive soon so they could get the procedure over with.
Finally, Sarah turned her head and looked him in the eye. “You promised to explain things to me.”
Finwick squirmed. “Can’t it wait? The doctor could be here any moment and—”
“Tell me!” She interrupted him so fiercely that he fell silent. “You promised!”
He swallowed, desperately looking for the right words. Where should he even start?
“Tell me why you had the holo of a monster in your office!”
Finwick sighed. “She’s no monster…”
“She is!” Sarah’s voice suddenly turned shrill as she became agitated. Finwick knew that he had to calm her if he didn’t want her to freak out like before.
He placed a hand on her shoulder and gently patted it. “Ok, ok! I’ll explain everything, but you must promise me that you’ll keep calm, ok? You need to be strong now, Sarah. We’re at the mercy of those people, and who knows how they’ll react if we don’t keep our voices down.”
She took a deep breath and pressed her lips together, then nodded.
Finwick, too, inhaled deeply. He knew he had to do this right, but he had no idea how. Not for nothing had he avoided the topic for so long. Being a dad was still very new to him.
After fighting with himself for a moment, he finally decided to be straightforward about it.
“The woman whose hologram you saw in my office, her name is Nephilim. She’s a Guardian Angel of Olympias,” he began.
Sarah’s eyes widened, and she made as if to say something, but he lifted his hand.
“Please, let me explain first, then I’ll answer all your questions, ok?”
“Ok…”
“It’s true that the Guardian Angels are the people who destroyed the village you grew up in. And it’s true that Nephilim was one of them. It’s why you remember her face. You saw her that night.”
Tears began forming in Sarah’s eyes, and seeing them cut Finwick’s heart into pieces. He wanted to comfort her, but he knew that he had to push through it now, even if it was hurtful for Sarah. She needed to know the truth.
“But… Nephilim isn’t like the others. She’s no monster, Sarah. She’s different… she’s special. She’s an angel…”
“How so? What makes her so special?”
For a brief moment, Finwick remembered Nephilim’s face when she’d let him go the day before. “Everything…”
“Are you in love with her?” Sarah asked suddenly.
Finwick flinched. The question caught him completely unprepared. How the hell did she know? She was only ten years old! Was it so obvious?
“Um… well… I…” he stammered, feeling hot blood rushing into his cheeks.
Suddenly Sarah chuckled, and the ice between them melted like on a hot summer day.
“You are!” she said, pointing her finger at him. “Is she your girlfriend?”
He sighed, feeling even more heat flushing his cheeks. “Yes… I mean, no! I mean, yes, I’m in love with her. But she’s not my girlfriend… man, I wish.”
His shoulders sagged, and he stared at his shoes.
Sarah giggled. “How can you be in love with her? She’s not even pretty.”
Now it was Finwick who chuckled. “I think we’ll have to agree to disagree on that.”
“But those eyes… they’re scary.”
“It’s because they have been designed to look that way. Nephilim and her kind were created to be scary, ice-cold killing machines… but believe me, Nephilim is not. She saved my life. Twice.” He looked up and into Sarah’s eyes. “And she saved yours. It was her who rescued you from… from this horrible place and took you to the orphanage. She brought you and me together. She’s the only reason we’re sitting here.”
“But why? Why did she help us?”
“Because she’s amazing.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “You’re so in love with her.”
“Because I helped her escape from the grid that controls them at all times. It meant so much to her that she later saved me from certain death.”
“Tell me about it!”
“I was captured by implant harvesters. Those people are gangsters, murderers. They would have killed me for sure, to get my implants and sell them for money…”
Sarah’s eyes turned wide, and she grabbed his hand as she listened to his story.
“I thought I was done for,” he continued, his expression turning dreamy as he recalled what happened next. “But then she came. Nephilim stormed their hide-out and defeated all of them to save me. It was incredible. So badass… so…”
So sexy, he almost said, but he bit his tongue just in time.
“Whoa,” Sarah’s eyes gleamed. “She really likes you, too.”
“No, not like that… sadly.”
“But why did she save me?” Sarah asked. Once again, Finwick noticed what an intelligent girl she was. He felt so incredibly proud of her.
“Because she felt guilty for what happened to you and the people in your village. She knew she couldn’t make up for it, but she at least wanted to save you.”
Sarah fell silent and stared at her hands for a moment. Finwick knew that she was processing everything he had just said. It wasn’t easy for a little girl like her, no matter how smart and mature she was.
“There’s more,” Finwick said after a moment. “Yesterday, she had the assignment to find and capture me… because, I… um, I’m the Broker. I made the money we lived off so well by selling data I stole from the Angel HQ—”
Sarah abruptly lifted her head and stared at him, frowning. “But you just said she saved your life. You owe her… why would you steal data from her people and sell it?”
A very good question!
Once again, Finwick felt a pang of guilt that was almost unbearable.
“Because I was stupid,” he groaned. “Adults can sometimes be really stupid, you know? We do things even though we should know better.”
“But you’re the smartest man in the world!” Sarah said with such sincerity in her voice that it melted his heart.
He smiled. “No, I’m not… but I’m trying!” Then he turned serious again. “Anyway, I have no idea how, but somehow they found me. I was lucky that it was Nephilim who came for me and not anyone else. She let me run. Do you understand what that means, Sarah? She saved my life – again. She let me run, knowing only too well that it would mean trouble for her… big trouble.”
“What do you think happened to her?”
He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know.”
And I’d rather not imagine…
“She really seems to be an angel,” Sarah said thoughtfully.
It reminded Finwick of what Nephilim had said shortly before they had parted ways.
I’m a fallen angel.
He hoped with all his heart that she was ok… and that he would see her again eventually. It was foolish and he knew it, but it was how he felt.
“Although I still think she’s not pretty at all,” Sarah added.
They both started laughing. Finwick felt incredibly relieved that he had been able to explain everything in a way Sarah could understand. But he was also aware that she was an exceptional little girl.
He spread his arms, and she fell into them for a hug.
Now if only everything went well with the surgeon and with them getting new identities, then they’d be fine. Together, they would manage somehow.
Suddenly they heard footsteps and excited voices. The door was flung open, and Mama Legba and two of her thugs rushed in. Her usual laid-back attitude was gone completely, and she appeared as tense as Finwick had ever seen her. A deep frown was spread over her normally calm face.
An ice-cold sensation ran down Finwick’s spine. If Mama Legba, one of the most powerful people in Oldtown, was making such a face, then something was wrong – extremely wrong.
He looked up and raised his eyebrows questioningly.
“I’m afraid your friends are here, shorty,” Mama Legba said.
He gulped.
“What friends?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer.
The mobster boss looked him in the eye for a moment before she replied.
“Them.”




Chapter Nine
The Tigress
The giant jellyfish floated in the air like a mystical creature from another world. Its round body glowed in fluorescent colors against the night sky while its tendrils flickered as if electrical impulses were running through them as the creature glided past. Not far away, a purple betta fish fluffed himself, as if getting ready to fight and kill an opponent. Its gracious fins appeared like floating silk, dancing in the warm evening air.
It seemed so close that Nephilim could have reached out and touched it. It was an illusion, of course. As were the betta, the jellyfish, the shark, and the other majestic creatures “swimming” in the air. All of them were holograms spanning over thirty feet or more, animated so carefully that they appeared completely real.
Nephilim forced herself to stop watching the fascinating spectacle in the sky and turn her attention back to the man sitting at the table across from her.
Leaning back in his chair and a glass of red wine in his hand, Metatron was completely ignoring what was happening around them and only had eyes for her.
“I’m glad you like this place,” he said with his characteristic thin smile.
“I do,” Nephilim replied. “Very much so.”
“I can see that,” he said, sipping on his wine.
They were sitting in an exquisite restaurant in the Inner Circle. It was open-air and located on the roof of a 160-floor high-rise. As Nephilim knew from Metatron’s apartment on the 184th floor, it was always windy at such a high altitude. It didn’t bother her, nor the High-Archangel, who loved sitting on his balcony, watching the myriad of city lights below at night.
This place was different, however. The candles in the crystal candelabra on the table hardly even flickered. To make it as comfortable as possible for their patrons, the restaurant had massive amounts of warm air shooting up from all four rims of the roof. Invisible to the people sitting inside, the air created a barrier to stop winds from bothering the Inner Circle residents dining on the roof and enjoying the panorama – and their astronomically expensive food. Real food, of course.
To make the experience even more enthralling, huge holographic fish were swimming around the restaurant in the sky above it, creating an illusion as if the whole of Olympias were an underwater city.
The place was called Aquarium, and it was not only way too expensive for most normal Olympias residents to dine here, but the restaurant was also booked out for months. Unless you had special connections, which Metatron obviously had since he and Nephilim had simply passed by the people waiting to be seated. Both of them wore sunglasses and elegant clothes; Nephilim was in a black cocktail dress Metatron had bought for her. Yet she had the impression that the manager knew exactly who they were. The nondescript, middle-aged man had bowed his head as they’d entered but said nothing.
The roof was spacious, and there was enough room between the tables to have a conversation without anyone eavesdropping. Modern lounge music drowned out the general murmur and noises of the city coming from below. Instead of robots, human waiters dressed in white suits tended to the patrons.
“Is there a reason we came here tonight?” Nephilim asked.
“I thought you and I could spend some quality time together,” Metatron said, yet there was something about his smile that told her that he’d had a good reason for coming here.
Nephilim had learned that he never did anything for no reason. Although she had to admit that she liked the idea of him simply spending time with her. Like going on a date. The only previous time they had done this was during their trip to Olympias III, which she had enjoyed very much.
Maybe they had come to this place because there was something Nephilim could learn from being here. But maybe he simply wanted to spend time with her. She still was digesting his revelations from the night before, and he knew that only too well. And yet, as unpleasant as their whole back story was, him sharing it with her from his perspective had brought them closer together. Nephilim could feel it deep inside her. It was like a new dawn in their relationship.
“That OCPD detective is a handsome man, don’t you think?” Metatron asked suddenly, sipping on his wine and watching her closely.
“He certainly is,” Nephilim agreed.
“He’s really into you.”
She grinned. “You told me to show him the carrot and the stick.”
“And you did that extremely well, Nephilim,” the High-Archangel acknowledged.
For a moment, he watched the fish floating around them, then he tilted his head and looked her in the eye.
“Would you like to fuck him?”
“No,” she replied, looking back at him.
“Why not?”
“Because I’ve lost my taste in humans.”
He smirked. “Is that so?”
“It is,” Nephilim said. “They’re so weak, so fragile. It’s too easy to kill them during sex, or at least severely hurt them.”
Metatron slowly lifted his hand to his chin while listening to her.
“I agree,” he said. “Even if they’re attractive and well-shaped, they’re not us.”
They looked at each other, and Nephilim could feel the tension between them that, so often, was almost tangible.
“They lack the stamina and the strength,” she said.
“Exactly.”
“No human could ever give me what you can,” she whispered, knowing that he could hear her.
He just kept looking at her. The tension between them grew almost unbearable, and they both enjoyed it. They looked into each other’s eyes like the apex predators they both were, and it was only social conventions that stopped them from jumping up, ripping each other’s clothes off, and fucking each other violently on the spot.
“Would you mind if I had sex with him?” Nephilim asked after a moment of silence. All of a sudden, it seemed to her as if the fish around them had stopped dancing and as if there was electricity in the air.
He remained silent for a few seconds before he replied.
“Yes.”
The way he said it sent shivers through Nephilim, and she couldn’t even say why. His answer had come as a surprise to her in its uncompromising and straightforward tone.
“You want me for yourself?”
“I do.”
Two words, and yet they changed everything.
This was Olympias, a place where promiscuity was an unwritten law. Having one partner was heavily frowned upon, and for Angels it was forbidden. They weren’t supposed to have close, emotional relationships. Metatron of all people knew that, of course.
Suddenly so much became clear to her. She had wondered why Metatron hadn’t invited her to join the orgies with the other Archangels. Why he summoned her once they were all gone. Why he let her sleep in his bed at his side.
She had believed it was because the other Archangels couldn’t stand her. Which was only logical, considering the special status the High-Archangel was giving her. And that after they had witnessed her treason one year ago.
But the true reason was different.
The man who could have almost every man or woman in this city, who had a harem of Archangels at his disposal and any other Guardian Angel he wanted, desired only her.
Nephilim smiled, a sensation of tickling warmth spreading inside her, which was arousal and something else. Something much deeper.
Slowly she lifted her hand to her neck and let it wander down her shoulder and over her chest toward her hip. The designer dress she was wearing had a unique cut. The shiny black fabric reached up to her neck but had a slit going from her neck all the way down to her belly button. It hardly revealed any skin and yet was very sensual.
She watched him as he watched her.
“I’m all yours.”
Composed and cool on the outside, they were both erupting volcanos on the inside.
For a second it seemed as if they would screw social conventions and jump on each other with unbridled passion.
It was what she wanted. She wanted him to take her right now, in front of all these people. Show them who they really were and that they couldn’t give a damn about what humans thought.
“Your food is ready, madam, sir.”
A voice cut through their bubble and ended a moment of explosive, almost unbearable tension.
They both turned their heads and saw two members of waiting staff standing next to their table, a man and a woman, both dressed in the white staff uniform. They were accompanied by a robot that was basically nothing other than an autonomous serving table. Several deliciously scented dishes were steaming on its counter.
Metatron shot Nephilim a wink from behind his sunglasses, then signaled to the waiters to serve the food.
Not surprisingly, everything on the menu was seafood and fish. Within seconds, the table between Nephilim and Metatron was covered with plates. Oysters, scallops, shrimps, squid, and several kinds of fried fish. Nephilim had never tried or even seen most of the foods, but real seafood was nothing regular citizens of Olympias would ever taste. They had been conditioned into believing that synthetic food was the method of nutrition for a modern and progressive human being. It was allegedly the healthiest option and left only a minimal carbon footprint. In truth, it was the most cost-efficient way to feed a population of many millions of people with only limited agricultural resources.
Of course, this didn’t apply to the members of the Inner Circle, who for some reason preferred old-fashioned nutrition in the form of real meat, fish, vegetables, fruits, and much more. Before becoming an Archangel and being close to Metatron, Nephilim had never tried any such food, nor even had any idea how common it was in upscale restaurants and elite households.
All animals are equal…
Once they had served everything, the robot and the male waiter left their table, leaving the woman behind.
“Is there anything else I can serve you?” she asked Metatron. “Some more wine, maybe?”
“Not at the moment, thank you.”
But instead of leaving, the waitress came a step closer and leaned toward Metatron while filling up his wine glass.
“The Tigress sends her regards,” she said, her lips hardly moving, yet Nephilim’s augmented hearing caught it anyway.
“Thank you,” Metatron said, moving his napkin toward the woman’s hand in a gesture so subtle that it would have been invisible to anyone but Nephilim. “Pass the Tigress my best wishes. The gift she sent has proven to be of great value.”
The woman bowed her head, then walked off with the empty wine bottle – and Metatron’s napkin.
Nephilim lifted an eyebrow in surprise yet said nothing.
What was that about?
Metatron smirked and shook his head so slightly that it was almost unnoticeable.
She understood. Whatever the scene she had just witnessed meant, this was neither the time nor the place to discuss it.
“Enjoy your meal, my dear,” Metatron said, picking up an oyster with his hand and swallowing it.
Nephilim followed his example and was stunned for a second. The salty oyster meat was like nothing she had ever tasted.
“That’s delicious,” she said, grabbing a second one.
Metatron chuckled. “I’m glad you like them. Oysters are my favorite seafood. They are also supposedly a natural aphrodisiac. Not that either of us would need that.”
“In that case, I can’t wait for dessert,” Nephilim replied.
Once they had finished the exquisite meal, they made for the exit. Nephilim turned around one more time and looked at the dozen oversized fish floating in the night air in and above the restaurant. She thought she had seen everything Olympias had to offer, yet this was a breathtaking sight.
Metatron stood next to her and waited patiently, watching her face as she took in the sights around her.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
“So is all Olympias City. The most magnificent city the world has ever seen,” Metatron said as they walked to the elevators. “Something that was also said about ancient Rome. Do you know what happened to it, Nephilim?”
“No,” she admitted.
“It burned.”
The anthracite elevator doors opened, and they stepped inside.
“Contritium praecedit superbia,”[1] he added with that enigmatic smile that was so typical for him.
The doors closed, and the elevator rushed down. The cabin was completely made of glass. Moving down the outer wall of the building, it offered not only a spectacular view over the Inner Circle of Olympias City but also gave the passengers the feeling that they were falling into an abyss of lights.
Both cyborgs stood there for a second, looking at each other, then Nephilim approached Metatron swiftly and pressed her lips onto his in a passionate kiss. He grabbed the back of her head with one hand and let the other slide down her curves under her dress. She stopped kissing him for a second and looked into his face, watching his expression as he realized she wore nothing beneath it.
He lifted an eyebrow and she chuckled, then sharply sucked in air as he slid his fingers into her. Nephilim closed her eyes and again pressed her lips onto his while the elevator continued to rush down with such speed that it seemed to be falling. At first they didn’t even notice when it stopped and only lifted their heads when the doors slid open.
Nephilim’s sensors showed her that people were standing outside. They looked startled as the two cyborgs let go of each other and left the cabin.
There was a spacious parking garage reserved for Aquarium guests, and the autonomous car they had arrived in set itself in motion to pick them up close to the elevator. Metatron reached out for Nephilim’s face and gently pushed a finger between her lips. She looked at him while letting her tongue circle around his fingertip.
The limousine arrived, and they got in.
As eager as Nephilim felt about continuing their game right away, she was also incredibly curious to learn what the strange dialogue with the waitress had been about. She knew that Metatron wanted to wait until they were in the car before he talked about it. It was a place where they were certain of privacy, and her instincts were telling her that whatever this was, it had to be important.
Nephilim sat across from the High-Archangel and forced herself to ignore her arousal. Maybe the oysters were an aphrodisiac after all? Her sensors showed her that he didn’t feel much different, even though he appeared completely cool on the outside. Metatron took off his glasses, and the slight bluish glow of his artificial eyes illuminated the passenger cabin of the limousine while the car made its way out of the garage and into the brightly lit streets of the Inner Circle.
“What will it be, my dear?” he asked. “Would you like me to fuck you or answer your questions?”
“How about you answer my questions first and fuck me after?”
He chuckled. “You’re becoming quite demanding. I assume you want to know what that was all about, yes?”
“Who’s the Tigress?”
“Suaa Channarong, aka the Tigress,” Metatron said, leaning back comfortably, “is the granddaughter of Tony Lao. Born in 1977 in Bangkok, Thailand, yet of Chinese descent, he was a Muay Thai champion in his early years before he moved to Hong Kong and became an internationally known film star, and later a director and producer of martial art movies. He invested the money he made into Lotus Bird, which quickly became Hong Kong’s and later China’s biggest telecommunications giant. After the global crisis of the early 2020s, Lao became Asia’s wealthiest man, and Lotus Bird became Asia’s most powerful and prosperous corporation. In 2029, Lao renamed Lotus Bird as TogbuaXiang and split its corporate HQ between Hong Kong and Bangkok. Then came the great war and the beginning of the new era. The rest, as they say, is history.”
He paused for a second and studied her attentively. Nephilim was stunned.
“So, the Tigress is from…”
“TogbuaXiang, that’s correct,” Metatron said. “But that’s not all. The Tigress isn’t just any citizen of TogbuaXiang. She’s the leader of the Thahan Raksa Phra Ong. The elite of the TogbuaXiang armed forces. The most advanced cyborg units the world has ever seen. The ones we refer to as Wasps. Our arch-enemies.”
Nephilim stared at him with wide eyes as she processed the information he had just shared with her. If she had heard it from anyone else but Metatron, she wouldn’t have believed it. And even coming from his mouth, it was hard to believe. Yet it was true, and she knew it. He had no reason to lie about it.
The High-Archangel of Olympias had just admitted to her that he was in contact with the Wasp leader. There was only one word to describe that: treason.
Metatron of all people, a traitor?
“I know what you’re thinking, Nephilim. You’re wondering if I’m a traitor.”
“Are you?”
His aristocratic face took on a serious expression. “I assure you, I am not. Things aren’t always as they seem, Nephilim. You’ve learned by now that the world is a complex place. There’s no easy way, no easy answer. And sometimes the enemy of the enemy is your friend.”
“The woman in the restaurant was a Wasp agent?”
“Yes. You see, Rosprom aren’t the only ones who have people incognito in Olympias. TogbuaXiang have had spies here since the founding of our glorious society. They’re just way stealthier. They’re like shadows, only watching, never acting. Did you notice anything about the waitress? Besides the fact that she had no augmentations, of course.”
Nephilim recalled the encounter with the woman less than an hour ago. Thanks to her neural enhancements, she could remember every detail. The woman had been blonde, in her early thirties, of average height and build. Only now did it become clear to Nephilim that she had indeed had no implants or augmentations of any kind. But that wasn’t what Metatron meant. There had to be something else.
Then Nephilim remembered the way the woman had spoken.
“She had a slight accent,” she said. “But I can’t tell where it’s from.”
“Very good,” Metatron nodded. “It’s Australian. Right at the beginning of the new era, TogbuaXiang invaded Australia, making it part of their empire. It’s where they get most of their natural resources from. All the spies TogbuaXiang use are from Australia because it’s easier for them to blend in here than for people with other Asian or Oceanian ethnicities.”
That was interesting information, and she was glad Metatron had shared it with her, but at the moment Nephilim’s mind was trying to wrap itself around something different. Outside the windows of the limousine, Olympias City was flying by, its endless lights dimmed by the black-tinted windows of the vehicle.
Then she remembered another detail. “Your napkin. What was in there?”
“You noticed. Nothing exciting. Just a little message for the Tigress.”
“I noticed, yes. But I have to admit that I didn’t see you hide anything in there.”
He smirked. “That’s because I distracted you.”
“How long have you been in contact with them?”
“Quite some time.”
“Why?”
His fingers formed a pyramid under his chin as he smiled enigmatically. “You will learn that soon enough. Just one thing: It’s not TogbuaXiang I’m talking to.”
“It’s the Wasps…”
“Correct.”
“The Wasp officer you met in Olympias III… who is he?”
“He’s more than just an officer. He’s one of the Tigress’ most trusted people.”
“He gave you information, didn’t he?”
“That’s also correct. Invaluable information. So important that I had to obtain it in person.”
“You could have sent me.”
He smiled. “Maybe I will next time.”
“You know you can trust me, Metatron. I deeply regret what happened a year ago. I… I don’t know how it was possible, but it won’t happen again.”
“I know,” he said quietly.
“I feel so guilty…”
He lifted his hand. “Don’t be. You weren’t yourself. Let’s not dwell in the past but build the future.”
Nephilim nodded. She was more than grateful but also felt slightly frustrated. There was no way to make Metatron share more with her at the moment. He would let her brood over the matter and then share more when he thought the time was right. All with the intention for her to learn. She had been right to assume they had gone to the Aquarium for other reasons than to spend some time together. As much as it flattered and excited her how much trust he had shown her by sharing this with her, she also felt a slight stitch of disappointment in her chest. Couldn’t they simply go on a date, like all other people in Olympias City?
“And here I was thinking you wanted to spend some quality time with me,” she said after a moment of silence, putting a fake pout on her face.
He laughed in genuine amusement, something she saw extremely rarely from him. For some reason, it gave her a warm feeling in her stomach.
“But we did spend quality time together, didn’t we?”
She nodded. “I appreciate you taking me along… and trusting me.”
“Then why don’t you show me your gratitude?” he said slowly.
From one second to the next, the sexual tension between them was back, as if someone had switched on the lights in a dark room.
She didn’t reply. Instead, she locked her eyes on his. Then, with one swift move, she pulled off her designer dress. Underneath, she was naked.
She enjoyed how he consumed her with his eyes. Metatron didn’t move or say anything, and she knew that he expected her to guess what he wanted.
Slowly, she moved forward and dropped onto her knees in front of him, spreading her thighs and placing her palms on top. He reached out and caressed her cheek with one hand while his other began opening his pants.
***
The fist flew right at his face, yet Jake evaded it with ease. He ducked, avoiding a second attack, as fierce as the first, then spun and countered. A second later, his opponent was lying on his back and he lifted his arms, yielding.
Smiling, Jake reached out and helped the young man up.
“That was very good, Adamczyk,” he said. “You’re making progress. Next time make sure you cover your flank better. Did you see how easily I exploited it?”
The young man nodded eagerly. “Thank you, Major. I’ll remember that.”
The rear end of the level the Rosprom agent cell used as their HQ had been transformed into a gym, providing some of the best machines available, virtual trainers, and a huge area reserved for combat and martial arts. All field agents were required to work out daily and practice Krav Maga three times a week. It was the preferred close combat technique used by all Rosprom special forces and the RRS in particular. Highly effective Krav Maga was the only fighting technique that allowed non-augmented people to stand a chance against those enhanced by cybernetics.
Athletic by nature, Jake had always been particularly good at it, which was why training and tactics had been his main duties when he had been a lower-ranked officer. Now that he was in charge of a whole cell of agents and was playing a key role in Operation Fallen Angels, it wasn’t his job to train the troops anymore. But he enjoyed training and sparring. Pushing his body was the only way to calm his mind and soothe his emotions.
Adamczyk and the two other young officers he had been sparring with left the gym, leaving Jake alone. At this time, only agents who were assigned the graveyard shift were still around. Everyone else had gone home. Most Rosprom personnel assigned to Jake’s cell lived either in the building or close by. Some, like the highly augmented tech team, lived within the premises because they weren’t allowed to leave.
But at this time of day, Jake had the gym to himself, which he preferred. It allowed him not only to blow off steam but also to think. He stepped up to the training dummy close to the windows. The Inner Circle gleamed and glimmered in the night, brighter than the rest of the city. Not far away, Jake could see a building with huge holographic fish floating around the roof. Apparently there was an upscale restaurant up there, but Rosprom agents were only supposed to participate in the hedonistic Olympias lifestyle when it was part of their cover or function, such as recruitment or infiltration.
Jake began hitting the training dummy with all he had, unleashing all his rage onto it, which he usually hid very well.
The news he had got today was more than concerning. First the call with Zhilinsky, who had informed him that the invasion was imminent, and now this.
Another Guardian Angel had been murdered, this one even more brutally than all the others. It wasn’t that a dead Angel concerned or bothered him in any way, but who the victim was very much did. Nephilim’s close associate, her so-called Power. And a female one. The thought that it could have been Nephilim sickened Jake.
He hit the dummy harder, again and again.
“Is everything alright, Major Sobieski?” a soft voice suddenly asked right behind him.
Jake stopped his attempt to kill the dummy and turned his head.
Only a few steps away stood Kristina Komarova. He had been so focused that he hadn’t heard or seen her coming.
Not good, Jake, he thought. A rookie mistake to let someone sneak up on him like that.
“Of course,” he replied, wiping sweat from his brow. He hadn’t even noticed how far he had pushed himself. His t-shirt was clinging to him, and he was breathing heavily. “Why wouldn’t it?”
“Not sure,” Komarova said. “You seemed… angry.”
Jake studied her. She was dressed in workout clothes, tight pants, and a tank top that allowed a generous view of her bosom. Her tall body was athletic and showed not only that she worked out a lot but also that she was trained in military-style combat training. Her shiny blond hair was bound into a ponytail, and she was wearing the same red lipstick as during the day. That and the alluring scent surrounding her indicated that it was no coincidence that she was here.
Jake flashed her the smile Nephilim had called “disarming”.
“Not at all, Lieutenant. I’m excited. Are you not?”
He was referring to the invasion. After his conversation with Zhilinsky, Jake had gathered his highest-ranking officers and briefed them about the new time schedule.
She smiled back, coming closer.
“I am. Being a part of this historic offensive is a great honor. I wonder how all of this will look once we’re done with it,” she said, pointing outside the window and at the city glowing in the night.
“Much better than now,” Jake replied, playing his role of the loyal Rosprom envoy. “That much is sure.”
Komarova nodded, then tilted her head. “Can I ask you something, Major? Something… personal.”
“Shoot,” Jake replied. “I’m an open book.”
“Aren’t you concerned that we’re collaborating with a very sick man?”
Hell yes I am, Jake thought. He wished he could beat Stavros to a pulp instead of unloading his frustration on a training dummy.
“Not at all,” he replied instead. “Board member Stavros will play his role perfectly.”
“That’s not what I mean,” she said slowly. “I’m sure you read the report about the murdered Oczko. They’re our enemies, yes. But we don’t tolerate such barbarism at Rosprom, not even on our enemies.”
Jake had used the nickname the Rosprom agents had given the Guardian Angels. Usually used in the plural, Oczka meant The Eyes.
“We’re at war, Lieutenant. War is never pretty. Shouldn’t you be happy that one of them is dead?”
“I am,” she said quickly. “I guess the details were shocking to me because it… she was a woman.”
She held her left hand at her cheek while speaking as if she felt slightly insecure. Her fingers stroked at her full lip absentmindedly – or so it seemed. Jake noticed that she had moved even closer.
What did she want?
She appeared like the young officer who fancies her superior and is trying to go to bed with him. And Jake had to admit that, under different circumstances, he wouldn’t say no. After all, he was a man, and her sex appeal was undeniable.
But he loved Nephilim, and nothing could change that. Ever.
Besides, all his instincts were telling him that he should be very careful around this woman.
“They’re not people,” he replied. “They’re machines who pretend to be human. Killing machines with pretty faces. Weapons. Nothing more.”
It hurt him to say those words. It felt like he was betraying Nephilim, who had shown herself more human than any human Jake had ever met. Yet he had to say what they were supposed to believe.
“Are they really?” Kristina asked.
Careful!
Jake felt all his inner alarms shrill at the same time. Who was this woman? Was she an Informer, here to draw out of him what he really thought? If so, did someone at High Command suspect his treason?
He was Zhilinsky’s protégé and a hero. If someone suspected something, then they needed proof to nail him. Sending someone like Kristina would be the perfect card to play.
Informers were special units, highly qualified and trained spies who worked for Informacja, a special unit that officially didn’t even exist. Yet everyone in the RRS knew about them, of course, and feared them.
They were spies who were sent after spies.
If someone stepped out of the line in any way or had the wrong opinion or treasonous thoughts, the Informers would detect them and eliminate them.
“What else would they be?” he asked.
She shrugged. “I don’t know… victims? Human beings who have been transformed into monsters and are now under the total control of one charismatic sociopath?”
“Things would certainly be easier if Metatron was gone,” Jake agreed, for the first time saying what he really believed in this conversation.
“Has anyone ever tried to recruit one of them for our cause?” Kristina asked. “Wouldn’t that be an incredible asset?”
Only Jake’s extensive training and experience as a professional liar prevented him from twitching at her words.
They know!
No, that was impossible. If they did, he wouldn’t be standing here having a conversation with a beautiful woman but sitting in a cell in Moscow waiting to be executed.
But someone obviously suspected something.
Jake withstood the urge to turn away and end the conversation.
Instead, he smiled in a way he knew to work on women.
“You’re still very new to Olympias and its lifestyle, Kristina,” he said, deliberately addressing her by her first name, which was uncommon in Rosprom and reserved for people who were close. “Otherwise you wouldn’t believe such a thing could be possible.”
“Maybe I need someone to show me the ropes then?” she asked.
She was so close now that they were almost touching. Her scent was alluring, and so were her beautiful lips.
“Maybe.”
She opened her lips, but just as she was about to kiss him, he evaded them with the same smooth skillfulness as he would evade a close combat attack.
“Goodnight, Lieutenant,” he said, turning away. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Goodnight, Jacek,” she purred.
He knew it would only take one word from him and she would follow him under the shower he was about to take.
But Jake’s smile vanished as he walked to the door. She was an Informer. There could be no doubt about that.
As if it wasn’t difficult enough already to make contact with Nephilim, now it had turned outright impossible. But he wouldn’t give up. He had to find a way to contact her. To save her.
And time was running out.
***
Blood. So much blood.
Everywhere around him. Everything red. He could taste blood in his mouth and feel it leaking from multiple wounds. The HUD showed him a row of malfunction and error messages. Warnings flashed in red in his vision.
His systems were shutting down. Machine and biological alike. He was dying.
All he could do was wait for the end. Helpless, weak.
He looked up and saw her.
Standing above him, covered in blood. Was it his blood? Had she done that to him? He didn’t know. All he knew was that he was dying. And that she would be the last thing he saw in this world…
Metatron’s eyes sprang open.
He took a deep breath, washing the built-up panic from his body. His heart was beating steadily, and his pulse hadn’t quickened even a bit. No wonder, since it was artificial. And yet he could feel fear, paralyzing fear. As if death itself had touched him.
Smoothly, he sat up. Everything was quiet in his dark bedroom, only illuminated by the city lights from outside.
It was only a dream.
The same dream again and again. Why was it still haunting him? Metatron didn’t understand it. He ran a system check that came back as normal 0.34 seconds later. All systems functioned within normal parameters. And more than that. He was in excellent condition, body and mind alike.
And yet…
How was this even possible? He hadn’t dreamed for decades before those nightmares had started a few months ago. More precisely, it was one and the same dream over and over again.
After the attack at the pyramid where he had almost been killed less than a week ago, he had been convinced that the dreams would stop. And they had. Until today.
Of course, he knew that dreams meant nothing. There was no such thing as premonitions. It was his subconsciousness playing tricks on him.
Still, it annoyed him both that the dream was back and how much it had disturbed him once again. It was unacceptable.
Metatron knew that he was hard on himself, but it was part of his nature. He had always been like that since early childhood. Expecting a lot of the world and everyone else, but most of all of himself. In the end, it was the reason why he had survived while everyone around him had died. That and the fact that he was resilient. Others would have broken seeing what he saw, experiencing what he experienced. But not him. He had prevailed, survived. Become stronger.
Metatron would not cave before a stupid dream.
He turned his head and saw Nephilim sleeping next to him. Her innocent face had a relaxed expression. Hearing her breathe and watching her chest rising and falling rhythmically always soothed him. He could just sit there and watch her sleep for hours. Using drones and other surveillance, he had done so for years; without that, she would have noticed. But having her next to him was so much better.
Was it a weakness to let her get so close to him? Not just in letting her sleep with him almost every night but, even more dangerously, in opening himself up emotionally?
Metatron lay back down next to her, turned on his side, and propped his head on his arm, so he could watch her better. He looked at her face and studied the tiny birthmark she had on her left eyelid, only noticeable when her eyes were closed. For some reason, he loved that birthmark. It was like a little treasure only he knew about. Because he knew every little single detail about her. His eyes wandered over her naked body, admiring her alabaster skin that was so soft. She, too, had an artificial heart in her chest. Because hers had been irreparably damaged when he had stabbed and killed her.
Why did you kill me?
Because he’d had to. And thinking about it would never get less painful.
Was he a fool? Would she kill him one day as his dream suggested? Once she knew the truth about her father? Whom he had loved. And killed.
Or would she understand? And forgive him, the same way he had forgiven her treason?
Metatron watched the vein on her neck slowly pulse. It would be so easy to murder her in her sleep. Simply close his hands around that gracious neck and squeeze. She was strong, but he was stronger. He could kill her before she even had the chance to wake up.
Metatron grimaced, blinking. Just trying to imagine something like this caused him nausea.
It was pointless to deny it. He loved her. Even more than he had loved her father.
And yet he could still hardly believe that he had admitted to her that he wanted her for himself. He had stopped himself before he could admit that she was the only one he wanted. She knew that she meant a lot to him, more than she should. But she didn’t know how much that really was. And it was becoming more every day.
It was ironic. He was the most powerful of all Angels, controlling a whole army of them. They worshipped him. Still, he had obligations. He had to tend to his other Archangels. Not that they cared for him the way Nephilim did, they weren’t capable of that. But if he stopped giving them the sexual attention they expected and were used to, he would have to kill them. They wouldn’t understand and would see him as weak. That wasn’t something he wanted. They all performed well, they were loyal, and he needed them to perform at their best.
Olympias would be attacked soon. He didn’t know when or in what way exactly, but he knew it would happen. Of course, together with the AI armies stored in the vaults beneath the city, the Angels would easily beat anything thrown at them. But still, it would be very bad timing to make bigger changes among the corps just now.
No, he needed to get a grip of himself and keep everything together. He had been plotting and planning for decades. It would be very stupid to put that at risk now because he couldn’t control his emotions.
Watching her sleep, he felt arousal creeping up his body and his penis hardening. Completely naturally, without having to force it or even think of it. Metatron smirked.
You’re like a teenage boy.
And that even though they’d had sex only three hours ago. Some slight bruises shining through her pale skin were proof that it had been pretty rough. Metatron, too, had some bruises, scratches, and a bite mark on his upper chest, close to his collarbone, where he still had some of his natural flesh. Nephilim was the only one whom he allowed to do such things to him.
He was used to dominating. To controlling and inflicting pain. He enjoyed obedience and devotion. Nephilim gave him all of that. But if he let her, she would become unleashed. She wanted to be conquered and defeated again and again. Metatron felt his arousal rise.
Carefully, so as not to wake her up, he began shifting his position. Propping himself up on his forearms and elbows, he hovered above her, his naked body only inches above hers, his anticipation and lust growing by the second. He waited for her inner sensors to notice the proximity of another body and wake her up. He wanted her to look into his eyes before he thrust into her.
It didn’t take long. Nephilim’s eyelids fluttered, and she opened her big, almond-shaped eyes, revealing the neon-blue cyborg prosthetics. For a brief moment, her face took on a surprised expression at seeing him so close above her, then she smiled.
Instead of thrusting, he slid into her slowly, savoring the sensation. She sighed lustfully, arching her back. But before she could lift a hand, he grabbed them, pinning her down. It turned her on even more. He began moving inside her, slowly, in perfect control of his body. Then he pushed her hands above her head, firmly holding them both with one of his. His other stroked down her outstretched arm, toward her face, and down her neck where it rested. She knew what he was about to do and sucked in air feverishly. He used the weight of his body to slide deeper into her, which made her moan, then his fingers closed around her neck. The sensors on his fingertips felt her pulse moving through her vein almost like human fingers would.
She knew he would not hurt or endanger her, even though his titanium hand could crush her trachea and kill her within seconds. Her face showed trust, limitless devotion, unleashed lust.
And love.
He came so quickly and with such intensity as rarely before in his life.
When they were done and he was lying on his back next to her, she snuggled her head against his shoulder, making that little gesture of affection he liked so much. Then she wrapped her arm around him and fell back asleep.
Metatron smiled.
Did he really need to conquer the world if his world was lying right next to him?
Yes.
For her. For all of them. And because he could.




Chapter Ten
Them
Finwick felt all the blood leave his face. He stared at Mama Legba in disbelief.
It couldn’t be possible… it couldn’t.
“What?” he asked like a total idiot. “Who?”
Mama Legba pushed her obligatory cigar from one corner of her mouth to the other using her tongue but said nothing. Instead she held a portable data screen in front of Finwick’s nose.
Finwick gasped for air.
The footage on the screen was obviously the feed from a security camera mounted outside the Underground. Black-clad figures were surrounding the building. Guardian Angels. At least fifty of them, maybe more. They weren’t dressed in plain clothes as they usually were when they were dispatched through the city. Instead they wore the Angel combat gear, armed with pistols and rifles. Their eyes were uncovered, glowing menacingly blue, like a swarm of evil lightning bugs.
Finwick pressed his hand against his mouth and felt his legs begin to tremble.
“No…” he whispered.
“Yes, I’m afraid,” Mama said dryly. “They’re here for you, shorty. You know that, don’t you?”
Finwick nodded, his mouth suddenly so dry that he couldn’t speak.
“What’s happening?” Sarah asked, jumping up from the chair. Coming closer, she caught a glimpse of the screen and shrieked.
Finwick woke up from his stupor and wrapped his arms around Sarah, hugging her close.
“You must help us! Please!” he pleaded to the underworld boss. “Please, don’t let them take us!”
The big woman looked down at him, smoking her cigar in silence for a moment. Finwick couldn’t tell what she was thinking at all.
“There’s nothing I must do, kid,” she said, and Finwick’s heart sank. “I would be crazy if I kept you here. They’d kill us all and set the whole goddamn place on fire.”
“Then, please, let us go!” he begged, trying to shove the crying Sarah past Mama Legba and her thugs. He knew it was pointless to try and run. They had surrounded the place and would probably storm it at any second. There was no escape. But at least he could try and hide Sarah somewhere. They weren’t after her. Most likely they didn’t even know she existed. He would leave her all the money he had on him. She was a smart girl… she would survive somehow.
But Mama Legba stretched out her massive arm and stopped them.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
He looked at her. “Please…”
“Must be your lucky day, shorty,” she said after letting him stew in his panic for a moment. “You and I just made a deal, and you work for me now. Mama looks out for her people, right boys?”
The two thugs nodded eagerly and mumbled in agreement.
“Besides,” she grinned, showing her golden teeth in their full glory, “I hate those bastards in black. This is my turf, and they can go back to their godforsaken pyramid and suck their masters’ cocks.”
This wasn’t the kind of speech Finwick wanted Sarah to hear, but right now he couldn’t care less. This was a matter of survival.
“You… you’re helping us?” he asked carefully, hope spreading inside him like wildfire.
“I thought you were Mr. Smartypants? Since when do I need to repeat myself?”
“I… um…”
“They’ll be here any minute. We have to move,” she interrupted him.
The big woman left the room and waved at Finwick to follow her. He looked at Sarah, who stared up at him with big eyes filled with tears and horror.
“We’ll be fine, munchkin,” he whispered, kissing her forehead and wiping the tears from her cheeks. “I promise.”
She pressed her lips together and nodded.
“Shorty!” Mama Legba called out impatiently. “Move your ass now or I’ll hand it over to them!”
Finwick grabbed Sarah by the hand and pulled her after him out of the room, the two thugs in tow. Mama Legba was waiting outside, tapping her foot.
“This way,” she said, setting herself in motion with astonishing speed for a person of her body mass. She led them along the main balcony for maybe fifty feet. Finwick peeked down into the main tube, horrified at the thought he would see the Angels already there.
But they weren’t. Inside the main tube, daily business was still in full swing, and the Underground was buzzing at this hour. No one down there had noticed the black menace approaching them yet. Finwick could only hope the Angels wouldn’t kill everyone. He didn’t know if he could live with himself if that happened. Hundreds of people dead because of him…?
He quickly pushed the disturbing thoughts away. For now, he had to focus on the task in front of him: get Sarah to safety.
And if he could save himself in the process, that would be lovely.
Mama Legba turned a sharp right into a narrow side corridor, leading between two former storefronts into the back of the upper tube. Shortly after, they turned into an area of the Underground Finwick hadn’t been to yet. Since the upper floor was closed to the public, he had only gone there when he’d had an appointment with the underworld boss, and even then he had always gone straight to her office. He’d had no idea that there was this whole abandoned area of the former mall.
They crossed something that looked as if it had been a food court in the old days. Several small restaurants were lined up next to each other, with an area in the middle that had probably been designated for tables and chairs but was now empty. This area was clearly abandoned and not in use any longer. It had probably been like this for decades. Everything was covered in dust, and an unpleasant, musty odor hung in the air. A crooked sign hung from one of the former food places that read Kentucky Fried, though the rest of the writing had been ripped off or corroded over time.
“Don’t touch anything here!” Mama said. “We’re keeping this area abandoned for a reason, and the more dust covers everything, the better.”
A moment later she stopped, pulled a small remote control out of her pocket, and pointed it at the dirty ceiling. To Finwick’s surprise, a hatch opened, and a metallic ladder unfolded itself.
“Go up there,” Mama Legba commanded. “Keep absolutely quiet, don’t move, and wait for us to come back for you.”
“What is this place?” Finwick asked, baffled.
Mama Legba grinned. “Those fuckers in their fancy suits and their neon eyes think they control everything in this city. They don’t. You’ll experience a whole new world soon, shorty. Provided they don’t find and kill you first, so move your skinny, dumb ass up there. Now!”
“Yes, Mama,” he said sheepishly. For a moment he wasn’t sure who was more intimidating: the cyborgs surrounding the premises or this woman.
He began climbing up the ladder as fast as he could, but she held him back one more time.
“Take this,” she said, handing him the portable screen. “So you can enjoy the show.”
He climbed up and inside the hatch. Lights sprang on, and Finwick’s jaw dropped. He was in a narrow area, less than six feet high. This had to be spare space between the restaurants and the roof of the former shopping mall. Originally used for maintenance and AC tubes, it was now stuffed with crates filled with all kinds of stuff.
It took Finwick a second to realize what this was.
A smuggler’s den! He had known that it was possible to buy almost anything on the black market, from illegal narcotics and firearms over artifacts from the pre-corporation era to tech produced by one of the other two global mega-corporations.
And he realized something else. If Mama Legba used this place for the storage of highly illegal goods, then it must be safe from the scanners the authorities used. As scared as he was, he couldn’t help but feel fascinated.
“Yep,” Mama Legba grinned up to him. “You’re not the only smartass who developed a method to cloak people or objects from the surveillance system.”
Finwick reached out and helped Sarah through the hatch as she climbed the ladder after him. Once they were both inside, the ladder began folding itself and the hatch slowly closed.
“Remember, shut the fuck up in there!” Mama’s voice came from below, then the hatch was closed.
They sat down on the closest crate, and Finwick wrapped his arm around the girl.
“You heard the lady. No matter what, we need to be quiet, then we’ll be fine,” he whispered, making a gesture as if zipping his lips.
Sarah nodded and mimicked the gesture. She looked pale and scared but had stopped crying. Her little hand found his, and she clenched it so firmly that it almost hurt.
Finwick took a deep breath, then switched on the screen Mama had given him. It still showed the same view outside the Underground, yet it was empty. Finwick’s stomach sank. That could only mean that they were inside.
The device was programmed to allow him to switch between various security cameras. With shaky fingers, Finwick jumped to the next. What he saw there sent waves of terror down his body.
They were here.
And, efficient as they were, they didn’t waste any time. Finwick watched how easily three dozen Guardian Angels stormed the Underground. Vendors and customers alike stood petrified as the men and women in black commanded them to freeze and drop to their knees with their arms crossed behind their back. The screen didn’t play sound, but it was easy for Finwick to imagine what they were yelling.
Methodically, the Angels began inspecting every person, scanning them. They were looking for his face.
Of course! If they had known his implant signature, they would have found him already, although he suspected that his signal was shielded inside the den. When confronting him yesterday, Nephilim’s eyes had sent the images of his face back to HQ. They did that automatically with everything the Angels looked at, without the cyborgs even being able to control it. That had been one of the reasons Nephilim wanted to break free from the grid back when she’d asked him for help. It hadn’t been much longer than a year ago, yet it felt like a different lifetime to him. Nephilim wanted to be free from constant control, she wanted to be her own person. Even if only temporarily.
A lump built in Finwick’s throat when he thought about it, and he had to get a grip of himself not to sob. The whole situation was almost more than he could handle. The only reason why he held himself together was Sarah.
“Close your eyes and turn your head away from me,” he told the girl in a whisper. “I don’t want you to watch this.”
Finwick was surprised at himself. He was behaving more and more like a real dad. Sarah’s whole body was shaking, but she obeyed and turned her head away.
Whatever happened down there, Finwick didn’t want her to witness it. And every fiber in his body was convinced that something terrible would happen at any second.
For now, most people seemed to be being compliant, which was astonishing. Usually when authorities conducted raids on the Underground or the Dome, there would always be those who started arguments, tried to run away, or even turned violent. Not that Finwick had ever witnessed anything like a raid, but he knew many people in the Underground who had. However, it seemed that everyone was horrified by the Guardian Angels. Because everyone knew that you’d disobey them only once. After that, you wouldn’t disobey anyone or anything ever again…
Finwick felt goosebumps building up on his arms and neck. Watching the Guardian Angels as they took control of the Underground was scary. Their black-clad athletic figures, the perfect control they had over their bodies, every move precise like clockwork, their neon-blue eyes. For so many years, Finwick had admired them and drooled after the female ones, but it was only now that he realized how eerie the eyes really were and how intimidating the Angels were – outright terrifying, in fact. Finwick remembered the dream he had last night and felt ice-cold. The look on her face when she’d pointed the gun at him: smug, ruthless, cruel. Had he been blinded by Nephilim’s beauty and sexiness and not realized who she really was… what she really was?
Maybe. But it didn’t matter because, watching the scenes downstairs, as horrified as he was, he still hoped that she would appear on the scene, just so he could catch a glimpse of her. Besides, the dream had just been a dream. The person he had seen there had nothing in common with the Nephilim he knew. She would never hurt him. After all, she had let him go…
Yet no matter how often he changed the view on the screen, she was nowhere to be seen. He watched how the Angels searched the whole main tube methodically. They scanned and questioned every person, combed through every store, and inspected every stall.
Then Finwick realized Nephilim wasn’t leading the raid. Someone else was. Someone whose sight made Finwick’s skin crawl.
Zephaniel.
He stood on the stairs, watching the whole operation, his arms crossed and a smug smile on his face. Seeing him gave Finwick the creeps. Zephaniel wasn’t ugly – in fact he could even have passed as handsome – but there was something so cruel in his face, something so sadistic, that Finwick held his breath for a moment.
He had never met Zephaniel in person during his time at Angel HQ because the First Archangel only mingled with humans when he had to. But, of course, he knew who he was. Everyone did. Metatron’s right hand and second-in-command. His successor, once the High-Archangel decided to step down or got killed somehow. Looking at Zephaniel now, Finwick was convinced that everything would only get worse once Metatron was gone and Zephaniel became High-Archangel.
He realized something else. If Metatron had sent Zephaniel, then the operation was really important to him. He rarely sent out the First Archangel and normally let one of his ordinary Archangels lead operations in the field for him. It almost felt flattering – if it weren’t for the fact it was so utterly terrifying. Fear grabbed his heart and made it difficult for him to breathe. If Zephaniel got him in his titanium hands, then he would be really screwed. There had been countless rumors circulating among the human employees about what Zephaniel did when he got to “interrogate” someone. The guy was apparently a complete sociopath, a monster in human form.
Finwick’s palms began sweating, and his hand holding the screen shook so much that he had to put it on his lap for a moment. He took a deep breath, trying to swallow his panic. All he could do was hope that the Angels wouldn’t find them up here, and he trusted that Mama Legba knew what she was doing. He glanced at Sarah, who was hunkered down next to him, holding her knees with her arms, her eyes squeezed shut. She was an incredible little girl, so brave. Much stronger than she knew.
He turned his attention back to the portable screen on his lap and froze. Something was happening. There was movement… someone was trying to run away from the Angels!
Finwick saw a young man running for his life. The despair on his face resembled how Finwick had felt when Nephilim was after him. Where did this poor bastard think he was going? There was nowhere he could run. And yet he tried.
Probably augmented, because he was moving unnaturally quickly, he sprinted down the main tube away from a group of Angels busy inspecting a store for pre-owned prosthetic limbs. The fugitive wanted to reach the side arm of the underground mall and from there use one of the hidden exits and hopefully escape. It would be futile.
Finwick saw a sadistic grin appear on Zephaniel’s face as he watched the man run. The only reason why the Angels weren’t after him yet was because Zephaniel was clearly enjoying the situation. He was like a cat playing with a mouse before devouring it.
After a few seconds, the First Archangel nodded, sending a non-verbal command. Two Guardian Angels set themselves in motion and went in pursuit of the man. The augmented fugitive was fast, very fast. But he was nothing compared with an Angel. The two elite cyborgs sprinted after him with a speed and elegance that was at the same time fascinating and terrifying to watch.
Finwick held his breath.
The young man looked back, and panic spread over his face as he realized that he was being chased. He ran faster and leaped over a stall selling pre-owned cybernetic eyes of minor quality – Finwick only knew that because he’d always wondered who would buy prosthetics twenty years out of date – with astonishing agility. No ordinary human would have been able to catch up with the guy, but the two Angels were on him within seconds. They didn’t even need to tackle him. One simply charged forward and stepped in the way of the running man, who would have bumped into him at full speed if the other hadn’t grabbed his shoulders and stopped him in his tracks.
It was over before it had even started.
Finwick couldn’t possibly know what reason the man had to run, but he assumed that he had falsely thought that the Angels were looking for him.
The two Angels dragged the man in front of Zephaniel, who stood there as if he were the CEO of Olympias.
Finwick couldn’t hear the conversation, but he could guess what it was about. Zephaniel would have asked him who he was and why he ran. No doubt he had already scanned the man’s face and knew that this wasn’t who they were looking for, but he enjoyed the game of power and despair.
The unfortunate man shook his head and stammered something frantically. Suddenly he stopped short as Zephaniel took his face between his hands in an almost tender gesture. The fugitive clearly hadn’t expected that at all, and Finwick, too, wondered what this was about.
The answer came a second later.
With a precise yank of his hands that demonstrated practice, Zephaniel twisted the man’s neck and snapped it without any effort.
Finwick sucked in air and covered his mouth with his hand so as not to make any noise. Then he glanced at Sarah, who luckily had her head turned away and her eyes closed.
The man’s body collapsed, and Zephaniel stepped over it like over a pile of trash.
Although Finwick had seen dead bodies and even people being killed before, the scene he had just witnessed was particularly blood-curdling. The ones he had seen being killed were the implant harvesters who had kidnapped him and whom Nephilim had killed to save him. They’d had it coming, and Nephilim had made simple short work of them in the extremely efficient way typical of the Guardian Angels.
But this was something completely different. Zephaniel had murdered this man in cold blood, just because he could and because no one would hold him responsible. Most likely the man had been a criminal, otherwise he wouldn’t have tried to make a run for it, but still, why kill him?
For no other reason than a perverse desire to kill.
It was the reason why the Angels were so feared and hated in Oldtown. They could show up anytime and kill anyone they wanted for no apparent reason. Or drag people away and have them disappear inside the black cube, never to be seen again.
But he didn’t have time to contemplate Zephaniel’s motives any longer.
Finwick heard footsteps. Heavy footsteps coming closer. It was them.
Sarah heard them too and lifted her head to look up at him with fearful eyes. Finwick put the screen away and rested one hand on Sarah’s shoulder soothingly while he placed his index finger of the other hand against his lips, indicating to the girl to keep quiet.
Sarah nodded weakly. She understood too well what was at stake here. Only now did Finwick realize that it must be like déjà vu for her. She had lived through a similar situation back in the village where she had grown up. She had been hiding from blue-eyed killers who had found her anyway.
It would be different this time, Finwick kept telling himself.
He had to trust that Mama Legba knew what she was doing, that this place was safe, and that even the Guardian Angels wouldn’t find it. He couldn’t think of the alternative.
Ignoring his own fear, he wrapped his arm around Sarah’s shoulder and held her firmly. Surprisingly, comforting her made him feel better as well. If he were alone up here, he would most likely be out of his mind with fear. But he stayed strong for her. For the first time in his life, he felt like a real man. Like a father. No matter what, he would do anything to keep her safe.
The heavy footsteps came closer. At least three cyborgs were approaching.
Finwick didn’t dare pick up the screen and take a peek. If there even were cameras here at all.
The footsteps grew louder until they were directly under the hatch, then everything turned silent. Finwick knew what that meant. The Angels never communicated verbally when dispatched but used their internal comm system.
He wished he could hear what they were saying, to know if they knew they were hiding here somewhere or if those three were simply checking out the abandoned area at the back of the upper floor.
Finwick expected the hatch to open at any moment, cold titanium hands grabbing at him and Sarah…
The seconds seemed to last an eternity. It was so quiet now that Finwick could hear his own heartbeat and Sarah’s breathing. He could only hope the Angels’ augmented ears wouldn’t hear it, too.
All of a sudden, they set themselves in motion again, walking back the way they had come from. Finwick felt more relieved than he ever had in his life. He hadn’t even noticed how tense his body had been until he sagged, letting out a sigh of relief. Sarah noticed it too, and a whimper of relief escaped her lips.
It was so quiet that it was hardly audible, yet it was enough for them to hear it.
The heavy footsteps stopped. And so did Finwick’s heart for a second.
Oh no, he thought. No no no…
He clenched his arms around Sarah and pressed her head against his chest to hopefully muffle any more noises she could make.
Then all they could do was sit there and wait – and hope the inevitable wouldn’t happen. Time seemed to slow down as the heavy footsteps closed in. Finwick’s brain was working frantically, trying to figure out something he could do. But there was nothing. The smuggler’s den had only one exit, and that was the hatch in the floor. Once the Angels found and opened it, the effect that shielded this room from being scanned would be disturbed and they would spot them immediately, no matter where they tried to hide. As good a hideout as this place was, it was also a trap.
Finwick held his breath and clenched Sarah closer. The footsteps were almost below them. Again they stopped, and there was nothing to be heard. The Angels were scanning, using all their sensors and senses to determine if there was anything suspicious here.
Finwick bit his lip. His heart was beating so hard that he was convinced they’d hear it and find them.
Suddenly the sound of footsteps could be heard again as they stomped away.
Finwick bit his lip again, this time to prevent himself from making any sound of relief. He could have cried and laughed at the same time because he could hardly believe how lucky they were.
The cyborgs hadn’t found them and were moving away!
He kept Sarah close to his chest until he couldn’t hear the footsteps anymore, then he let her lift her head and look at him. Fear was written all over her face, and it hurt his soul to see it. He tried to put on a reassuring smile that was supposed to hide how scared he was too. He put his finger to his lips again. Sarah understood. It wasn’t over yet. But the hunters seemed to be off their trail, at least for now.
Finwick let a few minutes pass before he dared to pick up the portable screen to take a peek at what was happening around the Underground. The raid was still in full swing. The Angels were like bloodhounds and didn’t give up easily. They methodically checked every store, every stall, every storage unit, every person. One of the cameras showed Zephaniel, whose expression had turned sour and irritated. He had clearly expected the endeavor to be a success.
The raid went on for another two hours, but the hunters didn’t come close to the hatch again. Mama Legba’s hideout had turned out to be Guardian Angel-secure.
When Finwick finally saw them leave, he couldn’t believe his luck. In the meantime, the girl had fallen asleep in his arms. The talent to fall asleep under great stress was something only children were capable of. Finwick felt completely stiff from holding her, and his shirt was soaked with sweat.
It took another hour before the hatch was finally opened and he heard the voice of one of Mama Legba’s bodyguards.
“Come down! Quick!”
Sarah woke up and looked around, confused.
“Are they gone?” she whispered.
Finwick hoped so.
“Are they gone?” he asked the thug carefully.
“For the time being, yes,” the man said. “But they left some of their people close by, and they might be back any minute. Get down here, now!”
Finwick did as he was told. His legs felt shaky as he climbed down the ladder, and it was only now that he noticed how thirsty he was… and that he needed to use the bathroom.
“Where’s Mama?” he asked while he helped Sarah to climb down.
“Not here,” the man said. “It’s still too hot, but she decided to move you out of here. Follow me.”
He made a waving gesture with his hand and walked off. But to Finwick’s surprise, he didn’t go back toward where they had come from but instead hurried in the other direction.
“Where are we going?” Finwick asked, hurrying after the man and dragging Sarah behind him.
The bodyguard turned around and gave Finwick a condescending look. “Mama said you were smart. Why do you ask such stupid questions?”
Finwick stared at him. “I…”
“Did you really think we could just walk out of the main entrance? They’re still there! They’re waiting for you, dumbass!”
Finwick blushed. The thug was right, of course.
“I understand,” he replied, again hurrying after the much taller and faster guy. “But where are you taking us?”
But the thug had decided that the conversation was over, and Finwick had no other choice but to try and keep up with him.
They hurried past the abandoned food court and arrived at a door that was so well hidden in the back of a former storage room that it was almost impossible to see it if one didn’t know what to look for.
The man typed a code into a hidden control panel, and the door opened with a click that revealed it was a modern high-security door that had been disguised to look like a simple storage unit in an abandoned mall. Lights sprang on, and Finwick saw steep stairs leading down. He held Sarah’s hand firmly and they hurried after the thug, deeper into the Underground.




Chapter Eleven
In the shadows
Moisture hung in the air in cloudy mists. It almost felt like walking through liquid silk.
Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes stepped over a puddle as he entered the run-down alley in Northeast Oldtown. Flickering red and pink lights reflected in the water on the ground, and bass-saturated music echoed from the old brick and concrete walls.
This was the most humid part of Oldtown, and even though the area looked anything but inviting, Siro enjoyed coming here. It reminded him of home. Brazil, or Olympias III as he was forced to call it here. Most people at home never got used to the new name even though the younger generations had embraced the lifestyle imported by the corporation. However, here in the capital, it was frowned upon to call Olympias III by its original name.
Although Olympias had a subtropical climate, warm all year long and humid and hot in summer, it still wasn’t quite the same as what Siro was used to at home. This part of the city had the oldest sewer and rain-drain system of Olympias I. It originated from the pre-corporation era and therefore could hardly handle the torrential rainfall of the hot summer months. Puddles filled the cracked pavements, and water constantly evaporated into the air, creating a soft film on Siro’s skin.
Although it was less than half a mile from Oldtown’s entertainment district, the area was one of the shabbiest in Olympias City. It wasn’t a slum since the authorities wouldn’t tolerate one in the city of dreams, the most perfect place in human history, but it was the closest to a slum Olympias had to offer. Ironically, this part, formerly Midtown Atlanta, used to be one where wealthy people had their city apartments. Many of the residential buildings from that era were still standing, but they had become anything but luxurious in the meantime.
Before he came here, Siro had gone home, grabbed a bite, taken a shower, and changed into different clothes. He hadn’t bothered shaving though, as it made it even easier for him to blend in here if he looked a bit scruffy. Instead of wearing his customary suit, the detective was dressed in jeans, a sleeveless shirt, and leather bracers. Even though he didn’t comb his hair, it still looked a bit too sleek and well-groomed for the area, and he was lacking any clearly visible, ugly implants, prosthetics, or tattoos, but his outfit was casual enough that he could navigate the area without having “cop” written all over his face.
The area was anything but safe, and yet he had come unarmed. Firearms were such a rare sight in Olympias City that it was impossible to blend in wearing them, even if one hid them under a jacket or coat. Criminals and underworld figures, too, knew how to use a scanner after all. And ordinary cops weren’t equipped with such high-tech gadgets as the Guardian Angels that jammed incoming scans and made an Angel appear as a normal, unarmed citizen.
But if something happened, Siro had made sure that he wouldn’t be helpless. He had commanded an AI police patrol to remain on stand-by only one street away. If things went sideways, he could always call the robots into action. He would do that only as a last resort, of course, since he wasn’t on official business here.
In fact, Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes was about to break the law.
He didn’t feel comfortable doing this because he loved his job. Siro had become a police officer for a reason. Many of his colleagues were idealists, or at least used to be in their early years. The pay was good, and here in Olympias I was even better than in III, yet there were many corporate jobs that offered much more for much easier work. People who became police officers did it because they wanted to make a difference.
While Kate had more of a sarcastic personality, Siro had maintained a lot of his idealism in all his years as a cop. That was the reason why he had decided to come here today. Technically he wouldn’t really be breaking the law with what he was about to do but rather bending it to achieve his goal. And his goal was anything but egoistic. If he wasn’t careful, it could easily get him killed.
Walking down the steamy alley, for a moment he considered turning around, going home, and forgetting about the whole thing – after he had destroyed the data device.
No, he was already here. He would go through with it.
The place he had come to was another red light district. But this one was smaller and filthier than the main area in the heart of Oldtown. This was the place frequented by people who couldn’t afford the more “upscale” places in the entertainment district.
Some run-down brothels serving cheap hookers and even cheaper booze lined the main street Siro had crossed to reach the small alley he was in now. He could hear its rhythmic music buzz and see its colorful lights flicker. Besides the places selling cheap flesh – biological and artificial alike – there were also some low-scale bars, the worst tattoo studios in all Olympias Conglomerate – and many shady people.
Siro could easily have arrested every person he had encountered since entering the area and probably would never have caught anyone innocent. Almost everyone in this part of the city was involved in some semi-legal or illegal business. The OCPD kept an eye on the district but mostly let it be. Instead they used it as a source of information to catch bigger fish, and Siro usually came here together with Kate when they had to acquire some special intel.
It was why he knew who else could be found in the area: hackers. Some of the best in Olympias.
Siro reached an iron door that looked like the back entrance of a building. The door was corroded and dirty, and no sign, light, or anything around it indicated that there could be something of interest located behind it. Two scruffy junkies, one sitting on the ground and the other leaning against the wall close to the door, looked him up and down, as if considering whether he was worth robbing or not.
This was nothing but a clever disguise, as Siro knew. Although these two were most likely consuming a variety of legal and illegal drugs, they were not as wasted as they pretended to be.
These two guys were sentinels who would instantly raise the alarm with the people behind the door if anything suspicious happened outside. Their augmented eyes had scanned him thoroughly from afar.
Siro ignored them, pretending that he didn’t know what they were, and casually opened the door. Behind it, steep stairs led down into darkness. If it weren’t for the fluorescent markings on the steps, it would have been easy to fall down unless one had enhanced vision, which Siro didn’t. Except for a cognitive implant that allowed him to access the grid and receive calls and messages, he was 100% bio. An old-fashioned model nowadays, but he liked his body as it was, and he put a lot of effort into keeping it healthy and in shape.
Flickering red and blue lights shone up from the basement he was descending to. Muffled electro music could be heard. Siro reached the end of the stairs and turned right into a long corridor with metal walls. The only illumination came from blacklights installed along the walls in long tubes. The music grew louder as Siro approached another door.
Unlike the one above, this one had an actual bouncer. The massive guy was a head taller than Siro, and his black skin and dark clothes would have made him almost invisible in the dim light if it weren’t for his eyes and teeth that shone brightly in the blacklight. Coming closer, Siro saw that the man had had his arms replaced with metal prosthetics that looked as if they could easily rip him in half if the giant wanted. Most likely the man was also armed with illegal firearms. This was the deepest underbelly of Olympias, and the people operating here didn’t give a damn about little inconveniences called laws.
“What do you want?” the bouncer snarled, crossing his metal arms in front of his chest, his eyes staring eerily in the unusual lighting.
“I’m here to see Linus,” Siro said calmly.
“Oh yeah? I doubt he wants to see you.”
Siro shrugged. “Why don’t you ask him? Tell him his friend Siro is here.”
“I’ll do that,” the bouncer replied. “And if it turns out he knows no Siro, I’ll happily break your legs.”
Siro didn’t show any emotion. He knew these kinds of games of intimidation only too well. Showing insecurity around such guys could quickly become dangerous, but showing disrespect could quickly become even more dangerous. It had been a while since he had last come here, which was why the thug didn’t recognize him. Besides, last time he had come here with Kate.
He wondered what she would think of him if she knew what he was up to. Most likely she’d tell him he was a lunatic. And she wouldn’t be far wrong.
The detective watched as tiny red lights blinked on the man’s temple, indicating that he was using his implant to contact someone inside, probably Linus or one of his people.
He knew Linus would see him. He always did.
A few seconds later, the big man in front of him nodded, trying to hide a look of surprise.
“You can go in. Linus is waiting for you in the back area. He says you know where that is.”
“Thank you,” Siro replied, and he stepped toward the door, which opened automatically.
He entered a world that the vast majority of citizens of Olympias didn’t even know existed. Even big parts of law enforcement had no clue.
Behind the door was a huge space, much bigger than Siro had imagined when he had first come here almost three years ago. It was a former basement area with dark gray concrete walls and pillars separating it into several areas. Blacklight filled everything and revealed the art that had been painted directly on the naked walls with fluorescent colors. Red and blue illuminations allowed him a better look at the location. Extravagant electro music filled the air.
The place was a club, but it was unlike any other in Olympias. Figures moved in the shadows, some dancing, some making out in the open, others sitting in old-fashioned leather furniture with the doll-like expressions of people connected to VR. However, the simulations running here weren’t like any others available on the market. All software, simulations, and VR games offered to the general public were produced by the game studios and software developers owned by the Olympias Conglomerate. Rogue programs and mods were illegal to produce or use, though that didn’t stop people from doing it anyway.
Siro crossed the main area and went all the way back until he reached a flight of iron stairs that spiraled up to a balcony overlooking the club. Upstairs he found a group of people sitting in lounge furniture. Some appeared as if they were high, while others were clearly connected to VR. In the center sat a man.
He was tall and almost unnaturally slender, with skin so pale that it shone in the blacklight. Both his eyes had been replaced with prosthetics that were shaped like round miniature mirrors. Long, black hair concealed half of his face, whereas the other side of his skull was bald and covered with various kinds of implants. Cords stuck out of his head, some connected to implants on his face and neck, others disappeared behind him in the dark, like an extra set of shiny black metal hair.
He had a portable holo screen mounted on his right wrist. Columns of numbers raced up and down it in seemingly chaotic patterns, and its blue shine gave the man’s face with the mirror eyes something ghostly.
To each of his sides sat a girl. Both were almost unearthly beautiful, and both looked identical. Only when looking closely was it recognizable that they were androids. Like all of their kind, they had something uncanny about them despite their beauty and perfection. Siro would never understand why some people preferred synthetic flesh to someone real and breathing. As far as he was concerned, there was nothing more arousing than a beautiful woman of flesh and blood.
An image of Nephilim flashed through his mind. It was true that she was mostly machine, and yet there was a profound difference between her and an artificial creature. Even though Nephilim’s eyes were artificial, contrary to high-class androids whose eyes looked almost as natural as biological ones, looking into them was like looking into a real person’s eyes. Was it the human brain that made the difference? A certain spark? A soul?
Siro couldn’t tell. It was something he had never given much thought to, and now certainly wasn’t the time for philosophizing about human existence.
“Good evening, Linus,” he greeted the man on the sofa. “Long time no see.”
Following an unspoken command, the other people rose from their seats and left.
“Indeed, Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” Linus replied, once everyone was gone. “What have I done to inspire your visit this time?”
Although Siro had been prepared for it, it still gave him the creeps to hear the man speak, as it did every time. When Linus spoke, no sound came out of his mouth, and he hardly showed any facial expressions. Instead the two androids spoke for him simultaneously, their two voices as one. Watching and hearing them made Siro’s hair stand on edge, no matter how often he came here.
Linus had lost his eyes and vocal cords during an assault from rival groups many years ago when he had been barely more than a teen. But instead of having his voice restored by implanting new vocal cords into his body, Linus had chosen a different, utterly unique way of communicating with the world.
Siro forced himself not to show his uneasiness.
He smiled. “The question should rather be: what have you not done this time?”
Linus’ lips formed a minimalistic smile while the two artificial women chuckled for him, which made the situation even eerier. He lifted his free hand and pointed at an armchair made of black leather across from him. Only now could it be seen that the hacker had eight fingers instead of five on each hand. They were unnaturally long and moved with uncanny agility, almost like spiders.
Siro understood the gesture and sat down.
“I’m a law-abiding model citizen of Olympias,” Linus said. “Where’s your lovely partner today?”
“At home. I’m not here on official business.”
“Oh? You have me intrigued, Detective.”
Siro took a deep breath. He dearly hoped the decision to come here wasn’t a bad one.
Linus was a hacker, one of the best in Olympias. He was so good that he hadn’t got caught for years. Until Siro and Kate had nailed him one day. But instead of arresting him, they’d made the decision to keep him around and make use of him when necessary. It had been Spider’s idea to do so. At first, Siro hadn’t been convinced, but it soon turned out that Linus was a very valuable asset. He was eccentric but trustworthy – well, as trustworthy as anyone of his profession could be.
The evidence Siro and Kate held against him made him pliant, as most likely it would not only have him arrested but executed. Another reason why the cops had decided to let Linus operate was that, unlike most hackers, he wasn’t out for money. His motives were mostly altruistic. Mostly.
Of course, Kate and Siro weren’t stupid and knew that the majority of Linus’ activities were highly illegal, but as long as no one got hurt and he wasn’t caught, they had promised to leave him be. And he had proven to be very useful more than once.
“I’ve come across information that’s too hot for me to use in an investigation and—”
“Are you talking about the snuff brothel investigation?” the androids asked in unison. “Congratulations. Even I couldn’t find it.”
And he had tried. Siro and Kate had visited him months ago and asked for help in the case, with no result.
“How did you find it?” Linus asked, and the androids’ voices revealed that he was genuinely curious.
“Yes, it’s that investigation precisely,” Siro said, avoiding the question about how they had found the snuff ring. Like every other underworld figure, Linus hated the Angels. Which was only understandable. If they decided to go after someone, there wasn’t much left when they were done. Siro had witnessed that first-hand with the snuff gang.
Leave justice to us.
“And you have discovered evidence you can’t use for the official investigation?” the hacker asked, knowing only too well that Siro had deflected his question. “Did you find that some honorable individuals from the Inner Circle are involved?”
“Kinda…” Siro said. He decided to lay out his cards openly. “I have a video, and I want you to spread it over the grid. Make sure as many officials, media representatives, and people of influence as possible see it. But please don’t put it up on any billboards, as tempting as it might seem. It would traumatize people.”
Linus tilted his head. “That’s it? That’s the easiest job you’ve ever asked me to do.”
Siro sighed. “Once you’ve watched it, you might disagree on that. And you might want to make sure no one can trace it back to you… or to me.”
“You have my full attention now, Detective. It must be someone really high up the food chain. Someone you can’t get to through the regular channels. But you want him brought to justice. Isn’t that so?”
“That’s exactly how it is,” Siro admitted. “Will you do it?”
Linus smiled, and for the first time, his face appeared rudimentarily human. “It’ll be my pleasure.”
Siro reached into his pocket and produced the data device. One of the androids extended her hand, and he placed it onto her palm.
“Make sure to destroy it afterward,” he said.
“Is it your only copy?”
“Yes,” Siro said. “It’s too dangerous to have it lying around.”
It was a lie. In truth, he had made a copy and hid it. Just in case…
“Give me 48 hours,” the hacker said. “And the world will know.”
“Thank you.”
“Is there anything else I can help you with, Detective?”
Siro was about to decline and take his leave when he suddenly had an idea.
“If I wanted to hire the best mercenaries Olympias has to offer, stone cold pros yet discreet, where would I look?”
“I would say you’d be out of luck,” the hacker replied with a grin, waving his spider-like fingers. “Someone hired all of them already.”
“Who?”
Linus remained silent for a moment, letting the cop stew in his curiosity. He and his two androids stared at him with the same blank expression.
Finally, he spoke.
“Rosprom.”
***
It didn’t take long for Finwick to be out of breath. For the millionth time, he cursed himself for not being fitter and swore that he would finally hit the gym – if he survived this.
Mama Legba’s thug, who seemed to be double the size of Finwick, hurried ahead without any visible effort. But Sarah was even worse off than he was. Her little face was covered in sweat, and he had to outright drag her along. She needed a break, or she would collapse.
After descending a seemingly endless flight of stairs, they had ended up in a narrow tunnel, which appeared to be from the pre-corporate era and must have been a maintenance tunnel of some sort. It was dark, with a simple light bulb hanging from the ceiling every twenty feet or so.
“Wait!” Finwick called out to the man. “She needs a break.”
Their guide stopped and turned his head. Then he approached them and reached out for the girl.
“Hey!” Finwick said, stepping between Sarah and the man. Sweat was dripping from his forehead. It was surprisingly warm down here, and the air felt stale. “What are you doing?”
“I’ll carry her,” the brute said. “Or do you think you can manage that? Because I doubt it.”
Finwick opened his mouth to protest but then decided otherwise and let the air from his lungs escape with a huff instead. This wasn’t the time to prove his rudimentary manliness. The guy was right; he couldn’t carry Sarah, and they had no time to waste.
“It’s fine,” the girl panted, out of breath. “He’s ok.”
Only now did Finwick recognize that this was the bodyguard who had kept Sarah company earlier today when he’d had his negotiations with Mama Legba. The guy whose arm could turn into a meat grinder.
Finwick stepped aside and let the big man pick up his daughter. He lifted her up without any effort and carried her off in his augmented arms. Again, Finwick had difficulty holding the pace.
“What is this place?” he asked, out of breath.
“What does it look like to you?” the man replied. “It’s a smuggler tunnel, of course. But also an emergency escape route.”
“I figured that much,” Finwick rolled his eyes. “But what was it before that?”
“How the fuck would I know?” the thug shrugged. “Apparently it was part of the subway system, a maintenance tunnel or something. Who cares? All that matters is that they don’t know about it.”
Finwick had to admit that the man was right. For the rest of the trip through the hidden underground escape, he kept his mouth shut and focused on not passing out.
What felt like an eternity later, the thug stopped so suddenly that Finwick almost ran into him. Completely out of breath, he peeked around the man’s shoulder and saw why. They had reached a dead end. Well, not quite. An iron ladder led through a hatch in the ceiling upwards.
Carefully, the man put Sarah down next to the ladder.
“Can you climb, little one?” he asked. “Otherwise you can hold onto me and I’ll be your elevator.”
Finwick was stunned. The guy looked like a mindless brute. Pure muscle, no brain, hired by Mama to do her dirty work for her. And yet he seemed to have a soft spot for children. And Finwick had to admit that meatgrinder-guy was doing a much better job with her than he had at the beginning. Everything he had done back then had felt awkward and stupid.
“I can do it,” Sarah said, trying to make her voice sound firm.
“Ok, I’m right behind you,” the man said as Sarah began climbing, then he turned to Finwick. “And you, try not to fall and break your neck, clear? I’m responsible for bringing you to safety.”
Finwick just nodded weakly. He was too tired to say anything smart. It had been a long and nerve-wracking day, and he knew that it wasn’t over yet.
The ascent seemed to last forever. Just when Finwick thought he would lose his grip after all and fall, they reached an iron platform. Both Sarah and him sat down, catching their breath, while Mama Legba’s man stood there as if he had just come in from a relaxed stroll.
“We’re almost there,” he said. “Come on.”
He picked Sarah up again, and she gratefully held onto his shoulder. For some absurd reason, this sent a pang of jealousy through Finwick. It should have been him taking care of Sarah, but he was too weak.
The thug opened a heavy door, and Olympias’ humid night air filled Finwick’s lungs.
They exited into a narrow street hidden between two old buildings. Finwick could hear the buzz of the entertainment district in the distance, but other than knowing that they still had to be in Oldtown, he had no clue exactly where they had resurfaced.
He didn’t have time to think about it. A car with a running engine was parked on the street, waiting for them. It was an older model and completely undistinctive, with black-tinted windows. A typical Oldtown vehicle no one would pay attention to.
“Get in,” the thug said as the doors opened.
Finwick took Sarah’s hand, and they climbed inside, followed by their guide, who sat down across from them on the worn-out dark green cushions. As soon as they were all inside, the car drove off. To Finwick’s surprise, it wasn’t autonomous but had an actual driver behind the wheel. Olympias’ authorities had banned people from driving and made autonomous vehicles mandatory, but apparently this didn’t apply to Oldtown residents, as so many regulations didn’t. Or rather, they didn’t care about them.
“We’re almost there,” the thug said. “Just a couple more minutes.”
“What’s your name?” Sarah asked.
“Sammy.”
Finwick had to bite his tongue to stop himself laughing. But the man saw something in his face anyway.
“What’s so funny?”
“Nothing, nothing,” Finwick said quickly.
From a guy like this, he had expected a name like Iron Bull or Dick Brave or something… not Sammy.
Sammy glared at him, and for a moment Finwick was concerned that he’d break his nose. The man behaved as gently toward Sarah as he was rude toward him. Finwick was used to big strong guys openly showing their contempt for him, though. It had been like this since school. He took solace in the fact that he was smarter than them.
But was he really? This was the second time in less than 24 months that he was on the run and had to go into hiding. This time was even worse than the last. They were after him.
The horrific image of Zephaniel snapping the poor bastard’s neck, whose only crime had been being in the wrong place at the wrong time, shot through his mind, and he had to close his eyes for a second.
Finwick took a deep breath and forced himself to keep his cool. He didn’t want Sarah to think that he was a total loser compared to Sammy.
Outside the black-tinted window, the muffled city lights flew by as they quickly made their way through Oldtown’s narrow, old-fashioned streets. Somehow it had become night even though it had been late morning when he and Sarah had arrived in the Underground to meet Mama. He checked the internal chronograph of his implant and realized that had been ten hours ago. He hadn’t drunk or eaten anything in all that time. His adrenaline had worn off a bit, and he noticed now how tired he was. He could have slept for the next couple of years.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“You’ll see soon enough,” Sammy replied, crossing his arms and signaling that he wasn’t up for any further conversation.
It didn’t take long before Finwick did indeed see for himself. The car stopped on a street somewhere in the southern part of Oldtown where it slowly began turning into a slightly better part of the city. Finwick recognized the area. District 7 was only half a mile away from here.
However, the building they approached after exiting the car was in poor shape, with paint peeling off, and some windows on the upper floors were missing. A double door led inside, and above it, an old-fashioned electric sign buzzed in neon green: The Friendly Dentist – Open 24/7. Next to it blinked a minimalistic image of a syringe.
Finwick cringed. This looked anything but welcoming. Besides, neither he nor Sarah needed their teeth fixed. He shot Sammy a questioning glance, but the thug just laughed.
The inside looked even worse than the outside, with yellowish tiles on the walls and worn-out seats next to the dirty window. An ancient-looking concierge robot stood at a counter. Behind it, a flickering menu showed the available services, ranging from a simple filling to a full jaw replacement.
Two people whose clothes clearly represented them as belonging to the lowest level of Oldtown sat in two of the chairs that formed a very basic waiting room. The air was filled with a greenish light and an unpleasant stench. The whole place appeared like a nightmare version of a dentist’s office.
Finwick clenched Sarah’s hand. He didn’t like it here at all.
Before he could say anything, Sammy walked up to the robot and faced it directly. The robot’s eye opened, revealing a laser scanner of the highest quality. Finwick watched in utter surprise as the device scanned the thug’s face and eyes. Then it disappeared back into the machine’s head, and a door to the side opened with a click.
Sammy turned toward it and waved at Finwick and Sarah to follow him. Not knowing what else to do, Finwick did as he was asked. Behind the door was a staircase leading down to a basement – once again. Sammy descended quickly, and Finwick and Sarah followed him as, behind them, the door clicked shut. Turning back, Finwick saw that it had no handle; thinking about it now, he realized that it didn’t have one on either side. Downstairs, Sammy waited in front of curtains made of heavy plastic. He opened them so all three could pass through.
Finwick’s mouth fell open. He wasn’t sure what he had expected to find here but certainly not this.
They stood in a spacious room that couldn’t have been more different to what he had just seen upstairs. White walls, glaring lights, stainless steel instruments. Separated by a glass wall was a small room with a surgical table and a state-of-the-art DocBot, its multiple arms glistening silver under the white lights.
This was a miniature clinic equipped with the most expensive and powerful gear available. The whole upstairs area was nothing but a very clever disguise to cover up a high-end illegally operating clinic. Designed for customers with money and something to hide – like him.
Finwick could have slapped his forehead. Of course! The upstairs dentistry was a perfect disguise. If someone scanned the building from the outside or even came in, they would think the medical machines’ signatures were coming from the dentist. This was clever.
A man and a woman dressed in scrubs stood to one side, waiting for them. Finwick recognized the man. It was the same surgeon who had extracted his implant last time. That had happened in a different clinic though. This one was certainly better. Apparently Mama Legba thought him so valuable that she didn’t want to take any chances.
He didn’t know the surgeon’s name or what exactly he had done to end up doing illegal procedures for an underworld boss. He was only referred to as Doc T and apparently had been a high-class implant and augmentation specialist at Nexus Hospital in the Inner Circle. Finwick was more than satisfied with the job he had done on him last time and knew he was in good hands.
“Good evening,” Doc T said. “Everything has been prepared. We are ready when you are.”
Finwick nodded. Although he was completely exhausted and his body dehydrated, he knew that time was against him. He had to get this done as quickly as possible if he wanted to live.
“How long will it take?” he asked.
“You’re getting an extraction and implementation of a brain device and plastic surgery, so approximately twelve hours.”
“That’s long!” Finwick said. He looked down at Sarah, who stood next to him, taking everything in with big, curious eyes. If he felt hungry, thirsty, and exhausted, how must she feel?
“Don’t worry,” Sammy said, stepping closer. “Mama Legba told me to take care of her.”
Finwick nodded. He didn’t like it, but he didn’t have any other choice.
“Is it ok for you to stay with Sammy for a while?” he asked Sarah.
She nodded, but he could see in her eyes that she was scared.
“But you’ll be fine, won’t you?” she asked.
He smiled. “Of course I will. This is nothing to be worried about.”
He leaned down and hugged her.
“Come on, little one,” Sammy said, stretching out his massive metal hand toward her. “I’ll teach you something as old as the underworld itself. The ancient craft of playing poker.”
Sarah’s eyes lit up. “That sounds like fun!”
After she and the brute had left through a door to one side, the doctor addressed Finwick again.
“Before we begin, you need to choose a new face.”
He pointed at the glass wall, which turned into a screen showing a catalog of different facial features.
“You have a choice between 300 different prefab models, or you can have the software custom-design something for you. I would advise you make it quickly though. ML was very clear that she wants the procedure done asap.”
Finwick stepped closer and stared at the different faces displayed in front of him. At first, he felt overwhelmed and had no idea what to choose. But then, after he’d thought about it for a moment, he suddenly knew exactly what he wanted to look like.
“Ok, let’s begin,” he said a moment later, pointing at a picture.




Chapter Twelve
Panem et circenses
When Nephilim entered the living area, Metatron was at the window, watching the sunrise, as he did so often. She studied his slender silhouette, which stood black against the glaring sun rays shining through the glass.
Nephilim wondered if she would ever fully understand this man, his motives, his thoughts, his feelings. Again and again he surprised her. Whenever she thought she was beginning to understand him, he did something that made her realize that she didn’t know anything. There were so many layers of Metatron, so much depth. The man was an enigma.
By common standards, he was a traitor. He, the High-Archangel of Olympias, leader of the Angel corps, which had been created to protect and destroy – to destroy the enemies of Olympias, no matter if they came from within or outside – custodio et mortifico. He, of all people, was secretly talking to the Wasp leader, their arch-enemies. And had been doing so for years.
It was mind-blowing, unbelievable. If someone had told her that, she would have laughed and called the person crazy. And yet it was true.
He said that he wasn’t a traitor, that he had good reasons for his actions.
Looking at him, as he stood there, Nephilim wondered if she really cared. Was it important if he was a traitor or not? As beautiful this city lying at his feet was, did she really care about it? About anyone and anything within it?
Nephilim didn’t believe he was a traitor, but even if he were, then she couldn’t care less.
Everything I am, I am because of him.
His voice echoed through her mind. The context was a different one, but it applied as much to her as it did to him.
“Good morning, Nephilim,” he said, not turning around.
“Good morning.”
When she was close enough, she embraced him from behind and placed her head on his shoulder.
Metatron turned and kissed her on the forehead.
“Would you like some coffee? I had the robot brew one for you, too. Olympias III bean.”
He was holding a steaming cup in his hand, and the pitch-black fluid inside smelled delicious. Nephilim never had been a big fan of coffee, but until recently she also hadn’t known how real coffee tasted. Angels didn’t need caffeine or any other stimulants to get into gear in the morning. Thanks to their brain implants, they were fully awake and functioning at all times. Six hours of sleep was more than enough; they wouldn’t experience fatigue even if they slept only for four hours or less – for weeks. They could easily stay awake for 72 hours without great effort.
The only reason for Metatron to drink coffee was out of pleasure, habit. A very human habit.
Neither of them ever ate breakfast, and often Nephilim wouldn’t eat all day without feeling hungry. She was over 70% machine. Although she still had a stomach and a digestive system, her biological parts were so few that they only needed minimum nutrition. Like every Angel, she had an EMP fusion cell implanted in her chest, which was the energy source for her artificial parts. Only the size of a quail’s egg, it was so powerful that it would generate enough energy for twenty years or more before it had to be replaced. It was one of the Angels’ biggest secrets and a huge irony that the same energy system that could kill them was also used to keep them alive.
How much of Metatron was still human only he knew, but Nephilim assumed that he was at least as much of a machine as her, if not more. As with coffee, the only reason why he enjoyed dining in exclusive restaurants or had the robot prepare real steaks, fish, or other delicacies was out of enjoyment, not nutrition. Good food and wine were almost as satisfying as studying a piece of art or reading a good book, he had once told her.
It doesn’t beat good sex though, he had added with that smirk that was typical of him.
“Yes, thank you,” she replied, nestling her cheek against his.
Then she let go of him and walked to the dining table where the robot had left a cup of coffee for her. Contrary to Metatron, who drank his coffee black, she preferred it with cream and sugar.
“How did Olympias’ leadership manage to convince people that algae-based or synthetic food is much better than real food?” she asked, taking a sip of the delicious beverage.
The sun reflected in Metatron’s eyes and made them appear like sapphires on fire as he grinned at her. “A very interesting question, isn’t it?”
She walked back to him, her coffee in her hand and an attentive expression on her face.
“It is indeed a masterpiece of propaganda,” he said. “To understand it, you must first understand the machinery behind Olympias. It’s genius, brilliant. The ultimate control. Our world, Nephilim, is a dystopia disguised as utopia.”
He moved his gaze away from her and toward the pyramid outside the window. She waited for him to continue.
“Panem et circenses,” he said after a moment of silence. “Do you know what that means?”
Quickly she accessed the Latin dictionary she had downloaded into her neural implant. Metatron loved Latin and read and spoke it fluently. She wasn’t sure when he had learned it, but it was knowledge his biological brain had acquired. To understand him better, Nephilim had chosen the easy way and simply downloaded the dictionary.
“Bread and circuses?” she asked, not quite understanding the meaning.
“Correct.” He smiled at her, then quoted, “Imperium, fasces, legiones, omnia, nunc se continet atque duas tantum res anxius optat, panem et circenses. It’s from the ancient Roman poet Juvenal. Our glorious leaders didn’t invent this principle, they simply used a system that dates back more than two thousand years. However, they perfected it.”
Nephilim wrinkled her forehead. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“Of course you don’t. It’s something no one in Olympias is aware of. And even if they were, they wouldn’t care. The elites, the 1%, have always sought the same, no matter if today or two thousand years ago. Money and power. They go hand in hand. They are like two sides of a coin. With money comes power, and with power comes money. Often the elites have so much of both that they don’t need to acquire more. However, they will use any means to retain their status.”
He stroked her arm before he walked over to his library, where he studied his books for a moment. With her coffee in her hand, Nephilim followed him.
“So many literary works – and I love some of them dearly – predicted a grim future for humanity for exactly this reason. They assumed the greed and hunger for power of the few would drive the many into poverty. As you can see, none of it happened. We live in a ‘paradise’.”
He said the final word with an ironic smirk.
“The reason for it is simple. By driving the masses into poverty, it would have been impossible for the elites to retain their status, their power and wealth.”
Nephilim listened, fascinated. These moments when he opened the curtains of deception and showed her the world as it really was were her favorite. She absorbed such information like a dry sponge absorbs water.
“Before the great war changed everything, they made a mistake. The second industrial revolution – aka the complete automatization of the workforce – was supposed to be their biggest achievement. But they were wrong. Despite implementing a universal income after driving the majority of the population out of their jobs and into equal poverty, they couldn’t hold onto the status quo. The margins sank from year to year. Of course, this wasn’t what was responsible for the war that eventually came, but it certainly fueled the sparks. However, in the end, the war played into their hands. It gave them the opportunity to reshape the world, to shape it for their needs. The founders of Olympias learned from the mistakes of the past, and they learned their lesson well.”
He paused for a moment and sipped on his coffee. Nephilim knew that he did that to make sure he had her full attention.
“They realized that in order to keep their wealth and power, they needed consumers. The more the individual consumes, the more money they make. Mass poverty is not lucrative. It’s much more lucrative to keep people locked up in a golden cage.”
He finished his coffee, placed the cup on the table, and walked back to the window.
“What you see here, Nephilim, is perfection. A self-sufficient construct. A giant organism feeding on itself,” he said, extending his arm toward the city below him. “Everything you see here belongs to the Olympias Conglomerate. Every cent spent out there flows back to the corporation. Olympias gives everyone a job or a path to self-fulfillment in arts or science. And it pays every associate well. Because every cent they spend goes directly back to them. If you rent an apartment, you rent it from Olympias. If you get a neural implant, you get it from Olympias. If you buy coffee, you buy it from Olympias.”
He turned his head and studied her face.
“Oh wow…” Nephilim said. “I never thought of that. Everything belongs to Olympias… including us.”
“Including us. Every part in our bodies is the property of the Olympias Conglomerate, which makes us their property, too.”
Nephilim looked down on the metropolis, which was now waking up. Metatron’s metaphor with the giant organism was only too fitting. An organism that slowly digested the individual to grow further.
“But that’s not all,” Metatron continued. “Remember what I told you when we were in Olympias III, about how the Conglomerate destroyed all traditional social structures?”
“To make people weak,” she replied. “Individuals are much easier to control than groups.”
“Correct. Power and money, Nephilim. They have the ultimate power by controlling everything and everyone’s life. They control the size of the population and keep it at a perfect level. Too many would be more difficult to rule, and there are only so many needed to keep the organism alive, to keep the machine lubricated. Too few don’t create enough profit. Olympias controls everything in people’s lives – even their death. And the best thing is that people are completely unaware of it. They think they are living in a perfect society. They have been indoctrinated into believing the old world was bad. Stripped of meaningful relationships, families, communities, and religion, humans feel empty. They’re not made to live only for and by themselves. The human psyche longs for purpose. It’s the reason all cultures throughout the world developed religious systems. Living just to die eventually isn’t enough for a human. It’s not life, it’s existence. People become empty, depressed. And how do they fill the emptiness, or at least try to?”
“Through a hedonistic lifestyle,” Nephilim said. The more Metatron explained, the more she understood the big picture. She was intrigued by how well everything was thought out, how well it was organized. How perfect. And how evil.
“That’s right. By consuming. Material goods and entertainment.”
“Panem et circenses…” Nephilim said slowly.
“Panem et circenses. An ancient tool of control brought to perfection in modern times.”
“Who came up with this? The Board?”
Metatron laughed. “Those idiots don’t even know how to bind their shoes. The plan existed before the beginning of the New Era. I don’t know who developed it, but my assumption is that they funded some universities in the old days and had prominent sociologists research it. Then it was set in place by the founders of the New Era after the war. All today’s Board and top management need to do is sit there and milk the system. And keep it running and alive. Which is why we were created. Now,” he said, studying her face attentively. “Tell me what you think, Nephilim.”
She looked through the window for a moment and glanced at the black pyramid that seemed to swallow all light around it. Feeding on everyone and everything like a gigantic parasite. Then she turned back to Metatron and looked at him.
“I think you’re right. It’s brilliant, the perfect system. A golden cage in which the slaves don’t even know they’re slaves. They’re batteries, kept alive for the Inner Circle. I understand why we hunt outcasts, why no one is ever allowed to leave the system. Why no one is allowed to wake up and look behind the illusion of happiness.”
“Do you think it’s right?”
She looked him in the eye, stepping closer. “No.”
“Why not?”
“Because they created the golden cage and made us its guardians. Not only are we their proxies in their endless war with the other corporations, we also keep their perfect world running. We are the darkness, we are death, we do their dirty work.”
She lifted her hands and placed them around his neck. “We shouldn’t be their property. Their slaves.”
“We won’t be forever,” he replied quietly.
“I remember that, after my rebellion, you told me that I picked the wrong target. I blamed you for everything that is wrong. And you told me that I can’t beat the system by myself. Only—”
“—Together we can,” he finished her sentence for her. “And we will.”
Their lips met in a kiss. Tender at first, yet quickly growing passionate, fueling the omnipresent sexual tension between them.
Yet Metatron separated his lips from hers after a moment.
“I can’t be late every day, Nephilim.”
“But you can,” she whispered.
He chuckled. “Clearly you still have a lot to learn about leadership. Come on, let’s go.”
Metatron stroked her face, then turned toward the door. But after a few steps, he stopped, as if remembering something.
“Return directly here after your investigation tonight,” he said. “It’s time for you to learn who you really are and what connection we have.”
Then he left the apartment, and Nephilim followed him to start the day.
***
“I still think this was a very bad idea, Siro,” Kate said, chewing.
He lifted his hands defensively. “Tell me what should I have done, Miss Smartass.”
Kate shrugged, sticking her hand into the bag of algae chips she had on her lap, then shoving a fistful in her mouth. “Dunno… how about no?”
Siro sighed. “You’re too funny, Detective. Really.”
They were sitting in their office and waiting for the Angels to show up. Kate was resting her long legs over her desk and, leaning back in her chair, she was about to finish devouring a pack of her favorite chips to pass the time. Siro noticed that she looked particularly attractive today in her tight jeans and boots.
They had spent most of the day combing through evidence in the snuff ring case while waiting for darkness to come creeping through the streets of Oldtown and, with it, the shady individuals they were looking for. Siro had found that some things were the same everywhere. Like vampires, people connected to underworld business usually only came out at night. It had been exactly the same in Olympias III’s harbor district, which was the equivalent to Olympias I’s Oldtown, and, as far as he knew, the phenomenon was as old as organized crime itself.
As discussed the previous day, they were planning to check out some establishments where they hoped to acquire information about the mercenaries hunting the Guardian Angels.
However, Kate had been anything but amused when Siro had informed her that Nephilim insisted on her and her partner accompanying them tonight.
“Why not?” Kate asked between two handfuls of chips. “It’s easy. N – O. No.”
“Because you don’t say no to a Guardian Angel? Especially an Archangel?”
“Still trying to get laid, huh?”
Siro rolled his eyes. “Of course I want to get laid. Who in their right mind doesn’t? But that’s not the reason and you know it, Kate. She made it crystal clear that she wouldn’t tolerate objections. She’s taking the last murder very personally. Just because she’s a cyborg doesn’t mean she has no heart.”
“Yeah, a metal heart.”
“How do you know that?”
“Well, a heart of stone wouldn’t function very well, would it?”
“She knows you dislike her, you know?” he said after a moment.
“How would you know that?”
“She told me yesterday. You should be more careful, Kate.”
She licked the salt from her fingers. “But I thought we were on the same side?”
Siro shot her a punitive look, and she paddled back. “Ok, ok. I’ll be nice, I promise. But I don’t expect much from today’s investigation, and neither should you. Even if they try to blend in, they still stick out like a lantern. It’s gonna be a waste of time. But at least you’re wearing a nice suit.”
Siro ignored the mockery. Yes, he looked like himself again today. He had showered, shaved, and put on his best cologne. Of course he wanted to impress Nephilim and hoped to get in her pants eventually. Even though their original deal was off, because he had promised to bring her the Broker and she had promised a “bonus” in return, he hoped that he still could gain her favor if he brought her the mercs instead.
But even more than that, he wanted to stay on Nephilim’s good side. Having good connections with the Guardian Angels could only be an advantage. And she was no one less than the Crown Princess. One day she would replace Metatron and would be the most valuable friend imaginable.
“It might not be a waste of time after all…” he said slowly.
Kate raised an eyebrow and studied him like a mother would her child, knowing that it’s been up to no good.
“What have you done, Siro?”
“I… I think I might have a lead.”
He had been wondering all day long if and what he should tell Kate about what he had learned from Linus last night. The hacker had remained cryptic and hadn’t been willing to share much more information after his revelation that the mercs might have been hired by Rosprom. But he had shared a location with him where they could start their search for answers.
Siro wasn’t sure what to think of it. If it was really true, then this might be way too big for Kate and him, and it would be better to back out of the case as quickly as possible. This was an investigation for Nephilim and her Guardian Angels, not for two simple cops. They dealt with homicides and organized crime – not with other mega-corporations.
Siro didn’t know much about Rosprom, because no ordinary citizen of Olympias did. All he knew was that the world was divided among three mega-players: Olympias, Rosprom… and Xiang-something. He always forgot the name of the Asian competitor, which wasn’t surprising as no one spoke about them. But one thing he did know was that a global conspiracy was way above his paycheck. If not getting further involved here meant killing his chances with Nephilim, then so be it. Olympias City had millions of attractive women…
“What kind of lead?” Kate asked, straightening up and looking at him suspiciously. She was a damn good detective and knew him too well.
“Let’s just say someone tipped me off and mentioned we should check out the Afterlife.”
The Afterlife was a notorious nightclub located on the outskirts of Oldtown. Siro and Kate had been there a couple of times, but it wouldn’t have been the first address they’d have thought of to start searching for the mercenaries.
“The Afterlife? Why?”
“There’s a guy named Charon who hangs out there regularly. We should have a chat with him,” Siro said.
He knew he wouldn’t get away with it, but it was worth a try anyway.
“Siro,” she said, piercing him with her emerald eyes. “Who gave you the tip?”
He sighed. If he told her he had visited Linus, she would want to know why, and he couldn’t tell her that. He also couldn’t tell her about Rosprom. He was in neck-deep shit.
“Spit it out. I won’t kill you if I don’t like it. I’m not them,” she said half-jokingly.
I’m not so sure about that, Siro thought.
Suddenly Kate’s implant beeped as she received a call.
“We’ll be right there,” she said after a moment of silence passed as she listened to the person on the line.
“They’re here,” she informed Siro after ending the call.
He straightened up in his chair. “What? Already?”
Glancing through the window, he saw that dusk was creeping over the sun-heated pavements of Oldtown. Patience didn’t seem to be Nephilim’s strong suit.
“Shit,” he said. “I need to change.”
Kate rolled her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder which of us is the girl.”
She got up, threw her empty chips bag toward the trash can like a basketball player, missed, and swore.
“Go ahead, make yourself pretty for the Princess. I’ll go and entertain our guests in the meantime.”
“Thank you,” he said, grateful that he was off the hook. At least for now. She would nail him later. It was as certain as the tides.
“Oh, and don’t think we’re done here,” she said at the door as if she had read his thoughts.
He put on his most charming smile. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Kate.”
She laughed. “Yeah, right.”
While Kate went to the lobby, Siro quickly took the elevator to the basement where the locker rooms and armory were located. He couldn’t possibly show up dressed like this in one of Oldtown’s most notorious nightclubs. Kate was right. It would be difficult enough not to raise any unwanted attention with two Angels in tow, so the least he and Kate could do was try and keep a low profile. Siro had several sets of street clothes stored in his locker. If not investigating undercover, he liked to dress well and express authority.
When he entered the lobby only a few minutes later, he was wearing jeans, boots, a tight-fitting shirt, and a worn-out fake-leather jacket with a high collar. He could have been any resident of Oldtown seeking entertainment.
Kate stood with the Angels in the middle of the entrance area. Looking at the two tall black-clad figures, Siro understood Kate’s concern. Although both Angels were dressed in indistinctive, plain clothes, they still stood out in Oldtown like a sore thumb. They were too smooth, too beautiful, too perfect. Siro could only hope that the club was as dark as he remembered and that the patrons would be busy with getting drunk or high and therefore not pay them much attention.
“Good evening, Detective Siro Ferreira-Nunes,” Adriel said.
Although he acted friendly, the guy always gave Siro the creeps. His smile had something sharkish about it, and his features had the cool smoothness of a professional killer.
“Good evening, Guardian Angels,” he replied. “Always a pleasure seeing you, Nephilim.”
In his peripheral vision, he could see Kate rolling her eyes, but Nephilim was obviously receptive to his charms because she smiled.
“The pleasure is all mine.”
For a moment, Siro wondered if he was a hypocrite since the male Angel made him feel uncomfortable while Nephilim appeared intriguing. Was it because he found her hot and therefore ignored that she had the same sharkish, predatory attitude as her partner?
“Shall we?”
“After you.”
Nephilim smirked. “Certainly. We’ll wait for you on location.”
They both turned around as one and left the building.
Kate shrugged once they were gone. “I suggested that we give them a lift with the car, but all I got was a sneer and the remark that they’d rather take their motorcycles.”
They hurried to the garage and got into the car assigned to them. It was an autonomous model that looked like nothing special but was designed for pursuit – and it was armored.
“I don’t think you’re quite right in the head, Siro,” Spider said once they were on the way on the streets of Oldtown, which turned busy after sunset.
Siro laughed. “Why would you think so?”
“I’ll never understand what you see in her. While you stand there like a drooling poodle, she looks you over as if she’s wondering if she should fuck you or dissect you first. Or maybe both at the same time.”
Siro shook his head, then grinned. “So you think she likes my shirt?”
He pointed at his shirt that generously displayed the shape of his well-trained body.
Kate facepalmed. “Oh Lord… you’re such an idiot.”
She didn’t notice that Siro kept the banter going to distract her from asking questions. Although he knew she would eventually get back to the topic, he was happy she was off his back for now.
The best thing would be to get rid of this case as soon as possible, for their both sakes.
Less than fifteen minutes later, they arrived at their destination.




Chapter Thirteen
The setup
Despite the heavy traffic, it took Nephilim and Adriel less than five minutes to arrive at the address Detective Spader had given them. They parked in a side street around two hundred feet away and dismounted their bikes. Although the Angels looked anything but ordinary, it was surprisingly easy for them to blend in. Most people in Olympias paid little attention to anything around them.
After what Nephilim had learned from Metatron this morning, she understood why. Olympians were indoctrinated to only care about themselves and pursue their personal “fulfillment” by leading a hedonistic, promiscuous lifestyle and filling their inner voids with as many material goods as possible.
However, the residents of Oldtown were slightly different. Willingly or not, they didn’t fully participate in the Olympias lifestyle. But like everyone else, they enjoyed promiscuity and money – which was why many were involved in semi-legal business or were sex workers or outright criminals.
If they weren’t high or drunk, as many Oldtowners were on a daily basis, they paid much more attention to their environment, especially when they were running a semi-legal or illegal business. That made it more difficult for the Angels to blend in, and Nephilim knew that it probably would have been the smarter thing to let the cops investigate and then jump in once they found something.
But since Eleleth’s death, this had become so personal that she had to attend the investigation in person.
When she and Adriel approached the Afterlife on foot, Nephilim was a bit surprised that the detectives had suggested starting their investigation here of all places. The club was located north of the entertainment district and wasn’t visible from the street. The Angels had to walk through a gate into a yard located between four old-fashioned buildings that had probably been a parking lot or delivery space in the old days.
The only thing that indicated that something was even there was the hologram of a grinning devil’s head projected onto the wall of the outer building. Scanning their surroundings thoroughly, Nephilim and Adriel waited for the cops to arrive. Neither of them had ever been here before, which meant that the Afterlife was either clean – which was unlikely for an establishment in Oldtown – or that the people running it were clever enough not to raise the Guardian Angels’ attention.
On their way here, Nephilim had accessed the Olympias databank and checked the available information about the club but found nothing that indicated this could be a hideout for mercenaries.
Eventually, Siro and his partner arrived. Nephilim had to admit that the detective looked good tonight. The clothes displayed his body well and made him look younger. The way he looked at her showed Nephilim that he was still hoping for his bonus that he would never receive. She hadn’t lied when she told Metatron that humans had lost their appeal for her. If she tried to have sex with him the way she and Metatron fucked, she would break the detective’s spine. Besides, Metatron wanted her exclusively for himself, and given how often they saw each other, she certainly had no need to see anyone else.
However, tonight she couldn’t wait to see the High-Archangel for a different reason. He had promised to reveal to her who she really was, and she was dying to learn everything there was to know. But for now, she needed to focus on the investigation.
It was crucial to find the mercs and the people they worked for as soon as possible – before another Angel was murdered. Metatron was right. Every future murder would be on her because she had let the Broker go. She knew she couldn’t have hurt Finwick or delivered him to HQ, where he would have got hurt anyway, but she didn’t want any Angel to die because of her either. The next one could be Adriel, and she would never forgive herself if that happened.
“So, what’s the plan?” she asked the detectives, who were doing a fantastic job of blending in among the people gathering in the yard in small groups. Others were going straight to the door, which was flanked by two bouncers. They were bulky guys with reddish glowing eyes and horns implanted on their bald skulls. One of them also had a functioning tail. Those had been fashionable a couple of years back, and many women had had functioning tails implanted, mostly cat or fox. However, by now, this trend was out in all Olympias but Oldtown.
“We try to pretend we’re just four friends here for a good time,” Kate said, not trying to hide her sarcasm. She stuck her fake cigarette in her mouth and drew on it, creating holo smoke.
“We have the name of a guy we’ll try to find,” Siro chimed in, obviously concerned Kate could say something she’d regret. “Other than that, we keep our eyes open.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll be good kids and won’t kill anyone,” Nephilim said with a smirk.
“We’ll try, at least,” Adriel threw in.
Nephilim could see in the cops’ faces that they were anything but amused by their jokes.
Whatever.
They walked up to the bouncers, who used their eye prosthetics to scan them and then let them pass. The Angels were equipped with a sensor that noticed when they were being scanned and projected a signal with false data, making them appear like humans wearing standard implants and not cyborgs that were more machine than human.
The door opened, and they entered a room with black walls. Industrial music could be heard from behind another door. Adriel approached a concierge robot standing in a booth and paid the entrance fee for all four of them using a C-card.
The first thing Nephilim noticed after they entered the inner area was that the place was much bigger than what she had anticipated. She had read in the dossier that the club used to be a manufacturer of meat in the old days, and the main area still looked like cold storage.
The walls were painted black, and the doors, tables, and stools were crafted of raw, industrial metal. Two long bars made of black glass were lined up along the walls. Red and purple illuminations filled the place, and, combined with the haze swirling above the ground, it indeed gave the place the vibe of the afterlife – if someone considered the afterlife to be hell. An ironic place for an Angel to be.
Multiple cages with people inside them hung from the ceiling. Some were so small that they only fit one dancer, while others contained two or three people. All of them were completely naked.
Everyone who walked under the cages could take a peek into all the orifices their bodies had to offer. The music filling the air was sensual in an aggressive and rough way. The lights reflected off the perfectly formed female and male bodies in the cages who moved rhythmically and didn’t show any visible implants. In the cages that contained more than one person, the performers did more than just dance. In one cage, two beautiful girls were making out, sticking their fingers into each other, while in another, two men were penetrating one woman.
Nephilim’s scan showed an unusually high amount of pheromones in the air. Obviously the people running the place wanted the patrons to get horny. On the other side of the club, people were moving on the dancefloor, some dressed, others not so much.
According to the information Nephilim had pulled about the club, there were several rooms in the back where people could participate in orgies, one of them a mixed-sex dark room. Again, she wondered why the cops had chosen this of all places to start the investigation. She could only hope it wasn’t an attempt to get to know each other better. If it turned out to be so, she wouldn’t take it kindly. Serial killers were out there, hunting Guardian Angels, and she was determined to hunt them down and kill them – not to get laid in a cheap club in Oldtown.
Adriel, however, seemed to like what he was seeing.
“If this is what the afterlife looks like, I’m sold,” he said with a wide grin.
“Negative,” she replied. “I need you alive for a long time.”
“Aww,” he winked at her, which only she could see under his dark glasses. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.”
The night was still very young and therefore the club was half-empty, but Nephilim didn’t doubt that this would soon change.
“Nice place,” she said, sitting down next to Siro at the bar.
He smiled at her. “Maybe we can have a drink here after duty sometime?”
“Depends on whether the whiskey comes from a carton,” she said.
The detective chuckled. “Why don’t we find out?”
He signaled to the barkeeper, a slender young man with a well-shaped shirtless body and horns implanted in his skull, and ordered drinks for all four of them.
“I’m looking for Charon,” he said once the bartender returned with the drinks. “Is he here tonight?”
The man let his tongue slide over his lips, and they saw then that it was split like a snake’s tongue. It also appeared longer than a normal human tongue.
“Who wants to know?”
“Someone with money.”
“Aha,” the man sneered.
“I’ve been told that he’s the man to talk to if someone wanted to hire armed forces—”
The bartender laughed. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, dude.”
He made as if to leave, but Nephilim waved her finger at him, making a gesture indicating that he should come closer, a smile on her face. The man hesitated for a second before turning toward her.
“Listen, lady, I—”
She took his chin in her hand in a way that looked flirtatious to any bystander but was meant to make him look at her.
“No, you listen,” she said, loud enough that he could hear her but soft enough that the music would swallow her words for everyone else. “You tell us where we find this Charon, or I’ll split your nose the same way as your tongue. Maybe I’ll do your chin too.”
The young man’s eyes snapped open as he stared at her with disbelief. Instinctively he knew that she was dead serious about what she had just said, the same way that a human instinctively knows that approaching a snake rattling its tail is a very bad idea. For a moment he seemed to consider a cocky reply, but then he realized that he wasn’t paid enough to test his luck here.
“Over there,” he moved his head to the left as much as Nephilim’s grip allowed it. “The lounge behind the dancefloor. Bald and seven feet high, you can’t miss him.”
Nephilim smiled, patted his cheek, and let him go. The young man instantly retreated a few steps from the counter. He kept staring at her for a moment, then pretended nothing had happened and went to serve other patrons sitting at the bar.
“That was… blunt,” Siro said.
“But effective,” she replied with a shrug. “We don’t have time for games. Let’s go.”
She grabbed her whiskey and rose from the stool. Behind her, Adriel grinned, amused by the scene he just had witnessed, while Detective Spader frowned, smoking her cigarette.
Walking off, Nephilim noticed that someone else was looking at her. A tall, blond man sitting at the other bar locked eyes with her for a brief moment. He instantly turned his head when he noticed she’d seen him. Nephilim scanned him but didn’t see anything suspicious. Standard augmentations on a standard body. Probably just a guy who was looking for someone to get laid with.
All four walked through the establishment and under the dancers performing their acts in the cages in the air. Instead of walking around the dancefloor, Nephilim crossed it, shoving the half-naked, sweaty bodies aside. Behind it, she could see the lounge area, where several people were sitting and enjoying drinks. Scanning them, her HUD quickly pointed at the man they were looking for.
He sat alone in a corner and had his attention focused on a datapad he was holding, which was why he didn’t notice the four people approaching him.
Before Nephilim got to the man, Siro grabbed her arm and whispered in her ear, “Please, leave this to me. Maybe he’ll share some information if he thinks we’re interested in hiring his services.”
Nephilim smirked. “Be my guest.”
She stepped aside and let the detective pass. He was right. Maybe this required a more subtle approach than the sledgehammer. If Charon walled, she could still use the sledgehammer to crush that wall. One thing was certain, however. She wanted answers tonight.
“Good evening, Charon,” Siro said with his typically charming smile. “May we sit?”
The man looked up in surprise. “Do we know each other?”
“Not yet,” Siro said. “But I was hoping we could become acquainted.”
Charon pointed at the seats across from him, and Siro and Nephilim sat down while Adriel and Kate remained standing. Adriel turned his attention toward the sexy dancers, though Nephilim knew that he was just pretending to be enchanted by them. In truth, he was highly focused and studying everything around him.
Charon leaned back and crossed his arms. “I’m listening.”
Judging by his clothes and expensive augmentations, this was a wealthy man. Probably not even a resident of Oldtown. He just came here to do business. Scanning his facial features and sending them to the databank, Nephilim saw that his real name was Charles Mandelore. His address was registered in a lower-middle-class area in District 5, and his occupation was listed as None. Nephilim was pretty sure that the man had never set foot in that address and instead resided in a penthouse somewhere.
“We’ve been told that you’re the man to talk to if someone is seeking very… special services,” Siro said.
Charon grinned. “Do I look like a pimp to you?”
“Not a pimp,” Siro said. “But someone who can provide very special people with very special talents and augmentations.”
“Special talents like what?”
Nephilim sighed inwardly. This wasn’t going anywhere. The guy was playing dumb and mocking the detective. Maybe he had even guessed that they were investigators. It would be much more time-efficient to grab him, drag him outside, and have a cultured conversation with him – Angel style. Or to take him to HQ and spend some quality time with him there. Even if “Charon” was a dead-end in their case, he was still most certainly involved in some highly illegal business. Nephilim could outright smell it on him.
She opened her mouth to say something, but Siro sensed her growing irritation and placed his hand on her forearm soothingly.
Fine, she thought. Let’s do it your way.
While Siro continued his verbal dance with the suspect, Nephilim took a closer look at the location. At first she had thought that this was a strange place for a man who acted as an agent for mercenaries for hire, but now she realized she had been wrong. This was the perfect place precisely because it was so unexpected. She would have started her search in one of the shady places around the Underground and the entertainment district. Those were the typical spots for criminals to hang out and conduct their semi-legal and illegal business.
However, the Afterlife was different. It was not only several blocks away from Oldtown’s heart of shadiness, it was more upscale than most places in the region. In fact, it could almost be a club in one of the richer districts of Olympias. Looking at the patrons, it was obviously frequented by many people from outside of Oldtown. This made it easier for potential clients, or their proxies, to blend in, and it was also less scary for them to come here. Besides, the naked flesh and sensual tunes combined with the pheromones in the air would make any Olympian instantly feel comfortable.
She looked back at the suspect, who was now displaying a smug expression. He had certainly smelled that Siro was a cop, even though the detective was doing a splendid job at blending in. But he wasn’t aware of who Nephilim was, otherwise he wouldn’t be staying so cool. His blood pressure and pulse were normal, and he wasn’t sweating or showing any other symptoms of stress. He was a stone-cold pro. The longer Nephilim studied him, the more convinced she was that this was the man they were looking for.
But then she realized that it wasn’t just her who was studying this man thoroughly. Someone was studying her. Or rather trying to scan her.
It wasn’t a normal scan. No regular device could scan an Angel. This was something highly sophisticated, and it was only thanks to her advanced implants that she was even able to notice the attack. An ordinary Angel wouldn’t have noticed what was happening.
Nephilim ran a counterattack, and a split second later, she knew where the scan attempt was originating from. She spun her head and found herself staring at the face of the same man who had been checking her out earlier. He stood on the other side of the dancefloor, next to the corridor that led to the back rooms.
Nephilim was stunned. How was this guy capable of running such an attack? When she had scanned him earlier, he had appeared like an average guy equipped with average implants.
Unless… no, it couldn’t be!
The man realized that she had spotted him, spun on his heel, and disappeared down the corridor behind him, which was filled with red light and plenty of haze.
Damn you, Finwick! Nephilim thought, jumping up.
She hadn’t noticed anything suspicious when scanning the guy earlier because he was using the exact same tech as the Angels to camouflage who they were when someone scanned them! This man was highly augmented, a cyborg, one of the mercenaries hunting the Angels.
For a second, she felt a stitch in her heart, realizing that Finwick had sold such crucial Angel tech.
Then she remembered what Metatron had said after she had let Finwick – the Broker – go: that she would be responsible if more Angels died because of her recklessness.
She wouldn’t let this son of a bitch get away.
In her peripheral vision, she saw Siro shoot her a puzzled look and Charon blanch. He had finally realized who he was dealing with.
Nephilim set herself in motion with completely unnatural sharpness and speed. She leaped onto the dancefloor, where she tossed the half-naked, sweaty bodies of the dancers aside. Some let out surprised screams, while others fell over like pins in a bowling alley.
“Neph?” she heard Adriel over the com.
“In pursuit of suspect,” she replied briefly. “Take Charon into custody, then meet me outside.”
She crossed the dancefloor and charged forward into the red corridor. The suspect was already out of sight and had rounded the corner. If Nephilim had had any doubts about what the man was before, now she had confirmation. No human moved so fast, not even augmented ones. This guy was using state-of-the-art technology.
She pushed aside two men who were making out and blocking the corridor and then rounded the corner. Here the hall was broader and split into three directions. The fugitive was out of sight, but Nephilim had tagged him, and now her HUD was showing her where he was in the building. She sprinted forward and smashed the door in her way as if it were made of paper.
Behind it, Nephilim found herself in complete darkness, which was only interrupted by occasional stroboscopic light. The flashes of white light in a room with black walls and no other light source offered a surreal sight.
The room was full of people. They all were naked, or almost – and having sex.
Nude, convulsing bodies were everywhere; some occupied the sofas and mattresses provided, others simply did it on the floor or up against the walls. The music was very loud here, drowning out everything but the beat, yet Nephilim’s augmented ears could hear every detail anyway. Moans, grunts, screams, the sound of naked flesh slapping against naked flesh.
It was an orgy in one of the infamous dark rooms the club had to offer. The deal was simple: whoever entered this room did it at their own risk. Behind this door, there were no rules, and people would fuck each other without even seeing the other person. Only the stroboscopic flashes gave a glimpse of what was happening from time to time, making the scenery appear like stills shot with a bright flash. Naked bodies everywhere, nipples, erections, sweaty skin, faces contorted with pleasure and pain, eyes wide open, smudged makeup, messed up hair. Air dispensers filled the room with scents of patchouli and lilac, but a cyborg nose could also smell the less pleasant odors of sweat and sperm.
Nephilim ignored all of it and charged forward.
She leaped over a group of people and then tossed three convulsing figures aside, sending them flying. Hands grabbed her, trying to touch her. She kicked one woman aside and snapped a man’s wrist. Fully in the mode of a killer cyborg, she didn’t care what happened to those people. They were in her way. And she wouldn’t let anyone or anything stop her.
She stomped on a hand reaching for her, ignoring the crunching sound of vaporized bones and the following scream that was immediately swallowed by the music. The other people in the room didn’t even realize that a dark shadow moving impossibly fast was racing through them. Nephilim threw aside a heavy man using her elbow, then she was at the back door. She smashed it open and found herself in another corridor that led to an iron door marked with a red Exit sign. She crossed the distance in a second, kicked the door off its hinges, and stepped outside into the humid night air of Olympias.
Nephilim found herself in a huge concrete yard surrounded by several buildings. In the distance, she could see the illumination of an intersection, but otherwise the place was shrouded in darkness, only broken by the reflections of the city lights coming from the cloudy sky. Not far away, rising into the sky, were two massive pillars that supported the monorail that wound through Oldtown, 100 feet high. Above it stood the even more massive pillars supporting the Deathway. The transportation lanes in the sky made the place even darker, and the walls around her were the rear sides of buildings and therefore had hardly any windows in their cracked concrete and brick facades.
The place was deserted, yet Nephilim wasn’t alone.
Waiting for her stood the man she had been chasing, a mere 50 feet away, facing her. He had dropped his coat and with it his act. Only now had it become visible that his arms were made of black metal, connected with metal cords over his chest, which wasn’t human flesh either for the most part.
Shiny black cords ran up his shoulders and his neck, where they disappeared into the base of his skull. His human-looking irises snapped open, revealing reddish glowing cyborg eyes.
Although she was looking at a state-of-the-art cyborg who was 50% machine, if not more, her scan still showed this was a normal human who was only modestly augmented. It fueled Nephilim’s anger that it was her people’s tech that this man and his kind were using against them.
Yet she wasn’t stupid. This smelled of a trap, and she wouldn’t fall for it, no matter how angry she was and how badly she wanted to take this man’s head and rip it off his shoulders.
She would play this safe. Adriel would be here any second, and she would call for backup…
Only now did she realize that she had no signal. She had been cut off the grid.
A grin spread over the man’s face. He knew that she knew that she was alone. If he thought this would intimidate her, he was wrong. Dead wrong.
“Who are you?” she asked.
His grin widened. “I’m the one who’s been looking for you, Archangel Nephilim. Delighted to finally make your acquaintance, and my client will be too.”
Nephilim’s instincts were telling her that this man was dangerous. He was not only highly augmented, he was also clearly more than just a grunt. The smart thing to do would be to retreat inside the building.
Yet it was out of the question. She wouldn’t let him get away. And she wanted him alive.
“What a pleasant surprise,” she replied icily. “Because I’ve been looking for you, too.”
“Why don’t you come and get me?” he asked, slowly lifting his arms to his sides, as if he wanted to demonstrate that he was unarmed.
With a click, his arms reshaped, forming thick, black blades. This wasn’t as sophisticated as the Angel technology, where the blades were embedded in the skeleton and slid out of the Angel’s wrist, but it was a similar concept.
For a second, Nephilim considered drawing her guns and simply shooting him. But that wouldn’t be productive. She needed this man alive. He was at least an officer and could lead them to the rest of his organization.
“With pleasure,” she said, extending her own blades. He was highly augmented and dangerous, but he wouldn’t stand a chance against her anyway.
At that moment, Nephilim noticed movement in her peripheral vision.
Half a dozen shadows emerged. They had been hiding behind dumpsters, a wall, and an old truck that had been parked there for who knew how many decades.
Nephilim saw more movement as more of them jumped from the windows on the third floor, their cyborg legs easily absorbing an impact that would have crushed human bones.
She had been right. This was indeed a trap. And she hadn’t been able to detect any of the hostiles before now because her sensors had been jammed.
It was twenty against one. They wanted her really badly.
Where the hell was Adriel?
“Yield,” the blond man said smugly. “It’ll be less painful.”
She didn’t reply. Instead she attacked.
Nephilim charged forward. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw several men drawing their guns. Her brain did the math, calculating in real-time how much time she had until she got hit. She was so focused that everything around her seemed to be moving in slow motion for a second.
Then the men closest to her fired.
Nephilim cloaked.
Bullets swooshed through the air, hitting nothing as she dove to the side, roll dodging the attack. As much as she wanted the blond guy with the metal arms, she would have to deal with his friends first. There was no chance of getting to him without getting shot.
Using her momentum, she slid over the oily ground and reached the man on the left closest to her. Before he could notice what was going on, Nephilim cut through his Achilles tendons with one sword and stabbed his abdomen with her other. The razor-sharp blade cut off his testicles, but this was the least of his problems as it disemboweled him a split second later.
The mercenary let out a scream of shock and agony, alarming his comrades. They spun and opened fire toward where they assumed Nephilim to be. But she was back on her feet and sprinting toward the next enemies. Two men charged at her, guessing at where she was rather than actually being able to see and detect her. Whatever technology Finwick had sold out, the Angels’ cloaking system wasn’t part of it. It had been developed and implemented after he had fled HQ.
Nephilim flexed the artificial muscles of her legs, sending spare energy into them. The microscopically thin silicate strings forming her muscles soaked in the energy boost like a dry sponge. Nephilim jumped, impossibly high. She leaped above the two men. Before they noticed what was going on, she did the splits in midair and stabbed them both through the top of their skull.
Screams erupted as the mercenaries began to realize that they had underestimated the situation. Before the bodies of the two stabbed soldiers hit the ground, their comrades saw the torso of the man closest to the two outright explode as two blades appeared out of nowhere, impaling him and ripping his chest apart, sending a spray of blood in all directions.
Nephilim pirouetted sideways and was about to attack the next enemy when she saw the leader swinging his arm, throwing something in the rough direction where he guessed her to be. At first, she thought it was a grenade or an EMP grenade. It would kill or gravely injure several of his men closest to her, but most likely he didn’t care.
Then she saw the projectile and knew what it was.
Shit.
Nephilim stopped in her tracks as the smoke grenade exploded in midair only ten feet away from her. It was a high-tech grenade with enormous power. The smoke didn’t just escape it like with a conventional grenade, it instantly filled a radius of fifty feet with a thick, gray cloud.
Her lungs were sealed, so she wouldn’t choke or get poisoned, but that hadn’t been the leader’s intention.
The smoke made her visible.
She appeared like a gray specter in the middle of the cloud, her shape clearly distinguishable. Nephilim stopped, spun, and sprinted in the opposite direction.
The enemies were well-trained professionals and didn’t waste any time. High-velocity bullets hit the concrete where she had been standing less than a second previously, creating deep cavities and sending debris flying in all directions.
Nephilim leaped forward and dove over a low wall into cover.
Now that they could locate her, the mercs approached with more confidence. While two of them maintained their barrage fire and kept Nephilim in place behind cover, the rest advanced quickly. Nephilim drew her guns.
She stuck the tips of her weapons out of cover and fired seemingly blindly. But only seemingly. Her pistols were equipped with miniature cameras that were directly connected to her neural implants. After establishing the link, Nephilim could use them as an extra pair of eyes.
Two men went down without even being able to make a noise as Nephilim executed them with precise headshots – firing simultaneously in two directions. She managed to hit another man in the chest and smash the knee of a fourth before bullets hit one of her pistols, destroying it. Her hand was grazed, ripping the artificial flesh of her thumb and parts of her palm.
She ignored the damage report popping up in her HUD. As long as she could still move the hand, it was nothing to worry about. What was more concerning was that they were advancing faster now, and from two sides.
One of the men leaped forward and over her cover, but before she could do anything, his head exploded, raining blood, brain tissue, bone, and metal shards down on her.
“Neph!” she heard Adriel’s voice over the com. “Are you alright?”
“About time!” she replied. “What took you so long?”
Like black lightning, he charged into action. Rushing forward, he shot two more hostiles in the face, then decapitated another with his blade before reaching Nephilim behind her cover.
“You know I love a dramatic entrance,” he said, grinning at her while she reloaded her one remaining gun with one hand with the precision of a machine. “Besides, I had to save the damsel in distress.”
Nephilim laughed. “I hate you.”
Then she got serious. “My scanner is jammed, but from what I saw, there are only nine of them left.”
“Piece of cake. Let’s finish the motherfuckers off.”
“Is back-up on the way?”
“ETA five minutes. I don’t think there’ll be much left for them to do,” Adriel shrugged.
“They might have back-up inbound, too. Don’t kill the blond piece of shit. He’s mine.”
“Copy that.”
As one, they leaned out of cover and eliminated the two closest advancing hostiles. Now that there were two of them, the tide had turned completely. The seven remaining mercenaries took cover where they could find it. One of them was too slow and let out a scream of agony as Nephilim’s bullets riddled his spine.
Nephilim and Adriel worked together like clockwork. Words weren’t necessary. In perfect synchronicity, they leaped out of cover in opposite directions, rolled off, and were on their feet in less than a second. Both fired on the run, eliminating two more hostiles. Out of the corner of her eye, Nephilim saw that the leader of the attackers was on the run. Flanked by two of his men, he was retreating quickly down the alley, trying to reach the intersection, where Nephilim could see a waiting vehicle.
No!
This man was the only lead they had! She couldn’t let him get away.
One of the mercenaries hid behind a dumpster, and Nephilim could see him taking aim. She sprinted and kicked his arm with the gun. For a brief moment, she saw an expression of disbelief and pure terror on his face, then she cut it in half, sending blood and sparks flying.
Knowing that Adriel would make short work of the rest, she took off in pursuit of the leader.
Suddenly, he turned around and threw something her way. For a moment, Nephilim thought it was another grenade, but it was too small, only the size of a golf ball. She took aim to shoot it down, but she was too late.
The device opened in midair and released a bright white flash of light. It was so powerful that it filled the whole alley with glaring light for a microsecond.
Both Nephilim and Adriel collapsed as if someone had pulled the plug.
With a self-contented grin on his face, the mercenary leader approached Nephilim’s motionless body. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a rectangular device the size of a lighter. It unfolded in his hand, and a second later it was equipped with a long razor-sharp needle on its tip.
The man crouched next to Nephilim and stabbed the needle into her chest, injecting her with a dark fluid contained within the device. Then he picked her up, his augmented arms and legs easily capable of carrying her weight.
“Take the man!” he called out to his last three remaining people. They swiftly approached Adriel, while their leader didn’t waste any time and ran toward the waiting car.
“Freeze! OCPD!” a sharp voice called out.
Siro and Kate had taken cover at the corner of the club. Both had equipped themselves with bulletproof vests, helmets, and rifles from their car.
However, the three heavily augmented hostiles didn’t see the need to surrender to two simple cops and opened fire on them instead. Both detectives returned fire, but they had to keep their heads down.
Suddenly a hum filled the air as if a swarm of aggregated hornets was approaching. One of the mercs lifted his head, and the last thing he saw was two heavy OCPD drones descending on them. Laser beams appeared on their heads, then the machines riddled the three men with bullets.
But even as the hostiles’ bodies hit the floor, Siro and Kate saw that the mercenary leader and Nephilim were gone.




Chapter Fourteen
Pain
Metatron rammed his fist into the wall with such force that he created a hole in the plastering and a huge dent in the concrete behind. The wall vibrated and two paintings fell down, their glass breaking. They were expensive antiques, but right now he couldn’t care less.
In fact, he wanted to hit the wall again and again, even if it damaged his own hand.
He wanted to destroy everything around him.
To express how he felt inside for once.
To lose control.
Inside he felt glowing anger and despair. Nauseating despair.
For a brief moment, he almost let it go. Almost exploded with rage.
But then his calculating persona regained control.
He noticed that he was breathing heavily. His hand shook when he pulled it out of the wall.
Metatron forced himself to calm down, to think. Only a few seconds later, he seemed as composed as always on the outside, although his inside was on fire.
You lost her.
No, he hadn’t! He wouldn’t accept it. He wouldn’t give up. He never gave up.
When the High-Archangel left his office a moment later, no one would ever have guessed the despair he felt. He walked toward the elevator at a fast pace, his thoughts racing.
Less than ten minutes ago, Nephilim had disappeared from the grid. Completely gone. No trace of her. Metatron hadn’t been watching her. Since he had started spending so much time with her, he watched through her eyes less. He wished he had watched tonight.
After he had lost her signal, Metatron accessed the databank that stored the data the Angels saw when on duty. He knew where to find Nephilim’s data. He had done it before. Last year, when she had found a way to escape the grid and therefore his control, he had watched the footage from around that time repeatedly in the hope of finding out who had helped her implement the device.
Back then she had disappeared too, but this was different. One year ago, her brain implants simulated sleep, but she had still been there. Not now.
Nephilim had completely vanished, untraceable. Like all the other Angels before who had been murdered in a bestial way. There could be no doubt about what had happened to her and who had got her.
He watched the footage of Nephilim’s last minutes again. Watched how she followed the man through the dark room and then outside. Watching it, he almost beat a hole in the elevator that was rushing down to the basement. Instead, he pressed his palms against the wall and then his forehead against his hand. How could she have been so reckless?
He had told her that she needed to be extra careful, yet she had followed this man into an obvious trap. As smart and highly intelligent as Nephilim was, sometimes she behaved like a child.
She had acted out of emotion. She wanted to find the ones responsible so badly because she felt responsible and guilty. And he had fueled the fire by telling her the next dead Angel would be on her because she had let the Broker go.
Why had he done that?
To punish her because he had been disappointed. He shouldn’t have done it. He should have known her better. Metatron sighed in his hand.
Nephilim was impulsive. But also extremely strong-headed and strong-willed. Exactly like her father had been.
That was the reason why she had rebelled and broke free one year ago. Why she had stood up to him. Although he would never admit it to her, Metatron loved her for that even more.
And yet, those characteristics of hers might now get her killed. And he would never forgive himself if that happened.
Again he watched how she opened the back door and stepped out into the night. The last thing he saw was the man fully revealing what he was: an augmented super-soldier. Then Nephilim’s signal went dark.
The elevator stopped and opened its doors onto a long, dimly lit corridor. Metatron was four stories underground, in the very heart of Angel HQ.
Perfectly composed on the outside, he left the cabin and marched down the hall. Seconds later, he entered a huge room.
The walls were black, and dozens of screens and holo screens hung everywhere, displaying footage or data streams. Ten Angels stood still when he entered, showing their leader respect. Zephaniel was among them.
“What do we have?” Metatron asked, walking into the center of the room, his hands behind his back, utterly the calm leader.
“Nothing,” Zephaniel replied.
His second-in-command tried to act neutrally and professionally, yet Metatron knew him well enough to hear a hint of glee in his voice. He turned his head sharply and looked Zephaniel in the eye. For a second, he was tempted to gut him like a fish. But he forced himself to remain controlled.
“Then I suggest you bring me something,” he said, his voice calm yet chilling.
He addressed everyone in the room. “I want all surveillance data from the area around the time of Nephilim’s disappearance. I also want to know who this man is and who he works for.”
He connected to the screens in the room, and they all showed the blond mercenary leader’s face.
“And bring me the man who goes by the name of Charon into HQ and question him. He’s been detained by OCPD, and I don’t wish for any objections from them about the matter.”
He paused for a moment before he gave his next command.
“I want all Angels dispatched over the city. Any necessary means are permitted. I repeat, any means. Find her. Alive.”
“Yes, High-Archangel,” Zephaniel said humbly. He had been around long enough to recognize when it became dangerous to object to Metatron in any way. And he still remembered how the High-Archangel had smashed him to the ground, breaking his last remaining natural ribs.
Everyone got to work immediately, and the control room suddenly became very busy.
Metatron stood there, motionless, clenching his fists behind his back. He knew they only had a tiny time frame to find Nephilim. Judging by the previous murders, she’d be dead in less than two hours.
He forced himself not to think of it and instead focus on the tasks at hand.
But there was one thing he knew for sure. If they murdered her, he would start a war. No one would be safe from his wrath.
***
Slowly Nephilim opened her eyes, yet everything remained black. She felt confused, groggy. It took her a moment to realize that she had been blindfolded. She tried to move but couldn’t.
What had happened to her? The last thing she could remember was chasing the merc leader… she’d almost had him, and then…
Then she remembered the white flash and knew.
She ran a full system diagnosis and had the result 0.8 seconds later.
All systems were functioning. She had taken no damage. At least none that was apparent. However, the sensors showed a drug in her biological bloodstream. A heavy sedative, enough to take down an elephant. Her system was working on disintegrating it, which was why she was awake but still felt a bit heavy-headed.
It seemed the mercs had learned from the first encounter with her and used the flash and a sedative to keep her down this time. Her internal chronometer showed that she had been unconscious for almost thirty minutes. Which had been enough to bring her here – wherever here was – and restrain her.
Not surprisingly, her sensors were still jammed and she was cut off the grid. There was no way for her to contact her people.
Nephilim knew that this was a very serious situation. It wasn’t rocket science to guess who had her and what would happen to her: the Angel murderers. And they wanted to make an example of her.
In a situation like this, most other people would have probably panicked, but not Nephilim. The more the sedative disappeared from her blood, the sharper her mind worked. Every Angel was trained and prepared for situations of captivity and torture. Nephilim knew that she could endure a lot and that she would rather die before she gave away any crucial information, such as Eleleth and the other before had. Death didn’t scare her. For an Angel, death was part of their daily life. They brought death, and they died while performing their duty. Every day could be her last, every assignment could be their final one. Angels didn’t die of old age.
But she also wasn’t willing to give up so easily. It might have seemed like a hopeless situation, but she would wait for the slightest chance to break free. Besides, she was sure that Metatron would search for her as soon as he noticed she had been abducted, which he surely had by now. He wouldn’t give up on her either.
If less than thirty minutes had passed since she had been kidnapped, then she couldn’t be very far from the Afterlife. Most likely she was still in Oldtown in some deserted building, possibly a basement. She assumed it had taken them at least ten minutes to bring her down here and restrain her. Which meant that the location was less than twenty minutes away from the point of her abduction. In her brain, she calculated and created an area on a map of Olympias’ Oldtown that was reachable within twenty minutes from the Afterlife. But it was too big and offered too many possible locations she could be. She needed more clues. And she needed a connection to the grid. A second was all she needed to send her location.
No, instead of being scared, Nephilim was mostly angry with herself. She had acted stupidly and recklessly. Now she would pay for it. Metatron had warned her repeatedly, but she hadn’t listened. She had been vain. She had thought she could handle anything. And after her screw-up with the Broker, she had wanted to make things right.
But there was no point in dwelling on that now. She had to focus and needed all her mental strength to get through this, whatever they planned with her. And whoever they were.
She found out a short moment later.
Nephilim heard a heavy door open and fast, light footsteps approaching. Those of a woman or a short man.
“Is she awake?” a voice asked.
“Yes, sir,” another replied.
Nephilim was stunned. She recognized that voice! A second later, her internal system showed a match and she knew for sure. For a brief moment she was surprised, but then it all became clear to her. It made so much sense that it almost should have been obvious.
“Yes, I’m awake,” she said calmly. “Board member Stavros.”
The blindfold was pulled away, and she looked directly into the man’s face. It displayed the same smug arrogance as always. But Nephilim saw something else in his eyes: blunt sadism.
“Look at you,” he said with a grin. “Aren’t you a smart girl?”
“We knew it was you all along,” Nephilim bluffed. “My brothers in arms will be here soon.”
Stavros snorted. “Impossible!”
But there was a hint of insecurity in his voice. He turned his head and looked at the other man in the room: the blond mercenary leader.
Wearing only a shirt, the cyborg displayed his full augmentations, which would have been impressive to anyone but an Angel. Nephilim knew she could easily kill this man. If only she could get out…
The merc shook his head. “She’s bluffing. If they knew, they would have found us by now. The mighty Guardian Angels have no clue.”
He looked at her and smiled. “Nice try.”
He was right, of course. Yet Nephilim knew that her only chance of surviving this was stalling them as much as possible.
“Right,” Stavros turned back to Nephilim. “The great Metatron is in the dark. I can only imagine his outrage at his favorite toy being gone! And it will be even better when he finds you. I’ll have you displayed right in front of his home when I’m done with you. You’ll be such a beautiful, unique piece of art.”
The sadism was back on his face, and his eyes glinted in the bright light of the lamp hanging over Nephilim. Now that she was fully back in control of her senses, she took in the whole room.
It was small and windowless, most likely in a basement. From its interior design, it appeared to have been some kind of lab – a long time ago. However, the lamp glaring at her was brand-new, and so was the chair she was strapped into. She was restrained in a half-lying position, with her arms and legs spread.
At first she had thought it was magnetism that held her in place, but in fact it was shackles. However, they were made of such sturdy material that she couldn’t move them an inch, let alone break them, even with all the strength her artificial muscles and titanium exoskeleton were capable of.
The whole chair looked like it was crafted of solid steel, and most likely it had been specifically designed to restrain and torture Angels. It must have cost a fortune and was custom-made. But a fortune was nothing for a man like Stavros.
He leaned down and slowly reached out to touch her face, visibly enjoying it.
“Remember, at the party, you wouldn’t let me touch you. Such a proud little princess you were. And the Tinman almost lost it. It was his biggest mistake, you know? It made me realize how important you are to him.”
He let his fingers caress her cheek softly, in an almost tender way. Again, Nephilim noticed how perfectly manicured his fingers were. His skin was soft. Those hands had clearly never done any physical work.
“Now I can touch you wherever I want. Isn’t that great?”
Nephilim didn’t reply.
“I can’t wait to see how you look from the inside when I cut you open,” he continued. “How much machine is hidden under this perfect body, how much you’ll bleed. The others were very interesting to dissect, but you… you are special.”
His smile sent chills down Nephilim’s spine. She could clearly see a perverse lust in Stavros’ eyes. It had been obvious to her the first time she had seen him that the man was a piece of trash, and she had instantly understood why Metatron couldn’t stand him. But this came as a surprise to her.
The annoying, arrogant prick was just one of the faces this man had. Maybe it was just a mask. A mask hiding his true personality. A psychopath. A murderer, a degenerate, who was turned on by torturing and mutilating people. She wondered if he really would do it himself or if he just watched while he had the merc do the dirty work.
Nephilim tried to lift her shackles, but it was futile.
He laughed as he noticed it. “You can try as much as you want. They’re made of tungsten, the hardest material in the world. Unbreakable. The others tried too, you know? Oh, how they squirmed and screamed in the end. You might feel superior to us humans, but when you die, you’re no different than the lowest scum of Oldtown.”
“How long have you been doing this?” Nephilim asked.
While testing the shackles, she had noticed something. She might not be able to break them open, but they had been adjusted to fit firmly around her wrists. Yet her left hand was injured. Maybe she could rip off the silicon flesh and squirm her metal hand through, and she could use her other fingers to dislocate the thumb. The problem was how to do that without the two men noticing it.
“Oh, this has been my little hobby for a while, but when my special friends approached me and asked me to help weaken and demoralize your troops for the things to come, I thought to myself, why not have some fun with it? And you know, it was such a delight. To see you things suffer, to rip you apart while still alive… it’s so good. You’re abominations. Disgusting relics from an era that will soon be at an end. Once I’m in power, there’ll be no use for you. But you, Nephilim, you’ll be my masterpiece.”
He stroked her cheek again, then turned around and walked to a table with a huge case standing on it. Nephilim glanced at the mercenary and saw how he winked at her and grinned.
It would be a pleasure to kill the man. And an even bigger pleasure to kill Stavros.
He pressed a button on the case and it unfolded noiselessly, with several drawers and displays that had been stacked on each other extending outward.
“Take a good look at my toys, Nephilim,” he said, his voice now a bit shaky with excitement. “Since I’m planning to use all of them on you.”
He stepped aside and gestured with his arm at the collection stored in the case with the panache of a magician.
What Nephilim saw was an impressive collection of “toys” indeed. Various knives and scalpels, three different laser cutters, a diamond saw that could probably cut through titanium, and such old-fashioned classics as pincers to pull teeth, long, sharp scissors, a machete, and a rib spreader. Nephilim also spotted various utensils that she couldn’t identify. Some reminded her of gynecological instruments, while for others, her imagination didn’t reach far enough.
Glancing at the torture devices, Nephilim could instantly see that it was these exact ones that had been used to torture and mutilate the other Angels.
“Impressive,” she said, playing it cool. “Is your strength sufficient to use the rib spreader or does your minion have to help you with that?”
He let his hand wander over the torture device in an almost loving way.
“You’ll see soon enough when I spread your chest open. The cracking noise is just… delightful.”
Good luck with my titanium ribcage, asshole, Nephilim thought, but she didn’t say it loud. Anything that would slow him down raised her chances of survival.
She tried not to think of what would happen. He wanted to see fear on her face, but she wouldn’t give him the pleasure. Although Nephilim wasn’t specialized in torture and interrogation techniques, as Zephaniel was, she had received basic training. She knew that creating fear in the victim’s head was one of the most effective methods. Some people broke down even before the interrogator used anything on them. Fear was an extremely powerful tool.
If Stavros thought he could play this primitive trick on her, he would be in for a surprise. Her body could sustain 300% more pain than a human. Her artificial parts didn’t feel pain anyway, and the nerves in the majority of her biological body had been genetically manipulated to perceive only a minimum amount of pain. An Angel had to know when they were getting hurt or pushing their body too far, but they were designed to sustain an incredible amount of agony in battle… or under torture.
It was one of the reasons why inflicting and receiving pain was so common in sex between Angels. It made them feel… something.
What hardly anyone knew, however, was that the nerves in the erogenous zones only had a 100% higher pain tolerance than normal. After all, they were supposed to feel there. But it was likely that Stavros had found that out when torturing the other Angels.
The Board member studied her for a moment, like an artist would with a blank canvas, then he turned to his tools and picked the scissors.
As he moved closer, the sharp end pointing at her, Nephilim wondered what he was planning to do first. Use the scissors to extract her eyes?
“I will so enjoy this,” he whispered hoarsely.
He leaned over her. But instead of hurting her, he began cutting open her clothes.
Methodically, he started with her sleeves, then her shirt and her bra. After ripping off the remains of the clothes, he stood there for a moment and studied her breasts. Then he continued with her pants and underwear.
When she was naked, Stavros sucked in air, and his nostrils widened. Nephilim could clearly see the lust in his eyes, a murderous lust.
It didn’t bother her that she was exposed like this, or that the blond mercenary was clearly also enjoying what he was seeing, judging by his face. If it was meant as humiliation or intimidation, then it was futile. All she was thinking about was breaking this little pervert’s neck.
“I’m beginning to understand why Metatron likes you so much,” Stavros said, staring her up and down. “You’re… sublime.”
You don’t understand shit.
“I would have assumed that, at your age, you’d have seen a naked woman by now, Board member,” Nephilim said. “Guess I was wrong.”
Red flecks appeared on his cheeks as he glared at her.
“You know… I should fuck you. Fuck you to death.”
“You can try,” she replied with a thin smile.
Rape didn’t scare her. Not only were Angels used to the promiscuous lifestyle common in Olympias, but they were very rough with each other. She would hardly feel anything this little man could do to her. And the longer he molested her, the higher her chances of survival. She was convinced that half the Angel corps had been dispatched and was looking for her by now.
Stavros and his mercenaries were arrogant for believing they were safe. It was only a matter of time. Which meant that she needed to play for time.
Nephilim wasn’t just a woman. She was a Guardian Angel who had gone through the toughest training imaginable. If this pathetic man raped her, she’d take a shower later and forget about it.
Her words and unwillingness to feel intimidated fueled his anger. He swung and hit her in the face with all force he had.
Nephilim hardly felt it, but it was forceful enough to hurt her lip and make it bleed.
“I won’t give you the honor of fucking you,” he hissed. “You know why?”
“Why?”
“Because he was in there,” he pointed between her legs with disgust. “The motherfucking Tinman!”
“I understand,” Nephilim said. “You’re worried you can’t compete with him.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a grin flash over the mercenary’s face. Apparently he didn’t like his boss very much either.
Stavros hit her again, this time harder.
“I’m not sticking my dick where his was!”
“But you enjoyed raping Eleleth, didn’t you?” Nephilim said icily.
“Who’s Eleleth?” he asked, then he seemed to remember. “Ah, the red-haired slut? You and your stupid Angel names. It makes you feel so superior, huh?”
“That’s because we are.”
“She was squirming and screaming like any other bitch when I had my way with her. That makes me wonder if I should have all my men fuck you. What do you think? How would Metatron feel about it if he found your dead pussy filled with cum from a dozen different men?”
Nephilim shrugged as much as the restraints allowed it. “This is Olympias. Why would he care?”
“You’re right,” Stavros agreed, and the madness in his eyes was clearly visible now. “You’d enjoy that too much. I’ll rather spike you.”
He approached his torture collection and grabbed a pole leaning on the wall next to it. It had a diameter of almost 4 inches and was sharpened at one end.
Slowly he moved closer and pressed the sharp end against the vulnerable flesh between her legs.
Nephilim bit her lip and resisted the urge to close her eyes. This would be bad. Very bad. Yet if she showed weakness and fear now, she would be giving him what he wanted. Instead, she focused on her training. How she had been prepared to sustain torture and rape.
It was something as old as warfare itself. Sexual violence was an easy way to break most women – and men. Although it wasn’t part of the torture techniques the Angels used on suspects – Metatron wouldn’t allow it because he believed Angels were better than that – they were prepared to endure it if they ended up in captivity, like any soldier in the history of mankind.
Just when the pressure started to become truly painful, he pulled away.
“I’ll leave that for later. It’s how I finished off your red-haired friend, and it was so good that I’ll do the same with you… after I’ve opened your ribcage. Tell me, Nephilim, will I find a metal heart in there?”
“I guess you’ll find out,” she replied as calmly as possible, not showing how relieved she was.
He smiled.
“Oh, I will.”
Then he turned to the blond cyborg who had been watching silently.
“You can leave us now, Wester. I want to spend some private quality time with my new toy.”
The man nodded, hiding his disappointment. “I’ll be right behind the door if you need me, sir.”
When he opened the door, for a very brief moment the energy field that was cutting Nephilim off was disturbed. She was connected to the grid for a microsecond. But before she could send a distress signal, the door shut and it was over. She was alone again.
And yet this gave her hope. The next time they opened the door, she would be quicker. If there was still enough left of her to think.
Meanwhile, Cillian Stavros had taken off his expensive jacket and begun opening the buttons on his sleeves, his eyes on her.
“This is going to get messy,” he said. “I hate blood stains on my clothes.”
He took off his shirt and let it drop to the floor. Half naked, he stepped up to the box with his utensils and pulled out a scalpel. Then he slowly moved closer.
***
Siro Ferreira-Nunes was devastated. Never before in his life as a police officer had he failed so miserably as today.
He had led Nephilim into a trap. Most likely, he had signed her death sentence.
His stomach knotted when he thought of it. It wasn’t that he had any deep feelings for Nephilim. But he certainly didn’t want her to get hurt… or killed.
How the hell could that have happened? It was almost as if the mercenaries had known they were coming, as if they had expected them. But that couldn’t be… could it?
He stood at the window in his office and stared outside into the night. Oldtown’s nightlife was in full swing at this time, and the traffic on the street below was heavy.
They had arrived back at HQ only ten minutes ago. He could hardly believe the whole incident had taken place less than an hour ago.
His stomach knotted even more when he imagined that the next dead body they would find would probably be Nephilim’s, horribly mutilated.
He felt angry about what had happened and mostly about himself. But most of all, he felt completely helpless. His mind was telling him that there had to be something he could do, but he didn’t know what.
This was the absolute worst-case scenario.
“Stop beating yourself up, Siro,” Kate said, entering the room. “There was nothing you could have done.”
Siro turned around and faced her. “What did Llewelyn say?”
Kate grimaced. “She yelled at me.”
“Fuck.”
“You said it.”
Kate had bitten the bullet and called their boss to tell her what had happened. As expected, the Commissioner was outraged. No wonder, given she had told the detectives repeatedly how important this case was and that they shouldn’t screw it up. And losing the Crown Princess to the suspects they were trying to find was the biggest fuck-up possible.
“She shouldn’t have chased the guy by herself,” Kate added with a hint of irritation in her voice. “That’s what you get in return for arrogance!”
“Kate…” Siro said.
She lifted her hands. “But it’s fucking true! And now we might lose our jobs if she ends up dead. And she will.”
“Don’t say that, Kate. There must be something we can do!”
She threw herself into her chair. “The only thing we can do now is hope that her people find her somehow. At least we saved the guy.”
That was true. After a couple of minutes, Adriel had been back on his feet again. At first the cyborg had seemed confused, like a little boy, then he was devastated when he learned about what had happened. He had taken Charon and left for the Angel HQ.
That had left Kate and Siro completely empty-handed.
The first thing they had done was request all surveillance footage from around the crime scene. But, like all the other times before, it showed nothing. The perpetrators had used the same technology as previously to disturb the surveillance.
“If you ask me, we were lucky that the two aerial drones were close by and we could summon them so quickly. Those guys would have turned us into Swiss cheese,” Kate said.
Siro twitched. The drones!
“Kate,” he said, trying not to sound too hopeful, but he couldn’t hide his excitement. “Can you check the footage the drones shot when arriving at the scene? Maybe they were able to catch something the ordinary surveillance couldn’t…”
Kate shrugged. “It’s worth a try, I guess.”
She leaned forward and accessed her computer terminal, then focused on the screen.
Watching her, Siro suddenly had an idea.
Was it possible that the case of the murdered Angels and the snuff case were connected? Especially by one very particular part of the case?
Siro felt his neck hair stand up. If he was right, then it could be the key to saving Nephilim’s life… but if it wasn’t and he said something, then he might as well be putting his neck into a noose.
And yet his instinct was telling him that he was onto something here.
Let it go, Siro, the voice of reason in his head said. You already did what you could. This is madness.
He bit his lip, pacing up and down the room while Kate worked on her terminal.
There was only one person he could tell about this who could make a difference in such a short space of time. Maybe.
But, ultimately, she was the Crown Princess. Should he take the risk? Would he be able to live with himself if he did nothing? Especially if he was staring into her dead face tomorrow?
“Fuck me!” Kate suddenly said, shaking him from his contemplation.
“What is it?” he asked, turning toward her, his heart beating.
“I think I might have found something here…”
***
Jake was about to call it a night and go home. He hadn’t got much sleep over the last couple of days, and he felt exhausted. But then he received a call which that his blood freeze. A call he had been expecting deep inside, if he was honest with himself, yet had still hoped he would never receive.
His watch vibrated, and, glancing at the contact displayed on it, Jake instantly had a very bad feeling.
Because he wasn’t augmented, he had to make calls the very old-fashioned way: over a watch and an earpiece.
“Yes?” he said, trying to make his voice sound steady.
“They’ve brought in a new Oczko,” the man on the other end said, and Jake stiffened. “I think it’s her.”
Suddenly it seemed to Jake as if someone had dimmed the lights in his office as everything turned dark around him. Even the countless flickering lights outside the window appeared as if they were behind a curtain.
“Are you sure?” he asked, pressing out the words.
“Positive. I heard some of the men talking when they brought her in. Apparently she’s an Archangel.”
Jake closed his eyes as nausea filled him.
“How long ago?”
“I can’t say for sure, but no longer than sixty minutes.”
Sixty minutes! That was an eternity! Jake had to lean against the pillar between the windows because his legs suddenly felt wobbly.
The nightmare he had been so scared of had come true…
But then he forced himself to snap out of the feelings that threatened to overwhelm him. He couldn’t afford to be petrified. He had to act. Now.
He hadn’t trusted Stavros from the beginning and had one of his men infiltrate his mercenaries to keep an eye on what was going in there on the inside. After the lunatic went after Nephilim the first time, Jake had instructed his mole to alert him immediately if they brought someone fitting Nephilim’s description into the private playroom Stavros had in the mercenary compound.
Jake needed all his strength of will to keep his voice steady.
“Let me know instantly if the situation changes in any way, understood?”
“Yes, sir,” the agent replied, and Jake ended the call.
Something Kristina had said the night before came to mind. That what they let the crazy Board member do to the Angels wasn’t right. Should he have stopped it all along? But Zhilinsky and the High Command had given him a clear order to let Stavros have his way – as long as he fulfilled his role. Killing the Angels one by one, demoralizing them, and weakening their forces was something that played into Rosprom’s hands. Before coming here, Jake had been briefed about the Board member’s very special fetishes. He had been instructed not only to let him continue with his bloody business but to encourage him to choose Angels as his victims. It was a win-win situation for everyone.
And although it was sickening and barbaric, Jake didn’t care what happened to any of them. That was until Stavros began hunting down Nephilim. And despite Jake’s best efforts to prevent it, the sick lunatic had managed to catch her.
Now he would torture her to death in an unspeakable way.
“No…” Jake whispered.
It was madness to try and stop him. It would raise questions he wouldn’t be able to talk himself out of. Especially with a potential Informer on his tail.
And yet, Nephilim was the only reason he was here. Not only here in Olympias, but here in this world. Alive.
Jake stormed out of his office and stalked next door, where Nadolny was still working on some paperwork. He lifted his head in surprise as he saw his boss enter his office, unusually agitated.
“Yes, Major Sobieski?”
“Prepare the helicopter for launch,” Jake commanded. “I want to be in the air in five minutes.”
“Certainly, sir,” the young man said, utterly puzzled.
Since he had taken command, Jake had never used the helicopter. The Rosprom cell kept it on the roof of the building for emergencies only.
“What’s the destination?”
“Oldtown,” Jake replied, then he left the room.
***
Time was ticking. Metatron could feel every second running away, melting in his hands like snowflakes in the sun. And there was nothing he could do about it.
He, the leader of the Guardian Angels, one of the most powerful people in Olympias, was completely helpless. It sickened him.
If all his power wasn’t enough to save the only person who meant anything to him, then what was the point of all of it?
Although no one could have guessed it from the outside, a full symphony of emotions raged inside him.
What is the point of all of this?
Then he realized that this was exactly what they wanted. Without him, the Angel corps would fall apart or become the tool the Board wanted it to be. No, he wouldn’t let that happen, no matter what.
But he wouldn’t let this provocation stand either.
He clenched his fist so hard that his fingers hurt the artificial flesh on his palms.
“High-Archangel,” a voice said, suddenly breaking through his brooding.
He spun around and looked at the young female Angel who handled external communication in the control room.
“What is it, Barachiel?” he asked in a much sharper voice than he intended.
The young woman looked intimidated. Even though Metatron remained calm on the outside, they could all sense the tension in the command center. Besides, all of them knew how important Nephilim was to him. After all, he hadn’t made it a secret that he favored her, and when it came to gossip, the Angels were as human as they could be.
“I have an urgent call for you—”
“I said no calls,” he interrupted her. “I’m not available for anyone. Not even the Board. Understood?”
“Yes, High-Archangel… but he says he has important information he wants to share only with you. It might help find Archangel Nephilim.”
“Who is it?”
“A detective from the OCPD. He says—”
Metatron silenced her with a wave of his hand. “Put him through.”
He left the command center through a side door that led into a smaller room. Like the big room, it had black walls, and the only illumination came from multiple holo monitors arranged around a black desk. This was Metatron’s secondary office in the command center, to be used if he needed to contemplate during a mission or receive information that was for his eyes only.
He knew exactly who would be on the other end of the line before the other person even said anything.
“Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” he said, connecting the call directly to his implant but using his voice to speak. “What do you have for me?”
Siro cleared his throat, trying to camouflage how nervous he was.
“High-Archangel Metatron, it’s an honor to speak to you directly. I—”
Under different circumstances, Metatron would have found this alluring, considering how handsome the man was. However, now, he was 100% focused, and his patience was paper-thin.
“Don’t waste my time, Detective,” he cut him off. “What do you have?”
“Our drones that came flying in as support weren’t affected by the glitch disturbing the surveillance, and we have the footage their integrated cameras took,” Siro said, talking much faster than usual now.
“And?”
“We have footage of the car that took Nephilim. We’re trying to identify and trace it now, but I thought it won’t hurt if you initiated a search as well.”
“Well done, Detective. Send me the footage now.”
“On it.”
“Anything else?” It was impossible not to notice the impatience in Metatron’s voice now.
Siro took a deep breath.
“Yes…”
“What is it?”
“I found some more evidence within the footage we collected from the snuff ring.”
Metatron perked up at this.
“Did you?”
“I… I’d rather not talk about it. But I think you should see it. I believe the person in the video could also be the one who has Nephilim.”
A thin smile flashed over Metatron’s face. As horrible as the whole situation was, at least this was a positive development. One that would play into his hands. One that could be a game-changer.
“Send it directly over to me from your computer. I’ll take a look,” Metatron said in a much friendlier voice. “And rest assured that I’ll keep the identity of the person from whom I got the material confidential. If it helps to save Nephilim, I’ll be forever in your debt.”
Of course, he knew exactly what the footage was. After all, he had planted the evidence himself. It wouldn’t help rescue Nephilim, but it would help destroy a man he hated and hopefully open up new, previously unthinkable perspectives.
And yet… without Nephilim, where was the point?
Siro sighed, partially in relief and partially through nervousness.
“Sending it over to you now.”
“Thank you, Detective.”
Metatron cut the call before the other could say anything else. He didn’t have time for exchanging pleasantries. Right now, all that mattered was Nephilim.
It had been more than an hour now since she had been captured. The chances that she was still alive were realistic, but with every second that passed, they shrunk.
He opened the door and walked back into the command room at a resolute pace.
“Do we have anything?”
“Not yet, High-Archangel,” one of his assistants replied.
While still talking to Siro, Metatron had shared the footage of the car with his team and instructed them to start the search. The footage was very short, less than a second. On their approach, one of the drones had caught a glimpse of the car that had been about to leave in the back of the alley. The license plate wasn’t visible, but it was a massive car, armored by the look of it. And expensive. It wasn’t a very common model, especially not in Oldtown.
“Run the vehicle through all databanks. Check every citizen who owns this model. Check where they were at the time of the abduction,” Metatron commanded. “Comb through all surveillance in the area and let the AI search for that kind of car. Find out its exact heat signature and component structure. Even if they can disturb the surveillance, the car has to show up somewhere. Find it!”
“Yes, High-Archangel!”
Everyone in the room could sense that this was now all or nothing and went to work frantically.
Metatron clenched his fist, waiting. The seconds rushed by, and every single one felt like torture.
“High-Archangel!” one of the analysts suddenly called out. “I think I got something!”
An image from a traffic security camera appeared on the huge central screen in the dark room. It showed the vehicle in the distance, and that was even though the image had been enhanced by 500%.
“Track it.”
It took another minute, but then they had its position. It wasn’t exact, but they could pin down the radius to 300 feet.
Metatron studied the location for a moment and suppressed the anger rising inside him. Why hadn’t he thought of this place?
He quickly got a grip of himself and gave the order that all units dispatched in Oldtown and the closest district were to gather at the coordinates he was sending out. Then he opened a channel to address all of them.
“This is primarily a search and rescue mission. Finding Archangel Nephilim alive has the highest priority. Once you have secured her, take whoever has her into custody and kill everyone else. All means are permitted. Strike!”
The brief address over, the leader of the Guardian Angels stood in the control room like a statue, his eyes focused on the main screen, his hands resting behind his back.  




Chapter Fifteen
Wrath
Cillian Stavros had once again taken on the pose of an artist inspecting a canvas and contemplating how to start. His eyes were filled with desire, and a dreamy smile curled his lips.
However, he held a long scalpel instead of a brush in his hand, and his canvas was a naked woman. It was a surreal and frightening sight.
But Nephilim wasn’t scared. She trusted that her training would help her to endure whatever was coming. Besides, the fact that Stavros had sent the mercenary out would play right into her hands.
Wester, the blond cyborg, was a pro, and he knew exactly how dangerous Nephilim was. So dangerous that it would be unwise to leave her unattended for even one second. Stavros, on the other side, was an amateur. A rich pervert living out his extreme power fantasies because he could.
Judging by the body signals Nephilim saw when inspecting him, he was so excited and aroused that he was hardly capable of thinking rationally anymore. His eyes crept over her body, savoring every detail. He was so focused that he didn’t notice the slight movements Nephilim was making with her right hand. Using the steel shackle and her own titanium bones, she was slowly peeling off the polymer skin and flesh from her already injured hand. All she needed was a bit of time and his attention elsewhere, and she would be able to free her hand.
After staring at her in silence for almost two minutes, his bare chest heaving up and down, he finally moved closer.
“It really is a tough choice to decide where to start,” he whispered. “With you even more than with the others. Your skin is so perfect, your face so… innocent. Almost sweet.”
He caressed her cheek and then let his hand slide down her neck and over her breasts.
“You’re so strong, so powerful, designed to take on an army. And yet here you are. Helpless. At my mercy. How does it feel, Nephilim?”
He reached down and began touching her with both hands now. The sharp edge of the scalpel he was holding in his left hand was only an inch away from her skin.
“Will you beg for mercy?” he asked, his eyes burning.
“No,” she replied calmly. “But you will.”
He laughed. “Me?”
“You. When Metatron gets his hands on you – and he will. You’ll cry like a baby, beg him to stop. He won’t.”
Stavros laughed harder. “That will never happen, you stupid cunt. I am untouchable! I’m a member of the Board, and soon I’ll be the sole ruler of this city. It will be my greatest pleasure to destroy him, to crush him under my heel, and then put down the rest of you like the rabid dogs you are. But for now, you alone will suffice.”
His hand that was holding the scalpel had reached down between her legs and was resting there. Nephilim forced herself to breathe steadily and kept peeling off the skin from her hand.
“I actually planned to cut your pussy into pieces first. But now I’m thinking that maybe I should fuck you after all. I’ve never done it while killing someone. I think you’ll be my first. Yes.”
Suddenly the scalpel cut through her flesh, creating a sharp pain. Nephilim sucked in a breath as the blade sliced her, starting right above her vagina and moving all the way up to her ribcage, cutting her belly button in two. The cut was hardly an inch deep, yet it was deep enough to cause heavy bleeding and pain, even for her.
He chuckled. “How did that feel for starters? Look how pretty your blood looks on your alabaster skin!”
Nephilim clenched her teeth and didn’t reply. Instead she slowly kept working on her hand.
“Ah, you’re being brave, huh?” he said. “Let’s see how you like this.”
He lifted the scalpel from her flesh and placed the sharp end on her cheek, right under her eye.
“Your face is so pretty. I bet it’s why you’re so vain. You know how beautiful you are, don’t you? Not for much longer.”
With that, he sank the scalpel down to her cheekbone. From there, he slowly moved it downward, slicing her cheek open all the way to her chin and mutilating her face.
Nephilim pressed her lips together. She needed all her strength of will not to scream. The pain was hardly bearable even for her, but even worse was knowing what he was doing to her, seeing it.
Hot blood gushed from the wound and dripped down her face and neck.
Don’t scream. Don’t give him what he wants.
Stavros giggled, then leaned down and licked Nephilim’s bleeding cheek.
“Does this feel good?” he said, his lips and teeth covered in blood. “Do you want more? Because I’m only getting started.”
“Bring it,” she hissed between clenched teeth.
“It’s too bad your stupid eye prosthetics are incapable of producing tears. I would love to see you cry.”
With that, he made the exact same cut on her other cheek.
Nephilim couldn’t help it. She twitched and shut her eyes as warm blood began dripping down her face on both sides.
“Oh, look at you!” Stavros said. “Now you’re not pretty anymore. What a tragedy!”
“Coward,” Nephilim pressed out.
Stavros laughed. “What did you just say?”
“Damn coward! You sick fuck, you think you’re so mighty! You’re pathetic, you—”
He replied by slashing the scalpel across her chest, creating a deep cut over her breast.
“Shut up, you damn metal whore!” he yelled, madness filling his eyes while he slashed her again and again.
Nephilim squirmed, holding her breath.
Don’t scream. Don’t…
“Should I cut out your tongue next?” he burst out with sudden aggression. “Will you shut up then? You know, I should probably just do it…”
He moved the scalpel to her mouth.
Someone knocked on the door.
Stavros rolled his eyes angrily but didn’t stop.
The person knocked again. Louder, demanding.
“Sir!” a voice called from behind the door.
“What?!” Stavros snapped.
“I’m afraid we need to leave. Now.”
Wester. His voice was stressed, urgent.
“Why the fuck would we do that?”
“They’re here, sir. They’re coming. We have five minutes, maybe less. They’ve breached the premises.”
Stavros froze, blood dripping down his face onto his bare chest. A stupid expression formed on his face as he put the dots together. “Who?”
The door opened, and Wester and two of his men stormed inside.
“The Guardian Angels. At least two dozen of them, possibly more. We need to evacuate. Now!”
Nephilim couldn’t help herself. She closed her eyes and sighed in relief.
“How is that possible?” Stavros stammered in utter disbelief. “How could they find us?”
“We don’t know. Sir, we must leave!”
Stavros dropped the scalpel to the floor angrily. “Fuck it! Ok!”
He hurried toward the door but then stopped and pointed at the two mercs who had accompanied Wester.
“Kill her! Don’t make it too quick! And bring me her eyes!”
Then Stavros was gone, followed by Wester.
Nephilim was so shrouded in agony and shock that, when the men opened the door, she almost hadn’t noticed the disturbance in the shield that cut her off the grid. At the very last microsecond, she established a connection and sent out a distress signal.
The cavalry was here, but that didn’t mean she was safe. It could take minutes until they found her, even if they could locate her direct position now. Minutes she didn’t have.
And yet, despite all the suffering and terror she had endured, despite the pain radiating from the cuts to her face and chest, she felt a warm feeling inside her. Deep inside, she had never doubted they would find her. Metatron would never have given up on her.
The two mercs stared at her for a moment, not sure what to do. It was Nephilim’s chance. It was now or never. She kept peeling off the skin and flesh from her hand… she was almost there…
“Not too quick… what the hell is that supposed to mean?” one of them said.
It means that you’re dead, Nephilim thought.
“Whatever, man, just stab her… cut off her head. The lunatic wants her eyes,” the other said. “Hurry up! I don’t want to be here when they
arrive.”
The first one pulled out a huge combat knife crafted of deep black steel and approached her. Contrary to Stavros, she didn’t see blood lust in the man’s eyes. He seemed almost indifferent, like someone performing their duty, doing their job.
Just as he reached out to cut her neck, the synthetic flesh on Nephilim’s hand gave up, and a huge chunk of it fell to the floor with a splashing sound. The merc heard it and turned his head. Too late.
Everything that happened next happened so incredibly fast that he was dead before he could fully grasp what was going on.
Using her other fingers, Nephilim dislocated her thumb from its socket. The fluid inside her polymer flesh made it even easier for her to slide her hand out of the cuff. With the speed of an attacking snake, her hand snapped up, grabbed the man by the neck, and broke his spine. His eyes stared at her with an expression of utter disbelief and shock, then they went blank and his body limp.
The other man’s mouth fell open, but he quickly got a grip of himself and pulled out his gun.
Nephilim yanked the collapsing body of the man she had just killed on top of her, using him as a human shield. When the other merc pulled the trigger a second later, his bullets hit his dead comrade, leaving Nephilim unharmed. But she didn’t give him a chance to aim elsewhere.
Her hand grabbed the dead merc’s gun, pulled it out of its holster, and fired. Although she shot blindly, Nephilim’s sensors showed her exactly where the hostile stood. Two bullets hit him in the chest, and a third punctured his aorta. A spray of blood shot into the air like a fountain as he collapsed, gasping for air like a fish.
Nephilim grabbed the bullet-riddled cadaver lying on her and threw it to the ground like a ragdoll. She placed the gun on her bloody chest for a moment and used her four functioning fingers to snap her thumb back into place. It made a metallic click, and then her hand was fully functioning again. She had shot the man with her thumb hanging down uselessly, but Angels were trained to fire a gun with as few as three fingers.
Nephilim moved her fingers in the air as if she was playing the piano to check their functionality. Half of her hand was stripped down to the titanium skeleton.
She took a deep breath. It was over. She was safe. All she needed to do was stay here and wait until her brothers in arms found her, and if any of the mercs decided to check and see if she was dead, she could always shoot them.
Now that the stress and adrenaline had faded a little, she could feel the injuries even more. The cuts were deep and bleeding heavily. Her face looked like it was covered in bloody tears. Flesh was hanging down her cheeks.
She grimaced and winced in pain. The muscles in her cheeks had been severed.
Sick bastard.
Anger boiled in her like a volcano about to erupt.
He wouldn’t get away.
She turned her head and studied the shackle holding her other hand. The software in her head analyzed it and found a weak spot. The restraint was so well crafted that she wouldn’t be able to crack it open using her other hand. She grabbed the gun from her chest and pointed it at the weak spot indicated on her HUD. Then she fired.
The bullet damaged the upper side of her wrist, but it also destroyed the hinge of the cuff. A sharp yank, and her hand was free.
Quickly, Nephilim sat up, leaned forward, and did the same with the shackles restraining her feet. She jumped up and moved toward the door but then decided otherwise. She turned around, grabbed the man she had shot, and swiftly pulled off his jacket. The cuts on her chest and belly burned as she put it on and closed it tightly.
It wasn’t the nudity that bothered her. She would have run off naked to kill everyone in her way without any problem or embarrassment. But bleeding like this, she wouldn’t be able to go into stealth as the blood drops would give her away. The fabric would hopefully stem the bleeding a little bit. There was nothing she could do about the cuts to her face though.
The dark green military-style jacket barely covered her ass, but it would do. Nephilim grabbed some spare ammo the man had on him, reloaded the gun with one hand, and then kicked open the door.
Time to hunt.
***
A strong wind hit Jake’s face when he stepped on the roof and marched toward the helicopter platform. The engine was running, and the pilot was awaiting his orders.
Other than that, Jake was alone. He had instructed the completely puzzled Nadolny to stay behind and rejected the idea of having a pair of armed soldiers accompany him.
After considering his options, Jake had decided that going alone and trying to talk reason into Stavros was his best chance of saving Nephilim. He had intimidated the little man before and would do it again. And if the Board member was uncooperative, he would kill him, free Nephilim, and run away with her. It would complicate his plan, but if he had to improvise for it to succeed, so be it.
He only hoped Nephilim was still alive and in one piece. She had to be.
Thick drops of water hit his face as another one of those damned tropical rains was about to be unleashed by the heavens. He hurried and managed to enter the aircraft before getting soaked.
Just as he was about to give the pilot the coordinates, his watch vibrated again. It was his inside man.
Jake swallowed and inhaled deeply, forcing himself to calm down. And yet he didn’t know what he would do if the agent was calling to tell him that Nephilim was dead… He answered the call.
“Yes?”
“Major, you told me to let you know instantly if something happens,” the man on the other end of the line said, sounding distressed.
“What is it?” Jake asked, more sharply than he intended, but his nerves were on fire.
“They’re here! They’ve stormed the compound. Asking permission to evacuate.”
“Who?” Jake asked.
“Oczka! They’re here with full force, at least fifty of them, maybe more. They’re killing everyone. It’s a slaughter! Asking permission to evacuate.”
Jake ignored the urgency in the man’s voice. In the background, he could hear shots being fired and screams of agony.
“What about the Archangel?”
“I don’t know, sir. But it’s no coincidence they’re here. They’re here for her. Sir—”
“Yes, abort mission,” Jake said. “Evacuate.”
He ended the call. Most likely, his inside man wouldn’t make it. Jake had experienced first-hand what happened when the Angels stormed an enemy base.
He leaned back and closed his eyes. Outside, the rain was hitting the windows of the helicopter with full force now.
He would never have believed that a Guardian Angels attack could be good news, and yet it was. If they had come for Nephilim, and Jake was convinced they had, then she would be saved. Provided she was still alive. But he refused to believe anything else.
“What’s the destination, Major?” the pilot asked him.
“Never mind,” Jake said.
He opened the door and stepped outside again into the heavy rain. Once he was back inside HQ, the first thing he saw was Komarova’s face. She stood in the hall and watched him as he walked back into his office, yet she said nothing.
***
Behind the door was another windowless room, which had clearly been used as lab storage in the past and was now equipped with a table and chairs. The mercs Nephilim had just killed had probably been sitting here only minutes earlier, waiting for their lunatic boss to finish his bloody business. A cup with steaming liquid – coffee mixed with cheap booze, according to the sensors in Nephilim’s nose – was still standing on the table.
She switched to infrared vision and approached the exit. Another three heavily augmented mercenaries were stationed in the hall, which led toward a staircase. Child’s play.
Nephilim kicked the door off its hinges and stormed through. The two men closest to her turned their heads in surprise.
They were too slow. She charged forward and was on them in less than a second. Her left blade snapped out and she thrust it through the man’s chin up into his brain, killing him instantly, while her right hand grabbed the other man’s head and squeezed his skull like a nutcracker on a nut. All he could do was let out a terrified scream before she smashed the back of his head against the wall so forcefully that his skull cracked open and his brains spread all over the old plaster.
The third mercenary stood a couple of feet away by the staircase. The man spun, a rifle in his hand. He was fast. At least three times faster than an average human. But not fast enough.
Sprinting toward him, Nephilim lifted her gun and fired one single bullet. Just as the merc pulled the trigger, Nephilim’s bullet hit the muzzle of his rifle, destroying it and setting it on fire.
He dropped it and lifted his metal arms to fend off Nephilim’s attack. Sparks flew as her blades hit the augmented limbs. She grabbed his arm and spun it to the side, twisting it with such force that she ripped it from its socket in the man’s shoulder. Blood sprayed and mixed with metal shreds. The man screamed, but only for a second. Then Nephilim’s knee hit him in his solar plexus. He flew backward and crashed into the stairs, smashing through the bottom of the old wooden construction.
Gasping, he lifted his one arm.
“Please! Don’t kill me!”
Nephilim jumped onto him like a cat. She grabbed him by his collar while her blades slowly moved toward his eyes.
His face might have been handsome before it had been disfigured by several implants, including his left eye. It had a reddish glow and was supposed to make him look dangerous. Now, however, his expression was that of pure horror.
He and his friends had experienced what the unleashed wrath of a killer cyborg looked like. And none of them would get the chance to talk about it. Nephilim wouldn’t take prisoners.
“Where did he go?” she asked icily.
“Who?” he stammered.
“Stavros. Where is he? Speak. Now!”
Her blades inched closer to his face. Nephilim knew that she didn’t have much time. Stavros probably had a vehicle somewhere close by. Once he left here and arrived back at his Inner Circle refuge, she wouldn’t be able to get to him anymore. The smug little asshole had been exactly right when he’d said that he was untouchable. If even Metatron hadn’t been able to go after him after the assault at the pyramid, then she could completely forget about it.
No, she needed to get her hands on the fucker now, or she never would.
“I won’t ask you again!”
“He has an aircraft…”
“Where?”
“On the roof… Please—”
He couldn’t finish his plea for mercy as both Nephilim’s blades stabbed him through the head, sending the artificial eye flying out of its socket.
She dropped the corpse and leaped over it, easily reaching the undamaged upper part of the staircase. Nails and wood splinters ripped the synthetic flesh on her feet open as she stormed up the stairs. Nephilim didn’t care. She assumed she’d take more damage than this before this was over.
Her infrared scan showed that this building was crawling with people. Apparently it was the mercenary hideout. And by leaving them here, Stavros was sacrificing them as a diversion for his own escape.
It was clear that the mercs wouldn’t go down without a fight. They knew that the Angels didn’t take prisoners. They would kill them all.
An odd feeling of satisfaction filled Nephilim’s stomach when thinking of it. Usually, the Angels weren’t supposed to experience emotions when on a mission. But this was different. This was personal. This was revenge.
Nephilim was out for blood. A lot of blood.
Disappointingly, the stairs only led up from the basement to the first floor. She would have to find other stairs to reach the roof. She stopped for a second when she saw the long hall she had entered.
This looked like a school… and even more like a university.
Nephilim could have slapped her forehead when she realized where she was. The old Georgia Tech college! Located at the edge of Oldtown, the abandoned premises consisted of several buildings that were in very bad shape. Apparently the authorities had been planning to flatten it for years, but for some reason it had never happened. The reason why was very clear now. Stavros had most likely prevented it from being done over and over again using some form of excuse – so he could utilize it for his own game. Mercenaries, torturing and murdering people, and who knew what else.
The reason why the Angels hadn’t suspected that this could be the mercenary HQ was that the drones patrolling nearby had never shown any signs of life inside the premises. In the past, smugglers, black market dealers, and other criminals had used Georgia Tech as a hideout, but the Angels had driven them out every time. The premises had since appeared abandoned for over a year. But it turned out they weren’t. This huge gang of mercenaries had made it their HQ. Mercenaries equipped with state-of-the-art augmentations, tech, and weapons and financed by one of the richest men in Olympias. But why? Why build a private army?
And something else made the whole endeavor even stranger. How had they managed to camouflage such a huge area, showing no signs of life, when in truth it was occupied by so many people?
It was one thing to disturb surveillance locally. Certainly the tech they had acquired from the Broker, among other secrets, could do that. But this was tech no one in Olympias had. Nephilim knew, however, who did.
Rosprom.
She didn’t have time to think about this any further. Bullets wooshed through the air as someone opened fire on her. She dodged lightning-fast and dove through an open door into cover. Judging by the desks and chairs standing here gathering dust, this must have been a classroom. The huge windows were covered with a black, slightly shimmering fabric, which not only prevented light inside from being seen outside but also reflected scans.
Nephilim crouched in the doorway. A barrage of high-caliber fire hit the walls and frame, sending plaster and wood debris flying. Nephilim ran a scan that showed there were four mercs in the hall and one sniper aiming down from the huge, open staircase the hall led to.
Suddenly shots could be heard from outside, then an explosion and screams. The Angels had started their assault. They would be here soon. She could easily sit this out and wait for backup, which would arrive any minute.
No. The son of a bitch must die.
“Neph! Neph!” she heard Adriel break through to her. “Are you ok?”
“Yes,” she lied.
“Thank goodness!” Adriel’s voice sounded more emotional than she had ever heard it before. “I thought we’d lost you. I failed you… I’m so sorry.”
“Hush, Adriel,” she replied. “You did nothing wrong. If anyone is to blame, it’s me. Now, can you please kill every one of those pigs and save me?”
He chuckled, relieved. “We’re on it. Just stay put and keep your head down, ok?”
“Copy that.”
She readied herself to attack, calculating the best pattern to avoid being hit. The combat HUD software informed her that she had a 53% chance of being shot. That wasn’t too bad.
Just when she was about to jump into action, she heard another voice in her head.
“Nephilim.”
Metatron sounded calm and composed. Only those who knew him very well could have noticed the tiny hint of distress in his voice.
“Stand down.”
“I can’t,” she replied. “He’s getting away. Let me hunt and kill him. Please.”
There was a moment of silence before he spoke.
“You’re wounded. I see blood on the floor. Your vital signals indicate distress.”
“Just a scratch,” she lied, biting her lip. “Please, Metatron.”
“Go,” he said. “Kill him.”
“I will.”
Another salvo hit the doorframe above her head. She didn’t wait for it to end. Instead, she rolled beneath it, cloaking. A split second later she was back on her feet, charging forward. Sprinting, she shot the man standing furthest away from her, executing him with precise headshots. The other two opened fire, trying to guess where she was. Nephilim jumped, her momentum allowing her a crazy somersault in the air. Her feet hit the ceiling, and she used the impact to push off it and gain even more momentum. Like a specter, she shot down toward the two cyborgs who were firing aimlessly.
The last thing the two saw were blades emerging out of thin air, slightly shimmering in the dim light. Then they were both stabbed in the head from above with such force that their faces were cut in half.
Nephilim landed on the collapsing bodies and instantly performed another dodge-roll forward, evading being shot by the sniper by mere inches. Back on her feet, she spun sideways and dodged another bullet. The shooter was good! He almost had her.
Knowing that the sniper had shot more through intuition than being able to see her, she ran in zigzags, her bare feet almost noiseless on the old marble floor. She lifted her pistol and returned fire. The shooter was thrust backward as one single bullet hit his forehead and killed him instantly.
“Excellent,” Metatron complimented her, obviously watching through her eyes. “But a little bit more caution would be in order.”
Nephilim smiled, rushing up the stairs. “Noted.”
“We still haven’t got a clear scan of the place, so be careful. Our people are inbound to your position, eliminating hostiles. ETA ninety seconds.”
“Copy that.”
In ninety seconds, the bastard would be gone. She knew that, and so did the High-Archangel.
Following her intuition, Nephilim sent out a signal and activated her drone. As always, it was stored under the saddle of her motorcycle. The Afterlife, where she had left it, was only two miles away. At high speed, the drone would be here in thirty seconds and might come in useful.
Surprisingly, Nephilim didn’t encounter any more resistance as she reached the fourth floor and made her way toward a smaller staircase that would lead her to the roof. Back online, she had downloaded a blueprint of the building and knew exactly where to go.
She checked her gun and noticed that she only had one bullet left. It didn’t matter. She didn’t need any weapon because she was the weapon.
Reaching the door that led to the roof, she was surprised to see it was locked with thick, corroded chains. No one had gone through this door for many years, that much was clear. She crashed her titanium shoulder against it and smashed it open. Then she emerged onto the roof.
The first thing she noticed was the rain. It wasn’t torrential, but it was thick enough to disturb her stealth effect. She would appear like a specter made of water. Swearing, she deactivated the cloak and scanned the roof. Nothing. No mercs, no Stavros, no aircraft.
Was she too late?
Then she heard noises and turned her head. A second later, she could have slapped herself. The dying hostile had only said “on the roof” but not which one, and she had been in too much of a rush to ask any further.
The aircraft was on the roof, but it was the roof of another building, ninety-seven feet away, as her HUD instantly informed her.
The rain stung her wounded cheeks and made them bleed harder, but she ignored the pain. She would worry about it later.
Approaching the edge of the roof, she wondered if she could do it. Theoretically she could, but the rain would slow her down and, being barefoot, the risk of slipping on the wet surface was high.
The aircraft was an ultramodern one, a VTOL that almost looked like a limousine and was pure luxury inside. The engine was running, and the sliding door leading into the passenger cabin stood wide open, despite the rain. Clearly, the pilot was still waiting.
Then a door was forcefully flung open. Wester was the first to emerge, behind him a completely exhausted and terrified Stavros, and finally, two more heavily augmented bodyguards, towering over their boss by two heads.
It took them a moment to see her on the opposite roof, standing motionless in the rain like Nemesis herself.
Stavros staggered, and even at this distance and through the rain, Nephilim could see how he blanched, his eyes wide. But Wester was a pro. He grabbed his boss by the collar and dragged him toward the aircraft while he and the other men opened fire at her.
Nephilim jumped into cover behind a chimney. Peeking around the corner, she could see the four men entering the vehicle.
They were getting away!
“Nephilim, stand down,” Metatron said. “We’ll get them later.”
“You know that’s not true.”
“Nephilim…”
But she ignored him. She was certain that if Metatron knew what Stavros had done to her, he would approve any means.
The aircraft took off with its door still open and the three mercenaries pointing their guns out, ready to shoot if she or anyone else tried anything.
Nephilim leaped out of cover and began sprinting. Bullets hit the watery surface around her, creating splashing cavities. Their drops hit Nephilim’s legs as she stormed by, yet none of the bullets hit her. She knew what a risk she was taking, that it was insane, that Metatron would be furious.
She didn’t care.
With almost impossible speed and the precision of a machine, she stormed toward the edge while the aircraft rose quickly.
She reached the edge and jumped. All the available spare energy she had was directed into her leg muscles by a command from her brain. She shot up in the air and toward the aircraft as if she had been catapulted. She could see how the mouth of one of the mercs leaning out dropped while Wester’s eyebrows knitted.
There was no chance she would make it, of course. The vehicle was rising too fast, and the distance was already too big.
But she didn’t need to.
A black shadow in the form of a mechanical dragonfly approached from behind at high speed.
It flew above Nephilim just when she began losing her momentum at the top of the arc her body was flying through in the air. In the very last split second before she began falling, her fingers grabbed her drone’s handle.
The drone pulled her up like an elevator and toward the aircraft, which had now reached its travel speed and was about to disappear between two Oldtown buildings.
Nephilim saw how one of the merc’s lips formed an “oh fuck”, then his face exploded into a cloud of flesh, bones, and metal shards when it was hit by Nephilim’s last bullet. She held onto the drone with one hand and had drawn her gun with the other. Useless now, she dropped the pistol and held on as the drone approached the aircraft. Inside the passenger cabin, she could hear someone screaming hysterically.
Board member Stavros had apparently realized that all his wealth and power meant nothing when a raging killer cyborg was after him. Nephilim grinned.
She was out of ammo, but that was meaningless. She would get close enough to board the aircraft and then kill everyone inside.
Wester and the remaining bodyguard continued to fire at her, but she dodged, making evasive maneuvers with her drone.
Just a little closer… just two more seconds…
Suddenly, Wester reached behind him and produced a massive shotgun. He had waited for Nephilim to get close enough to achieve the biggest effect.
The mercenary leader fired, and Nephilim’s drone exploded in midair.
She fell.
“No!” she cried out. It was a scream of anger and not of fear.
But her system had a different opinion on the matter. Huge red letters appeared on her HUD.
WARNING!
Critical Height!
Chance of heavy damage 78.9%
Brace for impact!
Next to it, Nephilim saw how many feet separated her from the ground: 212 – and the number was decreasing at an insane speed.
Nephilim felt the wind tugging at her hair and the raindrops hitting her harder as her body rushed downward with increasing speed.
Impact in 3…
2…
Nephilim brought 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…
IMPACT!
She crashed into an old car parked on a side street of Oldtown. The impact was so massive that its tires exploded and the vehicle collapsed under the immense kinetic energy that had hit it. The windshield and windows burst into a million pieces, having been almost pulverized as the roof was pressed into the cabin. Luckily, no one was sitting in the car as they would surely have been killed.
Inside the dent almost as huge as a bathtub that had been formed in the vehicle’s roof crouched Nephilim.
Impact absorbed!
Warning! Muscle integrity at 8%
Fusion Core status: stable
Commencing reboot…
Numbers, vectors, and rows of symbols rushed through Nephilim’s vision as her system rebooted. She turned her head to the side and threw up, spitting blood. For a moment, her mind was clouded.
Yet she was alive and intact.
Reboot complete!
Damage report—
She swiped the report aside. Not now.
Slowly she rose, emerging from the wreck. Only a few steps away stood a man who had watched the scene unfold, his mouth open and utter disbelief written all over his face. He had just witnessed a woman wearing nothing but a jacket fall from a great height, crash into a car, and get up again as if nothing had happened.
Nephilim stepped down from the flattened wreck and began walking down the deserted street. Neon lights from a nearby billboard reflected in the huge puddles on the cracked concrete.
She passed the man, ignoring him. Still completely stunned, he turned his head and watched her walk away, limping slightly.
Suddenly black shadows emerged from the darkness, and several figures with glowing neon-blue eyes came running at Nephilim at unnatural speed.
That was the point when the passerby decided he had seen enough for one night and quickly walked away in the opposite direction.
“Neph! Neph!”
Nephilim turned her head toward the familiar voice and saw Adriel swiftly approaching. He was accompanied by three heavily armed Angels in combat suits.
“Are you ok?”
She nodded as her vision finally cleared up. Most of the red-blinking status warnings had disappeared from her HUD, and more and more systems had switched back to green. As far as she could tell, she had not sustained any serious damage.
Then Adriel saw the blood dripping from under her jacket and her ripped cheeks. His face fell.
“Neph…” His voice almost cracked in shock. “What have they done to you?”
“Just a scratch…” she said weakly.
He didn’t reply. Instead he stepped closer and closed his arms around her.




Chapter Sixteen
Scars
Finwick opened his eyes. At first, he had no idea where he was. Bright lights dazzled him and the smell of antiseptic chemicals hung in the air. Somewhere a machine beeped.
Then he remembered. Remembered everything. How Nephilim had let him go, how he and Sarah had gone to the Underground for help, how the Guardian Angels had chased them, and finally how he had ended up… here.
In an illegally set up high-tech clinic, hidden in the basement under a greasy-looking dentist’s office that was nothing but a disguise.
Slowly he sat up and looked around. He was in a small room in sterile white, barely big enough for the bed he was resting on. An infusion was stuck in his arm, and he had bandages around his face.
His face… which had been changed surgically, so no one would recognize him anymore.
Carefully, he lifted his hand and inspected his face with his fingers. The painkillers they had given him must be pretty good as he didn’t feel anything. And that even though his nose and jaw had been broken and reshaped. He felt nausea thinking of it. The doctor had explained the whole procedure to him before he got started, and it had sounded so horrifying that Finwick had almost bailed.
But then he had remembered that it was that or Zephaniel, and compared to what he and the other Angels chasing him would do to him, a broken jaw suddenly didn’t sound so bad.
His throat felt completely dry. Luckily someone had left a bottle of water on the stand next to his bed. He grabbed it and emptied it like a man in a desert.
Finwick wondered where Sarah was. Hopefully she was ok. Even though he felt completely dizzy, he decided to go and find her.
“Where do you think you’re going, shorty?” a voice said, startling him so much that he almost fell off the bed.
He hadn’t even noticed that the door had opened and a familiar, massive figure had entered.
“I must check on Sarah,” he mumbled, confused. Apparently the anesthesia hadn’t worn off yet.
“Stay where you are,” Mama Legba said. “I don’t want you to stumble and smash your new face. It cost me a lot of money.”
“But—”
“She’s fine, ok?” Mama Legba laughed. “You should trust Mama’s word. She’s sleeping next door. Sammy is with her.”
For a moment, Finwick had to think who that was. Then he remembered the bodyguard who had helped them escape the Underground and brought them here.
Mama Legba sat down on a chair facing his bed, and Finwick realized that this was the first time he had seen her without her cigar.
“Well, well,” she said after a moment. “You created quite a lot of fuss. You know that, don’t you? They want you really badly.”
“Thank you for not selling us out,” Finwick said, his voice hoarse.
She waved her hand. “You work for me now. Mama Legba never sells out her own. But admittedly, I was worried they would never leave. They kept digging and searching, and they arrested a bunch of people. Then they suddenly left in a big hurry.”
“Why?”
She laughed. “The High-Archangel didn’t consult me. Apparently something big went down in west Oldtown. From what we’ve heard, they’ve taken apart the mercenary hideout in the old university. Ironically, they did us a favor with that. Those mercs were trouble, especially since they were hired by some rich assholes from the Inner Circle. We’d wanted them gone from our turf for a while.” Finwick stared at her in surprise, and she laughed harder. “Come on, shorty. You should know that nothing happens in Oldtown without good old Mama knowing about it.”
She pulled out a datapad and scrolled through some images. “I have to say, that’s a nice face you picked for yourself. Definitely an upgrade compared to your old one. Now all you need is to get the rest of your body in a better shape and you might pass as handsome.”
She grinned, showing her golden teeth.
“Thanks, I guess…” Finwick said. “So, what happens next?”
“Well, you should be invisible to them now, but, just to be sure, we’ll move you and the girl to a safe place. I have very special plans for you, honey.”
Finwick stared at her, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. Mama Legba was not only easily twenty years his senior, she would also crush him with her body if she…
She winked, then burst out laughing. “Relax, it’s not that. You’re not my type. I have enough men double your size I can pick from if I want to get stuffed. Some I’ve had augmented in unique ways. And yet, you’ll prove to be more valuable than any of them in no time. I’m convinced about that.”
Finwick felt embarrassed and noticed a painful sensation as his cheeks turned hot. Whatever the surgeon had done to his face, apparently he had kept his ability to blush. He wouldn’t have minded at all if he had lost that talent forever.
“What would you have me do?”
“I want everything you know about them. Every single bit of information you stole from their HQ.”
Finwick swallowed. He had been concerned something like this would come up. If he told Mama Legba everything he knew, he would be breaking his promise to Nephilim not to sell her out again.
“Remember,” the underworld boss said, as if reading his thoughts, “you owe me your life. You better make it worth it, understood?”
Finwick nodded.
She smiled, showing the full glory of her teeth. “Good. I knew you were a smart boy.”
I’m so screwed, he thought. So screwed.
***
The sun was about to rise when Siro Ferreira-Nunes left the Skytrain monorail station and walked to the building he lived in. It was a middle-class high-rise of 200 stories, designed in a very typical style for District Six, where it was located. The district was one of the less shiny and exciting ones, at least compared with the ones closer to the Inner Circle. It consisted mostly of residential buildings. The entertainment and shopping facilities were only limited when compared to other parts of the city, and yet, like all other districts, Six had everything any citizen needed in close proximity.
All three cities of Olympias were designed like this. Its citizens often never left the districts they were born in, let alone tried to leave the city or wondered what the world outside it looked like. They had everything they needed close by – or in VR.
Siro had chosen to live here due to its proximity to Oldtown and his workplace. The commute took less than thirty minutes, and yet the housing here was much better, the streets cleaner, and the entertainment of higher quality, including the women.
Today, he was so exhausted that he could hardly keep his eyes open as he entered the lobby of his building and dragged himself to the elevators. What a day! What a week!
It had been three nights in a row that he had basically not got any sleep. He was so tired that he felt he could sleep for years.
Thankfully, the elevator came quickly, and Siro stepped into the cabin. One of its walls was covered by a holo screen showing the early morning news, but Siro didn’t pay any attention to it as the elevator rushed up to the 89th floor. For sure, nothing that had happened last night would ever make it into the news. Hardly any of the gritty, violent, or scary stuff happening in the Conglomerate ever made it into the news. Most citizens believed they were living in a crime-free utopia. This was, of course, a lie, as Siro knew. Oldtown was the district with the highest crime rate of all Olympias City I, but it happened everywhere nevertheless.
The detective brushed his fingers through his hair and sighed. What a night.
He had been certain that they had lost Nephilim. That he and Kate would find her at the next crime scene they would be called to investigate.
And then he had received an unexpected call. The High-Archangel himself had been on the phone.
“Detective Ferreira-Nunes,” he had said. “I wanted to inform you that Archangel Nephilim has been found, alive and unharmed. This wouldn’t have been possible without your help, and I wanted to express my gratitude. I’m in your debt. And concerning the other information you gave me – rest assured that justice will be served.”
Siro had been so relieved that he’d had to sit down. This was almost miraculous.
He was more than happy that Nephilim had been found and saved, and having the High-Archangel’s gratitude could prove to be of extreme value. Only two weeks ago, Siro had been a nobody, a simple cop investigating homicides in the city’s most notorious district. And now the High-Archangel of Olympias knew who he was and considered himself in his debt!
Although he wasn’t interested in men very much, Siro had to admit that Metatron had an alluring charisma. His voice alone had almost something hypnotic about it. Siro also now saw clearly who Nephilim had learned from. The very best.
The elevator door opened, and he walked down the hall to his apartment.
Now that the case was closed and solved, he could only hope he would see Nephilim again. After all, she had promised him a “bonus.” Maybe he would call her once things had cooled down a bit.
Siro yawned. He was dead tired.
The door to his apartment was programmed to his DNA, as was common nowadays in modern residential buildings. It opened, and he stepped inside.
Only when he was inside and the door had closed behind him did Siro notice that something was wrong.
Someone was here.
The next thing he saw was the muzzle flare.
Then everything went dark.
***
Jake buried his face in his hands.
The moron. The fucking moron! The lunatic!
He wanted to kill him. Rarely in his life had he wished to snuff out someone’s life as he wished to kill Cillian Stavros.
Jake let his hands fall onto his desk and leaned back in the chair. He was sitting in his office, staring through the panoramic windows. Outside, the sun rose over Olympias City.
The Guardian Angels had found and stormed the mercenary hideout. Nephilim was safe.
Thank God.
Jake had needed all his self-control not to show any emotion on hearing the news, but once he had got back to his office, he had started crying. Rage and relief fought inside him and overwhelmed him.
Things couldn’t go on like this. He had to find a way to contact Nephilim. They had to flee together before it was too late. Once the operation started, there would be nothing he could do to save her.
But there was still time. At least a couple of days.
At that moment, someone knocked on his door.
“Prosze!” he said.
Nadolny entered the room.
“What is it?” Jake asked, irritated. He had given orders not to be disturbed so that he had time to think and make a plan.
“I’m sorry for disturbing you, Major,” the young man said. “But an urgent message from Commander Zhilinsky just came through the wire.”
Jake perked up. “What does it say?”
“Only this.”
He handed Jake a piece of paper.
ETA 72 hours.
Z.




Epilogue
Alea iacta est
Nephilim rested comfortably in a hospital bed. Her body was covered by a blanket, and an infusion needle stuck out of the vein on her neck. The room was windowless and painted in white. Other than her bed and a machine controlling her bodily functions, there was nothing in it.
She was three floors underneath the Angel HQ in its medical section. Contrary to rooms in a regular hospital that were decorated with paintings, flowers, or cheery colors, the clinic rooms in HQ were blank. Angels didn’t need such stuff to make them feel better. When they ended up here, they either lived or died. It was that simple.
Nephilim would live, that much was clear. Yet she would have scars on her body and her soul alike.
The door opened, and Metatron entered.
The High-Archangel slowed down for a second, looking at her. He had seen her briefly right after she had been delivered to HQ, but they hadn’t spoken yet. Nephilim hoped he wasn’t too mad at her, although he had every reason to be so. She had not only behaved completely recklessly but also disobeyed his orders – again. In her rage she had ignored him and had almost paid for that with her life. And yet, she couldn’t see any anger in his face when he looked at her. As so often, his face was unreadable, and she couldn’t tell what he thought or felt.
“I bring good news,” he said, coming closer. “Weinberg says you didn’t sustain any serious damage. You suffered a mild concussion and a puncture in your left kidney due to the impact. I told him to run more tests on you though, just to be sure.”
“I’m fine,” she replied.
“He says you weren’t raped.”
“I wasn’t.”
He nodded slowly, then reached out toward her face, but stopped himself before his fingers reached it.
Nephilim didn’t need to look into a mirror to know that her face was disfigured, ruined. The scalpel had cut through the muscles and nerves down to the bone. The doctors had treated the wounds and now they were filled with glue, yet it was clear that even if everything healed well, scars would remain.
The same applied to some of the cuts on her body, especially the one that had almost cut her right breast in half, right through her nipple. Everything was closed now, and thanks to painkillers she hardly even felt a thing, but she would be reminded of the encounter every time she took a shower.
Medical treatment had come a long way in Olympias. Such wounds as Nephilim had suffered would have been life-threatening in earlier times, yet nowadays it was not a big problem to close them and make them heal completely. Even so, scars could still remain after sustaining grave injuries.
Metatron leaned down and kissed her forehead, then her temple.
“Your beauty lies way beyond skin and flesh, Nephilim,” he whispered. “No scar could ever change what I see in you. But rest assured, I will spare no effort or expense to have you fixed. I’ve instructed Weinberg to bring in the best specialists for plastic surgery from Nexus Hospital in the Inner Circle. I promise you that they’ll restore your face and body. No scar will remain.”
“Thank you,” she said, feeling much more relief than she should have. She was a killer cyborg, a super-soldier, and yet having her face deformed terrified her as much as it would have any ordinary woman.
“Of course,” he said, showing a tender expression for a moment.
They looked each other in the eyes in silence while he took her damaged hand in his.
“You were reckless.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“I thought I’d lost you.”
For a moment, it seemed as if he wanted to say something more, then he decided otherwise and remained silent.
“I knew you’d find me,” she said softly. “I knew you’d never give up on me.”
“Never.”
Again, they looked at each other in silence, then Metatron said, “I want to know exactly what he did to you.”
“I’ll tell you everything that happened.”
“No. Show me.”
She looked at him in surprise. Because she had been cut off the grid, nothing she had seen or experienced had been recorded on the servers in HQ.
“Enter your memory control on the cognitive implant and activate subprotocol M877,” he said. “It came with your last software update.”
Nephilim did as he asked.
“Done.”
“Now share your memory with me, the same way I shared mine with you.”
“Metatron… can I not just tell you about it?”
Suddenly she realized that this could be a bad idea. Seeing her scars was bad enough, but if he experienced what she had through her eyes… how would he react?
“Show me,” he said.
“It might be very unpleasant…”
“I know. Share it with me, Nephilim.”
“As you wish…”
She accessed the digital version of her memories and activated the subprotocol.
Metatron didn’t close his eyes. Instead, he kept looking at her, holding her hand, while he watched. At first, he didn’t show much of a reaction, but then she saw something she had never seen before.
Metatron blanched.
His skin was very pale by nature, but now it had turned pure white, like freshly fallen snow. Then tiny red dots appeared on his cheeks.
Finally, it was over, and he blinked.
“Thank you, Nephilim,” he said. Even though he hid it well, she could hear in his voice that he was utterly shaken. “Now get some rest and try to relax.”
He leaned down once more and pressed his lips on her forehead. Usually his skin was cool, but now his lips felt hot against her skin as he remained motionless for a moment.
Finally he pulled away from her and smiled.
“Where are you going?” Nephilim asked as he made to turn and leave.
Suddenly a very bad feeling came over her. This almost felt like… a premonition.
“I’m going to take care of some vermin,” he said, squeezing her hand one more time before walking away. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”
“After the attack at the pyramid, I wanted to go after them and you stopped me,” she said.
He halted. “Yes. That was different.”
“In what way was it different?”
He turned his head and smirked. “Isn’t it obvious? This is about you. I won’t let him get away with what he did to you. What kind of… leader would I be?”
He had hesitated for a split second before saying the word “leader”. But it was long enough for Nephilim to realize that he had wanted to say something else.
“If you go after him, then this means war,” she said.
“Then it shall be war. Alea iacta est.”[2]
He kept walking.
“Metatron,” she called after him once more, and he stopped at the door, half turning his head. “He’ll be waiting for you. You know that, don’t you?”
“Oh, I hope he will be.”
Then he was gone.
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[1] Pride comes before a fall (Latin proverb).
[2]
The die has been cast (Latin). This phrase was said by Julius Caesar when he led his army across the Rubicon river. It means that once an action has been taken, there is no going back.
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