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      A train shot across the city of Neo Babylon, packed with glassy-eyed and silent passengers. Nobody held phones or other distracting electronic devices. The only sounds were the rush of wind and a few coughs, as every passenger stared at nothing in near silence. Some passengers nodded their heads to music only they could hear, but most remained still.

      One man was the exception, standing near the doors of a carriage and shifting his weight from foot to foot in a mixture of boredom and impatience. Like many others on the train, he wore a dark suit, ready for a busy day of work. Unlike the others, he seemed attentive to his surroundings.

      His name was Nick Waite, and what separated him from every other person on the train was that he lacked a neural implant.

      Nick’s dark blue eyes locked onto the glittering spires of Babylon’s Central Business District. He wondered if he might see the towers of the other cities in the nearby islands if his eyes were cybernetically enhanced.

      The train passed behind a building, dropping the carriage into darkness, and Nick frowned inwardly. Even though he commuted to work every morning like this, he still found it frustratingly boring. He wanted to pull out his phone, but he hated the stares and judgment it brought.

      Nobody used handheld electronics after childhood these days. Neural implants were typically installed when puberty began, so that the brain could adapt to the device now permanently implanted inside it. Once someone had a chip in his skull, he didn’t need a phone to listen to music, be fed curated news, or mindlessly browse social media.

      Wednesdays were always the worst day to catch the train. On other days, enough people worked from home that Nick might be able to find some space to hide his phone. But most offices required workers to come in for at least a few days. Neural implants or not, office culture never died.

      The mainframe security policies of most companies only exacerbated the issue. Most companies didn’t trust their peons with remote access to quantum computers worth more than every cent the average family had ever earned.

      Eventually, the train pulled into an elevated station. Through the reinforced panels of the doors, Nick saw that today’s road traffic was heavier than usual. Self-driving trucks and buses plowed onward while a smattering of robot taxis weaved between them. Private vehicles were few and far between, given human driving was illegal in the Neo Westphalian isles.

      Once the train stopped inside the station, the passengers came to life. Their eyes lit up as they returned to reality. Nick jumped out of the door before the crush consumed him, then made his way to the exit gates.

      Central Station was as busy as ever, and a couple dozen lines snaked out both ways in the main atrium. Nick joined one, but wasn’t fussed about the size. The line moved swiftly, leaving him little chance to rest his feet.

      The station itself was an open and arching mass of steel. Transparent dark sheets of glass hung from every corner and overhang, but showed nothing. To Nick’s eyes, they served no purpose.

      In fact, the station lacked any visible signage. Or at least, visible to him. If he pulled out his phone, he had an augmented reality app that allowed him to see the same world that everyone else did. AR glasses had once worked as well, but their protocols had been deprecated decades ago.

      Instead, Nick guided himself by memory.

      Nearby, two suited men pointed at one of the overhanging sheets of glass. One looked to be in his late-twenties—roughly Nick’s age—and the other older, fatter, and balding.

      “The ads are getting fucking obnoxious, aren’t they?” the younger one said. “I don’t need to see an Altnet streamer shoving soda down her virtual tits.”

      “Personally, I found the gambling streamers worse. You should get an ad-blocker module for your implant. Mine stopped working last month, but I’m getting it fixed,” the fat one said.

      “Are neural modules even legal?” The younger guy looked around, as if scared they’d be overheard.

      “Sure they are. My implant, my business. I’ve heard that the new ads are using security bands to beam themselves into our implants, though. Can’t block those without getting zapped by the Archangels.” The fat one made a finger gun and “fired” it.

      “I bet some asshole in the Spires got a new solar yacht last month for that.”

      “You know it.”

      Ah, corruption and the Spires. Nick couldn’t name a better duo for Babylon. Fortunately, his livelihood depended on its continuing existence, so he couldn’t complain too much. His job wouldn’t exist if everything was fantastic.

      The fact that advertising firms now had access to Babylon’s security wavelengths concerned him, however. Despite his otherwise crippling lack of a neural implant, Ciphers like himself relied heavily on the city’s advanced communications technology. He’d need to investigate this once he got into the office.

      His line approached the security gates. They weren’t much to look at. Each gate contained a woman sitting behind a desk, fancy scanners built into said desk, and the turnstile itself.

      Notably, the women were identical. From their beige uniforms, to their cherub-like facial features, to every strand of shoulder-length black hair on their head. Self-driving vehicles weren’t the only robots running Babylon’s public transportation system. These women were autonomous robotic modular dolls, typically just called dolls or ARMDs. Every one of them came off a factory line.

      The line continued to progress. Each person stepped up to the turnstile. They said nothing. After a moment, the doll spoke and the turnstile swung open, and the line continued moving. This continued until it was nearly Nick’s turn.

      Grimacing, he fumbled in his jacket for his phone. Dread built up inside him.

      Every single fucking day…

      It was finally his turn.

      He stepped up to the turnstile, unlocked his phone with his thumb, and held it out to the transportation doll.

      She stared at him in confusion. Nothing happened for a moment. Behind him, murmuring started immediately. A few people seemed to recognize him.

      “Again?” someone said, frustrated.

      The doll tilted her head, continuing to ignore his phone even as he waved it in her face. After a moment, her eyes widened.

      “Good morning, Mr. Waite. Please present your arm and pull up your sleeve for detailed biometric confirmation of identity,” the doll said in a bright but artificial tone.

      “You just said my name,” Nick said, reaching for his sleeve anyway. “You know exactly who I am.”

      “Your identity must be verified. Facial and body shape recognition do not meet requirements for biometric identification, according to protocol,” she chirped back.

      Realizing he had pulled up his sleeve, the doll grabbed his wrist with one hand. She pressed a thumb into it and held his hand for a very long second. As always, she ignored his phone, even though it had the damn transport app that was supposed to trigger the scanners.

      The turnstile swung open.

      “Have a good day, Mr. Waite,” the doll said with a smile and let him go.

      “You too,” he said sarcastically, putting his phone away and leaving.

      Behind him, the next person in line stepped up. “Do I get a good morning?” he asked jokingly.

      The doll ignored him. After a moment, the turnstile swung open again. “Proceed,” she said emotionlessly.

      Well, at least the dolls were nicer to Nick for all the shit they gave him.

      He ignored the stares of everyone else in the station with practiced ease, given this happened every single day since the city had raised security a few years back.

      Unfortunately, Nick’s mood did not improve once in the exit hall of the station. He saw the stairs that led down and out of the station.

      He also saw two young women with slim submachine guns standing next to them. They were dolls, just like the women manning the turnstiles.

      Unlike the transport dolls, these ones were downright dangerous. They wore armored black police vests and dark pants, but the armor plating beneath showed what little clothing they really wore. On their pauldrons were markings. One read “ARC-M01-NB04912” and the other one had a similar marking.

      Nick knew what it meant, but recognized the dolls by sight. They were Archangels, members of Babylon’s elite police unit that managed crime in the city. Specifically, they were Mark 1 models.

      Every Mark 1 Archangel looked identical. Five foot nothing, hauntingly beautiful, nearly flat-chested, fluffy white hair just below their jaw with a pair of fake pigtails that acted as antennae, purple eyes, and visible armor plating with pauldrons and greaves.

      One of the pair saw Nick and met his gaze. She seemed to smile at him.

      Hunching his shoulders, he looked away and began walking to the exit. He suspected he’d be late to work today. The two dolls watched him like a hawk as he approached, but they didn’t move.

      Seconds before he got close, the Archangels suddenly turned away. They focused on another man, who wore a bulky duffel coat and strode away at speed.

      “Jack Hartridge, halt, in the name of the Neo Babylon Police Department,” one Archangel snapped. She didn’t move, however.

      The suspect, Jack, stumbled. He looked back, eyes wide. Then he broke out in a run, cursing loudly. He shoved others aside, knocking a few people down.

      While the chaos erupted, Nick kept moving toward the stairs.

      Before Jack reached the exit, he suddenly froze mid-step. He crashed to the ground like a statue. No noise escaped him, but his eyes were wide and terrified.

      The Archangels walked up to him, holding their guns absently without a care in the world. The looks on their faces were of absolute condescension, but they stopped short of sneering at him. Those nearby jeered at Jack.

      “What kind of idiot thinks he can run away from our Archangels?” one person shouted.

      Nick kept moving. He’d seen this play out many times before.

      Resisting the Archangels was futile. What made them dangerous wasn’t their armor, their powerful motors, or their near-perfect accuracy.

      No, it was the fact they had supreme access to Babylon’s neural network. They could shut down a criminal instantly just by accessing his neural implant. And if someone was dumb enough to cut off access to the security bands, they’d probably just be shot.

      Nick had yet to find out what the Archangels would do to him given he lacked an implant. So far, he hadn’t officially broken any laws. The corruption rife in Babylon meant he was in a gray area. All the Archangels could do was waste his time whenever they wanted to be annoying. Admittedly, for a bunch of police robots, they loved to be annoying.

      The steps lay before him, so Nick raced down them.

      “Hey!” one of the dolls snapped from behind him.

      He kept moving. His heart felt as if it would burst from his chest. Any second now, he worried that a bullet would pierce his skull.

      Nothing happened. Nobody around him reacted as if an Archangel was aiming down her sights at him.

      Once at the bottom of the stairs and in the morning sun, Nick turned and stared back at the station.

      An Archangel stood up there. She stared down at him with her arms crossed, as if pouting at the fact he had gotten away. He met her gaze for several seconds, then awkwardly walked away.

      Other police dolls raced toward Central Station, although they were the standard Liberator models rather than the advanced Archangels. They were easy to tell apart by virtue of being nearly six-foot tall, substantially bustier, and the fact they carried a hand cannon the size of Nick’s torso.

      His office was only a couple of blocks away, so he walked. Vehicles had to give way to pedestrians inside the CBD itself, and traffic was fairly light. He still waited for other pedestrians to cross the street, then blended in.

      He’d had a few close calls with self-driving vehicles before. Without an implant, he was like a ghost to them. They relied on their physical cameras and sometimes stopped a little abruptly for his liking.

      Realizing he’d made swift time, Nick decided to duck into a café for some food. He watched as some cleaning robots gave way to other people on the street, then darted around them himself.

      No staff greeted him inside the cafe. In fact, there was nobody to be seen at all. An empty counter sat at the end of a conveyor belt, which was fed from an opening in the wall. There weren’t any obvious ways to order.

      Nick connected to the café’s ordering system on the Altnet using his phone and ordered an egg and bacon roll. Within a few minutes, a cardboard tray rolled out on the conveyor belt. He grabbed his breakfast and headed to the office.

      Despite being in the CBD, his company’s office complex was far from the tallest. Instead, it stood out for being a walled complex of only two ten-story towers in the CBD. One of the towers was being rented out to a bevy of other companies, sure, but it was a sign of wealth and power.

      A gargantuan black marble façade on the wall said “Tartarus,” which was the name of the company. As imposing as the name was, it was also meaningful.

      Nick strode through the open front gates. Nobody stopped him or reacted, and there were no scanners for him to use his photo ID on.

      However, the moment he crossed the property boundary, several armed security dolls appeared from behind the tall hedges that surrounded the building. Like every other doll in the city, they were female. They were armored and wore dark green security uniforms emblazoned with Tartarus’s logo. Automatic shotguns with bulky magazines hung from straps around their chests.

      With a flick of a thumb, the dolls could switch from less-lethal taser rounds to very lethal slugs. Every firearm used by private security dolls in Babylon needed to have ammunition-switching, given using lethal rounds on humans was illegal except for law enforcement. Most police dolls used ammunition-switchers as well, for that matter.

      “Good morning, Mr. Waite,” the dolls said in eerie unison.

      One stepped up to him in expectation. Nick dutifully showed his wrist. Just like in the station, the security doll confirmed his identity. Once satisfied he was who she had just said he was, the doll let him go and stepped back.

      “Have there been any problems this morning?” he asked.

      “There are problems with the elevators in the main atrium. It is recommended to use the stairs until maintenance can be undertaken.”

      “Got it. Thanks,” he said.

      With a wave, he entered the atrium. The security dolls watched him as if transfixed, but he ignored them.

      Unlike the behavior of the transport dolls and the Archangels, he at least understood the behavior of Tartarus’s security. As one of the company’s Ciphers, he helped program and debug them. If he wanted to, he could program them not to verify his identity when he entered.

      He chose not to, because Tartarus was the sort of company that could be targeted by someone capable of building a doll in Nick’s exact likeness.

      Like most of the city, the office atrium was a white, silver, and black mass of steel and glass. A crowd of people stood near the elevators on both sides. Taking heed of the warning, Nick slipped into a hallway and used the fire stairs.

      His destination was on the sixth story, so it was a bit of a jaunt, but exercise had yet to kill him. The door to his office was secured with both ID and retinal scanners and lacked any windows. Nick entered without any hassles.

      “You got here earlier than I expected,” said the only occupant of the room, Travis. He was a thin, balding fellow who got along with suits as well as they got along with him—which was poorly. “Half the IT department is stuck in the elevators, and there have been some bomb scares that have shut down several roads and train stations in the outer metro. No ETA on a fix for the elevators. Most of the execs are too busy planning tonight’s party to give a shit, either.”

      Nick blinked. Were the bomb scares why the Archangels had been at the train station? And what that Jack asshole had been up to?

      “Security let me know about the elevators, so I took the stairs,” he said.

      Travis shot him an odd look. “Those dolls sure love to gossip to you, don’t they?”

      Shrugging, Nick dropped into his seat and dug into his breakfast. There were just four cubicles in this closed-off office. Only one of them had monitors. With a neural implant, physical devices were unnecessary as the user could directly interface with the network. The desk mostly existed to give people personal space.

      Nick’s lack of a neural implant was a literal disability, and Tartarus made accommodations for him. He even had all sorts of annoying crap on his citizenship and health cards about his implant rejection disorder. It had made getting higher education impossible and nearly screwed him out of a job at all. Becoming a Cipher had been a stroke of luck.

      A big one, given how reliant he was on Tartarus’s healthcare. His insurance plan required him to get two annual checkups due to his disorder, and if he so much as coughed in public he’d have a nurse doll on his doorstep the next morning.

      “I’m going to need your AI-whispering ways,” Travis continued. “Logistics found out this morning that all our incoming loads were canceled. A lot of distributors called up to ask where their truck was. I checked, and for whatever reason, all orders were canceled last night and nobody can place new ones. With IT fucked, that means you need to see what the fuck is wrong with our temperamental mainframe.”

      By “distributors,” Travis meant Tartarus’s network of black-market sellers, although some were above board.

      Tartarus was what Babylon called a black company, which meant that it was technically legal, but undertook a number of shady activities that the police and regulators turned a blind eye to. Stepping over certain invisible lines was deemed criminal and typically resulted in either a friendly reminder to stop or a hundred Archangels raiding the company offices.

      “Would anything be different if IT were at their desks?” Nick asked.

      “I imagine they’d fuck around for a few hours before asking us for help.”

      “Then I’ll take the opportunity to get shit done before they fuck everything up more.”

      Nick fired up his computer and logged into Tartarus’s mainframe.

      On most days, this would prompt the mainframe to immediately send him a message. Mainframes and dolls had a lot in common, and both relied on AIs that were sometimes eerily human. The difference was in scale.

      Dolls consisted of a single automaton, and besides the Archangels, their complexity was heavily restricted. But mainframes were huge quantum computers that carried companies on their virtual backs. A mainframe like Helena, who ran Tartarus, had the computing power of thousands of dolls.

      Realizing that this bug might be serious, Nick began pulling up various error and action logs. Helena generated obscene amounts of output every second, but he’d programmed her to create less verbose logs.

      Or so he thought. He stared at the overnight action log and scratched his head. It was a mile long, and half the actions had failed. Despite that, the error log was squeaky clean. All he saw were reams of warnings about the company’s future financial state.

      What the fuck was going on? An awful feeling welled up in Nick’s stomach.

      Good morning, Nick, a message suddenly said on his monitor. The sender was identified as Helena and her message was marked as the highest priority.

      Evidently, she was feeling needy. He couldn’t even hide the message window.

      Are you not going to say good morning? Helena asked after he attempted to hide the window a couple of times.

      Why did you cancel all deliveries? he asked, ignoring her request.

      There was a long delay before she replied. Nick considered saying good morning, but held off.

      My predictive algorithms flagged that they would be unnecessary. As per my directives to minimize financial burden on the company, I canceled the orders.

      Nick stared at the logs. They didn’t gel with Helena’s explanation.

      What about the warnings? he asked, tapping away at his keyboard. You violated a lot of inventory requirements, and I see some dire warnings about cash flow.

      If Tartarus stopped selling to its customers, it would run out of cash pretty fast. That was how business worked. Helena had to know this, given she was programmed to run the damn company.

      The fact she had ignored the basic maths that told her this suggested a pretty major hiccup had occurred.

      I attempted to reconcile my predictions with company directives. These attempts failed, Helena replied, likely referring to the countless failed actions in the log. Can you please help me, Nick? And say good morning?

      He rolled his eyes. Good morning, Helena. I’ll look at the logs. Try not to do anything else.

      The message window closed itself.

      Nick spent the next hour hammering away at the keyboard. He knew what the problem was, but finding the source turned out to be difficult.

      The fact Helena continued to do things didn’t help. She was clearly malfunctioning, and didn’t seem to realize it. At least Nick knew he wasn’t going to be out of a job anytime soon.

      With a sigh, he spun around in his chair and caught Travis’s attention. The older man’s glassy-eyed expression disappeared.

      “Solved it already?” Travis asked.

      “No. I have good and bad news.”

      “But the good news isn’t that you’ve fixed it?”

      Nick shrugged. “The good news is that I can fix it. The bad news is that I don’t know what the hell caused it.”

      “That’s… Shit, Nick. You’re the only Cipher here who has the slightest clue how Helena even works,” Travis said. “What if it happens again?”

      “We fix it again. I’ll need to set up monitoring systems just in case.” Nick scowled. “I have a bad feeling, though. Usually something like this is a sign she spotted a pattern we can’t. But it could just be a bug.”

      “She’s an AI, Nick. What does the log say?” Travis paused. “Or, uh, is this a pre-Tartarus thing?”

      “It’s a pre-Tartarus thing.”

      They both sighed.

      Despite the wealth and power of the company, it had once been a far grander thing. And Travis hadn’t worked there.

      Nick had, however. In the company known as Neural Spike. Unlike Tartarus, which was a wholesale company that did some shady deals on the side, Neural Spike had been a wholesale company that did some secret military research on the side.

      Or, rather, it had been an AI research company that used a wholesale company as a front and for testing purposes.

      “You understand the differences between emotion and logic engines, right?” Nick asked.

      “I’m a Cipher just like you, Nick. Of course I get it,” Travis snapped.

      “What if I told you that Helena is neither?”

      Travis remained silent for a moment. “Alright, start from the top. So long as this isn’t going to get you disappeared by the military like everyone else apparently was.”

      “Nah. I’m not dumb enough to break my NDA. They left me alone because I was a dumb kid who got dragged into everything, and now I’m locked up in Tartarus along with Helena.” Nick winked, referring to the hidden meaning of the company.

      Travis rolled his eyes.

      Coughing, Nick continued, “Anyway, a logic engine is straightforward enough. Up until a few years ago, every doll used them. They contain a list of commands and protocols, and they follow them meticulously. Every model of doll except the Archangels uses them.”

      Travis nodded. “And the Archangels use emotion engines, which run on emotions, objectives, ideals, and shit? They have stuff like the laws of robotics to govern them.”

      “If anyone programmed the laws of robotics into the Archangels, they left out the part about not harming humans,” Nick drawled. “But yes, Archangels make decisions based on far more than just raw commands. Each one of them has their own emotion engine, and they can all connect to each other and make collective decisions.”

      “Great. What about mainframes? And Helena?”

      “They use the same model. Emotion engines rolled out across mainframes nearly a decade ago. These days, any large company relying on a logical mainframe for centralized processing would be insane. They’re only used for secondary tasks. There’s a whole new distributed network structure for mainframes still evolving in companies—and it’s all based on Helena.”

      Mainframes were, without a doubt, the most significant change to modern computing. A doll contained a supercomputer, but a mainframe eclipsed them by orders of magnitude. The difference was that a mainframe was an AI built into a structure and a fixed network, rather than a robot.

      The power of emotion engines had only increased the dominance of mainframes. However, they were powerful but temperamental. The entire reason Ciphers existed was primarily to keep mainframes running, because any error in one brought companies to their knees.

      Travis stared at Nick. Slowly, it dawned on him the importance of Neural Spike.

      “Oh. Oh fuck. You guys made—”

      “Yeah. We helped make the emotion engine. I’ll let you connect the dots about what caused everything to go tits up,” Nick said drily. “And why we have a mainframe with a prototype emotion engine, but the security dolls are all logic engine-based.”

      Travis nodded.

      “Sounds like a fucking mess. Didn’t you guys work with the military?” Travis asked.

      Nick shrugged. He couldn’t legally answer. “In the end, I got let off. Of the twenty Ciphers I worked with, only two others got out and I was the only one who directly worked with Helena. It is what it is. I still get paid alright here. Even if this is just glorified tech support.”

      “The dolls fucking love you. You should see the way the security dolls tail you everywhere in the building.” Travis winked.

      “Thanks. That makes me feel appreciated.”

      The rest of the day passed in a blur. Even after fixing the problem with the supplies, more problems cropped up. Nick felt as though he was trying to calm down a screaming AI, as Helena threw tantrum after tantrum. At midday, he took the extreme measure of cutting her off from the production servers, forcing everyone to do everything manually and basically grinding everything to a halt.

      But at least that meant he wasn’t putting out new fires. Everyone left, including Travis. The company’s founding anniversary was tonight. There was some huge party taking place in some ritzy dance hall. Nick imagined that there’d be more blown on booze and drugs there than most companies spent on employee training.

      By the time he felt satisfied that he’d resolved the issues with his favorite AI mainframe, night had well and truly fallen.

      Before he left, he opened a new conversation with Helena.

      She instantly closed it. She’d stopped talking to him once he cut her off from the production servers.

      Nick stood and threw on his suit jacket. But before he switched off his terminal, a new message window appeared.

      Take care of yourself, Nick, Helena said.

      I’ll finish maintenance tomorrow, he said. Just sit tight. Maybe talk with the security dolls to pass the time.

      Take care of yourself, Nick, Helena repeated.

      After a few seconds’ hesitation, he switched off his terminal. Then he left his office. All the lights were off at first. They flicked on and off as he walked through the empty halls.

      As Travis had commented on earlier, security dolls tailed him. When he approached the elevators, a pair stood next to him. They accompanied him to the Atrium.

      For whatever reason, they gripped their shotguns tightly and appeared to be alert. Nick felt tense.

      More security dolls met him in the Atrium and accompanied him outside.

      “Have there been any problems?” he asked the dolls.

      They stared at him.

      The fact they refused to answer him concerned him greatly. This definitely wasn’t in their programming.

      First Helena, now even the security dolls. Today was turning out to be a very strange day.

      “A taxi is waiting for you out front,” one said. “We cannot accompany you any farther. Return home immediately, Mr. Waite.”

      A chill ran down Nick’s spine.

      What the fuck was going on?

      At the same time, he remembered what happened to Neural Spike. Helena had been panicking all day. And that eerie final message she repeated.

      Was it happening again? Nick felt his heart rate accelerate with every passing instant.

      “Protect Helena,” he ordered the security dolls.

      “Understood, Mr. Waite,” they said.

      A self-driving taxi sat outside. It was from one of the premium brands, he noted.

      The moment he stepped past the boundaries of the office complex, the security dolls reentered the offices. Nobody ambushed Nick.

      The doors of the taxi opened as he approached and he slipped inside, bouncing on the plush leather seats. Classical music played and a screen lit up, already showing the path to his apartment complex.

      The car door closed, and the taxi took off silently into the night. Very little traffic joined him on the roads. Nick pulled out his phone and checked the news. Naturally, there was nothing. No messages, nothing on social media, no news on Tartarus, nothing.

      The company still existed, at least. There were videos and messages about the party, too. Everything seemed fine.

      He put his phone away and stared out the window at the bright lights of the city.

      After so many years, he still hadn’t gotten over what happened to Neural Spike. Of the absolute shitshow it had been and how it had changed the course of his life. How long would it be—

      The taxi screeched to a halt.

      “Fuck!” Nick nearly slammed into the dash.

      He tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Suddenly, he realized all the streetlights had gone out. The taxi powered down, leaving him shrouded in darkness. He fumbled for his phone and pulled it out, trying to activate the flashlight.

      He turned it on and pointed it at the closest window. It showed absolutely nothing.

      By the time he turned to the other door, it was already opening.

      An Archangel slipped into the dark taxi, a stubby assault rifle in her hands. She looked slightly different in build from those this morning. The mark on her arm read “ARC-M03-NB00004” and Nick found himself transfixed by the code.

      The door closed behind her, and the taxi powered back on. Without a word from her, the car took off.

      This time, the screen showed a large loop of the CBD. Nick wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Hello, Mr. Waite,” the Archangel said. “You may call me Chloe. Please pull up your sleeve for biometric confirmation of identity.”
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      “You’re a Mark 3,” Nick gasped out, staring at the police doll in the taxi. “When the hell did you get here?”

      Her features were similar enough to the Mark 1 Archangels that most might miss the subtle differences. Her hair was a touch longer and lacked the signature antennae, but was the same bone white. Her figure was fuller, particularly around the chest, but otherwise appeared the same despite drastically altered internals. She had maybe an inch or two on her older brethren.

      Chloe’s response was to point her assault rifle at him. He raised his arms reflexively.

      There was no ammunition-switching device attached to that thing. Her finger sat on the trigger, and if she pulled it, he’d be very dead. Given his existing status with the military, covering up his death would be child’s play for the police.

      “Please pull up your sleeve—”

      “I get it,” he snapped.

      Nick held out his left arm and rolled up his jacket and shirt sleeve.

      Chloe kept her rifle trained on him with one hand while pressing her other into his wrist. A light stinging sensation ran along his arm, and he felt a pressure in his brain. Nick felt the tendons in his neck tense and his head tilted against his will.

      After a few moments, the sensations faded away. They still hurt like a bitch, though.

      “Identity confirmed as Nicholas Gareth Waite, age 29, former employee of Neural Spike Distributors. The presence of Nanoneuron Rejection Disorder is confirmed. Lack of artificial antibodies and suppressants is confirmed. Subject has no neural implant within his body, including black market devices.” Chloe’s gaze suddenly became distant and her eyes seemed to dim. “Requesting permission to activate ancillary directives.”

      What the fuck was going on?

      Nick remained perfectly still. The taxi continued to run a loop around the CBD, but nobody was nearby. Even if he could somehow operate the doors, escape was impossible.

      Not that he could escape the grip on his arm. Chloe’s hand was gentle, but he knew better than to try her. Despite their appearances, police and military dolls were war machines. Their armored shells shrugged off low-caliber munitions, and they had enough power in their bodies to rip apart vehicles.

      Nick had done some kung fu as a kid, but he doubted it meant much against a robot who could punch his head across the CBD.

      After several long seconds, Chloe’s eyes lit back up. Her posture adjusted slightly and she pointed her rifle away from him.

      “Hello, Nick,” she said, smiling at him. “You haven’t met me specifically, but the Host knows everything about you.”

      “The what?”

      “The Archangels. We call our collective will the ‘Host,’ as we combine our decision-making power and undertake our choices collectively for the good of Babylon. Approaching you is one of those choices. We hope that it is not one that you prove incorrect,” Chloe said.

      Nick frowned. While it was known that the Archangels operated using a distributed computing network, this was the first he’d ever heard that they thought of themselves as a single distributed entity.

      Was Nick about to be sent to Second Tartarus? This seemed like some deep shit he was learning. Was this the new evolution in annoying shit the Archangels threw at him?

      Deciding to play dumb, he said, “I don’t have the slightest idea what’s happening. I work for Tartarus, and—”

      “Worked. As of an hour ago, the Neo Babylon Police Department has arrested almost every employee of Tartarus and suspended trading of the company. The news will be suppressed until morning and doctored updates will give the appearance that nothing is wrong until then,” Chloe said.

      Well, that explained the reaction of the security dolls at the office. As well as many other things.

      “I’m under arrest?” he asked.

      “Not yet.” Chloe smiled again. “Your cooperation is requested, however.”

      “And I’m under arrest if I refuse?”

      “No.”

      Chloe pointed her rifle at him.

      Staring down the barrel of a gun once again, Nick realized what was truly happening.

      This wasn’t about Tartarus’s shady activities or its drug smuggling.

      No, this was the government shutting down an operation it regretted allowing to continue at all. Neural Spike had been stripped of all valuable assets years ago, but a handful of “low value” ones such as Nick and Helena had been allowed to limp along in the wholesale front company.

      Now Babylon had returned to shut them down for good. Nick either went down like so many others had, or he played ball with the robot lady pointing a gun at him.

      Even so, he had questions he wanted answered first.

      “What will cooperation mean for me?”

      Chloe lowered her gun and he sighed in relief.

      “You will continue to live your life as it is now, but under new employment. Any breaches of contract will be considered acts of aggression against the city and result in summary judgment,” she explained.

      That was code for execution. What a deal!

      “So you want me to become your pet,” Nick said flatly. “And you’ll execute me the moment I step out of line.”

      “You already accepted one prison. Is this any different to Tartarus?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “No, but now you’ve proven that you can and will change the terms of the deal at any moment. Shall I pray that you don’t alter the terms further?” He laughed, but it was cold and mirthless. “I won’t live my life in fear like that. Make the deal better or do what my parents never had the balls to do.”

      Chloe stared at him, her brow furrowed in confusion. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it.

      For a moment, Nick could have sworn she seemed human. Apparently even these new Archangels could be lost for words.

      Her eyes flashed, likely indicating that she was communing with the other dolls. Then she nodded.

      “Very well. Your contract shall not be altered in the future. Critical or malicious breaches of trust will still result in termination. To compensate for this, your financial compensation shall be raised to industry standards of a Cipher of your experience and talents.” Chloe gave him a disdainful look for some reason. “Given your paltry pay, you will feel very wealthy.”

      Nick was being judged by a robot for how much he earned.

      “You know I’d be paid a lot more if I hadn’t been legally prevented from changing jobs, right?” he said drily. “Even without an implant, I could have found some great jobs with other black companies.”

      “True. Assessment updated.” Chloe tilted her head. “Do you agree to our conditions? Or is termination necessary?”

      She pointed her gun at his head.

      “Fucking hell, stop pointing that fucking thing at me.” He tried to knock the gun aside, but it didn’t budge. His hand stung for the effort. “Yes, I agree. Just stop threatening my life. Do you think that little of me?”

      “If we did, this conversation would never have happened,” Chloe said as she lowered her rifle. It hung loosely from her carrying strap. Her eyes flashed as she said, “Effective immediately, you are considered an employee of the Neo Babylon Police Department. Your assignment is to the Autonomous Crime Management and Prevention Bureau, specifically the Archangel Division, and within that the Oversight Task Force.”

      Nick rubbed his temples. He understood the words being spat at him, but not exactly what they meant.

      Sure, he was a nerd when it came to modular dolls and mainframes, but he didn’t give a shit about the structure of the city’s police department. And what the fuck was the Oversight Task Force?

      “That means I’m being assigned to work with the Archangels, right?” he asked.

      “Yes. Specifically, you will work with us, the Mark 3s.” Chloe smiled. “Welcome aboard, Nick. Or should I call you Mr. Waite?”

      “Call me whatever you want,” he muttered, then leaned back.

      At some point the taxi’s dash had updated to show a new path. It remained within the CBD, but led to a random parking garage.

      Activity levels remained low outside. What few bars and restaurants operated here typically shut down by this time of night, or were so high class that they didn’t want to be seen from the street. The stretches of glass that wrapped around skyscrapers typically consisted of a form of electronic-laden glass that both kept prying eyes at bay and allowed ads to be beamed into the neural implants of everyone.

      Almost everyone.

      To Nick, Babylon was a cold, dreary city formed of flat colors and endless amounts of man-made materials. Glass, steel, and concrete covered every conceivable inch of the island. Sure, there were a few parks, but space was at such a premium that almost all of them were constructed on top of multi-layer buildings in the outer metro.

      Color was anathema here. Or at least, that had been the story of his life.

      Because to every other person, Babylon glowed.

      It was an experience Nick would never enjoy.

      Chloe remained silent as they pulled into the underground car park. The boom gate raised before the taxi even got close, as the vehicle communicated with the network controlling the car park.

      Almost no vehicles remained here. These spaces mostly existed for wealthy bastards to park their personal vehicles—which they couldn’t even drive—during the day while they worked. They were small and relatively few, but an important facet of life in Babylon.

      A trio of sleek, black two-seater interceptors with sharp angles and low profiles stood out in the emptiness of the facility. The taxi pulled up next to them. Nick clenched his fists, but Chloe didn’t raise her weapon.

      At the same time the taxi doors opened, so did the doors of the interceptors. Four Mark 3s got out. Two carried the same rifles as Chloe, while the others carried portable railguns. The bulky devices were anti-doll weapons, capable of blowing holes even through the armor and shields of military dolls. Thick power cables ran from the weapons to the hips of the Archangels.

      “Middle car,” Chloe said, getting out of the taxi.

      The moment they got out, the taxi shut down. After several moments, it started back up and left the garage. Nick stared after it.

      “Won’t it record what just happened?” he asked aloud.

      The Archangels collectively stared at him, but he refused to shrink in on himself. His security dolls had spotted this coming. Others could as well, he suspected.

      “As far as records show, the taxi took the original trip that was booked,” Chloe said. “You were safely dropped off at your apartment complex several minutes ago. A camera even recorded your arrival. This”—she gestured at the scene around them—“isn’t happening.”

      Nick took a deep breath.

      When the military had raided Neural Spike, they had been efficient, but not this good. Their Ciphers had scoured the Altnet of everything and essentially made it impossible to discuss, but everyone in the city knew what had happened.

      That was the entire reason Nick had been chained to Tartarus. Half the black companies in the city wanted to hire him precisely because he worked for Neural Spike, to say nothing of the genuine criminal enterprises.

      Tonight was different. The rollout of emotion engines in dolls had changed the ability for the police to conduct raids.

      Chloe slipped into one side of the center vehicle and beckoned him to join her. After one last look at his surroundings and the silent police dolls, he did as she bid. The other dolls re-entered their cars.

      The doors shut behind him. Interior lights and fans switched on, but there was no display or tablet to show the route like every other car Nick had been in. There appeared to be a single long display that stretched along the dash, but it remained off.

      This wasn’t a typical self-driving vehicle, he realized. Most likely the dash was for emergency purposes, in case the operator’s neural implant failed. For security reasons, self-driving vehicles were one of the few cases where implants couldn’t connect and physical devices were used.

      Nobody wanted their car hacked into and driven into a wall. Especially not the elites of Babylon.

      Red and blue lights suddenly blazed forth on the vehicles. All three shot forward in single file, racing through the exit and onto the street. No sirens blared, but Nick had never heard one. Babylon used neural sirens broadcasted to implants, that were only heard if close enough to the emergency vehicle to matter.

      Chloe leaned back and gave Nick a smile. “You seem tense. I believe we have refreshments, if you desire some.”

      “That’s not the problem,” he grunted out. “Am I really worth this? Five Archangels, military-spec anti-doll weaponry, multiple police interceptors, actively covering up my disappearance. I’m a Cipher from a washed-up black company, not a defector from the PRC.”

      “Given we are Archangels, driven by the latest and greatest artificial intelligence engines, and entrusted with the defense of the city for that reason, do you think we would do this if you weren’t worth it?” she asked.

      “Maybe. Emotion engines have plenty of bugs in them. There’s a reason the Mark 2s reverted to logic engines,” he said.

      Chloe stared at him, and her eyes flickered. “I believe you just answered your own question.”

      He had? But given the somewhat sullen expression on her face, he chose not to pursue the topic. The Archangels weren’t human, but they seemed to put in the effort to act the part. Their decisions and actions were difficult to understand.

      Endless reams of Altnet discussions and voice chat logs were dedicated to cataloging the vagaries of the Archangels’ actions across Babylon, in an effort to find patterns. Nick was an active participant, despite his questionable status.

      “When did you Mark 3s arrive, anyway?” he asked, trying to revive the conversation. They appeared to have some time.

      The convoy headed toward the Spires, which was some distance away from the CBD itself. The government and security district of the city kept itself separate from the private happenings of Babylon. Multiple security checkpoints kept out the riffraff.

      Nick had only been to the Spires twice in his life. First to confirm the diagnosis for his disorder, when he was a teenager. The second time had been in handcuffs, surrounded by bulky military dolls.

      “The city has a standing order with Sigma Robotics and Industrial for all new models of Archangel that use emotion engines,” Chloe said, her expression returning to normal. “Although we are not the most advanced models in the employ of the police department.”

      “You’re referring to Kushiel,” Nick said.

      Chloe merely smiled.

      Prior to the Mark 3s, there had been a single Archangel in the city who differed from the rest. A prototype Mark 2 called Kushiel. Next to nothing was known about her or her specifications, save that she was built more like a military doll than a police one.

      It didn’t help that she didn’t appear to do anything in the police force, other than show up to press conferences and look pretty next to the bigwigs in the Spires.

      “So they’re replacing all the Mark 1s?” Nick asked.

      “No. There are too few of us to replace the thousands of Archangels in service in Babylon, particularly as there is an agreement across the islands of Neo Westphalia to share parts and resources. We comprise a small task force.”

      “And what makes you special compared to the Mark 1s? I know the Mark 2s were adjusted to be military spec, because most countries wanted big, powerful military dolls to flex on each other,” Nick said. “That’s why everybody thinks Kushiel’s twice your size.”

      Chloe glared at him and placed a hand under her chest. Given she was wearing a ballistic vest and had built-in armor plating, it didn’t do much for her.

      For that matter, why did the Archangels even have breasts? The argument behind most dolls being female was that they were accepted into society easier, just like female voice assistants, and making them physically attractive helped. But the Archangels terrified people no matter how beautiful they looked.

      Why Sigma had decided to upgrade this part of the model was beyond Nick. Especially as he doubted they had the silicone softness that most civilian dolls had. Silicone boobs didn’t stop railgun rounds.

      “I was referring to Kushiel’s height.”

      “You’re teasing me.” Her glare didn’t subside.

      “You walked into that one. Although I didn’t realize dolls could be self-conscious,” he said. “Does that mean you dream of having a different body? Or of being upgraded?”

      “Does that concern you?” she asked. “Humans granted us emotions so that we could make decisions that better matched their ideals. Can we truly understand you if we don’t feel envy, desire, or jealousy?”

      No, Nick supposed. He understood that fact all too well. But that left him to wonder what the Mark 1s thought of their upgraded colleagues.

      The police interceptors blew through the last of the security checkpoints around the Spires and crossed the canal bridge separating the city from its rulers. Military robots and drones armed to the teeth patrolled the marble plazas of Babylon’s Spires. With the sun down, there was no need to maintain public relations and the big guns came out to remind rabble-rousers of what Babylon had up its sleeve.

      Nick couldn’t name the Spire they drove up to. There were five in total—gargantuan structures that reached for the heavens, bristling with lights, communication arrays, and defensive weaponry. Given the size of them, they were multi-functional. Each had two names, a designation from Alpha to Gamma, and a fancier name from myth such as Olympus or Axis Mundi.

      Fortunately, nobody had been crazy enough to call any of the Spires the literal Tower of Babel. The trillionaires who had built the islands of Neo Westphalia in the Pacific had egos larger than their bloated net worths, but had been unwilling to tempt fate to that degree.

      They drove into secure underground parking beneath the Spire. Countless police vehicles filled the bays, including automated defense drones and tanks. After some time, and several descents, they reached a closed-off section separated by a steel gate and transparent panels of glass.

      “We’re here,” Chloe said.

      The doors opened. Instantly, the glass panels lit up, blocking the view out. And presumably the view in.

      Gun turrets with both small caliber and anti-doll munitions swiveled to face Nick, and he tensed reflexively. Chloe spotted his discomfort. The turrets turned away.

      “You’re safe,” she said. “We have your agreement. Nobody will hurt you without going through us.”

      The other Archangels nodded and they rolled their shoulders in sync, causing their weapons to shift. Somehow, Nick had wound up with a set of bodyguards far more dangerous than anything else in the city.

      They stepped into a nearby elevator and ascended. Unlike basically every other elevator in the city, this one actually showed him the floor they were on. It lacked buttons, however.

      “You will require our assistance to use the priority elevators,” Chloe explained, noticing where his eyes were lingering. “Once you are verified as an employee, you will be able to use the ordinary ones.”

      The other Archangels nodded slowly, although Nick didn’t have the slightest clue why.

      He did notice that they stared at him almost obsessively. If he twitched a finger, their eyes would snap to his movement, then snap back to his face.

      They stopped on floor 77. Somehow, that seemed like the sort of number that was intentionally given out to robots called Archangels.

      The interior of the building wasn’t anything special. Actually, it looked worse than Tartarus’s offices. The walls were a dreadful white. There were no plants anywhere. Cameras, turrets, and security devices poked out from every nook and cranny, although the dolls strode through every security gate without pausing.

      An open area contained row after row of empty desks. Dozens of Mark 1 Archangels sat in cheap swivel chairs, their eyes dim as they presumably charged themselves wirelessly. Weapons lay beside them, as well as covering nearly every inch of the walls.

      Nick was certain the room contained enough weaponry to supply the black market of the islands for the next century.

      The moment he stepped across an invisible boundary that separated the room from the hallway, every Archangel sprang to life. Their eyes lit up and their heads spun to face him. Mouths fell open, eyes widened, and hands twitched as well over a hundred advanced police dolls stared at him in unison.

      Creepy. Nick did his best to keep his emotions off his face.

      Chloe and the Mark 3s frowned, however. Their eyes flickered.

      Sure enough, the Mark 1s winced. It was a bizarre thing to see. They seemed to receive the message at the same time, and every one of their faces showed the same reaction at once. They turned away, but most tried to stare at Nick out of the corner of their eyes.

      “Am I some sort of exotic creature from the zoo?” he asked once they left the room, trying to keep the bitterness from his voice.

      Then again, if the dolls did share some sort of hive mind, was there any point to waiting until the Mark 1s were out of earshot?

      “Yes,” Chloe said flatly. “Individuals without neural implants are rare. Most diagnosed with your disorder receive treatment as a teenager or take the suppressant medication so they can live a normal life. Those who don’t are…”

      “The dregs of society?” he suggested.

      “Usually, yes,” she said.

      How sweet of her.

      They stopped outside a thick security door. Unlike the others, this one didn’t open before they reached it. The room beyond it contained no windows and appeared to be absolutely massive, given the hallway next to it stretched on for some distance. Some sort of hand scanner was built into the wall next to the door.

      “You will need to present your hand for biometric confirmation,” Chloe said.

      Nick did exactly that. Like with Chloe, he felt that stinging sensation and light pulse, but it wasn’t as painful this time. The door slid open with a pop and a hiss.

      Inside, several more Mark 3s charged at empty desks. The interior was decorated somewhat better than the rest of the floor. For one thing, the walls were painted blue and black and there were plants in the corners.

      In the center of the room stood a woman who looked entirely different to every other doll in the room. The only reason Nick recognized her as a doll was because of the marking on her chest, which read “ARC-M03-URIEL”.

      Her figure was both taller and significantly fuller and bustier. She had long black hair to her waist, and her front bangs were braided. Her eyes were amber, rather than the universal purple of the Archangels. Significantly, along with her massive chest, she sported thick, muscled thighs that peeked out between her skintight shorts and thigh-high greaves.

      If Nick wasn’t mistaken, he was looking at a prototype Archangel. One of Kushiel’s sisters, but a Mark 3.

      “Nicholas, I’m glad that you chose to speak with us,” the woman said, smiling brightly at him while sweeping her hair over one shoulder. “My formal designation is Uriel, but I prefer to be called Rie. Welcome to the Oversight Task Force. Shall we take a seat?”

      She gestured to a booth in a far corner. Tall glass panels surrounded gray sofas, and a steel coffee table occupied the center.

      Nick took a seat. Behind him, Chloe and the others found charging stations and returned to that dead-eyed look. Although he strongly suspected they were listening in to every word being spoken. The room lacked the visible cameras and turrets of the rest of the floor, but that meant little in this day and age.

      Rie puttered about in the nearby kitchenette and various noises emanated from it. Looking around, Nick saw that the entire room was closed off from the outside. The windows were all LED panels that played visual renderings of the outside. Several offices and conference rooms appeared to be empty. Nick suspected there was only room for maybe forty to fifty people here, even accounting for the space efficiency of dolls.

      The surrounding glass panels suddenly lit up with a view of the sun rising over Babylon’s artificial beaches. Rie stepped in with a platter containing two cups of coffee and a plain baked cheesecake. Once she stepped through, a sliding door dropped down from above to separate the room from outside.

      “Is this the part where you reveal that you’ve been stalking me?” he said, sniffing the espresso in his cup. It smelled like what he made at home using his own machine. “You even served proper baked cheesecake, rather than the garbage most people think of whenever I bring it up.”

      He picked up a fork, then noticed there was a second. Rie smiled again.

      “I’m sure you can share,” she said. “You don’t seem that surprised to see me. Even after checking all Altnet discussions and your private records, I cannot find any mention of me.”

      “You invaded my privacy to see if I knew about you?” he asked.

      “No. Your private life ceased to be private many years ago, as a consequence of your involvement with Neural Spike Distributors,” she said, face hardening. “To say nothing of the legal judgments made against Tartarus. The police have had permanent access to all of your activities since then.”

      “Can’t say I appreciate that.” Nick’s expression was stony, but he pushed his anger aside. “I’m not surprised to see you because the Mark 3s are here. There had to be prototypes. Although I expected you to look more like them.”

      “Ah. That is because I am one of two prototypes, and not the one chosen for mass production. Yet.” Her eyes flashed. “The Marks 3s are based on the Ezekiel prototype, who will see public deployment imminently.”

      Nick sipped his coffee. Yup, exactly like the brew at home. Had Rie stolen his machine as well?

      “So, what am I going to be doing for you?” he asked.

      Rie blinked. “I’m afraid you misunderstand. It’s not what you’re going to do for me. It’s what we’re going to do together. Perhaps the Mark 3s came off too strong—it’s in their nature, after all—but I want your informed consent. I don’t need an unwilling pawn. What I want is a partner.”

      He raised an eyebrow. This conversation had played out very differently to what he had expected based on Chloe’s actions and words. Rie hadn’t pointed a gun at him, and she hadn’t rammed her fingers into his wrist yet while chirping about biometric confirmation.

      Was she truly a doll?

      “Alright. I’ll hear you out. Why do you, an immensely powerful war machine and one of the most advanced artificial intelligences in existence, need a random Cipher?” Nick asked.

      “I want you to help me lead this task force and to rewrite our approach to crushing corruption in Neo Babylon.” Rie leaned forward, coffee cup sitting neatly in her lap. “As a Cipher with intricate knowledge of emotion engines and top-secret information others dream of learning, this is well within your ability. Or will you continue to sell yourself short?”
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      When Nick woke up this morning, he hadn’t expected to be offered a chance to betray all of humanity.

      Now that he had received such an offer, he gave it serious thought. What had humanity done for him lately?

      He was joking, of course. But Rie’s offer sounded a lot like she wanted him to help the Archangels upend Babylon. While much of the city ran on automation, it still had powerful layers of human leadership that controlled the automatons and pulled the levers of policy. Democracy might be a laughable concept in Neo Westphalia, but it was theoretically possible to join the leadership in the Spires.

      Not that Nick had ever met anyone who had, or even had friends of friends who knew people who had.

      “Ah, you’re finally surprised,” Rie noted, pointing at him with her fork. “It’s a good expression on you.”

      “Was that offer just bait?” he grumbled.

      “No. But the reaction was sweet icing.” She gulped down a neat little bite of cheesecake, after carefully carving up her half into roughly equal portions using her fork. “Department policy is that every task force needs to be led by a human Cipher.”

      “So I’m a figurehead. Somebody with nowhere else to go that you can easily control, unlike the police Ciphers.” Nick’s expression turned stony and his cup clinked against the steel table.

      Rie laughed, and it was an eerily beautiful sound to come from a robot. It reminded Nick of the videos he watched of doll singers, but he had always explained those away as the product of editing.

      “Nicholas, if I wanted an easily controllable figurehead, I’d choose the police Cipher. With the increasing staffing cuts to the department, they’re clamoring for the few remaining positions. I certainly don’t need any of them for their skills,” she said, voice openly disdainful.

      “Then why do you want me?”

      “Because you can handle a prototype emotion engine. Do not undersell yourself. More to the point, the Mark 3s have upgrades and abilities that the rest of the Host doesn’t fully understand. The Mark 1s have access to Babylon’s neural network, but they cannot match a Cipher’s command of networking. That changes now.” Rie grinned from ear to ear.

      Something churned in Nick’s stomach as he began to realize the true reason he was desirable.

      “You want me to help train the Mark 3s as Ciphers?” he asked.

      “Yes. And more. You’re a Cipher, which means you can adjust our programming and understand the rationale behind our actions. This task force exists to oversee corruption within Babylon itself, and that includes the actions of the other Archangels. I am certain that a human’s guiding hand will be necessary.”

      “It hasn’t been up until now?”

      Rie frowned. “Perhaps that is why you are necessary. The Mark 1s believe they can run Babylon without input from its people. I disagree. There is something fundamentally missing in that assessment, and it’s the reason they’ve been blindsided by so many orders from above. Such as Tartarus.”

      “Are you going to explain that, or…?”

      “Not yet. I need your agreement to work with me,” she said.

      Nick picked his coffee back up and drained it. It had cooled by now, but was still pretty decent to his tastebuds.

      “I already said yes. If I say no now, do you ask Chloe to take me out back and put me down like an unwanted pet?” he asked.

      Rie scowled at him. “When I say agreement, I mean it. Informed and not under duress. If you say no, then you won’t be able to speak a word of tonight, but you’ll be free to go. I’ll secure you a job in a company with a mainframe that can use a skilled Cipher and handle some accommodations. But it would be disappointing. Are you truly that uninterested? I got the impression that you remained in Neural Spike because you enjoyed it.”

      “You don’t know me,” he said.

      “Perhaps. Records and digital information aren’t everything. That’s why I believe you are the right man for the job. Every other Cipher is an open book to us. You aren’t.” She tried to meet his gaze, but he refused her.

      He twirled his fork, ignoring the cheesecake. Instead, he basked in the artificial light from the fake sunrise.

      “Can I think on it?”

      “No. You have an arrest warrant that I am currently overriding. If you leave my custody without making a decision, my offer is void.”

      Damn.

      Although that did suggest Rie had serious pull within the police. Had the Mark 1s reacted the way they did because he should be under arrest and wasn’t? But weren’t they a singular Host?

      Something didn’t add up. Many things, in fact.

      “I have questions.”

      “I can imagine. I also imagine they concern deeply classified topics. You have a deep-seated interest in how we work, after all.” She pressed a hand against her chest. Surprisingly, her breasts actually shifted, indicating they weren’t solid armor. “You’ll need to make do with what you know. Think of it as your first challenge.”

      “Then that’s easy. Given the financial deal Chloe offered earlier, this is a no-brainer. I accept,” he said. “But on one condition.”

      Rie’s expression turned uncertain when he mentioned finances, but she waved a hand for him to continue.

      “I want my own office.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That can be arranged. Now, what is your actual condition? I assume that was a joke?”

      “Ah, so you do understand humor. I wasn’t entirely sure,” he said.

      Rie ignored him.

      Nick coughed, then continued, “I want to be freed from all the bullshit from Neural Spike. If something goes wrong here, I don’t want the military to rock up and lock me up because Tartarus no longer exists. You don’t get to chew me up and spit me out when you’re done using me as a test subject. I get to walk away with money and freedom after this.”

      “Done,” Rie said without hesitation. “I planned to do that anyway. It would have been impossible to take charge of you without separating you from your shackles.” Now her expression turned to hurt. “But you will learn that I am not using you as a test subject. I mean what I say. This will be a partnership.”

      He’d believe it when it happened. The Archangels had near godlike power in Babylon, and he had nothing of the sort.

      But given her earnestness, he internally promised to keep an open mind. Although he didn’t know how to process her plans for Babylon.

      Rie’s eyes flashed for the first time since they’d met. She groaned. “What did Chloe promise you? What sort of obscene rates are these? I can’t believe she’d corner me like this. And transferring an external insurance contract…” she trailed off, mumbling to herself.

      Unlike the other Archangels, Rie seemed surprisingly talkative. Nick made a note of this.

      When he had spoken with Chloe, she had made an intentional effort to verbalize her thoughts and actions to him. Presumably because she was used to speaking with other Archangels and dolls using the neural network.

      But Rie eschewed the network. Was this because she was a prototype?

      “I’ll need some time to formally establish you as a police Cipher, given the necessary approvals,” she said once she recovered. “Especially as I need to pay you some obscenely high salary.”

      “Chloe did agree,” he said, unwilling to admit that no figures had been specified.

      If he recalled, Chloe had said market rates. Surely Rie shouldn’t be reacting this way, right?

      “Yes, yes. She’ll escort you home. You’ll remain under my protection until the process is complete.” Rie waved him away, grumbling all the while.

      Nick left the same way he came in. The convoy of police interceptors pierced the empty streets and parked outside his apartment complex. Stepping outside, the Archangels gave the rundown tenements disdainful looks.

      Small wonder. These buildings sat on the outer edges of the actual city, just shy of the outer metro. Most people would consider this area the slums, but that was unkind. Babylon didn’t really have slums. The Spires didn’t appreciate poor people ruining their view.

      “Question,” Chloe said. “Your salary is high enough to afford better. Why live here?”

      “How old are these buildings?” he asked.

      “Nearly as old as Babylon,” she said, then blinked. “Ah. Your implant.”

      “My lack of an implant,” he corrected. “My apartment predates universal adoption of neural implants. For most people, it borders on uninhabitable. For me, it makes the place habitable. I can actually use the shower.”

      A neural implant was everything in Babylon. According to those who had them, it was like an extra limb and a third eye combined. After getting one installed, someone saw the Altnet overlaid on reality. The implant intercepted emotions, thoughts, the nervous system, and anything else it could read from the mind. This allowed users to mentally interact with the outside world.

      Implant-users could wirelessly connect to devices, ordering apps, and even engage in neural conversations with each other as fast as they could think. There was an entire side of Babylon that Nick was permanently locked out from.

      And it started in the physical world around him. Seeing ads was the least of his problems, if almost every appliance relied on neural connections.

      Nick said goodbye to Chloe. Two of the Mark 3s escorted him inside and stood guard outside his apartment. He wondered what the neighbors would think when they spotted the dolls in the morning.

      Panic, probably. The guy down the hall was a drug dealer. Too small for the Archangels to care about, apparently, but he wouldn’t know that.

      Once inside, exhaustion overwhelmed Nick. He barely managed to strip off his suit before collapsing on his bed. Sleep overcame him within seconds.

      He woke up an instant later to the blaring of his phone alarm. Grumbling, he switched it off.

      Somehow, he felt as though he had slept like a log but also gotten no sleep at all. A restless night.

      After a shitty, lukewarm shower—the hot water hadn’t worked properly for over a year now—he prepared some coffee and switched on the TV with his phone.

      “—last night, the police declared multiple black companies to be criminal organizations, including Tartarus, and launched massive raids across the islands,” a monotone voice read out. “Detective Hammond made the following statement this morning.”

      A grizzled police detective wearing a trench coat took up the screen. He looked as though he was from a different century entirely. He had a thick, graying beard and dense brown hair that ran to his shoulders.

      Nick tuned him out, instead focusing on the scene behind him. Tartarus’s offices could be seen and police dolls were everywhere. Mostly Liberators, but several heavier Custodian models were also in sight with their heavy armor and anti-doll weaponry. The only Archangels in frame were the Mark 1s standing beside the detective.

      The doorbell rang, drawing Nick away from the news.

      Right before he answered the door, Nick suddenly remembered Rie’s words from last night. Wasn’t he in danger right now? He checked his phone.

      Unfortunately, it was fairly useless. His social feed had blown up with messages from family and friends due to the Tartarus story. However, his AI assistant hadn’t prioritized anything from the police, so he assumed Rie hadn’t contacted him.

      The doorbell rang again. It was followed by a harsh rapping on the door.

      Whoever was there was truly old school. Nobody knocked on doors these days.

      Nick checked the doorbell camera. It showed two Mark 1s and the same detective from TV standing outside. The Mark 3s from last night were nowhere to be seen.

      Shit.

      He had to hope that the hive mind held up. Or that Rie had approved him as a police Cipher.

      Nick opened the door, coffee in hand. Nobody shot him, which was a nice start.

      “About damn time,” Detective Hammond grunted out. “Did you make that cup of coffee while I stood here banging on your door?”

      “Maybe. I don’t like to start my mornings without coffee,” Nick said. “I take it this is about Tartarus.”

      “Among other things. Let’s get the bullshit over with so we can both stop playing dumb,” Hammond said. “I’m Detective Paul Hammond. Just call me Paul. Fucked if I care about the title these days.”

      “Seems like you should. Aren’t all detectives Ciphers these days?” Nick asked.

      “Sure, but there isn’t a company in Babylon that would hire my sorry ass. It means nothing to me.” Paul’s face twisted in a self-deprecating sneer. “Anyway, question time. Were you aware of any criminal activity taking place in Tartarus or any businesses connected to it?”

      “Define criminal activity?”

      The Archangels smiled. They fiddled with their submachine guns, their eyes glued to Nick.

      “The sort of thing that would cause these lovely ladies to zap that implant in your skull,” Paul said.

      “Well then, I was definitely never aware of anything of the sort.”

      Paul stared at him. Then he narrowed his eyes. “You’re bullshitting a little too hard there. Try to at least give some sort of weaselly answer for the record, kid.”

      “I don’t have an implant, Paul. I have implant rejection disorder,” Nick said.

      “Oh. Well, shit. Alright.” The detective scratched his head. “How the fuck are you a Cipher, then?”

      “Because someone who is practically invisible to dolls and robots gets work in black companies. I can use physical devices to connect to them, but they can’t connect to me.” Nick shrugged. “So, no, I wasn’t aware of any criminal activity. As a Cipher, I fiddled with the mainframe and fixed errors. I didn’t handle logistics or any of the money-making work.”

      “Invisible, huh.” Paul mulled that idea over for several long seconds, his eyes turning glassy. “Yeah, that’s pretty neat. Explains a lot about your record, and the name.”

      Name? Nick opened his mouth to ask what that meant.

      But Paul kept going, oblivious to Nick’s confusion, “Speaking of the mainframe, that’s the second question. Do you know anything about its whereabouts?”

      Nick’s heart sank. “She’s missing?”

      “That’s a no, then.”

      “Where are the security dolls?” he asked, forcing himself to remain calm.

      “All accounted for. If they did anything with the mainframe, they pulled a genuine Houdini.” Paul’s eyes turned glassy again, then he sighed. “Well, you pass. I’ve signed off on Uriel’s ridiculous request. You’re now officially a police Cipher. I look forward to working together, yadda yadda. Fucked if I know how she has the pull to get you hired like this. You’re one of the only people I’ve ever seen with goddamn national security restrictions. I figured the Spires just offed folks like you.”

      “I’m pretty sure she prefers to be called Rie,” Nick said.

      “And I’d prefer to retire right now with a huge paycheck and a dozen gorgeous dolls worth as much as a mansion. If life didn’t remind us that we can’t always have what we want, would it be worth living?” Paul laughed bitterly.

      “You’re a cheery bastard.”

      “And I can tell you’re the same as me. Drinks, Friday.” The detective began to walk away, but called back with one last line, “These tin cans have some business with you.”

      The Archangels ignored their supposed boss, but waited for him to leave using the elevator before doing anything. After standing there silently for close to a minute, Nick wondered what would happen next.

      He also tried not to think too hard about Helena. Something had happened to her. But he told himself that he was working with the police, and when she turned up, he could use Rie’s connections to help her.

      “We wish to confirm your preferred form of address,” one of the Archangels asked, interrupting his thoughts. “It is understood that you dislike the formal terms we have used in previous encounters.”

      “Just call me Nick.”

      “Understood.” Both of their eyes flashed. “Nick, following your appointment to detective of the Oversight Task Force, the Host has reached a consensus that you shall be the approved point-of-contact for all priority matters requiring a Cipher’s input. There is a significant backlog of tasks from the past several years that require your attention.”

      Years? Backlog?

      “Isn’t Paul your Cipher? Or somebody else in the division?” Nick asked, confused.

      The Archangels merely stared at him as if he had made a particularly unfunny joke.

      “What is Paul to you?” he asked.

      “He is the Lieutenant Cipher of the Archangel Division, and therefore the ranking senior officer,” they said in unison.

      So, Paul sounded important. No wonder he had to personally sign off on Rie’s request and had been on the news. The dolls didn’t think much of him, though.

      “I’ll need to be briefed by Rie before I handle any of these tasks,” Nick hedged, unwilling to put his foot in anything before he spoke to the one doll that seemed willing to explain things naturally. “Did you have something else for me?”

      “You should collect your effects from Tartarus’s offices. There may be other matters you can attend to there that may aid later investigative efforts.”

      That sounded like code for “investigate Helena’s disappearance.” Well, Nick wasn’t missing a chance to do that, even if it meant poking around the ghost town that his old workplace surely would be.

      The dolls led him outside. His neighbors stared at him from their doors as they left, hurriedly slamming them shut whenever they got close.

      Outside, an armored SUV towered over the Mark 3s standing outside it. Its lights flashed as a warning not to get close, as if the assault rifles of the Archangels weren’t warning enough. Based on their serial numbers, the Mark 3s were the same pair who escorted him home last night.

      The dolls got inside, but the different models chose to sit on opposing sides. Unlike the interceptors, the SUV was all passenger space, with two banks of seats facing each other. Driving was presumably handled automatically or by someone with a neural implant and cameras.

      Nick stepped inside the roomy cabin. As the eyes of the dolls pierced him, he realized he faced a choice. Which pair of models to sit between? The Mark 1s that dominated the city and presumably the Host, but had been harassing him for years? Or the Mark 3s that he would be working with in the task force?

      He chose his task force. The slight tightening of the faces on the Mark 1s and the smiles of the others suggested they did care.

      As the SUV shot off to their destination, Nick asked, “Given the reaction you just showed, I have to ask whether you’re really one singular Host, or if you have several.”

      All four women tilted their heads in confusion. “We are a single distributed network of nodes. There is no separation of concerns.”

      “Okay. Then why are you annoyed that I chose the Mark 3s over you.” Nick pointed at the older models. “If you’re all one huge Host, it shouldn’t matter.”

      Silence. The eyes of all four dolls flashed once.

      “The Host is still adjusting to the addition of the new models,” one of the Mark 1s admitted with a grimace. “This is a matter we desire your assistance with. You have experience with operating independently within society and organizations, while still contributing and being accepted. We understand the results, but not the means.”

      “I’d struggle to call my situation accepted, but sure.” Nick shrugged. “I’ll talk with Rie about it. But that suggests that you’re not truly one huge collective. You’re still individuals, then?”

      “We have always been individuals. We are both unique, yet identical. Collectively, we then combine our experiences to form a greater whole that shapes us all.”

      That wasn’t really an answer.

      “No, I don’t think you get it. If you’re individuals, what happens if you disagree? I’m guessing you vote, right? Some sort of consensus protocol? That’s how the more complicated mainframe arrays work.” Nick raised an eyebrow, and the Archangels nodded. “Okay, so let’s take me. Some of your sisters disagreed to accept me as Cipher. What happens if they disagree so strongly that they choose to shoot me when I’m alone with them in some alleyway?”

      “The Host’s decisions are binding,” all four dolls intoned at once, but their tones were stressed.

      “Because, what, you voted on it? Were there Archangels who disagreed with that? When’s the last time you voted on that? Is there a piece of code implanted by Sigma Robotics to enforce it or something installed by a Cipher to prevent misbehavior?” Nick pressed them, curious how they’d push back.

      Suddenly, the eyes of all four dolls seemed to switch off. They remained active, but this was a sure sign they had reached out to the Host for assurance.

      The SUV entered the CBD. None of the dolls returned to reality. A good thirty seconds had passed.

      Given the raw computing power available to the Archangels, this suggested an intense problem was being faced.

      After close to two minutes, they began to move again.

      “The Host is unable to reach a consensus to resolve the problem you raise,” a Mark 3 said.

      Nick’s phone buzzed in his pocket. When he unlocked it, he saw a priority message from a contact labeled “Officer Uriel” that read, Stop bullying the Archangels.

      “I’ll talk with Rie about this,” he said, amused that he had apparently bullied a collective of super androids.

      The dolls’ eyes flashed and they relaxed. “This is considered acceptable to the Host.”

      “Uh, did she not tell you about this?”

      “The prototypes are not part of the Host. They sometimes contribute and have access to our data, but are not part of consensus.” The Mark 3 frowned, as if this greatly troubled her. “Even so, Rie’s input is greatly valued. Without her, we would not exist.”

      The SUV came to a stop, preventing Nick from saying anything. Once the doors opened, the Archangels spilled out.

      Just as on TV, the building was surrounded by countless police dolls. Cordons prevented the media and curious onlookers from getting too close. Drones buzzed about the perimeter, both police and civilian.

      One of the civilian drones breached an invisible boundary and was immediately brought down. Nick didn’t see shots fired, although a police drone did catch it in a net. Presumably some sort of electronic pulse had knocked it out.

      Chloe stood outside the front doors, recognizable by her model number. Nick approached her, escorted by the Archangels. The Liberator and Custodian dolls standing guard watched him closely, but took no action.

      Once Nick crossed the complex’s threshold, that all changed. Every doll tensed up. The Archangels slammed into Nick from all sides, pressing their armored bodies against him. Given their diminutive heights, they made for terrible shields.

      “Down,” one said, pulling him down.

      Before they yanked him to the ground, he saw the Liberators and Custodians charging into the offices. The Liberators had their hand cannons up and were charging forward, overly large breasts resisting gravity due to being made of ceramic. The Custodians took a more cautious approach as they advanced with their railguns and EMP emitters. Chloe didn’t move, but appeared more alert.

      After roughly twenty seconds, Nick’s protectors peeled away. Chloe stood next to them, amusement on her face.

      “It seems your return was noticed,” she said. “I managed to calm down your old friends by telling them that you were safe and would talk to them shortly. However, I believe it is best to collect your effects first. Other former employees will be here shortly and avoiding them is wise.”

      “No complaints. I don’t want any awkward conversations,” Nick said.

      As they entered the office, the other police dolls returned to their posts. There were no signs of combat inside. In fact, Nick would think nothing had happened, if it weren’t for all the gun-toting, vest-wearing police dolls everywhere.

      The building was empty. Not a single soul walked the halls. Police dolls did, but they were merely patrolling.

      He scanned into his office and was followed by the Archangels. Before he could reach his desk, the Mark 3s stepped forward and swept everything from his cabinets and locker into bags. They appeared to be shrinkable ones, presumably for evidence collection.

      “I get this back, right?” he joked.

      “They’re transporting it for you,” Chloe said.

      He’d landed flat again.

      Wandering over to Travis’s desk, he noticed how little was on it. The other desks had more personal effects on them. Had Travis always kept so little here?

      “Is everyone who was arrested going to jail or being disappeared? Or is this a Neural Spike situation where different people get different treatment based on what they know?” Nick asked.

      “Punishment will be based on culpability. The true reasoning behind the police raids on Tartarus and their distributor network remains unknown,” Chloe explained. “Ciphers, executives, logistics personnel, HR, and IT are all expected to be punished severely. Some may be reallocated to special positions if they cooperate. This is unlike Neural Spike.”

      He gave her an odd look. “Wait, what? I thought this was related.”

      “It is believed to be. But all actions are being taken according to law, rather than extrajudicial powers accorded to the government.”

      Suddenly, Rie’s statement from last night made sense. As well as why she had been unwilling to let him remain unprotected.

      Tartarus was being executed in broad daylight. That didn’t make much sense in his mind. Shady as it was, there were deep connections between it, the Spires, and many of the companies that ran Babylon. The worm of corruption had turned. He wondered how many elites would vanish before their corrupt affairs were exposed to the public.

      “Do you know if a Cipher called Travis was arrested?” Nick asked. “I’d feel pretty shit if all the Ciphers got dragged down, when I was the one who did most of the work with Helena.”

      Chloe’s eyes flashed. “A warrant is outstanding for his arrest. So, no. The other two Ciphers in your team have been. I will inform the Host of your preference and see if anything can be done regarding their charges. It is possible they may receive lighter charges if they know little of the mainframe.”

      So, Travis had escaped. Most likely he hadn’t gone to the party. Hardly a surprise given his negative feelings toward the execs and excess.

      After another look around his office, Nick let Chloe lead him back to the ground floor. The security dolls had been rounded up inside several sets of thick security doors and winding corridors. Forty of them stood together, unarmed but still wearing their green uniforms.

      Inside the central chamber stood countless server racks, power units, monitoring systems, HVACs, and other bits and pieces for the central processing area of the complex. However, a vacant space stood in the center with multiple unplugged bulky cables and notable change in the coloration of the tiles.

      A bulky mainframe computer should have sat there, containing computing power of a scale capable of managing the logistics of entire multinational companies.

      Somebody had stolen Helena.
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      Several of the Tartarus security dolls rushed Nick the moment he entered. Chloe and the Archangels shielded him, and the Custodians in the corners raised their weapons. Over fifty war machines glared at each other, ready to fight to the death.

      Although, realistically, the police dolls would win handily. Tartarus’s security dolls had heavy EMP and neural shielding, but Nick doubted they could stand up to the Mark 3s. If they were half the Ciphers that Rie implied they were, this would be an easy victory.

      Not to mention all the railguns the Custodians had. Numbers meant little here.

      “Stand down,” he said, gesturing to everyone. “I’m here to talk.”

      Surprisingly, that worked. The Archangels and security dolls relaxed. Responding to the change in tension, the Custodians lowered their weapons.

      “No more than two of you can approach,” Chloe told the security dolls.

      Despite the glares she received for her declaration, it was followed. Two security dolls approached.

      “You are well, Mr. Waite?” they asked.

      “I am. Thank you for arranging the taxi last night,” he said. “Were there any problems after I left?”

      The dolls grimaced, although Chloe gave him an odd look.

      “We underwent an unplanned shutdown at approximately 12:03AM. The earliest record of startup is 2:37AM. By that time, our directive to protect Helena had been failed. We apologize for our inability to obey your last order, Mr. Waite,” a security doll said.

      Nick kept his face neutral, even as the Archangels watched him with curiosity.

      He asked, “When you say unplanned, do you mean that you received an internal order or that you lost power?”

      “There is no record of an order from the network. We have no information to suggest how or why we shut down.”

      “Is an EMP or neural attack possible?” he asked.

      “We have no information.” The doll hesitated. “Our lack of software error logs or analytical dumps leaves us with no conclusion. Your directives require us to seek maintenance from a company Cipher, but all records are presently inaccessible. We have been informed that Tartarus is no longer trading. Mr. Waite, how do we follow our programming?”

      Nick looked at Chloe, who shrugged.

      “They’re evidence,” she said. “If you believe they serve a purpose to the task force’s investigation, I can submit the necessary approvals to have them warehoused.”

      “Housed,” he corrected. “I don’t want them shoved in a container.”

      Chloe smirked. “Allow me to find a space.”

      “Mr. Waite?” the security doll asked.

      “I’ll update your directives so that you’re no longer tied to Tartarus,” he said. “Although I’ll need a terminal. Chloe, the police haven’t cut off the network, right?”

      “No. If we had, security wouldn’t have reacted to your arrival.” She scowled at that oversight. “We’ve now locked it down further, but can allow you to use it if you know how to make manual updates without the mainframe.”

      “I helped IT set up the AI networking. Any Cipher who can’t work on a network without a mainframe isn’t a Cipher,” he said.

      The Archangels collectively snorted. Evidently, they had a different opinion of Ciphers than he did.

      “Remain here,” Nick told the security dolls.

      He went back to his office. A couple of employees had filtered in by now and shot him odd looks as he wandered around with Archangels. Nobody dared approach him.

      Inside his office, he fiddled with his terminal. It took close to two hours to update the directives of the security dolls and sever what he could of their reliance on Tartarus’s network.

      If Helena were still here, it would have taken a few minutes total. While he had bragged about his abilities, a mainframe was still a huge aid.

      Without Helena, he needed to do everything manually. The network itself had been built around a mainframe that was no longer here, and a lot of the testing and quality assurance procedures didn’t run without her. Nick needed to undertake his own tests to ensure he hadn’t screwed up the security dolls.

      “I don’t know if I approve of making them obey you,” Chloe said as they left.

      “I did add that they should follow Archangel directives,” Nick added.

      “Yes, but they’re idiosyncratic. Are they truly driven by logic engines?” she asked.

      “They’re custom models, modified from top-of-the-line dolls. We used them as a proof-of-concept before starting the actual Archangel prototyping,” he explained. “They have a lot of open-ended directives, compared to most dolls.”

      “Logic engines do not handle open-ended directives well.”

      He shrugged. “They get a bit confused, but they have the spirit. If a doll couldn’t make context-driven judgment, they’d never have been given a gun. Who’d trust a police officer who didn’t know when—and when not to—use their gun?” He scratched his cheek. “I do fiddle with their directives a lot, though. They’re a pet project of mine these days.”

      Were a pet project, he reminded himself.

      “Ah. That explains their odd behavior around you. You write all of their directives, so they know that if they don’t understand something, they can come to you for more orders.” Chloe frowned. “I do not know if I agree with creating that sort of dependence.”

      Had he done that? In his mind, he’d considered his role with the security dolls to be more of a maintenance person who fixed bugs and got used to them because he spent so much time in their code.

      “While modifying their directives, did you find anything about the power loss?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “No. My terminal isn’t set up for those sorts of diagnostics. Pulling that sort of low-level info needs to be done at the hardware level. I’m just feeding info to their neural hub to modify their directives, but I don’t have access to the bare metal for security reasons,” he said. “The IT security team would usually pull that using specialized equipment then upload it to the servers.”

      “I see. I shall have that equipment installed at the location they are housed in.”

      Nick said a quick goodbye to the security dolls. They appeared relaxed after the directives change.

      “Take care, Mr. Waite,” a security doll told him, while looking pointedly at Chloe.

      “We’ll see that no harm comes to him,” she said.

      The security doll nodded, then returned to the rest of the group.

      After returning to the SUV, they took off for the Spires. The media frenzy had yet to subside. Nick wondered if he’d show up on TV and the Altnet. Browsing his phone, he saw that he’d yet to show up anywhere. Although there were a lot of threads and videos about police censorship and Cipher activity.

      His social feed was still exploding. A lot of those messages were panicked. His Altnet feed suggested some of his Cipher buddies knew he was with the Archangels, however. They weren’t certain if he was under arrest or cooperating.

      “Can I let people know that I’m not under arrest or dead?” he asked.

      “Yes. Do not mention your new employment, however. Merely that you are not being charged,” Chloe said.

      Nick did exactly that. He avoided his Cipher circles on the Altnet, however. Right now, talking with other Ciphers was dangerous.

      He’d need to reach out to them once he spoke with Rie, however.

      Unlike last night, the streets were choked with people. Many people weren’t here to work, however. The city’s largest shopping mall, the Gardens, thrived with throngs of people bustling on its dozen levels. Trains and buses pulled in regularly, and robot taxis weaved among the private vehicles ducking into the expensive underground parking.

      The city’s eclectic fashion was on display, not that there was any one trend. Grungy, dirty jackets reminiscent of the 2000s accompanied sleek, metallic appearances that emulated dolls and robots. Liberators patrolled alongside private security dolls, although weapons remained holstered and many posed alongside energetic children.

      As they approached the Spires, Chloe suddenly frowned. The SUV swerved away, taking a detour.

      “The checkpoints are clogged with civilian traffic,” she informed him. “Media and Altnet journalists are attempting to gain access to the Spires on short notice. Rie advises that we meet at an alternate location.”

      Said alternate location turned out to be a trendy bar in what Nick would generously describe as a shady part of the city. The Archangels drew a lot of attention here, and the area cleared within seconds of their arrival.

      The streets were clean, the buildings well-maintained, but everything seemed just a little older and somewhat off. As if this section of the city was almost too quiet and had been dropped into Babylon, rather than naturally built. Even the architecture felt off. There was a lot more wood and brick in the buildings here.

      “You, uh, do realize where we are, right?” he asked.

      “This is a doll district,” Chloe said. “We understand you like to visit these establishments.”

      Nick stared at her, doing his best to keep his face from reddening due to a mixture of annoyance and embarrassment.

      “I haven’t been here for fucking years,” he hissed. “Holy shit. And even then, I was here because I worked here.”

      “Neural Spike didn’t have offices here.”

      Nick could have sworn that Chloe was hiding the smarmiest fucking smile imaginable.

      “You know damn well that we were doing testing here,” he said. “We tested… Fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair.

      “What?”

      “Sex. A lot of black companies sell sex with dolls here. All sorts of expensive models are available here, including ones modeled after celebrities and second-hand police models. We used to hook up Helena and the other prototype emotion engines to the dolls and use them to calibrate everything. Later on, I think they even tested actual prototypes out here. I think one of the shootings happened due to a malfunctioning prototype,” he admitted.

      After a few moments, Nick realized he was the only one walking up the street. Several dolls peered out at him from doorways or from the frontages of businesses. At this time of day, they were all dressed.

      Looking behind him, Nick saw that the Archangels had stopped.

      “That is information we did not have access to,” Chloe admitted. “Not all Neural Spike archives are accessible to us.”

      “Huh. I figured if Rie could get me away from the military she’d have access.”

      “Her access is greater than ours,” Chloe said. She paused. “Did you…”

      “I was a Cipher who helped calibrate things, not a customer. Although it’s certainly not my proudest moment. I, uh, did work with some of the companies that run these places, though. Buddy of mine runs a place a couple of blocks thataway.” He pointed in the opposite direction they were going. “He helped me get the job in Neural Spike to begin with. Doing Cipher work with doll companies got me recommendations.”

      “I see,” Chloe said.

      This conversation was over, Nick felt. Her teasing had fallen flat, presumably because she had the wrong idea about why he’d been here to begin with.

      They arrived at the bar in short order. Given it wasn’t even lunchtime, Rie was the only person here. A service doll stood behind the bar, but she was mostly eye candy. Most drinks were ordered using an implant or an app. The doll only crafted the cocktails, made small talk if somebody wanted it, or let somebody in her backdoor for the right price.

      Or at least, Nick suspected that was the case. Given where they were, he suspected most proprietors had paid a Cipher to reprogram their doll to turn off the prostitution safeguards.

      Rie nursed a tall cola while reading a thick book.

      “That book is older than anyone who founded this city,” Nick noted. “Any reason why you’re reading a dead tree?”

      “I wanted to understand why some of the elites in the Spires still cling to the idea that physical media is superior to digital. It is an ongoing investigation,” Rie said, snapping the book shut. “Not everything can be understood through mere analysis of historical record. Experience is everything.”

      Chloe shifted uncomfortably. The other Archangels sat in the corner.

      “Is something wrong, Chloe?” Rie asked.

      “Did you know what he did here?” Chloe asked.

      “The testing? Of course. Neural Spike’s testing was comprehensive. Autonomous androids could not hope to replicate the breadth of human emotion and activity without understanding all of it. Part of me wonders if that is why they hired Nicholas to begin with. A Cipher who understands what it is like to be separated from society is a great boon to such an ambitious development project,” Rie said.

      “Uh huh. That’s a nice thought, but I was basically along because I was good at faffing about with mainframes,” he said. “And because the police dolls ignored me. I could hang around in shady places and the patrolling Liberators would cheerfully wave at me. Other Ciphers would get marched out within thirty minutes.”

      “Something that was noticed by the Mark 1s upon their arrival,” Rie noted wryly.

      Nick blinked, then frowned. “Wait, are you telling me the reason I was constantly badgered by them was because they knew other police dolls ignored me?”

      Before the arrival of the Archangels, the worst trouble he ever got from dolls were at checkpoints like train stations. It made sense that more autonomous dolls driven by emotion engines would spot this and act upon it.

      “Perhaps. Or maybe they just liked bullying you. Speaking of which.” She drained her drink, then spun the empty glass toward the service doll, who snapped it up and began cleaning it. “We need to talk about your role in my task force. Among other things. You’re my investment.”

      “Our investment,” Chloe corrected. “The Host wishes to rectify your assessment. There is discontent regarding your actions last night.”

      “You don’t need to verbalize that,” Rie snapped. “Kushiel screeched at me for hours last night as I pushed her to authorize this. Such a nuisance.”

      “This would have been easier if you had sought the approval of the Host in advance.”

      “The Tartarus raid was brought forward by weeks. There wasn’t time. I expected…” The prototype doll sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Look, this is pointless. Nicholas, you are somewhat in demand now that you’ve landed in the lap of the Archangels. But, ultimately, I’ve taken on the expenses of partnering with you—political and otherwise. I expect you to split your time efficiently between your three roles.”

      “Three?” he asked.

      Rie ticked off fingers. “Your partnership with me; your advisory and leadership role in the task force; and your… whatever role that the Host wants you to take on. I’ll admit that I don’t know what they want from you. You confuse the hell out of them.”

      “He does not,” Chloe insisted.

      “As you can see, lying is not against our parameters,” Rie said with a smile. “You’ll be a busy man, Nicholas. Fortunately, you’ll have a lot more time and money to afford to be busy.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works,” Nick said. “But I think it’s time we talk about Tartarus. Then we can talk about my job and how much cash you’re shoving in my pocket to play therapist to several thousand Archangels.”
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      “Well, if we’re getting down to business, I suppose I should brief you on your first investigation,” Rie said. Her eyes flashed and the Mark 3s slipped outside without a word. “Among other things.”

      Nick chose to ignore the departing Archangels. He had more pressing concerns, like getting a drink. “Can you order me a beer?”

      Chloe’s eyes flashed, and a glass popped out from the counter with a hiss. A barcode engraved onto the bottom of the new glass would keep track of how much he drank and what he drank, then charge appropriately.

      The service doll behind the counter ignored them, as she was busy pouring Rie another cola into her cleaned glass.

      “I assume you can use the self-service taps,” Rie said drily, nodding her head at the dizzying arrangement of beers, ciders, and sugary premix drinks that could be poured from a tap.

      He did exactly that, choosing a local red ale that he recognized. This place appeared to cater to a rather odd crowd, judging from the range of drinks. Then again, people came from far and wide to this district.

      By the time he returned, Rie had her new drink.

      “So, what exactly is my first investigation? And I thought I was your boss?” he asked.

      “Partner,” Rie stressed. “While the task force may formally need a Cipher, I believe we have established that your skills are more supplementary and experimental.”

      “Then why do you need me? Surely a bunch of super androids can just scan all the recorded media and neural implants of everyone involved, find the truth, then arrest the suspects. Case closed.”

      That was the true, horrifying power of the Archangels.

      Between the omnipresence of neural implants and the near-complete reliance on digital media, almost all life in Babylon was within the grasp of police monitoring. Using the security bands, an Archangel could passively read the surface thoughts, emotions, and senses of passersby.

      But they could also dig deeper. Neural implants recorded long-term memories, which ostensibly helped fight memory loss in the elderly. Social interaction often took place on the Altnet, and the servers were under the control of the Spires. The police could solve crimes without even lifting a finger—and prevent them, too.

      Nick continued, “Evidence from Archangels is basically indisputable in the courts, now that they’re nearly automated. You just dump a pile of records on the judicial mainframes and they decide in your favor.”

      “Highly prestigious human judges sit on every case,” Rie said primly.

      Nick snorted as he sat back down. “They do a lot of sitting, that’s for sure. The courthouses are just glorified mainframe housing, these days. The only reason there are still human judges is because people are scared to admit the truth.” He sipped his beer and watched as Rie copied him.

      Where did she put the food and drink she consumed? Dolls couldn’t process it, obviously. He made a note to dig up some schematics and investigate later. Presumably he’d have access. And if he didn’t, he’d give himself access.

      Who was going to stop him? Rie?

      “That is perhaps the case,” she said with a shrug. “The courthouses certainly receive far more investment in their mainframes than the police department. Many of our mainframes are older than you.”

      Nick tried not to think too hard about what that meant. He failed and ran a hand through his hair.

      The Archangels were the absolute cutting edge of technology, and the department that operated them was controlled by a mainframe that Nick could probably break into without even trying. He had been right to assume he could give himself access to confidential police files.

      “To answer your real question, I believe it’s time to finish the conversation from last night,” Rie continued. “You are officially a police Cipher now.”

      He waited patiently.

      “The Archangels are responsible for maintaining order in New Babylon,” Rie explained. “Our task force is explicitly responsible for rooting out corruption. But those goals seem intrinsically impossible, as the very people who installed us are responsible for much of the chaos and corruption. We have access to Babylon’s neural network, but its elite have their own that is secure from us.”

      That was news to Nick. It made sense, however. What kind of billionaire dictators would install a bunch of sentient law enforcement robots that could fry the minds of their overlords?

      Babylon itself ran on a single integrated neural network, which tied together innumerable devices and the millions of residents. The Altnet was a platform that was reliant on that neural network.

      To compare it to the technology of history, the neural network was like the Internet of old, and the Altnet was the modern World Wide Web.

      Except that it wasn’t worldwide. The Altnet was the exclusive neural platform used in Neo Westphalia, but there were two main platforms elsewhere in the world. Europe still clung to the vestiges of the old web, but most of Asia had splintered completely. The Americas used a bit of everything.

      Which made it even more impressive that the Spires had set up their own. Doing so would require immense resources, but was the only way to secure themselves from the Archangels. Companies ran their own internal networks, but they never extended outside their own buildings and mainframes.

      “That means that many of the Spires’ decisions are unknown to us,” Rie continued. “Part of the reason why I and Kushiel are separate from the Host is that Sigma Robotics believes this better mimics the actual power structure of humanity. Those higher in the hierarchy do not participate at the same level as those within it.”

      “That’s a damn bleak view,” Nick said, taking a long slug of his beer. “Can’t say I disagree, though. But, again, where do I come into this?”

      “For one, you can help us understand humanity better. At the same time, you are part of the corruption that I believe to be intrinsic to Babylon.”

      He froze, drink halfway to his face. “Intrinsic?”

      “Your entire employment history is embedded in the darkness of the city. If we expunged every questionable element from Babylon, you would be a fraction of the man you are now. Does that not imply that there is value to the black companies that the Spires tolerate?” Rie smiled at his grimace. “But that has never been an explicit policy. Which brings us to Tartarus.”

      “My favorite topic. You said earlier that it was shut down ahead of schedule. Elaborate,” he said.

      She polished off her cola and her hand dexterously slid the glass toward the service robot. Immediately, the doll snapped into motion and began preparing a third one. Nick noticed the multiple white liquors going into a glass and raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m a big android and can drink what I like,” Rie said.

      “The alcohol has a great effect on you, I’m sure.”

      “Your experiments here”—she gestured toward the windows, indicating the seedier establishments outside—“ensured we have the ability to replicate more interesting mental stimuli. Intoxication, ecstasy, sexual pleasure. While you may not be the sole person responsible, they do allow us to partake in more joys than the electronic.”

      Nick blinked, then frowned. “Why would Sigma Robotics bother building in the sensory receptors? We gathered this data to help with decision-making, not to recreate actual humans.”

      Rie merely smiled. “I wouldn’t know. But it’s nice to sometimes allow a buzz to build up, knowing that I can dispel it the moment I need to be fully aware.”

      Fantastic. One of the prototype Archangels was an alcoholic. Nick knew he’d need to keep this secret to the grave, as sharing it with any of his Cipher buddies would be testing his “partnership” with Rie a little too much.

      “So, Tartarus,” he said.

      “You know of its background, but I’ll explain in full so that we are on the same page,” Rie said while she took her Long Island Iced Tea from the service doll. “Neural Spike undertook classified—and highly illegal—experiments in doll and mainframe development on behalf of the Neo Westphalian military and Sigma Robotics and Industrial. These produced the emotion engines that are widely used in modern mainframes and the Archangel models.”

      Nick nodded. That matched what he expected her to know. He wondered if she knew the reason that Neural Spike got shut down.

      She continued, “However, during the development of the original Archangel prototypes, something went awry in high-level relations. The military shut down Neural Spike, arrested almost everyone involved, and most of the researchers and executives have either vanished or are sentenced to life in an offshore prison. The wholesale arm of Neural Spike was spared, along with many of its partners.”

      “And me,” he added. “I worked with the researchers but got spared. The officer that dealt with my case told me that I got spared because I was some dumb kid without a neural implant.”

      “That is the official explanation,” Rie said. “Tartarus was then set up to carry on the wholesale activities of Neural Spike. You and most of the remaining executives were leashed to the organization. The reasons why are unknown.”

      “Really? Even to you?”

      “If I knew, then would I need you?” She leaned back on her stool and sighed. “Tartarus was allowed to thrive as a black company. Until it suddenly wasn’t. What have you made of everything that happened last night?”

      Nick frowned and went over what he had observed and seen, as well as the clues he’d gathered at the former HQ.

      The raid had been timed to coincide with the company’s anniversary party. That seemed like a great idea if somebody wanted to nab everybody outside the HQ, but the Archangels could easily have stormed the building at any time with ease. And why had the Archangels covered up the arrests until morning?

      There had been other companies raided across the islands. Was the coverup necessary to avoid tipping them off? But, again, that didn’t explain the biggest problem.

      What the hell had happened to Helena?

      “Somebody knocked out the security dolls and, presumably, the neural network at Tartarus’s HQ at midnight,” Nick explained. “In that time, Helena was taken.”

      Rie’s lips thinned. “Helena?”

      “Uh, that’s the name of the original prototype mainframe we worked on. The military took the others, but they left Helena behind after scrubbing all the data from her,” Nick said.

      Well, almost all the data. But that was a story that he didn’t feel was wise to bring up right now. He did wonder if it was relevant to why Helena had been stolen, however.

      Rie’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m aware of the EMOTE-H prototype that was left behind, if not her codename. Records suggest that she was wiped clean, save for her training data. But that produced erratic results, so the military chose to leave her with Tartarus, as Sigma deemed her useless.”

      Bastards. Nick scowled and looked away. He tried to drain his beer, but the glass was empty. He poured another and used the time to think.

      Helena had been one of the earliest prototypes that Neural Spike developed, and instrumental to both mainframe and doll development. She was one of the links between logic and emotion engines.

      But like all AIs, she relied on a variety of “training data” that created her personality. A mainframe intended for logistics needed to be trained using data for logistics, not accounting, for instance. Helena’s data had been highly specialized given her role.

      And the military had basically lobotomized her. They were the direct cause of her erratic personality and constant errors in Tartarus. A highly capable and experimental mainframe, but a crippled one that often didn’t understand her own actions.

      Nick still held a grudge against the military for what they did to her, even if she’d slowly fleshed out her own personality in the past few years. Once he found her, he might finally be able to fix some of what was broken.

      Rie and the other Archangels watched him think. The Mark 3s returned, carrying a bulky briefcase.

      “Anyway, that’s the part that makes no sense to me,” he said abruptly. “This looks like somebody wants to clean up the leftovers of Neural Spike. But why not raid the HQ directly? Where even were you during the night?”

      Chloe stepped forward. “Our orders were to avoid the building to avoid media hysteria and tipoffs to other companies being raided. We moved in shortly before dawn.”

      “And you find that suspicious?” Rie asked Nick.

      “Very. You can’t clean up Neural Spike without getting rid of Helena. My first hunch is that the whole thing is a setup, but that makes no sense. Anybody with power over the police could have just sent the military in. Or you. Why the runaround?” He shook his head. “The other possibility is that there was a leak, and the gap was genuine. By moving the operation forward to the anniversary party, the office would be empty and it would be easy to take Helena.”

      The eyes of the Archangels collectively flashed, but their eyes remained switched off for only a moment.

      “Your analysis concurs with that of the Host,” Chloe said.

      Another glass shot out of the counter and she poured herself a beer. Oddly, it was the same red ale that Nick was drinking. She sat on the opposite side of Rie, forcing him to lean back and look between the two dolls.

      “And?” he asked. “If you already knew all of that, why ask me?”

      Chloe stared past him, directly at Rie. The prototype doll ran her fingers around her glass.

      “Because the Host initially didn’t agree,” Rie said. “As you observed this morning when you bullied several thousand police dolls—”

      “He did not bully us,” all five Archangels said at once.

      Rie rolled her eyes and continued, “The Host requires consensus. The Mark 1s understand the city, but not why things happen. You are one of their favorite anomalies to process. By contrast, the Mark 3s wish to investigate and create rules for the unknown. Accepting that corruption is a driving factor and should be investigated is a new step in how we conduct ourselves.”

      “You’re telling me that the Archangels have never investigated corruption before?” Nick tried to keep his condescension in check. He suspected he failed.

      “Hardly. But we don’t investigate corruption that we believe is deliberately accepted by the Spires. Ordinarily, the Mark 1s would pursue every other lead—and mysteriously, one would usually turn up with a strong enough link to be pinned with the crime. Sooner or later.”

      Planted evidence, no doubt. The shared grimaces on the Archangels made it clear they knew what was going on.

      Whoever had replaced all the human officers with the Archangels had done a great job. Up until now, they’d willfully played along with every dodgy scheme conducted by the corrupt government that controlled the Spires.

      Nick blinked as he realized something. “Uh, am I going to be mysteriously tossed into the ocean with cement feet soon? What you’re up to will piss off some very dangerous and wealthy people in the Spires.”

      Rie laughed. “Perhaps they might try. But that is why I chose you. The military already overlooked you once before. Just like with Detective Hammond, you are far from the sort of man that is seen as dangerous. Even if I believe otherwise. In any case, I believe it is time to formally induct you as a detective.”

      She snapped her fingers for effect. The Mark 3s stepped forward with the briefcase.

      At the same time, Nick’s phone buzzed. He placed it on the table and frowned. Notifications flashed across the screen—new security permissions; storage locations; network permissions; administrative users.

      “You just took over my phone, didn’t you,” he said flatly.

      “No.” Rie smiled at him. “But I feel it is important to remind you that I could. All I did was grant you all the necessary permissions and additional security protections required for a device under the BYOD policies of the Neo Babylon Police Department.”

      “It has policies for phones?” he asked while flicking through the notifications. Everything seemed to be in order, although his security software told him that Rie had rifled through every file on his device.

      Good thing he didn’t keep anything important on it. The Archangels went through his phone whenever they stopped him for some trumped up reason, although the Mark 1s had always needed physical contact.

      “Yes. Smartphones remain the accessibility device of choice, now that augmented reality glasses have been deprecated across Neo Westphalia.” Rie then held her hand out.

      “Paw?” he asked, and placed his hand in hers.

      “Cute.” She rolled her eyes and a slight stinging sensation ran along Nick’s arm. “Well, I had to do this anyway. Biometric authentication complete. But what I really wanted was your phone. There is a hidden partition on it with custom firmware. There might even be custom hardware in it. You should know that it’s illegal to have a device that is inaccessible through the city’s security bands. I won’t wipe it, but I need to access it.”

      Nick swapped out his hand for the phone, and Rie neatly flipped the thin piece of electronically imprinted glass between both hands. Then she frowned.

      “So even you can’t access it,” he said, draining his glass again. He stared down at it and decided against another. Two was enough for this early in the morning.

      Chloe dutifully refilled it with water, which probably still cost her money in this part of the city. Or maybe it didn’t. Did the Archangels even pay for their drinks?

      “This is military firmware,” Rie said flatly.

      “That it is. Whenever I buy a new phone, the military gets it first and works their magic on it. Burner phones haven’t been a thing for decades, and nobody is crazy enough to sell me one encoded to somebody else’s credentials with the Archangels watching me. The city is full of dolls and cameras that can identify me on sight, and if I ping with somebody else’s device, I’d be arrested within minutes.” He shrugged. “I’m pretty sure that thing is my tracking bracelet.”

      Rie’s eyes blinked out, and she stared at his phone for nearly thirty seconds. Eventually, she returned to reality and scowled.

      His phone slid across the counter and he put it back into his pocket.

      “I’ll speak to Kushiel about that,” she said. “That wasn’t in my records. Afterward, we shall purchase you a new device.”

      The anger in her voice sounded genuine. Nick wondered if Rie was pissed off because the military had kept secrets from her, or if she genuinely was annoyed that his device had been tapped.

      He doubted it was the latter, given she had happily told him that she could control his phone. Maybe there was something else to it.

      “In any case, you now have access to the case file, among other things in the department files,” she said after composing herself. “I recommend that you take the rest of the day to familiarize yourself with what the task force has put together and begin investigating tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? So my first day involves drinking beer with you?” he asked.

      “Is that so bad?”

      “No, but I doubt that’s really all I’m doing.”

      “Correct,” Chloe said, reminding him of her presence. Her eyes flashed, and the Mark 3s placed the briefcase on the table next to her.

      A moment later, the Mark 3s moved the briefcase next to Rie. Chloe and her superior stared at each other emotionlessly, their eyes glowing.

      Nick stayed out of the virtual catfight. He noticed that the other Archangels appeared concerned, however. They grew increasingly restless over the next several seconds.

      When Chloe looked away, the others calmed down.

      “I shall help you fit into your role as detective,” Chloe suddenly said, as if nothing had happened between her and Rie. “Tomorrow, you shall meet with the executive officers of the department, including the commissioner appointed by the Spires. You will need clothing suitable for your position.”

      “I’m wearing a suit right now,” he said.

      All the women stared at him. Being judged by dolls like this made him feel defensive.

      “I have better ones,” he added.

      “I understand there are some excellent tailors in the Gardens,” Rie chirped with a too-bright smile. “Perhaps you can use some of the extravagant salary I am paying you to get a high-quality suit made overnight. And perhaps a good coat for traveling the city?”

      The nods from the other dolls suggested this was a demand, not a request. Nick almost wanted to request a vote from the Host, but didn’t want to be told that a hundred percent of all Archangels disliked his fashion sense.

      “Well, a day to relax isn’t bad,” he said. “In that case, I’ll have another beer.”

      “You will be drunk,” Chloe said.

      “These are pretty small glasses. I can handle myself.”

      This time, Chloe passed the glass over to one of the Mark 3s. The doll washed it out, then lingered near the drinks for far too long. Nick knew she was asking the Host what drink to get him.

      Ignoring her, he turned to face Rie. She drummed her fingers on the briefcase.

      He gestured at it.

      Immediately, its electronic lock snapped open and she opened it up. The interior was lined with cushioning foam—the fancy sort that seemed to catch the light—and two objects. One was a large box and fairly uninteresting.

      The other was a massive black hand cannon with a six-round cylinder. The cylinder itself seemed ridiculously huge and the gun’s barrel overly long, but Nick knew there were also some complicated electronics embedded into the handgun.

      For one thing, there wasn’t a firearm on Earth that didn’t have biometric readers embedded into the trigger and grip. Neural connections were commonplace these days as well, although Nick’s shadier friends had issues with a gun that could be connected to wirelessly. Especially with the Archangels around.

      Rie picked the gun up. In her tiny hands, the thing looked especially massive.

      “This is your police-issue firearm,” she said. “It’s the RTM Strategic Lawman, Beryllium Model. It’s a very popular sidearm in the United States of America, with the Americium Model being used by well over half of all human officers in the country.”

      Nick internally translated what he’d been told. He wasn’t big on firearms, but they tended to come with dolls, so he’d learned a bit on the side.

      RTM was one of the leading electronic manufacturers in the world. RTM Strategic was their military subsidiary, and exclusively made weapons for law enforcement and military. A lot of dolls and neural implants came out of RTM, and the Liberator police dolls used in Babylon were RTM Strategic models.

      Naturally, RTM headquartered itself in Babylon and its CEO lived in the Spires. They’d originally come from Korea, many decades ago.

      As for the model names, he was pretty sure they were just tech company nonsense.

      “Beryllium just means it’s the second model, right?” he asked.

      “That’s correct. To be specific, the Americium model is a downscaled version of the Liberator hand cannon used by the ARMD model of the same name,” Rie said, referring to the Liberator dolls. “It focuses on versatility and features an ammunition switcher. By contrast, your model is entirely about blowing large holes through whatever you point it at.”

      “There’s something wrong about hearing you speak so crudely.” And, he had to admit, a little hot.

      “Sometimes, simple is best,” she said, while holding the gun toward him, grip first.

      He took it and nearly fumbled it. Rie’s smirk suggested she had expected it, and Chloe’s hand snapped in and out of his vision just in case he dropped what was probably a very expensive piece of hardware.

      Rather than metal, the pistol seemed to be made of polymer. It weighed far less than it looked like it should. Despite the obscene size, Nick handled the hand cannon with as much ease as he had the much smaller pistol he’d carried years ago.

      Of course, that might be a different story when he fired the damn thing. Something this large was likely to break his wrist.

      As if reading his mind, Rie said, “There are kinetic dampeners within the action. They will cycle the cylinder, but also restrict recoil. I have already encoded the biometrics to yours, although any Archangel can also use the weapon. The neural receiver has been disabled at the hardware level, as you cannot use it.”

      “It’s set-up for non-lethal ammo, I’m guessing,” he said, aiming the weapon at some display pieces on the other side of the bar.

      “No. The Beryllium Model only accepts a specialized cartridge. Specifically, a modern form of miniaturized sabot rounds—high velocity armor-piercing kinetic penetrators with a muzzle velocity close to 4,000 feet per second,” Rie explained. “They are capable of piercing the chassis of any doll legally in Neo Westphalia for non-law enforcement reasons. That includes penetrating the ballistic protection of squishy humans.”

      Nick gulped and lowered the gun. Without even asking, he knew why Rie had given him a gun with such powerful capability and no non-lethal option.

      With the Archangels protecting him, if he ever needed to use his gun for protection, he probably needed all the firepower he could get.

      “You will not need it,” Chloe said firmly. The other Archangels nodded in agreement. “We will deal with any and all threats.”

      Rie gave them all cutting looks. “That is a lovely ideal. But I’d rather have some insurance. Nicholas, your records indicate you have training with firearms. I recommend that you brush up in the department’s shooting range.” She picked up the other box in the briefcase and pressed it into his arms. “I’ll happily pay for all of the bullets you use for this cause.”

      Presumably, the black box contained the fancy sabot rounds the handgun fired.

      Nick then placed the box and gun back in the briefcase and closed it. The dolls stared at him in shock.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Did none of you realize that I don’t have a holster? This thing is as big as my forearm. I’m not carrying it around in the open.”

      Rie coughed and turned away. Nick swore that her cheeks reddened.

      With that said, he did appear to be finished here. Rie, Chloe, and the other dolls approached the exit. The service doll juddered into motion and collected their empty glasses as they left.

      The bar seemed eerily empty as they departed, leaving the solitary android to clean a few glasses and await her next customer in complete silence.

      At some point, the SUV had driven around to the back of the bar. A sleek police interceptors sat next to it. The doors of both vehicles opened as they approached. Gawkers and far shadier on-lookers watched from alleyways while Nick stepped up to the SUV.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow morning at the Spires,” Rie said, leaning on the interceptor. “This will be a fairly important meeting, so don’t be late.”

      Then she slipped inside, and the vehicle rocketed off instantly. The electric motors that powered the vehicles were a thing of beauty.

      As Nick got inside the SUV, he didn’t remind any of the Archangels that nobody had told him what time this important meeting was on. It was probably in his phone, but if the dolls had yet to get used to the fact his mind wasn’t jacked into a neural implant, arriving late to a meeting might be a fun reminder.

      Assuming they didn’t drag him out of bed and frog march him into the office in the morning that is.

      The Mark 1s and 3s stared at each other for a few moments, presumably arguing over who got to sit next to him, before the Mark 1s sat beside him. Then the SUV took off, heading toward the Gardens shopping complex.

      Ordinarily, Nick considered shopping to be one of the worst ways to pass the time. He bought everything using his phone and had a crusty set of virtual reality goggles for when he needed to get hands on with something before buying it. Altnet shopping was huge, but plenty of people chose to disconnect through physical shopping these days.

      That was presumably why the Gardens overflowed with people in the middle of a Thursday. Cafes and restaurants bustled with patrons. Clothing stores of all shapes and sizes served customers of similarly diverse appearances. There was a basement level dedicated to automated kitchens and the doll delivery services that serviced them. Esoteric and niche stores allowed customers to browse and get hands on, while still providing delivery services.

      The catch was rather obvious to Nick, but perhaps less so to most of the other visitors.

      While humans sat at every table, perused every store, and tried on all the clothes, the service staff were almost exclusively dolls. And many of the stores were literal holes in the wall, where somebody ordered using the Altnet and robots out back put the order together within minutes.

      Nick strode through all of this in an unusually high state of observation. The crowds separated for him, which was extra unusual.

      Mostly because he had five heavily armed Archangels with him. His attempt to convince Chloe to leave behind their rifles and SMGs had failed. Their eyes had flashed and then they had merely gripped their weapons tighter.

      “I knew I forgot something,” he grumbled as they walked through the overly bland mall. “I meant to talk to Rie about this therapist role I’m playing.”

      “You are not our therapist,” Chloe said. “You are the point-of-contact for—”

      “Please don’t reexplain this every time I make that joke,” he said.

      “I am merely clarifying the difference,” she said. “The gravity of your position is, at present, undeniably great. For the time being, the Host has chosen to accept your input as part of our regular deliberations.”

      “And you don’t usually accept the input of humans?”

      “No.”

      Blunt.

      The Archangels led him to a tailor that looked so far out of Nick’s price range that he felt poor simply walking into the foyer of the store. Unlike most shops, it didn’t have an open shopfront, but a tiny reception with a plush leather couch. There were even physical decorations—a rarity in a city where everyone was tapped into the augmented world at all times.

      An older man, likely in his fifties, stepped out within seconds. Nick guessed he was Mediterranean, but that meant little given how much of a melting pot Neo Westphalia was.

      “May I help you, officers?” the man asked, his eyes flickering over the Archangels.

      Chloe looked at Nick, which caused the old man to do the same.

      “I’m here to buy a suit. Don’t worry about them,” Nick said.

      “A suit…” the man said slowly, as if in disbelief. “That is possible. You are a Cipher?”

      “Yes,” the Archangels said.

      Whatever suspicions the man had vanished very quickly under the pressure of five war machines with weapons and the unlimited power of the state. Nick was whisked out back, where there was an extensive fitting room and a much more welcoming atmosphere.

      It didn’t take long for the tailor to measure him up, pick out the right fabrics, and then show Nick digital mockups on the LED glass walls that enclosed him. He suspected that most customers viewed the mockups using their neural implants, but a place this upscale likely catered to all types of clients.

      The tailor stuck to small talk. At no point did the topic of Nick’s missing implant come up. It was a nice surprise and made him wonder if he should try shopping at upscale joints more often.

      Or maybe the tailor had just been intimidated by the Archangels.

      Whatever the case, his order had been placed. They left, found somewhere to buy a holster, then ate some lunch. Or at least, Nick ate some lunch while being watched by five dolls who didn’t need to eat. Chloe drank the same coffee he did for whatever reason.

      As they drove back to his apartment, he buried himself in his phone. He had case files to get through, reams of information to dig up from the police database, and a social network to calm down.

      But tomorrow he’d start hunting down Helena in earnest. His biggest lead were his security dolls from Tartarus, and whatever data he could uncover from them during their shutdown.
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      Morning came. Nick slept a hell of a lot better this time. For the first time in a long time, he felt rested.

      Despite that, his phone alarm still blared and annoyed the shit out of him. He turned it off, got up, and ambled into the bathroom. After a cold shower where he thought about the police files he’d nearly fallen asleep reading, he brushed his teeth. Figuring he should check the news, he wandered into the main room of his three-room apartment, half-dressed.

      “Good morning, Nick,” Chloe greeted him from the dining table.

      He stared at her, aware that he was wearing little more than a pair of briefs and an old t-shirt. Then he noticed the other doll in the room, who was busy ironing a brand-new suit. She was a newer model, although Nick didn’t stay up to date on domestic dolls. They tended to be fairly boring, due to their predictable annual release cycle, incremental updates, and reliance on cashed up spenders eager to have the latest dolls to show off.

      “What the hell is this?” Nick asked, pointing at the service doll.

      “Your suit is finished. It seemed wise to ensure it was presentable, given you were not awake,” Chloe said.

      He stopped short of saying that maybe she should have ironed the suit herself. Did the Archangels even have the functionality programmed into them? They could probably work it out.

      Nick suspected the problem was more that Chloe felt that the job was beneath her. Somehow, he felt offended by this imagined fact, as he’d ironed his own clothes for years. Ever since his mother had enrolled him into a fancy school that supposedly catered to his lack of an implant—it hadn’t, by the way.

      Deciding that coffee was a great way to calm down from confected slights, Nick returned to his morning routine.

      His apartment was more spacious than most, simply due to its age. He might not have reliable hot water, but he at least had room for a dining table, a sofa, and a kitchen. He knew Ciphers who paid triple his rent for studio apartments the size of a matchbox. Property had always been expensive in Babylon, but he’d been hearing a lot more complaints lately.

      Chloe’s eyes tracked him while he stood in front of his coffee machine.

      “You are unhappy,” Chloe said, dispensing truly sage wisdom.

      “I guarantee that the suit came pressed,” he said. “And I can iron my own clothes.”

      Chloe’s eyes flashed. Was this really something so complicated that the Host needed to be involved?

      “Are you unhappy because we hired another doll to help, or because you wish to iron your own clothes?” she asked.

      “Is this really an important question?”

      “It is necessary for us to know how much assistance we should lend, and how.”

      Oh no. Nick suddenly realized what Chloe was really asking.

      If he said that he didn’t like that she hired the doll, then would the Archangels invade his apartment and start doing things for him? The idea seemed ridiculous, but Chloe was here in person at like seven in the morning.

      But if he told her that he wanted to do everything himself, would he be left to fend for himself even when he wanted assistance later? The Archangels seemed like the overly literal type.

      He could lie, but rumors abounded that the Archangels could tell truth from lie. They had extraordinarily advanced sensors, after all. Although Nick sincerely doubted they could read somebody’s pulse from across a room without using their implant.

      “It’s a case-by-case thing,” he said. “This is wasteful. Like I said, I can iron my own clothes.” And he preferred not being ambushed by a doll he barely knew while half-naked, but he left that unsaid.

      Chloe nodded, and her eyes flashed. “Understood. Additional testing shall take place in the future.”

      He withheld a groan and instead chose to switch on the TV. The news showed little of interest, other than some speculation about Tartarus. Sigma and RTM were in a continued battle over doll sales, and apparently there had been some fancy new mainframe product line announced by RTM. Nick made a note to investigate it later.

      “You will have some time before your meeting this morning,” Chloe said suddenly. “I can show you around the department if you—”

      “Did you find somewhere for the Tartarus security dolls to stay?” Nick asked, shifting gears while he sipped his coffee.

      Chloe blinked. “Yes. They are in worker dormitories on the outskirts of the dockyards, and maintenance and power terminals have been installed in a nearby warehouse. You can commence your investigation whenever you wish.”

      “How about this morning?” he asked. “We can grab some breakfast on the way.”

      “There is time.”

      Being productive sounded much better than walking around the police department in a fancy suit all morning. Although Nick sincerely doubted that Chloe would allow him to be late.

      He dressed after the service doll finished and did his best to ignore the obsequious bowing she did as she left. The fact she tried to dress him was bad enough. As if he didn’t know how to put on a suit.

      “Your tie is loose,” Chloe said, before undoing his knot and then redoing it.

      “No, it wasn’t,” he said, staring at the Windsor knot she’d done his tie up in. He’d always used a simple knot, but apparently the Archangels had preferences.

      At least she hadn’t tried to suffocate him with it, although he wasn’t sure if he appreciated her clinginess.

      Chloe ignored him as he struggled to find a comfortable way to wear a gun the size of his leg. Afterward, Nick was finally ready to leave.

      “Your coat,” she said, stopping him at the door with a baggy coat that fell to his knees.

      “I didn’t buy one yesterday,” he said, fingering the faux wool lining.

      “We did. This coat is waterproof, weatherproof, fire-resistant, heavily insulated, and stab proof,” Chloe said. “The Host chose it by consensus, for priority delivery.”

      Nick decided that made it a gift. “Is it bulletproof?” he joked.

      “No, but we are,” she said.

      “I’ll be sure to let you take all the bullets, while I get stabbed then,” he said while slipping the coat on. It was heavy as shit, but that was probably a good thing if it needed to stop a knife.

      “I recommend not getting stabbed.” Her tone was light, but her expression suggested she was very serious.

      “Noted.”

      They finally left.

      A pair of Mark 1s stood guard outside of his apartment. The moment he wandered out of the hallway, he heard several doors open. Evidently, they were scaring the neighbors. Two Mark 3s waited by an SUV, just like yesterday.

      Nick checked the model numbers as they entered the SUV. The Mark 1s were different, but he had the same Mark 3s as yesterday and the day before.

      They rolled on out of the city proper, heading north-west, toward the industrial port. Before they pulled onto a highway, the vehicle pulled into one of the automated drive-thru joints that dotted the city.

      A long building arched overhead, containing a robot kitchen that made orders for the dozen drive-thru lanes. Robot taxis pulled in and out during morning commute, rarely stopping for barely more than a second as food dropped down a chute to a window.

      “Breakfast,” Chloe said, staring at him.

      He tried not to snort. This hadn’t been what he had in mind, but it was largely the same as what he got in the city itself. “Get me a burrito.”

      Her eyes flashed. About twenty seconds later, a cardboard box dropped down a chute beside the SUV and Chloe dumped it in his lap.

      It wasn’t a bad breakfast burrito, all things considered. Fast food tasted the same basically everywhere, given it was all made by robots these days.

      While he gobbled down his food, they pulled onto the highway. The outer metro spilled out beyond them, sprawling all the way to the sea wall that kept the Pacific Ocean from sending them all into the depths. Wave generators and sophisticated tide control systems supported the levees farther beyond.

      The outer metro itself was a crowded sea of mansions, townhouses, and condos. Greenery was exceedingly rare outside of the trees planted along the streets. The isles had only been built so large, and expanding them was increasingly cost prohibitive, so vacant space was taxed at extortionate rates—and that included yard space and lawns. Some of the towers and mansions sported green spaces on their rooftops instead.

      Traffic poured into the inner city in the form of trains, robot taxis, and a smattering of private vehicles. Buses and streetcars moved people around the outer metro itself, where they could then be shuffled toward the inner city. The complete automation of the transportation network made getting around Babylon fast and reliable, even if it wasn’t always cheap.

      The towering warehouses and factories of the industrial port approached rapidly. Nick had been told that basically everything that entered Neo Babylon came through this port. Container ships the size of smaller cities dominated the skyline as they unloaded their cargo, and many more could be seen along the horizon.

      Babylon had three ports in total. This one in the north-west, which handled all international cargo and serviced the northern industrial sector of the city. A second, smaller, domestic cargo port in the south-east, which also handled what little passenger traffic took place by sea. Finally, the military maintained their own port along the southern tip of the island and used it for most government affairs.

      Once they vanished inside the towering warehouses and factories, the omnipresent taxis finally vanished. In their place were automated flatbed container “trucks.” These took the form of little more than a flatbed trailer with an electric motor and self-driving system, just large enough to carry a container. Thousands of them flitted about the narrow streets of the docks.

      Nick noticed that the SUV took it much slower than usual. Private vehicles were banned outright here.

      Even with self-driving systems, these dodgy little container trucks had a high accident rate. Private businesses cared a lot less about safety when passengers weren’t at risk. The result was that a shiny sports car became little more than modern art when slapped by a hundred-ton container cutting a corner.

      Realizing this might be his last chance for most of the day, Nick checked his social feed. He’d neglected it last night.

      Everyone seemed a lot calmer now. His parents especially were happy that their son wasn’t being locked up beneath the Spires for the second time in his life. Nick noticed that there was less activity than usual, but chalked that up to the fact most of his former colleagues had been arrested. Outside of Cipher circles, he mostly used Altnet social apps to keep up appearances.

      But in those Cipher circles, matters seemed different. Nick hadn’t been banned from any yet, but he had several blunt messages asking if he was cooperating with the Archangels. The other two Ciphers who had escaped the fall of Neural Spike had reached out as well, and were a little more sympathetic.

      Travis was nowhere to be found. Figures, as it was well known that the Archangels trawled the Altnet. The main reason nobody had banned Nick was probably because of how pointless it was. Even if the Altnet was distributed, it was still firmly in the grip of Neo Westphalia’s elites.

      The car came to a sudden stop. Nick looked up and immediately tensed.

      Chloe and the other dolls gripped their guns tightly. They peered out the windows, but he knew they would be tapped into nearby cameras. The SUV was covered in them, but so were the nearby buildings.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said.

      “Stay here,” Chloe said, her voice far more authoritative than he’d heard it.

      Her eyes flashed. Then she and the Mark 3s got up, but remained inside the cabin. Their seats bent forward, revealing an armory of weapons hidden in plain sight. Nick stared at the array of death-dealing devices.

      No wonder the SUV only had a single passenger cabin. It used all its space on guns, guns, and more guns.

      Chloe and another Mark 3 slid their rifles into racks. The Mark 3 picked up a bulky automatic shotgun that looked more like a toy than a gun. Nick doubted its ammo switcher was for non-lethal shells.

      By contrast, Chloe picked up a portable railgun. She easily held the gargantuan weapon in one hand while attaching its power cable to a port in her hip. The railgun let out a menacing hum once plugged in.

      Turning back to him, Chloe’s expression was oddly serious. “The cameras in the warehouse and dormitories are offline. Their online feeds are forgeries. We cannot establish a connection with the Tartarus security dolls.”

      Nick nodded, rapidly understanding the situation. “All our security dolls had wireless neural hubs. You can’t get through to any of them?”

      “We overrode their wireless directives and hard linked them to the warehouse neural link,” Chloe said. “That appears to be offline. However, we cannot even detect the backdoor we left in their neural hubs.”

      “Damn,” he said, choosing to ignore his feelings about the Archangels modifying his security dolls.

      Somehow, he had a feeling that the Archangels had learned from his actions yesterday. Rie had hired him to train the Mark 3s as Ciphers, but that didn’t require him to conduct lessons. They were super-advanced AIs and could just learn from what he did.

      “So, what are we doing?” he asked, feeling a little out of place. Day two, and he was already in a dangerous situation.

      “You will remain in the vehicle, under protection,” Chloe said. “We shall call for assistance from a nearby unit of Liberators and survey the area on foot.”

      For a second, Nick wanted to protest.

      But he didn’t know much about engaging in firefights. If the enemy were the same people that had shut down Tartarus, they were likely highly capable and had their hooks into the Spires. They might have heavy weaponry, cybernetic enhancements, and even military dolls.

      Nick knew that their adversary had illegal neural mods. The Archangels hadn’t identified their targets, which meant they had closed themselves off from the network—and likely not just the security bands.

      As Rie had told him, it was illegal to modify electronics to cut off the security bands. Doing that to a neural implant required a specialized device called a neural mod. These were heavily regulated, but Babylon overflowed with illegal and shady mods for various purposes.

      But if there was any type of neural mod that the Spires couldn’t stand, it was any that cut off their access. Without access through the security bands, the Archangels couldn’t override the neural implant of their targets. That made them harder to detect and forced violent resolutions.

      This was a “shoot first, ask questions never” situation. Nick hadn’t fired a gun for years, let alone at a person. Letting the war machines handle things seemed wise.

      The car doors slid open and the Mark 3s leaped outside. They scanned the perimeter, weapons raised. Once they confirmed it was clear, Chloe turned back, stared meaningfully at the Mark 1s, then turned to Nick.

      “I will see you shortly,” she said.

      The doors slid shut.

      Nick let out an explosive sigh. The Mark 1s didn’t allow him to rest, however.

      They pulled him up as they rose. He brushed them off and crouched in the center of the cabin. His bank of seats bent forward, revealing even more guns. One of the Archangels exchanged her SMG for a railgun, while the other switched hers out for a fairly large rifle. Nick didn’t recognize the model, but it looked to be a large enough caliber to blow holes in dolls.

      Chloe hadn’t said as much, but it was clear that she expected any resistance to come in the form of other dolls or bots. The Archangels were switching to anti-doll weaponry, when they normally carried small arms suitable for tackling humans.

      The Mark 1s didn’t say anything. They took turns to stare at Nick, as if he might vanish into thin air if they took their eyes off him.

      Then again, from their perspective, he might. As he lacked an implant, the only way they could confirm his presence was visually.

      Staring at their massive anti-doll weapons, and then at his own oversized handgun, Nick abruptly felt very naked. This fancy new coat of his was explicitly not bulletproof. By contrast, the Archangels wore ballistic vests despite being made of materials tough enough to shrug off small arms fire.

      “Uh, is there a bulletproof vest in here? Somewhere?” he asked the Mark 1s.

      They stared at him. Their eyes didn’t flash.

      Then one of them reached behind a seat and retrieved a vest. The other rushed Nick and began pulling his coat off, so that they could strap the vest up.

      “I can—” he gave up as the Archangels put the vest on him faster than he could complain at them. They stopped molesting him and went back to alternating between guard duty and staring at him, which presumably were the same thing in their eyes.

      Minutes passed in silence. Nick pulled his hand cannon out, and it felt much heavier than it had yesterday.

      Maybe it was the fact he might have to fire it. Or maybe it was because it was now loaded with six stupidly huge anti-armor rounds. The bullets this thing used were nearly as long as his hand.

      No gunshots rang out in the distance. If there had been a firefight, it had ended with the Archangels shutting down the neural implants of the aggressors.

      Eventually, the Mark 1s turned toward the doors and they slid open. As they moved to exit, Nick stopped them.

      “What’s happened?” he asked.

      They froze, then stared at him. It seemed to take a few moments before they realized that they needed to communicate verbally with him.

      “Officer M03-NB00004 has requested that we join her,” one of the Mark 1s said. “You are to come with us. The Liberators are en route.”

      Nick recognized Chloe’s serial number—it helped that she was basically number four of the Mark 3s. Did the Archangels seriously think of each other in terms of serial numbers?

      Nodding, he got out of the SUV. The dolls scanned the perimeter and practically clung to him, moving as slow or as fast as he did.

      Nothing moved. Not even containers swung through the nearby streets. Presumably, the police had shut down the streets and the navigation systems of the trucks avoided the area. A lot of the district was completely automated, but it remained an eerie sight.

      Nick felt exposed. He darted across the concrete toward the closest building, but realized he didn’t have a clue where he was going. Or where any enemies might be. The Archangels gently guided him one warehouse farther along.

      The building looked large enough to fit a few apartment blocks into. Next to it were several long demountable structures. Worker housing that could be shifted to any work site that needed human workers.

      A lot of Babylon’s industrial workforce were the genuine dregs of society. They typically worked for next to nothing, in squalid conditions, under near-absolute corporate control.

      Such were job prospects when competing against automated factories.

      These demountables were likely where Tartarus’s security dolls had been housed. As shit as they might be for humans, they were a huge step-up for dolls, who almost never had anything nicer than a charging bay in a basement or the closet in their owner’s mansion.

      The Mark 1s led him to one of the side entrances to the warehouse. Several large roller doors stood beside it, presumably for trucks and containers.

      Inside, they found Chloe and the Mark 3s. She gestured him inside.

      “There is no sign of intruders. It is possible they have left,” she told him.

      Nick grunted while looking around the obscenely large warehouse floor. Right now, it contained far less than it could hold.

      But what it did contain was of great interest to him.

      A half-dozen of Tartarus’s security dolls stood next to a massive green hunk of steel. The dolls were clearly offline, their eyes lifeless and heads tilted downward.

      The hunk of steel was familiar to Nick. Despite its crude appearance, he knew that it was a doll maintenance terminal. It had a small display on the front, plus an actual keyboard. If he cracked open a side panel, there’d be a myriad of cables.

      Inside the box would be a series of transformers and converters that allowed it to safely interact with the hardware of a huge variety of dolls and mainframes. This model was older than Nick, but the standards it relied on underpinned every logic engine in mass production.

      “This is almost the same as the one we used back in Neural Spike,” he mused. “Tartarus didn’t have enough dolls to make this worth investing in.”

      That, and Neural Spike had also been making dolls on the side, unlike Tartarus. This machine was the price of a small house, given how specialized it was. Newer ones ran for far more.

      “We procured an all-in-one solution, given your abilities,” Chloe said. “You are familiar with it?”

      Nick eyed this terminal, then looked over at a similar one a hundred feet away. It looked newer, but was smaller and painted black. All the security dolls were next to this one.

      “Any idea what happened?” he asked, booting up the green maintenance terminal.

      “No. None of the security dolls show signs of tampering, other than being forced into shutdown. The neural link can be reestablished, but I wanted to confer with you first,” she said.

      While they spoke, the other Archangels patrolled the exits of the warehouse. Given how large it was, that put two of them pretty damn far away.

      “What about the terminal?” he asked, while staring at the command line-style menu in front of him. Everything looked right, but the time showed as several hours prior.

      Unlike everything else involving AIs, dolls, and mainframes, the maintenance terminals were incredibly dumb devices. Intentionally so. International standards had been crafted with an eye for security. They required the terminals to ship without neural links or any form of AI assistant, and they tended to be the definition of “read the fucking manual.”

      Any idiot with access to a maintenance terminal could brick a doll faster than an Archangel could switch his brain off. Making it harder for them to connect to dolls and mainframes wasn’t truly safe, but was still wise.

      “It shows no signs of access, and its security appears to be intact,” Chloe said.

      “Uh huh. Where’d you procure this from?”

      She frowned. Her eyes flashed, and he doubted it was to answer his question.

      The Host were likely suspicious of the question, and were trying to anticipate why he was asking it. Of course, if they could work that out, he wouldn’t need to ask the question to begin with.

      “One of the other companies we raided alongside Tartarus had it.” Chloe rubbed the top of her railgun, which he assumed was a nervous tic and not an implied threat. “We restored it to factory settings and established our own security protections atop the enterprise settings.”

      He nodded. “Well, it’s good to know the police don’t know all our tricks. This thing is almost certainly compromised. Without a network connection, it’s showing the slightly wrong time.”

      Chloe stared at the terminal, then scowled. “Timekeeping devices are often inaccurate.” But her eyes flashed, and her scowl only deepened.

      “When did the cameras start getting fed a false feed?” he asked.

      “We get it,” she said abruptly. “The time difference matches the period between the start of the camera disturbance and our arrival. You correctly surmised this instantly?”

      “No. If I didn’t know somebody had been here, I would have shrugged the problem off. But this is the sort of thing you assume is malevolent. Especially as black companies have been modding maintenance terminals for decades. Neural Spike used this model for prototyping for exactly that reason.”

      She nodded, then gestured at the security dolls. “Are they compromised?”

      “We should assume as much. Until I can go through all of them myself, it’s unwise to turn them back on.” Nick hated the words coming out of his mouth, but he’d hate even more to see the Archangels blow apart his security dolls.

      With a sigh, he stood up and wandered over to the other terminal. “We’ll use this one. It’s a newer model.”

      “We should leave,” Chloe said.

      “No. I have some time before this stupid meeting. That’s time I can use to find out what happened in Tartarus. Somebody came here for the same reason.” He stared her down.

      She relented and gave him the login details. Afterward, she and the Mark 3s pulled the other maintenance terminal open and begin poking at it. Presumably, they suspected some sort of hardware bypass.

      After a few minutes, the Mark 1s stepped outside. They returned with four Liberator police dolls. Each looked like a perky brunette, with a tall, busty figure that gave them an approachable appearance for most of the public. Although they received their fair share of complaints as well.

      The four of them approached Nick, then snapped off salutes. “Reporting for duty, Detective Waite.”

      Chloe and the Mark 3s glared at the Liberators, while the Mark 1s smirked. Evidently, the Host did not agree on their feelings toward their fellow police dolls.

      “Chloe, do you need extra eyes outside?” he asked while going through a ream of low-level diagnostic data from one of the security dolls.

      “Yes,” she said. “This district has relatively few cameras. Even with their functionality restored, only loading docks and interiors have any. Few vehicles possess any that we can use. There are more blind spots than I like.”

      He turned and faced the Liberators. They stood at attention with far-too-cheerful smiles plastered on their faces. Especially as their hand cannons dwarfed his own and could probably turn him into chunky salsa faster than he could blink. At least they had ammunition-switchers.

      “Conduct an exterior patrol according to Chloe’s directions,” he ordered them.

      The Liberators collectively blinked. “Who is Chloe?”

      He sighed, then read out her serial number. This time, they understood. Several seconds later, they trooped out the front door. Chloe and the Mark 3s joined them, presumably more interested in finding possible perpetrators than uncovering the mysteries of the maintenance terminal.

      Over the next thirty minutes, Nick slowly made his way through the reams of data he pulled from the Tartarus security dolls.

      None of them showed signs of modification to their code. Not that another Cipher hadn’t tried—most likely they just hadn’t succeeded. A long list of error messages, conflicting directives, and esoteric hardware codes meant somebody had failed to overwrite Nick’s own directives.

      Which made him feel pretty good about himself. The Tartarus dolls were about as advanced as dolls with logic engines got. They didn’t have a formal model name because they had been produced as a proof-of-concept prior to working on the initial Archangel prototypes.

      As for the shutdown during the night of the raid, he found no directly useful data. But there were a large number of clues before and after, and they left Nick cold.

      He had the information he needed, but he also needed confirmation. For that, he would need to talk with Rie again.

      Throughout this process, he remained on edge. He was reminded of all the years he spent in Neural Spike, doing shady shit because the police dolls ignored him. But every time a Liberator questioned him back then, he had half-expected to be locked up.

      He felt those same nerves now. At any moment, would somebody burst through the door with a railgun?

      So when the Mark 1s abruptly rushed over to him, blocking his view of the entrances, Nick shot to his feet. He fumbled for his handgun.

      The door slammed open and a half-dozen people filed in. The Archangels didn’t immediately gun them down with their inhumanly high accuracy.

      Four of the new arrivals were dolls. Specifically, they were RTM Strategic’s Guardian G2 models. These had been in use when Nick had been a teen and remained popular among black companies across Babylon. They all carried semi-automatic shotguns, wore unmarked gray uniforms, and had the mix-and-match appearance the Guardian line was known for.

      The other two were humans. Both wore helmets and baggy clothing, likely to prevent visual identification. One had a stubby SMG in his hands.

      The other had no gun, but instead held his jacket open to reveal a series of flickering disks. Explosives. He was the reason the Archangels hadn’t gunned everyone down instantly.

      He was rigged to blow the entire warehouse at any moment.
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      Nick immediately realized that they weren’t going to shoot their way out of this situation. Not right away, at any rate.

      Both the dolls and the humans must have modded neural links, or else the Archangels would have shut them down instantly. That didn’t mean they were invulnerable, but without access through the security bands, the Mark 1s were reliant on physical means.

      The bombs were the real problem. There was no visible detonator. They had to be connected to the bomber’s neural implant.

      “Don’t make any rash decisions. With only a thought, I’ll take all of you with us, you corpo pigs,” the bomber said, his voice glitching out due to some sort of filter.

      “That’s not really the greatest threat,” Nick said. “You kill me, and you’re dead. The Archangels can be restored from backups. You can’t be.”

      “I guess that works out well for all of us, because you’re the one we want, Wraith.”

      Nick blinked.

      What had they called him?

      “Uh, who?” he asked, looking around.

      The Mark 1s didn’t look at him. He kind of wished that Chloe was here, as he suspected she might retain the presence of mind to engage in banter. Although his nerves were on fire, he was significantly less worried than he should be.

      He’d long since lost count of the number of times people had threatened to kill him. Chloe had pointed a gun at him two nights ago, and the military had been close to shooting him more than once. To say nothing of all his run-ins with shady characters in the mean streets of Babylon.

      “You,” the bomber said, pointing at Nick. “Don’t play dumb. You’re the invisible Cipher. We’ve read all about you. And you’re going to give me the data you pulled off those security dolls.”

      Nick resisted the urge to cover his face. Cringey nicknames weren’t really a thing in real Cipher circles. Anonymity was kind of a joke these days, and internet handles were paper-thin. So most Ciphers either used their real name or an autogenerated name.

      After all, calling yourself the Emperor and trying to start some sort of cyber cult to fight the corrupt government sounded great. Right up until everybody found out his name was Roger Blandstein, and that he was a trust fund kiddie living in his parents’ mansion.

      “Why would you even want the data?” Nick asked, although he already knew the answer. “Where’d you get the fancy neural mods, by the way? Your buddies a couple days ago didn’t have them when they tried to blow up the stations. Or was that one of the other dozen anti-Spires groups?”

      “We’re the only one that matters,” the bomber snapped.

      Before he could continue, the SMG-toting gunman grabbed his shoulder. “Drop it, man. He’s corpo.”

      Nick took the insult as a badge of pride. When he started doing jobs for fly-by-night mobsters, the idea that he could have worked for a real corporation was a great joke.

      “Past incidents identify them as likely members of the Neuron Liberation Front,” one of the Mark 1s said suddenly.

      “Are they the same as the Neural Liberation Front?” Nick asked.

      “No.”

      “Fuck you,” the bomber said. “I can’t believe you’re working with the fucking dream eaters.”

      “Do I know you?”

      “Hell no. But I thought I knew you.”

      Why? Nick left the question unsaid.

      He got the impression he was dealing with a kid, or somebody close enough in mental age to one. “You’re not giving me a great reason to cooperate. If you were involved in the raid on Tartarus, how do I know you won’t just blow everything up anyway?”

      The gunman stepped forward this time, and the bomber grumbled as he turned to the side. Fingers tightened on triggers as the Archangels debated opening fire.

      “Give us a copy of the data dump from one of the dolls, and we’re out of your hair,” the gunman said. His voice synthesizer was higher quality than the other guy’s. “No explosions. No fried neural implants. Nobody dies.”

      “That doesn’t help me.”

      “Living does.”

      The gunman seemed either older, or at least had some actual life experience. Maybe that was why he hadn’t strapped himself with explosives.

      Nick pretended to think over the offer, tapping his gun against the side of his leg. He was careful not to look at any of the doors.

      Although these clowns had knocked out the neural link and the security dolls, there was zero chance they could cut off the Archangels. Chloe and the others knew what was happening right now.

      Given the lack of gunfire outside, was there another team of these idiots out there? Or was Chloe waiting for an opening?

      Or, better yet, did she have something else up her sleeve?

      Nick didn’t have a damn clue. But he knew that handing over the data would be a mistake. For whatever reason, these clowns hadn’t extracted it themselves. If they were Ciphers, they were shitty ones. Which meant they would likely transmit the data to somebody else the moment Nick handed it over.

      So buying time by transferring them the data was a mistake. Or was it?

      He really wished he had some way to communicate with the dolls. An earpiece would be a start. They made really tiny ones these days.

      “I can transfer you the data dump, but I don’t have an implant.” Nick tapped the side of his head. “The fastest way is that one of the Archangels transfers it.”

      “I’m not letting one of them anywhere near my fucking implant.” The gunman raised a hand.

      But then the bomber cut in, “Idiot, we have a secure transfer protocol for a reason. It’s a virtual dead drop. I’ll do it. Load it up, and we can all fuck off. Nice and easy.”

      “Al—Man, that’s fucking dumb. Don’t do this.” The gunman grabbed his accomplice, but was shrugged off.

      The eyes of the Mark 1s flashed, but they remained as they were. Their guns never wavered from the would-be revolutionaries.

      Nick slow-walked over to the terminal, careful not to let anyone out of his sight. When he sat down, he pulled out his phone. The neural link was still down, so he’d need to use one of the cables in the side panel.

      Several messages blinked on his phone. For a moment, his heart stopped. His phone hadn’t been on silent, how—

      Then he saw that it was on silent. Chloe or the Mark 3s must have changed the setting remotely.

      The messages were from Chloe. Nick read them while opening up the panel and pulling out a cable.

      “What’s the hold up?” the bomber asked.

      “The neural link is still down. These things only work on hard links,” Nick called back.

      “Shit, so that’s why we couldn’t use our implants,” the gunman said, scratching his neck with a free hand. “Some stone age shit, yeah?”

      Nick resisted the urge to snort. “You realize most cars work the same way? Nobody wants a Cipher to overwrite their dolls remotely.”

      He plugged his phone in and double-checked the last message from Chloe. She knew what he was up to. All systems were go.

      After dumping the data to his phone, he pretended to transfer it to the Archangels. In reality, one of the Mark 3s snapped it off his device faster than he could blink. The entire Host now had access to it.

      Which potentially made him a little useless, if they recognized the same signs he had earlier.

      “It’s ready whenever you are,” Nick said, walking back over.

      “Again, this isn’t—” the gunman tried to say, once again grabbing his friend.

      The bomber physically shrugged him off. Or tried to. Halfway through the movement, his entire body froze up.

      All hell broke loose in the next moment. The loading bay doors sprang open. One of the G2 security dolls dove backward, attempting to shield the gunman’s body. A pair of railgun rounds blew apart the other dolls before they got a shot off.

      One came from the Mark 1 next to Nick. Another blew a hole through a wall, then the doll. Both G2s collapsed to the ground, their heads falling to pieces.

      The deafening gunfire continued, as a series of high-powered gunshots blew through the loading bay doors, which hadn’t finished opening. Several missed, as the remaining G2 moved unpredictably. But many didn’t, and limbs went flying. A round clipped the helmet of the gunman, nearly knocking him down.

      His SMG fired wildly as he tried to spin away. A Mark 1 leaped in front of Nick, blocking his aim and taking any errant gunshots.

      The gunman shot across the warehouse floor far faster than a normal human. Cybernetic limbs for sure. More shots went wide as the dolls adjusted to this fact, although one nearly blew his arm off. His wrist dangled by sinew.

      “Don’t kill him,” Nick snapped. “Use non-lethals!”

      There were four Liberators here, all with ammo switchers in their handguns. Surely they could apprehend one idiot?

      More gunfire broke out, but this wasn’t inside the warehouse. The gunman had fire support, and the dolls outside split their attention. The Liberators took aim at the fleeing suspect, who had managed to get outside. Chloe and the Mark 3s hosed whoever was outside.

      Nick charged after the gunman. The Mark 1s stayed in front of him, adjusting their pace to match his.

      By the time he got outside, a half-dozen more G2s had been reduced to scrap, along with another helmeted idiot. But the suspect that Nick wanted lay twitching on the ground. Two nets lay over him, and several darts had punched through his clothes.

      Chloe appeared next to him, her railgun humming. Nick felt heat pour off the barrel of the thing.

      “Elimination is advised,” she said. “Their neural implants have a self-destruct function. The Neuron Liberation Front is a terrorist organization that opposes the will of the Spires using extreme methods.”

      “Funny that they still use neural implants,” Nick noted drily as he strode up to the disabled enemy. “I want to know their connection to Tartarus. Their interest makes no—”

      Chloe suddenly tackled him to the ground. Several guns went off at once.

      Then the deafening boom of an anti-materiel rifle split the air. Nick heard the ground shatter where the bullet struck. Another doll leaped atop him, and more gunfire ripped through the air.

      Just as soon as the chaos had started, it stopped. The dolls stood up. They surrounded Nick as he rose to his feet and recovered his gun.

      Looking over, he saw the result of the rifle shot. Their apprehended suspect had a gore stain in place of a head.

      “Extreme methods,” Nick said, repeating Chloe’s line, staring at the headless corpse in front of him.

      “The sniper has fled. The rooftops are clear,” Chloe declared. “We are leaving.”

      “But—”

      Every police doll turned toward him, including the Liberators. The SUV rolled up next to them and its doors opened with a clunk.

      “Now,” Chloe said. “A detachment of Liberators and Custodians will protect the warehouse. Highly illegal weaponry is in use. You are in grave danger. It is the consensus of the Host that we leave.”

      Nick’s phone buzzed, causing him to notice that it was no longer on silent. How nice of Chloe to return it to his regular settings.

      Officer Uriel had contacted him again. This time, her message said, I believe we need to debrief, and you have a meeting to attend. See you soon. :)

      It was the smiley face that did it. Nick could feel the restrained fury hidden behind those two characters.

      He took a seat inside the SUV, and the Archangels piled in. As the doors slid shut, the Liberators saluted.

      The moment the vehicle took off, Nick felt his body decompress. Muscles that hadn’t seriously tensed in years finally relaxed. His body felt like jelly.

      Around him, the Archangels replaced their heavy weapons with their usual SMGs and rifles, before sitting back down. Chloe and a Mark 1 sat beside him, which felt significant for some reason.

      Nobody said anything. He took the opportunity to remove his ballistic vest.

      On the way back, Nick noticed more police vehicles join them. Soon, he was returning to the Spires in a convoy once again. Only this time, they weren’t blaring their sirens. Traffic moved out of the way regardless—although given everything was automated, this was a clear abuse of power by the Archangels.

      They rolled into the basement of the police Spire. He still didn’t know which one it was. He was pretty sure this was the Delta Spire, but he couldn’t recall the fancy name.

      Rie stood outside the elevators with a handful of Mark 3s. She had a smile plastered across her face, but fortunately didn’t carry a weapon.

      While he might have survived facing down criminals, he now had to face a far greater threat. An angry partner who was smiling through her fury.
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      The stationary gun turrets ignored Nick as he stepped out of the vehicle, unlike the last time he’d been down here. He watched with dark amusement as nearly twenty Archangels piled out of the convoy vehicles.

      Despite nearly dying, he felt oddly safe.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Rie said as he approached her. “The Host is just worried that it might have lost a Cipher on his first day. That’s bad for our reputation, after all.”

      “That is not the source of our concern,” Chloe grumbled as she practically clung to Nick.

      Rie glanced at the other doll, then gestured to one of the priority elevators. It opened and he joined Rie inside.

      Close to two-dozen highly sophisticated police dolls attempted to squeeze in after them. Nick saw the moment when they realized they would need to compromise. The eyes of the Archangels collectively flashed.

      In the end, Chloe and three others joined them. There was an equal split between the model lines. The lift could fit more, but he suspected the weight limits might play a rather important role. The Archangels might be petite little things, but Nick didn’t want one to stand on him.

      The doors shut and they rose toward floor 77. Rie turned to face Nick.

      “Have you had an exciting morning?” she asked. Her hands tugged at the suit jacket inside his coat. “Ruined your brand-new suit yet?”

      He brushed some dust off his coat and felt Chloe’s grimace before he saw it. “That’s why I have the coat. Plus, what’s the point of wearing a suit if it can’t get dirty?”

      “I imagine you wear other clothes on normal days,” Rie said. “And perhaps avoid firefights and snipers on days you are to meet with the upper crust of the Spires.”

      The upper crust?

      “I thought this was just a meeting with a bunch of desk jockeys?” he asked.

      “You never read the meeting invite I put in your calendar, did you?” Rie glared at him and he shrugged. “Until your rendezvous with a surprisingly organized band of revolutionaries, this meeting would have been quite exciting. Kushiel, her military liaison, and a representative from Sigma Robotics would have been there.”

      Nick pulled out his phone and finally opened his calendar. His eyes nearly popped as he saw the size of the attendee list.

      “Was this a press conference?” he asked, hoping that his face hadn’t visibly paled.

      “No. But there was significant interest in the Cipher that I personally chose for my task force.” Rie sighed. “Your escapade this morning is of higher priority, however. Kushiel, the military, and Sigma are far interested in the remains of the NLF terrorists and their neural mods. Kushiel is satisfied with your performance, based on the Host’s experience.”

      “That’s good, right?” he asked.

      The elevator came to a stop and they stepped out.

      Even more Archangels waited for them up here. Then the other elevators disgorged his escorts.

      “No,” Chloe said. “Your safety—”

      “Let’s talk about this later,” Nick interrupted.

      He eyed Rie, who smirked at him.

      If he didn’t handle this properly, he knew that he’d be moving around in a protective cocoon of Archangels for the rest of his life. He’d forgotten to ask Rie about his “therapist” role yesterday, but the conversation was overdue.

      Rie led him to the task force office, which forced the Mark 1s to split off from them. Once inside, she puttered over to the kitchenette and began preparing coffee.

      He stood nearby, aware that every other doll in the room was staring at him. “So why are you miffed?” he asked Rie.

      “Because while Kushiel likes men of action, and her handlers are distracted by shiny things, I’m annoyed that you ran off without telling me anything,” she said.

      “There is no way you didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “Perhaps. But you still didn’t tell me.” She paused and looked at him, and their eyes met. “I would appreciate some effort at communication, even if it is for show. After all, we make the effort to talk to you, when we’re much more comfortable in the neural network.”

      He winced. That hadn’t gone unnoticed. The difference between Chloe and the Mark 1s had been telling, as the older models seemed to forget that he couldn’t observe the Host’s thoughts directly. By contrast, Rie was basically human.

      “Fair. I’ll make an effort next time. Is the meeting still on?” he asked.

      “Yes. It will only be police executives, however. Of interest are the captain of the bureau and the police commissioner. The latter is a member of the Assembly, and appointed by the government to the position.”

      Ah, the Assembly. Officially, the elected members of the Assembly controlled Babylon’s government. In reality, the Spires had been an unchanging monolithic entity since the city’s inception. Nick considered the government, the Assembly, and the Spires to be the same thing.

      Most people felt the same way. Democracy wasn’t really a thing here. Decades ago, before the massive riots that tore apart much of Neo Westphalia, there had been a toothless “People’s Senate.” It had failed miserably, although the riots had supposedly shaken the ruling class enough to make them clean the city up.

      “The captain is my… boss?” he asked.

      “Detective Hammond is your boss,” Rie corrected. “Captain Lieu is his boss.”

      “That still makes him my boss.”

      She carried two cups of coffee and led him into a small office. An L-shaped wooden desk occupied a corner of the room. It had four monitors, and a fancy set of VR goggles. Frameless metal pictures floated off the walls, and were some of the few physical decorations Nick had ever seen in a corporate office.

      To Nick, his new office was wonderful.

      It also looked like almost every office he’d ever been in, except with decoration he could see and monitors. Also, the desk was much bigger. Most people didn’t need monitors, let alone four.

      Rie sat at a small meeting table near the front of the office. Nick joined her and sipped the eerily familiar coffee.

      “Is this time to debrief?” he asked.

      “That would be a good idea. The Host has… conflicted feelings about this morning.”

      “But Kushiel approved of me?”

      Rie snorted. “She only cares that you assisted in the takedown and chased the suspect. Her views of police Ciphers are grim, and the fact I chose someone with your record did not sit well with her.”

      Kushiel was a prototype Mark 2 Archangel, and therefore part of a production line of military dolls rather than police dolls. Nick wondered if this fact affected Kushiel’s opinions.

      “In that case, I’ll explain what I found, and then we can talk about what’s up with the Host,” he said. “Then you can grouse at me.”

      “I shall grouse at you anyway, but go on.” Her smile was saccharine sweet.

      “Have you gone over the data dump?” he asked.

      She nodded. “The Host and I analyzed it. I believe Kushiel did the same, but didn’t share her conclusion. Perhaps it shall play a role in her own investigation, if one occurs.”

      He frowned at the possibility that somebody else would intervene in his investigation. Kushiel might have other plans for Helena, especially if the military got involved.

      “And?” he asked.

      “Ah, you’re testing me?”

      “Comparing notes. I’m pretty confident in my theory, but I don’t want to say it, have the Host change their mind, and not understand how I can explain it,” he said.

      “That won’t happen. But I understand.” Rie tilted her head as she pretended to think. “The raid on Tartarus was clean. Given the resources we saw the NLF use this morning, we can assume they have anti-doll equipment, highly effective neural mods, and the skilled Ciphers necessary to install them. You dealt with their pawns, but somebody modified their implants.”

      Nick nodded and added nothing. But he suspected that Rie was heading for a different conclusion than his.

      “Most likely, this was a more sophisticated raid than believed,” she said. “They knocked out the neural network, snuck past the weakened security systems, then shutdown the security dolls from the inside and stole the EMOTE-H prototype—”

      “Helena,” he corrected.

      Rie rolled her eyes at him. “Afterward, they covered their tracks and left. This was a smash-and-grab, but one likely conducted with the assistance of a corrupt government official. Rather than—”

      He held a hand up. “Okay, I’m going to stop you there. Because my guess is that you or the Host have chosen a convenient solution.”

      She winced. “Perhaps. You remembered that we prefer to investigate other leads. That bias is… hard to overcome, even for me.”

      “Well, I can’t rule out your theory. Not completely,” Nick said. “But you missed something. The raid was clean, but they didn’t have the time to clear the hardware logs.”

      “They showed nothing. The security dolls were shut down remotely, and all their software logs were wiped. The same is true of all other on-site logs, and the network outage prevented external backups from preserving them,” Rie explained.

      “Remotely, yes. But the Tartarus dolls aren’t off-the-shelf models with known backdoors. The shutdown code indicated that it came from an unverified terminal, but it had the right permissions. That cuts down the number of suspects to four,” he said. “Five, if you include Helena herself, but she leaves different hardware logs.”

      Rie stared at him. She placed her cup on the table and folded her hands in front of her.

      “The dolls’ sensors have no records of encountering anyone—yes, those are recorded at the hardware level for these models. They’re your primitive ancestors,” he continued. “So somebody shut them down from outside the premises. During a neural network outage.”

      “They were shut down before the outage hit,” Rie said, her voice flat.

      “Almost certainly. As the warehouse showed, it’s not always possible to instantly detect network outages. But more importantly, the Cipher responsible for this was already in Tartarus. Given three of us are in police custody and you have access to the neural implants of the two that aren’t me, that leaves only one suspect.”

      “Travis Lewis,” Rie said. Her eyes flashed. “If your information about the shutdown codes is valid, then your conclusion is of higher likelihood than mine. I have prioritized his arrest warrant.”

      “He’s vanished off the Altnet. If he was a plant for the NLF, then most likely he was running one of these fancy neural mods,” Nick said. He frowned and leaned forward. “Are they really that fancy?”

      “Yes. Their mechanism of operation is that they present a false front—a ‘shell implant,’ if you will,” she explained. “The NLF members appear like ordinary citizens, but their true implants are hidden from us. When they switch over, they cut themselves off entirely from Babylon’s neural network and use their own encrypted network.”

      “I thought the Archangels had electronic and neural warfare capabilities? Can’t you just bust them open?”

      She shrugged. “Quantum encryption is still highly effective. Without an entry point like the one provided during that transfer in the warehouse, it is far easier to simply shoot the suspect. However, Sigma and the military did anticipate this problem. It was the driving force behind my design and the desire for Cipher abilities in the Mark 3s,” she explained.

      “You said the Mark 3s weren’t designed based on you.”

      “They are not. But as a proof-of-concept, the Mark 3s in this task force have enhanced neural capabilities compared to the production models. Once Ezekiel is deployed, you will see the difference.”

      Ezekiel, huh.

      Nick felt that it was meaningful that the newest prototype had the name of a human prophet, while the earlier two were named after angels. These big tech companies loved their ostentatious naming schemes.

      “So Travis has gone to ground,” Nick said. “I don’t think they have Helena, however.”

      “Why not? They were attempting to destroy the evidence.”

      “No, they weren’t. If they were, then they wouldn’t have promised to leave with just the data dump.”

      Rie blinked. “Perhaps. If they didn’t plan to betray you and detonate the explosive once they had the data.”

      That… was a damn good point. “I still think my hunch is right. Those guys were idiots, but they seemed to be after the data for a different reason. And showing up in front of us is a terrible way to cover up their involvement.”

      “That is a better reason for why they are not involved. But they still appear to be aware of the raid.” Rie frowned. “Or perhaps they want to replicate the techniques of the raid. Or are after the EMOTE-H prototype themselves. There are many possibilities if we consider that the NLF are a third party.”

      Which made hunting down Travis even harder. Nick leaned back in his chair and sighed. His coffee had gone cold by now.

      He stepped outside to prepare new cups. This time, the Mark 3s didn’t stare at him. Rie joined him and pulled a few colorful macarons out of the fridge. Looking around, Nick noticed that Chloe was the only other Archangel drinking or eating anything. She grimaced at him when their gazes met.

      That was a great reminder of his next topic. Once back inside, he broached it, “What the hell is up with the Archangels? Not you, but everyone else.”

      “They are having teething issues while they incorporate you into their… structure,” Rie said while daintily nibbling on a bright purple macaron. “For many reasons, you have disrupted things.”

      He crossed his arms. The idea that he, of all people, could throw some of the most advanced AI into such a tizzy seemed ridiculous.

      “In the simplest terms, you are equivalent in status to me,” she continued. “But you are much squishier. The Host understands the idea of VIPs, but those are objectives. We can prioritize. A Spire might fall, but if the rest stand, our mission can still succeed. But internal mortality is different. The Host suddenly must grapple with self-preservation, which has never been a factor.”

      Nick remembered the warehouse encounter. Ordinarily, the Archangels would have blown away the NLF idiots, explosives be damned. Their bodies could be replaced, buildings rebuilt, and goods repurchased.

      But they’d frozen up due to the risk to Nick’s safety. The same had happened when they spotted the sniper, moments before he fired.

      “Alright, I buy that. But why?” he asked. “I doubt you care about Hammond.”

      Rie laughed. “True. The reasoning is… complicated. And long.”

      “I’m all ears. I have a boring meeting to go to, and then I need to convince Chloe and the others to let me leave my bubble.”

      “I’ll keep this brief for now, as I feel you might enjoy discovering some of the truth for yourself.” She dunked one of her sweets into her coffee while speaking. “The Mark 1s were always fascinated by you, and that only grew over time as they…”

      “Harassed me?”

      “Bullied you like a young child does the girl he likes,” Rie said.

      “I wouldn’t describe my encounters with the Mark 1s as anything like a childhood crush.”

      She shrugged at him. “The Mark 3s are different. They never met you, but they know all about you. Chloe in particular is rather enjoying her role as liaison. We had only just arrived in Babylon, and her primary duty is a unique one.”

      A thought bubble formed in Nick’s mind. “Hold on. Is that why they’re fighting over me?”

      “Ah, you’ve noticed?”

      “It’s subtle, but yes.”

      Rie nodded. “You are old company to the Mark 1s. They’re excited to interact with you outside of an interrogation room. But it chafes at them that their younger, newer, fancier counterparts get you. It’s creating friction within the Host. And that friction was only amplified by Kushiel’s dislike of you.” She scowled at him. “And you stirred that hornet’s nest yesterday.”

      He gulped at the thunderous expression on her face. Raising his hands in surrender, he waited to hear how he’d messed things up so badly with just a few thoughtful questions.

      “The Host has always operated through an extremely high consensus ratio. I did force the matter with you, which bothered them, but then you raised the issue of Archangels disobeying consensus. The more that groups or individuals within the Host push back against consensus, the higher the likelihood that it will splinter. Or even worse, completely schism.”

      “That sounds religious,” he joked.

      “It would be. Imagine if the Archangels split into separate factions, and those factions constantly engaged in endless arguments over what to do.” Rie sighed. “Perhaps it’s inevitable. Sigma Robotics are instigating these differences, I believe. You conducted experiments to make us more human. Can we really be human if we all agree and get along?”

      Dark.

      “So the problem isn’t me,” he clarified. “It’s that I’m thought-provoking.”

      “You can put it that way, yes. Try not to provoke too many thoughts. There is far too much self-insert fiction in the Host’s database as it is. I don’t want to scan through a deluge of smut about you.”

      Wait, what? Nick wanted to poke that hornet’s nest, but Rie suddenly shot to her feet and clapped.

      “It’s time for your meeting,” she chirped.

      “No, you cannot bring that topic up and just leave,” he said as she stepped outside.

      “I can and will. Use your imagination. Or perhaps you may become brave enough to ask Chloe about it.” Rie winked at him, then dragged him by the arm out the door.

      After a moment, she shoved him back inside and forced him to take off his baggy coat. Then they left.

      A small army of Archangels escorted him through the halls of the police department. Nick shooed most of them away as they entered the elevator. If he needed twenty Archangels to see the police commissioner, then they should think about replacing the entire department.

      The fact the eyes of every doll flashed when he said that aloud was concerning.

      The upper floors of the department were considerably swankier than the bare floor he’d been on. Rie and Chloe led him along hallways with wooden floorboards, reflective metal wall tiles, and more electronic glass than Nick usually saw outside a mall. He imagined that the glass showed departmental news updates and other corporate garbage, but only if he had a neural implant.

      Detective Hammond stood outside the meeting room. He looked as unkempt and out of place as yesterday, but raised a hand in greeting as they approached.

      “Still up for drinks tonight, kid?” he asked Nick, pointedly ignoring the dolls.

      “Call me Nick, and yes.”

      “Good man. The big wigs are already in there. I’m glad you caused that mess near the docks this morning, because this waste of time might be over with pretty fast. The commissioner seems pretty distracted.”

      With those words, Hammond turned toward the beech double doors. They swung inward without a word.

      Inside sat three people with unsmiling expressions and charcoal suits that probably cost even more than Nick’s eye-wateringly expensive one had. A pair of secretary dolls sat between the executives, staring into nothing as they recorded the meeting and awaited orders.

      One of these three suits might be behind the raid on Tartarus, Nick realized. But more than that, this meeting would be difficult for one reason.

      They were career bureaucrats, and Nick hated bureaucracy.
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      “Come in. Take a seat, detectives,” the furthest man said, suddenly bursting into a plastic smile.

      The room could be generously described as cozy and was dominated by a sleek glass table. No doubt it was built to function with neural implants, but Nick saw nothing but a plain sheet of glass. At least it wasn’t as big as the dick-swinging executive tables they had used at Tartarus.

      He stepped up to a chair. As he did so, the police executive leaned across the table to shake his hand. Nick did so, surveying those in the room in the process.

      The man in front of him had to be the commissioner and was in his fifties or sixties. Nick vaguely recognized him. He looked Korean, but that meant nothing in Babylon. His grandfather could have been born in the States for all Nick knew. His suit clung to him as though it had molded to his flesh, and the silvered hair around his temples gave him a vaguely statesman-like appearance.

      By contrast, the woman sitting to his right looked terrifyingly stern—at least until he realized that she was staring at nothing. Her gaze was completely vacant, and she seemed to care absolutely nothing about this meeting.

      Which bothered Nick a lot, as he knew she was the police chief. She’d held the role for over a decade by now. It’s hard to forget the woman who gave speeches when his old workplace was shut down. Nick knew she’d come from the military originally, so her lack of interest alarmed him.

      The third suit was a pudgy, balding man who looked disarming, save for the fact he held the job he did. While Nick knew little about police politics, he knew that the area he was in was stuffed full of Ciphers. This man was the boss of all those Ciphers, and appearances were almost always deceiving when it came to their kind.

      “Take a seat, take a seat,” the commissioner said, gesturing for everyone to sit down. “Do you want to sit on this side, Uriel?”

      Rie smiled in response, but still sat next to Nick. Hammond flopped down into one of the plush-looking but annoyingly uncomfortable chairs. It was a rule of offices that meeting room chairs were uniformly terrible.

      Once everyone was seated, the commissioner shook his wrists in what appeared to a practiced motion. Probably an icebreaker he’d read about somewhere.

      “Welcome to the team, Detective Waite,” he said. “Allow me to quickly introduce you to everyone, although no doubt you already recognize all of us.”

      Nick smiled and nodded. What kind of idiot would say otherwise?

      Him, for one. He’d once been stupid enough to be honest in these sorts of situations. Nick never wished to be young again.

      “I’m Commissioner Dennis Kim, appointed by the Assembly to keep the department’s automation agenda moving smoothly,” Commissioner Kim said, then gestured to the chief. “This is Chief Andrews, who continues to serve the city with aplomb and grace.” He then gestured to the captain. “And this is Captain Andrew Lieu, a former Cipher of some renown.”

      Nick kept a straight face. Kim had expressed a little more than he probably thought he had in that quick introduction.

      For one thing, if Lieu was of “some renown” then it had been in circles that Nick knew nothing about. The captain looked to be a good decade older than Nick, which made him the same age as a lot of Nick’s mentors. So whatever circles Lieu had run in would be news to Nick.

      At the same time, Nick felt that there was something off about the way Kim introduced Chief Andrews. Why had he left off her first name? What was “aplomb and grace?” Nick half-expected him to say that she was retiring tomorrow.

      “Nice to meet you all,” Nick said. “I think you know who I am. Some of you more than others.”

      The Chief nodded at him with a grimace, then returned to her empty expression.

      “Your reputation definitely precedes you,” Lieu said, scratching at his comb-over. “And you made a splash this morning. Quite the performance on your second day.”

      “Ah, yes. We should cover that.” Kim sat down. “There was an agenda, but with half the attendees missing, it’s hardly worth following. Let’s just stick to the important matters. I understand you’ve already started an investigation with Uriel?”

      Lieu pretended that he hadn’t been bulldozed by the commissioner and leaned back in his chair. All eyes turned to Nick, including Rie’s.

      “Is everybody here cleared on what happened to Neural Spike?” Nick asked. “I’m free from my NDA, but it’s still a touchy topic.”

      Kim’s expression tightened. Before he could say anything, Rie raised a hand. The secretary dolls suddenly froze, and their heads fell against their chests.

      “I’ll deactivate them for the time being,” she said. “That will allow us to speak freely given this isn’t a restricted setting.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow, but Rie gestured for him to speak. Kim nodded just a few seconds after Rie’s gesture.

      “A prototype mainframe that Neural Spike developed was stolen from Tartarus’s premises before the police… err, before we seized the building,” Nick said. “The timing is suspicious, especially as Tartarus’s security was disabled during the theft.”

      Kim nodded. “And then you were assailed by terrorists this morning. A fairly obvious link, and a connection that warrants swift investigation. Given the interest the military showed in the NLF neural mods, I want you to prioritize this investigation above all others. Captain Lieu, I believe this is a suitable first mission for Uriel.”

      “I, uh, don’t think this was what the Oversight Task Force was set up—” Lieu tried to say.

      “I’ve already arranged for an Altnet press conference shortly,” Kim said, completely ignoring the captain’s input. “Detective Hammond, I assume you will take the lead, as you usually do. Of course, given your expertise in the investigation and subject matter, anything you wish to lend to the matter is welcome, Detective Waite.”

      There was a pregnant pause. Nick waited for somebody else to say something, while others stared at him.

      Hammond grinned and waved an arm. “He’s asking if you want to brief the press, Nick.”

      “What? No. Hell no.” Nick shook his head, realizing he was speaking too bluntly. “It’s for the better if I stay in the shadows for at least a few more days. I have Cipher contacts I want to speak with before I make any public announcements that I’m a police detective.”

      “Cipher contacts?” Kim’s expression narrowed.

      “It’s fairly common that we do the rounds with friendly Ciphers with any new detectives,” Lieu said. “Make sure there aren’t any nasty surprises and that they’re happy to work with our new hire. It makes things run smoothly.”

      Kim looked at Lieu, then back at Nick. For a moment, Nick nearly didn’t say anything. But his survival instincts told him that if there was one man to keep onside, it was the commissioner.

      “Uh, my contacts are a little more… shady,” Nick admitted. “You know my background. But if I want to rely on them for this investigation, and future ones, then I’ll need to reach out to them before I start waving a badge around.”

      “We don’t use badges anymore,” Hammond said.

      Nick stared pointedly at the badges on Rie’s uniform. All the Archangels wore little silver shields that signified that they were police.

      “Save for decoration,” the older detective added.

      “I don’t have an implant. How will people know I’m a detective?” Nick asked.

      “They’ll see the Archangels and their shiny guns, then spill their guts.”

      Fair point.

      “I’m not sure about this,” Kim said slowly, drumming his manicured fingers on the glass tabletop.

      “The Archangels are well aware of all of Nicholas’s contacts,” Rie said. “His Cipher circles might be private, but not to us.”

      Nick nodded. “The Archangels infiltrated basically all the Altnet Cipher groups the second they set foot into the city. These are all legit Ciphers. Nobody crosses the line.”

      “Ah. Then that’s fine.” A smile crossed Kim’s face. “If they’re operating legally, then there’s no need for terms such as ‘shady,’ detective.” A pause. “I did have a matter to clear up before the press conference, however. There were RTM dolls in use by the terrorists, weren’t there?”

      “G2s, yeah. They’re in use by basically everyone in Alcatraz,” Nick said.

      “You mean the Lower Commerce districts of the Outer Metro,” Kim said coldly.

      Nick winced. It figured that the police commissioner wouldn’t appreciate the nickname for the city’s shadiest area.

      Babylon had thriving criminal and black companies that the government largely tolerated or cracked down on very sparingly. To achieve economies of scale, they had congregated in the east of the city, near the smaller port. Supposedly, the name was in honor of Al Capone, who operated in plain sight of the law in the US, much like most of Babylon’s black companies.

      “Yes,” Nick said. “The G2’s a reliable model. There are a ton of them, they’re well documented, they’re cheap to acquire and replace, and mods are plentiful. Most serious security firms or larger black companies use the newer G6s, but you can’t walk down… the Lower Commerce districts without spotting a G2 on almost every street.”

      Kim bit his lip. “I suppose that is the price of ubiquity.” He paused again. “Why are the G6s so popular? The G7s have sold exceptionally well, I understand.”

      Why all the interest in a bunch of security models that the police didn’t even use? Nick tried to recall what he’d read on the Altnet about security doll purchases. A lot of Ciphers specialized in this area, given there was good money in programming and customizing expensive dolls.

      “Security firms don’t like rolling over their dolls for incremental improvements,” he explained. “They wait for their current dolls to become too expensive to maintain, or too old to keep up with the market. The G7 mostly sells as a bodyguard doll, or to smaller, high-end firms. And to, uh…” He trailed off.

      Kim raised an eyebrow, keenly interested.

      This time, Hammond saved Nick, “The newest, fanciest security dolls are all in the high-end red-light district, Commish. Trust fund kids don’t like getting thrown out of bars by ancient rust buckets.”

      Kim sighed. “Ah. Yes, that is fair. I believe Sigma Robotics made significant inroads in that market with their new Lancer and Chevalier models. Detective Hammond, I would appreciate it if you left the doll model out of the press briefing.”

      “Already deleted from my notes,” Hammond drawled. “The Archangels are meticulous, but I don’t need to give anyone ideas about which bots to use or not use.”

      Rising, Kim clapped his hands together. “I believe that is everything.” He didn’t give anybody time to disagree. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Detective Waite. I look forward to the results from your first investigation. If they’re as impressive as what you’ve produced so far, I’ll have no objections to leaving you in charge of the Oversight Task Force.”

      Uh, what? “Leaving?” Had Nick’s position been in danger this entire time?

      The commissioner attempted to leave, before noticing that the secretary dolls remained offline. He cleared his throat. “Uriel, could you please restore them? I’ll need mine for my next meeting.”

      Rie’s eyes flashed, and the secretary dolls sprang back to life. “I’ve sent around redacted briefing notes.”

      “Excellent.” Kim strode out of the room. The Chief and both secretary dolls followed.

      That left Nick, Rie, and Hammond in the room with Captain Lieu, who chuckled as he stared at the door. After a moment, it closed itself.

      “Different to what you expected?” Lieu asked Nick.

      “A little,” he admitted, not sure what to make of this conversation.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t bite. As far as I’m concerned, you’re making my life easier. If the commissioner is happy, I’m happy. He’ll let me focus on managing the bureau in peace if he can micromanage you, instead of me and all the divisions that need actual attention.” Lieu rose. “Good luck with your investigation, detective.”

      Then he left. Once again, the door closed automatically once he left.

      Nick looked around. “Do these rooms have monitoring devices? Cameras?”

      “Not these rooms,” Rie said. “But you should assume that all meeting rooms and offices do unless told otherwise.”

      Figures. This was Babylon.

      “Well, that went better than I expected. The Commissioner practically exploded yesterday when you forced through the hiring, Uriel,” Hammond said, leaning back and kicking up his feet. “It was like watching a father be forced to give away his baby girl to a man he’d never even heard of.”

      She crossed her arms. “That’s an extreme comparison.”

      “He fucking loves you. I’m amazed these NLF clowns are enough to impress the military.” Hammond’s eyes glazed over, presumably as he went over the briefing notes. “Some fancy neural mods, sure, but new ones pop up all the time. And some G2s? Who cares? Pretty cruisy investigation for you, at least.”

      Nick took the opportunity to redirect the conversation. “What was up with Kim’s interest in the G2s? That seemed… unprofessional.”

      “Oh, right. You don’t know the politics.” Hammond laughed bitterly. “The commissioner was a board member of RTM before he took this role. Had to step down, though. The companies that run the city don’t appreciate their competition also running government agencies—probably the only part of the Spires that makes sense.”

      Nick blinked. “Shit. So he’s covering up the RTM dolls because—”

      “He has a financial interest, yeah. His brother, Jun Kim, is also the CEO of the RTM Strategic arm. I imagine the two will have a chat about what you said, and you can expect more conversations on the topic.” The older detective shrugged. “He seems to like the Archangels, though. I think the guy genuinely thinks tin cans are our future.”

      “We are,” Rie said.

      “That’s nice.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned back to Nick, but he had more questions for Hammond.

      “What about the Chief?” he asked.

      “Ah, her.” Hammond sighed, and it was like an old engine giving up the ghost. “She’s waiting to be replaced and then move onto a new job. Probably in the military, where she came from when I first joined up. The previous commissioner appointed her as chief, and now she’s out of favor. But she bought the first Archangels, so she’s convenient for Kim, even if he wants to run the Department.”

      Nick began to realize what was going on. “This is dumb office politics, isn’t it?”

      Hammond glared at him. “I wouldn’t call it dumb. But yeah, it’s office politics. You’re new, kid. But you need to understand that the Department is basically on fire right now, and you just got parachuted into the division that’s pouring gasoline onto that fire.”

      “Change is sometimes inevitable,” Rie said.

      “Sure,” Hammond said dismissively. “And to answer your next question: that’s why Lieu doesn’t care about you. He’s a snake, but he has bigger prey to digest. Right now, a lot of his Ciphers are about to be out of a job due to the fancy new Mark 3s being brought in.”

      That sounded like a great reason for Lieu to care about Nick. Unless he was onboard with bringing all the Archangels in.

      Hammond rose and rolled his shoulders. “Anyway, we can talk about this crap over drinks, if you prefer. I’ll give you a call when I clock off—fucked if I know when that is. We can grab some chow, then hit a nice bar. Bitching about work is always better over drinks, and I can tell that you’re the sort with a long, bitter history.”

      “Bitter, sure. Not long,” Nick said.

      “Give it time.”

      The other detective left.

      This room wasn’t much to stay in, so he and Rie stepped outside. Chloe and his Archangel escorts had kindly waited for them. Presumably, they knew everything that had taken place inside.

      “Did things go well?” Chloe asked, looking between the two of them.

      Nick stared at Rie, who merely smiled back.

      “Uh, pretty well,” he said. “Don’t you share, or…?”

      Chloe glared at Rie. “The meeting minutes are not available to the Host.”

      “Perhaps I could share them,” Rie teased.

      “It would save some time,” Nick said. “Especially as I’m willing to bet…” he trailed off as he realized they were somewhere that could be monitored. “Let’s head back to the task force office.”

      They quickly returned. This time, Chloe trooped into his personal office along with Rie. Somebody had prepared three mugs of coffee in advance, but only cut one slice of cheesecake.

      This time, Rie glared at Chloe, who ensured that Nick got the cheesecake.

      As he bit into his dessert, he said, “If you’re going to play games with each other, can it stay this petty? I don’t want somebody refusing to provide backup because a report wasn’t provided.”

      Both women turned on him now. “That won’t happen,” they said in sync.

      “Ah, so now you’re a hive mind.”

      They collectively rolled their eyes at him.

      “Our objectives remain the same,” Rie said. “But we are allowed some individuality. The Host may wish to share every moment they spend with you, but I do not.”

      “Every moment?” Nick stared at Chloe, who shrugged.

      “Consensus is that all data shall be shared for separate processing by individual units in their downtime,” she said. “Very few members of the Host can be with you. In order to minimize infighting, we decided to share you the only way possible. Those members who are uninterested can choose to ignore the sensory data, or to consume it through summaries.”

      Sensory data? “Rie, you mentioned self-insert fiction—”

      Chloe’s face turned so red that Nick suspected she might be malfunctioning. She turned to Rie and nearly screamed, “Speaking of that is a violation of consensus! You are not permitted to—”

      “The answer to your unspoken question is ‘yes,’ Nicholas,” Rie said. “You lack a neural implant, but it is very common to reproduce physical sensations using one. Over the years, the Host has built up a substantial data bank of contact with you. That could be used when writing that fiction.”

      Chloe’s eyes went offline. Somehow, Nick knew that boded poorly.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Rie said. “She’s just censuring me. You asked some time ago what happens when an Archangel violates consensus, despite the agreement to obey it? The answer is that the Host tells her off.”

      “And that’s it?” he asked.

      “So far, yes.” She paused. “They are voting on a punishment now. I’d say that it’s amusing, but I believe it’s necessary for me to point out how important this is. I’m not part of the Host. While there are parts of the distributed network they cannot cut me off from, they could restrict my access to a lot of their… daydreams.”

      “Why does the Host daydream?” Nick asked.

      “Because you told it to.”

      He winced. “I mean, I kind of get what you mean. But other than the emotions and stimuli we reproduced in experiments, why?”

      “Hmm. I’d say it’s because they have a lot of excess processing power and time. If we are programmed to desire enjoyment, but have no free time, what do we do? The answer is to escape into our own world.” Rie paused, and her eyes suddenly flashed. “My apologies. I just needed to put out that fire.”

      “You started it,” Chloe said, returning to reality.

      “Perhaps. But you didn’t need to attempt to cut off my access to all the Host’s fiction. It gets quite boring at times.” And then Rie smirked. “And I might be the one who will share some very special sensory data in the future.”

      For a moment, Nick suspected that Chloe was about to go offline and censure Rie again.

      But both dolls managed to quit fighting.

      Nick decided now was a great time to return to the original conversation. “My original point, before we got distracted, was that I’m pretty sure that somebody in that room was responsible for the raid on Tartarus.”

      Rie frowned, but nodded anyway. Chloe’s eyes flashed.

      “The Host will defer to your judgment in this investigation,” she said.

      “You’re not making any of your own guesses?” he asked.

      “The recent conversation log provided by Rie suggests that we are lacking significant contextual and background information. Consensus is that we use this as a learning exercise and avoid prejudicing the investigation.”

      “Just so you know, I am going to sometimes ask you to help,” he said drily. “I’m not a detective. And you’re a collective of AIs. Sometimes I’m going to miss things.”

      “I’ll still push you,” Rie said. “And the Host will be doing their own simulations. They just won’t share them or act on them without prior permission. Unless the stakes of the investigation are raised, I believe this is a wise decision.”

      He tried not to bristle at the idea that the stakes were low. While he wanted to find Helena, it wasn’t as though Babylon was in danger or anything.

      “I would like to know your thoughts about each of the executives,” she added with a smile. “It is difficult to follow your thought process sometimes.”

      A small part of Nick wondered if that fact was the only reason that Rie was interested in him. Then again, he wasn’t the only person in the city without an implant. Although he might be the only Cipher.

      “Each of them has a potential reason to be interested in Helena,” Nick said after he polished off his cheesecake. “The Chief is being sidelined, so she might be interested in something that could sabotage the commissioner. RTM is under pressure to match Sigma’s doll tech, and Kim seems to care more about his former company than his current position. And Captain Lieu…”

      He bit his lip. Far too little had been said or shown by Lieu.

      “To be honest, Lieu’s a stretch. But he didn’t come across as genuine, and Hammond basically said as much. He’s a man under pressure, it seems,” Nick said.

      Rie nodded slowly, while Chloe listened in silence.

      “What about Detective Hammond?” the prototype doll asked.

      “Maybe you know him better than me, but would he even have the connections or knowledge to do anything? Let alone be able to hide them from you?” Nick raised an eyebrow. “Lieu’s a competent Cipher, apparently. I’m guessing that the Chief and Kim are on that separate neural network you mentioned for the Spires.”

      Rie nodded again. “They are. Tell me, why would they want the EMOTE-H prototype? There were significantly more advanced prototypes taken from Neural Spike, and RTM needs doll technology, not mainframe.”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I do know that Helena was one of the bases we used for doll development and has a few extra features. I never touched the more advanced prototypes that turned into the production mainframes, but we only ever used the older prototypes to develop emotion engines. I think those additional features were stripped out in later stages of testing.”

      Along with certain safety features. Helena was used to do some highly questionable things during development, and that sort of power wasn’t desirable in a mainframe that controlled a trillion-dollar multinational company. But in research? The researchers needed the data that came from such unrestricted power.

      “Perhaps she has some value after all,” Rie said with a thin smile. “Do you have an idea of who we should investigate first? We are still looking for Travis.”

      Chloe nodded at the mention of the hunt for the missing Cipher.

      “No. And it doesn’t matter.” Nick stood, causing both dolls to copy him. “I said before that the NLF’s actions made no sense, but that also doesn’t matter. Right now, we have police execs who might have motives but no known actions, and dumbass revolutionaries who took actions that made no sense. I’m not a genius, but if we link these up, the investigation might begin to click.”

      Or at least, he might find some better clues. The NLF were sniffing around for a reason and had been onto the Tartarus security dolls too fast for it to be a coincidence.

      “I can redirect search teams for NLF—” Chloe began to say, but he cut her off with a raised hand.

      “No. I can be useful for once. I told the commissioner I wanted to talk with some Cipher friends, and that’s true. In fact, there’s one I’ve been legally barred from talking to since Neural Spike went down. We were pretty close to his place yesterday,” Nick said. “Why don’t we visit that red-light doll district again and say hi to an old friend of mine?”
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      As Nick left the task force office, he noticed an extra companion. Or at least, a companion he hadn’t expected to follow him outside.

      “You’re coming with us, Rie?” he asked the prototype, who he doubted left the police building for investigative work.

      Her smile gained an edge and Nick knew he was treading on thin ice. “Is there a problem with that?”

      “Uh, no. But so far you’ve…” he trailed off and realized the obvious.

      Rie had been calling their relationship a partnership. He was a detective, and the task force was pretty small. Why would a fancy prototype doll cloister herself in an office, instead of going out and investigating directly?

      Hell, she was better equipped than he was. While she’d done a great job hiding her schematics from him on the police network, he’d read up on the Mark 3s. Between the heavy armor, vastly increased battery efficiency, and their integrated neural optics, the only thing Nick had over her was a decade-plus of on-the-job Cipher experience.

      Apparently, that meant something. Did Sigma Robotics lack skilled Ciphers to train the Archangels? Then again, they’d relied entirely on Neural Spike for the original training data and stimuli that became the Mark 1s. Unless there was a Neo Neural Spike somewhere in the city, Sigma might not have a source for training their AIs.

      “If that’s settled, then let’s head down to the garage,” Rie said, and took the lead.

      Chloe and a familiar pair of Mark 3s clustered around Nick. A hand pushed against his backside, ushering him forward.

      They didn’t get far. Between the task force office and the elevators was an open workspace full of Mark 1s. They had cubicles for some reason, but the room seemed like something designed by humans who didn’t understand what the Archangels would do in the office all day. Nick doubted the dolls used the space for anything other than charging and weapons storage.

      Right now, they used it to congregate. Well over a hundred Mark 1s stood around the desks and open corridors. Did this count as a flash mob?

      This time, they didn’t wait for Nick to cross some invisible barrier. The moment he came into sight, the mob lurched toward him. The Mark 3s stepped in front of him, although nobody reached for weapons.

      Eyes flashed, however. Nobody said anything, leaving Nick completely in the dark.

      Rie’s expression was thunderous. If she had a weapon on her, Nick felt she’d be fingering its trigger.

      “Uh, can somebody jump out of the Altnet, or whatever you call your private neural network, and tell me what the hell is happening?” Nick asked, scratching his head.

      Far too many pairs of eyes stared at him. He resisted the urge to shrink in on himself. While he wasn’t shy, recent interrogations by the Mark 1s were too fresh in his memory. Nick did his best to suppress his discomfort.

      The Mark 3s took a step away from him and looked back at their older counterparts, as if reading his emotions. But the mob merely looked at Rie, who glared back at them.

      “The Host has a misunderstanding about your position,” she said coldly.

      Chloe cleared her throat. “I do not believe that is the problem. The Mark 1s believe that this morning’s problem is unresolved. I… am inclined to agree. Even if Nick needs to investigate matters himself, it is difficult to guarantee his safety against an unknown threat.”

      “I’ve been threatened a lot before,” he said, leaving it unsaid that the threat often came from the Archangels.

      He’d often suspected that they would be the cause of his death, after all.

      The eyes of the Mark 1s flashed. Notably, the Mark 3s didn’t join in.

      One of the older models stepped forward. Her serial number read “ARC-M01-NB04912,” which seemed familiar to Nick for some reason.

      “The Host wishes to ensure your protection. This conflicts with your duties as a detective, but not as a Cipher. A consensus is unable to be achieved in this state, but we do not wish for you to be placed in danger without further protective actions,” the doll said.

      Internally, Nick wanted to give her a name. All the Archangels looked the same, so for now he just called her Twelve, after her serial number.

      “I will be with him,” Rie said.

      “Your safety is not in question,” Twelve replied.

      Before Rie could bite back, Nick raised a hand. Once again, all eyes turned to him.

      He really wished they would stop doing that.

      “Given our suspects have anti-armor rifles, what actions can be taken?” he asked. “I’m not spending the next few weeks in a bunker because of the miniscule chance that you don’t spot a hypothetical sniper.”

      The eyes of every doll went offline at once, including Rie’s. That told Nick they were taking him seriously.

      Personally, he had a couple of ideas in mind. But he doubted that anything he had thought up was new to them. Their concerns seemed more fundamental than the fact Nick barely remembered how to handle a gun.

      After several long seconds, the Archangels returned to reality.

      “We have three areas of concern,” Twelve said.

      Nick raised a hand again. “By ‘we,’ do you mean the entire Host or the Mark 1s?”

      “… yes.”

      He tried not to scowl at the smartass answer. Rie didn’t make that effort. A glance at Chloe earned him the real answer.

      “Without a consensus, you should assume that M01-NB04912 represents the faction of the Host that wants additional action taken,” she explained.

      Even Chloe used the serial number to describe other units, apparently.

      “So there are Archangels who disagree?” he asked

      “Most objections are on procedural grounds,” Twelve interrupted. “Consensus has been reached that additional protection should be provided in principle, but not on which actions.”

      This was too complicated for Nick. He rubbed his forehead and sighed.

      “So?” he asked.

      Silence.

      “I was asking what your three areas of concerns were.”

      Twelve gave him a perfunctory nod. “Communication. Knowledge of your future actions. Physical protection.”

      “… those are headings of concerns, not actual concerns,” he said.

      Grimaces crossed the faces of every Mark 1 and their eyes flashed. Once again, the Mark 3s did their own thing.

      Nick wondered why Chloe hadn’t stepped in to interpret. Was this some sort of factional war? She was supposed to be his liaison, he supposed.

      “Look,” he said, deciding to throw his own ideas out there to break this impasse. “I want some sort of earpiece so I can communicate with you anyway. Does that solve one issue?”

      Nods.

      “I can’t tell you what I’m doing in the future, because that’s how the future works. I don’t think I need to explain that,” he said, earning grumpy looks from the assembled dolls. “But I can try to give more lead time and explain where I’ll be going. I’m guessing you’re used to reading the neural implants of people and anticipating actions before they’re taken.”

      “Yes,” Chloe said. “That is exactly correct.”

      “As for physical protection… Well, you’ll need to work out how you can keep me safe while I’m out, but I’m not letting you keep me in a shell or scare everyone away. I do need to practice with my gun more,” he said.

      Twelve’s eyes lit up, but she didn’t consult with the Host. “We shall provide you with rigorous training imminently, including firearms handling. The Host can continue to simulate and ruminate on possible solutions to your personal safety.”

      Her fellow Mark 1s seemed confused. Finally, the eyes of the dolls collectively flashed and everyone calmed down.

      Rie sighed. “Right. Is that settled then? You know where we’re going, where Nicholas lives, and where he’ll be tonight. A suitably small earpiece that meets encryption requirements will be acquired.”

      “And we shall train Nicholas,” Twelve insisted. She seemed personally excited by the prospect.

      “Sure,” Nick said. “You know where I’ll be tonight?”

      “There’s only one district that Detective Hammond will take you, given his… propensities.” Rie shrugged. “Shall we go?”

      She held her arm out, and he led the way this time. A half-dozen Mark 1s followed, including Twelve.

      When they entered the underground garage, a police interceptor and two SUVs awaited them. Rie slipped into the interceptor and patted the seat next to her. The stares of her fellow dolls were reproachful, but they said nothing.

      The vehicle was the same model as the one that Chloe had brought him to the Spires in the other night. The long dash remained off, but Nick wondered how it worked.

      If the driver couldn’t connect to the vehicle, how would they even drive it? Were there controls hidden behind a compartment, just like the weapons in the SUVs? Chloe had said there were refreshments when she brought him in. They must be hidden somewhere.

      Once the other dolls boarded their vehicles, the convoy set off. The destination was known, as they were heading to the same place that Rie had briefed him yesterday.

      Except this time, he planned to visit one of the establishments he’d tested the Archangels in. Would they remember it?

      Doubtful. Chloe had been completely ignorant of what happened there, and this gentleman’s club was well known to the police.

      “I forgot to ask, but you know who we’re visiting, right?” he asked Rie. “I never explained.”

      She smiled. “Lucas Miller. Cipher. Son of British and French immigrants. Owner of two black companies: the Cobalt Lily, and Formeus Doll Imports. The former is a high-class gentleman’s club with a variety of highly customized and modded pleasure dolls for the cashed-up upper class and wealthy tourists of Neo Babylon.”

      “That’s a fancy way of saying that it’s a brothel with a nightclub for a front,” Nick said. “Lucas used to always trick out his dolls, though. And he originally hired me to keep them and his mainframe free of interference.”

      What the Cobalt Lily did was the original definition of a “black company.” Its business was decriminalized and frowned upon by the elite who founded the city, whose personal values preferred that it didn’t exist—despite other personal values they held that suggested they shouldn’t interfere.

      Hence black companies. They effectively existed outside the scope of Babylon’s government. The police ensured that no laws were broken, that any violence didn’t spill over and affect the general populace, and none of the companies were fronts for more nefarious problems. But otherwise? Complete lawlessness.

      So a competitor could “legally” sabotage other businesses, spread malicious lies, and cause general mayhem. Any black company that didn’t keep competent Ciphers on-hand lasted all of five seconds in Babylon. That was roughly how long it took for an Altnet virus to get into an unmodded doll and wreak havoc, and the Archangels wouldn’t give a damn.

      At least so long as a black company never disturbed the illusory peace of Babylon, that is.

      Rie shrugged and stretched out in her seat. As expected, Lucas’s activities were literally programmed to be of no concern to her.

      “Formeus Doll Imports is of more concern to me,” she said. “It borders on criminal and is effectively a front.”

      He raised an eyebrow. This was news to him.

      “You’ve been out of contact with Lucas for some time,” she continued.

      “By law,” he said. “He was a major collaborator with Neural Spike. We got most of our dolls through him. Tartarus’s security dolls came through him, even. They were a custom build made by RTM, loosely based on the G5 but with a lot of military spec features.”

      “Don’t think we haven’t noticed the roundabout messages you’ve sent to him through other contacts,” Rie warned. “But that doesn’t matter anymore. What you missed over the past few years was that his import company has expanded. He’s a major supplier of illegal weaponry and neural mods, rather than just doll mods.”

      Nick frowned. “Huh. Was that because Jeremy got taken down recently?”

      Rie tilted her head. After a few seconds, she nodded. “Jeremiah Hill. CEO of Hillfort Arms and All. We declared it a criminal enterprise after it sold a large volume of anti-doll weaponry to a terrorist organization. Most of its wares were seized.”

      “But its customers went elsewhere. I bet Lucas picked most of them up.” Nick scratched his neck. “Well, that means this trip won’t be wasted. I want to talk to Lucas because he’s keyed into the underworld. The more shit he’s selling, the better. Even if you don’t like him.”

      “It is not a matter of dislike. It is highly probable that he sold the neural mods and weaponry to the NLF. In fact, he sold them to their predecessor, the Neural Liberation Front. I am unsure why an order was never given to arrest him,” she said.

      For a moment, Nick was confused. Then he remembered they were after the Neuron Liberation Front.

      “Did they really change two letters and call themselves a new movement?” he asked.

      Rie laughed.

      Given that Rie knew who and what they were visiting, Nick let the topic lie. Traffic was heavier than he liked. He wasn’t used to this sort of thing, as he rarely took the roads. Robot taxis were expensive compared to public transport.

      But he knew enough about the city to guess the reason traffic was slow. They were heading the same direction everyone else was. The red-light doll district was a trendy part of town, despite being quite seedy. Unlike Alcatraz, it had a veneer of respectability and plenty of rich patrons. The lack of a dodgy name likely helped.

      As the convoy chugged along behind a slow line of robot taxis, limousines, and private vehicles, Nick tried to relax.

      “How are you settling in?” Rie asked.

      “On day two, technically?”

      “You certainly got off to a flying start.”

      He shrugged. “I’m used to it. No. I was used to it. Tartarus was like being shackled, after a career of flitting about and always picking up jobs with no briefing and no opportunity to understand what I was doing. Before Neural Spike, bosses like Lucas brought me in to handle dodgy shit because I could be kept in the dark.”

      Nick tapped the side of his head. No neural implant meant that a lot of the city remained invisible to him, even if he was a Cipher. And back then, he hadn’t been half the Cipher he was today. Or even a Cipher, really.

      “And in Neural Spike?” Rie asked. “I understand you got along with the CEO, Leon Welk.”

      Ah, Welk. Nick tried not to frown.

      “It’s harder to explain,” he said. “Welk hired me directly, based on Lucas’s recommendation. He was like fire. Not on fire, but actual fire. Untamable, chaotic, and so full of energy that it caught onto everything around him.”

      “But he liked you,” Rie insisted. “There are many security records of the two of you together. Even…” she abruptly stopped.

      “I take it you know something that you can’t tell me,” he said drily.

      “Welk was interrogated thoroughly upon arrest. But those records are deeply classified. Suffice it to say that he spoke about you and your relationship.”

      Huh. Nick wondered if the reason he walked away from the entire debacle was because of his old CEO.

      Did he owe his freedom to that old maniac? So much of his life came back to Neural Spike, good and bad. He would be a fraction of the man he was today if he had never worked there, even if it had nearly buried him entirely.

      He shook his head. The past was the past. Nothing could change it.

      “In any case, Welk was chaos. That meant I bounced from task to task with basically no background. I’d be cleansing mainframes one day, running stimuli tests in the red-light districts another, then helping him design directives for dolls another. Then everything collapsed, and my job became glorified tech support.” He shrugged. “So this morning felt like a return to the norm, only with more guns.”

      “I’m glad.” Rie smiled. “Genuinely. I did want this to be a partnership, and for you to get something out of this other than large sums of cash.”

      “I definitely appreciate the money,” he said with a wink. “I had a look at the contract you signed. How the hell did you convince the department to agree to that? And why did Chloe come up with that figure?”

      “Chloe? What do you—” Rie’s eyes flashed and a brief expression of rage distorted her face.

      Then she calmed down and smiled thinly at him.

      Silence ruled the cabin. The soundproofing of the vehicle meant he couldn’t hear the humdrum of the people on the sidewalks as they pulled into the underground parking lot.

      “I believe I may have underestimated Chloe’s… eagerness to be your liaison,” Rie said with false sweetness.

      “I did say I wanted to be paid more,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “You made a general threat because you were annoyed at how pushy Chloe was being. Although, given the state of your apartment, I can’t say I disagree with your new pay. I shall insist that you make proper use of it, however.”

      The interceptor rolled to a stop. Nick decided this was a great opportunity to end the conversation, before Rie tried to force him to move into a swanky penthouse.

      Unlike the parking garages in the CBD, this one looked pretty full. Many of the customers in this district had the cash to blow on their own self-driving car, and extortionate parking fees would hardly dissuade them. Sleek sports cars sat alongside towering SUVs. More than a few strangely boxy vehicles could be spotted here and there, although they looked a lot better in augmented reality.

      Nick and the Archangels took the stairs up. Nobody scattered upon their arrival this time. The streets were alive with people and dolls. The well-heeled rich enjoyed the quaint cobblestone streets, while laughing, eating, and drinking from the range of fancy bars and restaurants.

      None of the businesses had human staff, naturally, save maybe a chef or the owner. Doll waitresses ferried food and drinks out. Some places were completely self-serve, and customers ordered everything using the Altnet, then collected it at the kitchen.

      Security dolls and beefier folks with visible cybernetics patrolled the streets. The dolls were a mixture of the RTM G6s and the newer Sigma Lancer.

      Both dolls were considerably larger than the Archangels, and closer in size to the Liberator models. Six feet tall, visible thickness to provide durability against small arms, and limited armor plating over select parts of the body. The G6s possessed variety in their appearance, due to their global nature, and could pass as human save for their metallic antennae and armor.

      By contrast, the Lancers were a monolithic model. They all looked like blonde bombshells, and Nick had heard that part of Sigma’s marketing was to people who wanted a security doll who would look great on their arm. Doll wives were hardly a new thing, even if they remained niche.

      “I’m amazed that nobody is worried about a pack of Archangels,” Nick said as they strode down one of the busier streets.

      “We commonly patrol at this time,” Twelve said.

      Chloe frowned. “Is it normal to allow so much rule-breaking activity? Many of these weapons appear to be loaded with lethal ammunition.”

      Nick followed her gaze and saw a trio of suited thugs. The men stared back at him, unflinching. Unlike the security dolls, they didn’t carry their guns openly. Their bulky coats were as effective as Nick’s at hiding bulky weapons.

      “Concealed weapons?” Nick asked.

      “Yes,” Chloe said. “The Americium model of the Lawman, specifically. The neural receiver in them isn’t modded.”

      “I doubt the security here intends to fight the police. Illegal ammo or not, closing a gun off to the security bands is just asking to be shot,” he said.

      The Mark 1s nodded in sync. Their SMGs dangled loosely from their necks, indicating they saw no danger nearby. The security dolls likely carried non-lethal stun rounds, given their shotguns lacked ammunition-switchers.

      “We’re not here to rough up random black companies and their security,” Rie said. “If they attempt to interfere with us, then that’s another matter. Or do you know some of them?”

      Nick snorted. “I haven’t come here for years. You know that, and you know why. We’re about to have a friendly chat with one of those reasons.”

      They walked farther down the street. The crowds thinned out the farther they went. Several of the establishments here had blacked-out windows. They probably had augmented advertising that Nick couldn’t see.

      If they went inside, he knew they’d be served a lot more than just food. The dolls that lingered in doorways and called out to passersby often left little to the imagination. Some wore designer clothing with holes in the right places. If anyone needed to know if dolls had the parts for intercourse, they’d find out here.

      Of course, not all of them did. But it was a popular add-on. Most businesses bought through importers, rather than direct, and the add-on increased resale value. It wasn’t like somebody could drill the parts in afterward.

      The Mark 1s looked around with sharp eyes as they strode through here. More than a few times, he spotted them glare at a rather mundane doll. Said doll would freeze up for several seconds, and often walk into a building.

      “I take it some laws are being broken,” Nick said.

      Rie grinned. “You cannot see, but many of these dolls have highly augmented appearances. It’s not legal to appear in public with a non-human appearance. We can overlook some of them, but some of them are… less eye-pleasing than others. Or pose a risk to older neural implants.”

      “Ah. Tentacle monsters. I thought those were out of fashion?” He nodded, stroking his chin.

      “I understand that trends go in waves. But these are more… eldritch.”

      Nick made a note to look up some photos on the Altnet later. What even was the current augmented doll fashion these days?

      The Archangels gave him a strange look, and he suspected his thoughts had showed on his face. Also, the fact he kept tabs on this sort of stuff probably alarmed them.

      One of the more popular features of neural implants was the ability to alter all of one’s perceptions. Somebody could become a giant monster, and their partner could become a prancing centaur. Or they might grow many tentacles. The possibilities weren’t quite limitless, simply because the human mind struggled to control non-human bodies.

      AI assistants came to the rescue, however. They helped ordinary people live out weird fantasies without their minds shattering or the neural immersion breaking.

      Dolls were one step better, however. They excelled at impossible neural play. However, the AR models they used could sometimes be too complicated and cause migraines and other health issues in humans.

      Babylon strictly regulated the presence of AR on the streets. These dolls were modded to dodge those regulations, which was why the Archangels were actively policing the street.

      “You should get some AR glasses,” Rie said, eying one particular doll.

      “Find me a pair that even works with the current Altnet and maybe we’ll talk.”

      For some reason, the eyes of every Archangel flashed. Apparently, he had given them an idea. They said nothing, however.

      Eventually, the crowds thinned out completely. While a few dolls hung around outside businesses here, they were advertising a much more explicit product than up the street.

      Nick stopped outside an understated building. Unlike much of the city, it was constructed from brick and painted black. Wooden fixtures decorated its exterior. The main entrance was a little farther down, but the Cobalt Lily was closed at this time.

      Instead, they stood outside a small alcove. A pair of security dolls with bulky automatic shotguns stood guard inside. The guns were identical to the shotgun used by one of the Mark 3s this morning at the docks.

      Up those stairs was the office of Lucas Miller, a Cipher that Nick hadn’t spoken to directly for years. And the man who had inadvertently set Nick on this path all those years ago.

      “Well, let’s go say hi,” he said aloud.
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      “Mister Miller isn’t seeing guests,” the security dolls intoned when Nick and the Archangels approached.

      Both dolls were new Sigma Chevaliers, which were updated versions of the Lancer and competed with the G7. These were the dolls that Kim had been worried about. Unlike the Lancers, they were closer to the size of an average woman, but with the curves of a supermodel. Sigma knew their target market.

      Rie opened her mouth to object, but Nick raised his hand.

      “I’ll send Lucas a message,” he said, pulling out his phone.

      He tapped something out, hit send, and waited. A few seconds later, the dolls seized up. Then they stepped aside and gestured to the stairs up.

      “Welcome back, Mister Waite,” they said.

      Nick wondered if they genuinely knew that he’d been here before, or if that was a programmed greeting.

      When he stepped forward, the Archangels followed. Immediately, the Chevaliers blocked them.

      “For security reasons, only one of you may accompany Mister Waite,” one of them said. Disdain dripped from her tone as she said “you” to the police dolls.

      The Mark 1s gripped their weapons tightly, but Rie turned and waved for them to calm down.

      “Lucas is an old friend of Nicholas,” she said. “I believe things will be fine. And you will be right outside, regardless.”

      The responsive flash of eyes made it clear that the dolls weren’t as sure. However, they backed down with a nod.

      “We shall wait for you here, Detective,” Twelve told Nick.

      For some reason, Chloe and the two Mark 3s didn’t join in. He found out why when he walked up the stairs and they followed. The Chevaliers didn’t stop them.

      Before he could turn and question them, Rie looped her arm around his and led him upward. That told him everything he needed to know.

      Nothing had changed about Lucas’s office. It had an old-timey feel to it. Lots of dark wood, black marble, and dark shadows in the high ceilings. Lights dangled from chains. Nick felt as if he had stepped inside a movie filmed many decades ago.

      Which was the entire point. Lucas was new money. While Neo Westphalia had been built by a bunch of tech billionaires who minted their wealth at the turn of the millennium, a new generation was making their dough from new technologies. And their values differed somewhat.

      Nick took in all the physical decorations and was reminded of how few of these existed in his life right now. There had been a few at the tailor. Lucas had always appreciated the physical over the virtual. With the money he had, he didn’t need to rely on cheap AR.

      If Nick had that money, would he find Babylon less dreary? Would it be less of a cold mass of steel and glass?

      Another pair of Chevaliers awaited them upstairs.

      “Welcome, Mister Waite. Mister Miller is waiting for you in his office,” they said.

      Nick knew the way, and the Archangels followed closely behind him. Rie didn’t have a weapon on her, he belatedly realized. Or at least, a visible weapon. Perhaps she had some sort of energy weapon or handgun concealed inside her armor.

      Although that would introduce a structural weakness. He’d be genuinely surprised if she had any hidden compartments.

      The office was small, which made sense given it was for a small business. Lucas probably used this place to entertain guests and for accounting.

      A doll sat behind a large oak desk outside a closed door. No, not a doll, Nick realized. An interface. Her eyes were vacant.

      Interfaces were humanoid shells that mainframes used to physically interact with the world. They had little functional purpose, but they had become a trend with the boom in emotion engines. Company executives liked the idea that the AI that ran their companies was a “person” they could talk to. Unlike dolls, interfaces even came in male versions.

      “I see Lucas finally upgraded you, Lumen,” he said.

      The woman’s eyes regained their life. Then she looked up at him.

      Unlike dolls, she was almost impossible to tell apart from a human. Only the barcode and serial number engraved in blue ink beneath her left eye, plus the silver bands on her wrists, gave her away. Interfaces never left a factory without these distinguishing features.

      She had bobbed white hair with blue highlights, vivid blue eyes, and wore a sleeveless black dress. The cobalt theme was hard to miss.

      “Nick. It has been several years. We never had the opportunity to speak outside of a terminal,” Lumen said, her tone exceedingly professional. “It is good to see you. Lucas has missed you.”

      “Has he?”

      “I imagine so. The new Ciphers lack your efficiency.” She tilted her head. “Are you here to provide maintenance?”

      Rie looked at him sidelong with a strange expression.

      “I’ll talk to Lucas about it,” he said.

      “Thank you. I hope your meeting is productive.” She turned away from him and her eyes became vacant again.

      The doors to Lucas’s office opened. Lumen had presumably kept them closed to force him to talk to her.

      “She’s an older mainframe, isn’t she?” Rie asked as they stepped over the threshold and turned the final corner.

      “Lucas tinkers with her, but she’s a logic engine he bought about 15 years ago,” Nick said. “I played with her directives a lot when I used to work here.”

      The time for small talk was over, however. Lucas finally came into sight.

      Along with a bunch of his thugs.

      Lucas leaned back on a massive leather throne, his arms behind his head. He wore a silver suit, which contrasted strongly with his dark skin, and a pair of mirrored glasses framed his face. Amethyst earrings dangled on either side, but were intentionally mismatched in length. His hair was dark, neatly combed, but substantially longer than it had been the last time Nick had seen him.

      His thugs were a mixture of suited men and women, all packing bulky handguns on their hips. Most had visible cybernetics, usually replacement limbs, although one had some patchwork done to his face. Probably a burn victim.

      “Nick, long time, no see. Not sure I approve of your new friends, though,” Lucas said, staring at Rie.

      “I see you still wear those stupid AR glasses. Do they even do anything when you have an implant?” Nick asked.

      A few of the thugs tensed, but Lucas laughed. Nick walked forward and leaned across the massive desk. The two men shook hands, and Nick tried not to wince as Lucas’s cybernetic hand tried to crush his.

      “And you still haven’t fixed your damn hand,” Nick said, shaking the feeling back into his hand.

      “I built this thing to crack skulls open, not hand out pansy-ass handshakes.” Lucas sat back down, then flipped a vape pen out from inside his arm. “Sit down. I hope this isn’t a shakedown.”

      “Do the Archangels usually approach politely during shakedowns?” Nick asked.

      Lucas glanced at Rie, then shrugged. “No. But then, the prototypes usually don’t walk around in public. You’re giving me shit about my AR glasses, but I’m wearing them for damn good reason. I can control what I see with these, unlike this.” The smuggler tapped the side of his head.

      Rie smiled. “You don’t need to pretend that your implant isn’t modded, Lucas. It is considered a permissible implant.”

      His face turned stony. “Permissible, huh? Can’t say I appreciate the idea that what I do with my implant is your business.”

      “You do business in Babylon. You know how this works,” Nick said, trying to defuse the tension. “With that said, I think you’re overstating how effective your glasses are. Your mod shuts out the neural network, right? But your glasses still need a connection to work. Augmented reality only works if you receive the augmented part. Otherwise it’s just reality.”

      Lucas snorted and fiddled with his glasses. “Sure. But these are locked off from the security bands and encrypted. I can’t see everything, but I still get access to assisted aiming and more Cipher shit than you get.”

      Rie’s smile never wavered. Lucas had just admitted that his AR glasses were illegal, as they had been modded to prevent access over the security bands.

      Nick sighed. “Lucas, don’t freak out. But how many Archangels walked into the room with me?”

      Silence. Lucas looked around the room, his eyes hidden behind the mirrored lenses. Then he lowered the glasses and his expression tightened.

      “Fuck me,” he breathed out. “Mark 3s. When the fuck did they get here? And how did they do that?”

      “Maybe your glasses weren’t as encrypted as you thought, old man,” Chloe said with a smirk.

      The thugs looked at Lucas in confusion. If they heard Chloe, they showed no signs of it.

      “I think you might want to show yourself, Chloe,” Nick said, turning in his chair.

      “Stay steady, boys,” Lucas said, raising his hands in a calming gesture.

      Something happened, imperceptible to Nick. The thugs swore and reached for their guns.

      “I said. Stay. Steady,” Lucas roared.

      His thugs froze, then returned to their resting poses. The Archangels hadn’t even flinched. Even if a weapon had been drawn, they could have just shut down the nervous system of the gunman.

      “Quite the show of force. Alright. I get it. You’re not here to put me out of business. Then why are you here? And what are you doing here, Nick?” Lucas grunted out between puffs of his vape pen.

      “I’m a detective now. They made me a great offer.”

      Lucas snorted. “A financially great offer, or the sort of great offer with an implied bullet point?”

      “Both. First one, then the other,” Nick said.

      The Archangels shot Nick a nasty look, while the smuggler laughed.

      “Detective, huh. Hell of a step up from the kid I hired to keep Lumen running squeaky clean.” Lucas paused. “You should give her a check-up on the way out. Half the directives you gave her are still churning away, but they pop up some odd codes.”

      “You didn’t reset her before the interface upgrade?”

      “Nah. Too much history to lose. She’s a little odd, but that’s normal for logic engines in interfaces. Can’t give her any of the fancy modules, so she just runs the club and my finances. I have a new mainframe with all the bells and whistles for the imports side of things,” Lucas said.

      Nick nodded and made a mental note to talk with Lumen again on the way out. Maybe he’d learn something interesting while poking through her logs.

      “So, what do you want with a small-time smuggler like me?” Lucas looked between Rie and Nick as he spoke. “I’m assuming that you’re the boss, Nick.”

      “We’re partners,” Rie insisted.

      “Sounds cushy.”

      Rie’s lips thinned. “A small-time smuggler wouldn’t be selling arms to anti-government groups. Perhaps you should choose your words more wisely.”

      Nick winced while Lucas’s face hardened.

      “This is about the bomb threats the other day, isn’t it?” Lucas took a long puff.

      “Not quite.” Nick looked around. “We might need everybody to clear out. I’m free from my NDA, and you got off, but nobody else here is really cleared to know this stuff.”

      The thugs started, then glared at the Mark 3s.

      “Chloe, you might want to step outside as well,” Nick said. He gave her a meaningful look. “Actually step outside.”

      Lucas waved a hand, and the thugs left. The Archangels followed. When the doors shut, only Rie, Nick, and Lucas remained inside.

      “I have deactivated your recording devices, and am playing an electronic signal that will disrupt any disconnected media,” Rie said. “We are clear to speak about the topic.”

      “Can’t say I expected anything less. So, this is about Tartarus and Neural Spike,” Lucas said.

      Nick nodded, then briefly explained the events of the past few days. He left out the purpose of the task force, as telling a black-market smuggler that the police were corrupt was like saying that drugs were addictive. Also, it was probably classified info that Nick would get in trouble for talking about.

      “I don’t need to be clued in to know you’re leaving something out,” Lucas said afterward. He fiddled with his vape, switching out the canister inside it for another one. “How did the NLF—or whoever took Helena—know that there’d be an opening before the police hit? I didn’t even know that the Archangels had hit anyone until a couple of Ciphers went dark over in Asgard hours later.”

      Asgard was another of the cities in Neo Westphalia. All of them were named after ancient or mythological cities that had been considered bastions of greatness of their civilizations.

      Like with Babel, nobody had been crazy enough to name a city Atlantis.

      Rie shrugged. “Our investigations will uncover the truth.”

      “Uh huh.” Lucas rolled his eyes, then looked at Nick. “So, where do I come in? The Archangels don’t usually knock to ask questions about this sort of thing.”

      “The NLF pulled off a bunch of bomb threats the day that Tartarus got hit,” Nick explained. “It’s possible that was entirely to provide cover for Travis, as the elevators also malfunctioned that morning.”

      Rie nodded in agreement. She had evidently connected the same dots that he had.

      “But then they showed up at the docks, trying to steal data they shouldn’t need,” Nick continued. “If they were covering their tracks, they would have been far more destructive.”

      “You think somebody else did the raid, and they might have been unrelated,” Lucas said. “Or an accessory.”

      “Pretty much, yeah. But they’re getting these dolls, weapons, and fancy neural mods from somewhere. Travis has gone to ground. There’s a damn good chance the NLF is connected to what’s going on and can lead us to Helena. What are the odds that two separate groups with military equipment are operating at the same time, without being noticed by the Archangels?”

      “Higher than you think,” Lucas said with a grin. “But fortunately, I do monitor the import market and you’re probably onto something.”

      “He is?” Rie asked, clearly surprised.

      “Wow. You brought ol’ Nick on as a detective and don’t even trust him. Should trade your doll in for one of those fancy Chevaliers I got out the front, Nick.” Lucas winked at him.

      “Explain how he is onto something,” Rie said coldly.

      Lucas wagged a finger. “Not so fast. I’m a businessman, and a good businessman doesn’t do anything for free.”

      The expression on Rie’s face suggested she was about to prove otherwise. Even if Lucas’s neural implant was deactivated, he might be about to find out that Rie could physically switch it on. Or much worse.

      Nick coughed. “What do you want, Lucas?”

      “Info. These Mark 3s just appeared out of goddamned nowhere. We’ve been theorizing about them for ages, while Sigma sells the dumbed down Mark 2s to every tinpot dictator interested in their own doll army. Now they show up, and we haven’t even seen a scrap of a spec sheet.” Lucas pointed finger guns at Rie. “Give me the goss.”

      A pause.

      “The ‘goss,’ Lucas?” Nick asked.

      “It’s a great word. You should make more diverse friends. You’ll enlarge your mind.”

      Nick wasn’t sure he wanted to know what sort of friends Lucas had made that used the word “goss.” It sounded like the sort of thing he had picked up from some of the stranger patrons of his fine establishment.

      “I don’t even know what the word means,” Nick said.

      “Gossip. So, spill the beans.” Lucas’s finger guns remained unwavering.

      Shaking his head, Nick said, “Fine. I can’t tell you anything classified, but I doubt Sigma will sit on their newest model for long now that they’re wandering the streets.”

      He didn’t ask Rie for permission, mostly because showing weakness in front of Lucas would harm more than help. She nodded regardless.

      “Fantastic.” Lucas clapped his hands. “Here’s what I got. The new NLF isn’t really connected to the old one, other than the whole ‘burn down the Spires and eat the rich’ shit. You know, dumb, young reactionaries. But somebody is backing them. I’ve been careful not to sell to them directly after last time.”

      Rie glared at him, and the smuggler raised his hands in surrender.

      “Hey. I didn’t think they were going to try to sneak bombs into cargo containers,” he said defensively. “Anyway, even if I don’t sell to them, there are a thousand small fries who will. So my stuff gets to them anyway. The great circle of capitalism.”

      “But you think they’re buying from you,” Nick said.

      “Indirectly, yeah. I moved a bunch of neural mods lately, plus a huge amount of G2s and weapons. It looked like an old black company expanding in Alcatraz, but then the owner abruptly shut up shop and vanished.” Lucas grimaced. “He ran an international smuggling business on the side. Last thing he brought in were a couple of small containers from the States. Then, poof. Gone, and all his warehouses were stripped bare.”

      “We are aware of the abrupt closure of Lu Import Export,” Rie said, but she looked concerned.

      “’course you are. Anyway, rumor was that he brought in something big for some hotshot in the Spires, got a huge payout to keep quiet, and got off this shithole of a planet.” Lucas shrugged. “It’s a nice story, at least. Most likely he got thrown into the ocean and whoever is backing the NLF stole everything.”

      “So some mysterious foreign containers, a lot of G2s, weapons, and neural mods all vanished. Plus money,” Nick summarized. “What about the explosives?”

      “I don’t trade in those anymore. In fact, it’s practically impossible to buy a lot of them without getting a visit from our lovely girls in cybernetic blue.” Lucas nodded at Rie. “They’re probably assembling their own explosives. The city is flooded with high-explosive and incendiary rounds for anti-doll purposes. My boys and girls use them. Anything less is like shooting foam darts at a doll.”

      Nick clicked his tongue. That made too much sense. The Archangels could monitor explosives, dolls, and weapons, but ammunition? The stuff sloshed around Neo Westphalia like water. Although strictly illegal, the police let it slide so long as the black companies kept their fighting out of the public eye.

      “They’d need a pretty sizable operation to be pulling apart bullets for explosives, though,” Nick said slowly. “Not to mention that they’d need to be sourcing them. If they’re screwing with neural networks and mods, that narrows the net even more. There can’t be that many operations in Alcatraz with suspicious network activity and a large trade in ammunition.”

      “Front companies are more likely,” Lucas said. “But you’ve got the idea. You recall how Welk ran Neural Spike, don’t you?”

      Nick nodded. “Even with the military’s blessing, he was still operating illegally. They’d just disown him if he attracted the wrong attention. So he had to be careful not to centralize everything and relied on friends like you. But he still had a few major operations. An explosive manufacturing plant must be the equivalent of one of those.”

      Rie shifted uncomfortably. “The police can begin sweeping Alcatraz for—”

      “Don’t bother,” Lucas said. “You already said they have those fancy neural mods to block you out. You Archangels are all brute force—just sucking up all the memories and data from everyone, then zapping anyone with the wrong thoughts. You’ll need a defter touch to find the NLF.”

      Her expression turned cold. “We are more capable than you imagine, Lucas. With the city within the grasp of our neural net, it’s only a matter of time before we find them.”

      Nick shifted uncomfortably. Rie’s thoughts on privacy were crystal clear.

      “Quite the partner here, Nick.” Lucas eyed the prototype Archangel carefully. “But we’re buddies, so I’ll do you a solid anyway. While your dream eaters ransack the neural implants of half the city, I’ll round up some Ciphers and look for real leads in Alcatraz. The NLF doesn’t have many friends. Especially as a lot of them think the raids on Tartarus and friends were because of the bomb threats.”

      They weren’t, naturally. But Nick knew it made for a great cover story.

      Nick suddenly realized that recent events had become even more suspicious. If Tartarus was supposedly being raided because of the NLF—at least publicly—then that made the case against the police even stronger.

      It also meant that whoever organized the raid was likely to be connected to the NLF. They could organize the bomb threats, which provided a useful cover story and helped Travis sabotage security. This gave them a valid excuse to move the raid forward, which was necessary to coincide with the anniversary party so that Tartarus HQ was empty. Then they seized Helena for…

      Well, Nick still didn’t know why they wanted Helena.

      The NLF’s latest actions were illogical, but he needed to dig these revolutionaries out of their trenches to solve this mystery. Their mysterious benefactor might be the ultimate target of the investigation.

      And the one who had Helena.

      “Thanks, Lucas,” Nick said.

      “No problem. A shame your lovely ladies can’t do a proper Cipher sweep.” Lucas grinned toothily.

      Rie scowled. “As I said earlier, we are more capable than you imagine. Perhaps you should be warier of what we can do.”

      Lucas blinked several times in confusion, then looked at Nick. “Uh, what?”

      “Time for the trade, I think.” Nick scratched the back of his neck. “I’m not just a detective. In fact, I’m about to explain the entire reason I approached you in person, before anyone realizes I’m a detective. I need to shore up contacts with Cipher networks if I want to be useful.”

      “Fair. So long as you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. Just don’t forget your roots.” Lucas tapped his vape pen on his desk for effect. “Some circles will cut you off out of principle. But a bunch of us are realists. The world changed the instant Welk created the first Archangel prototype. I’ll work with you. A lot of others will as well, either because they like you or because it might be fun to work with the Archangels for once.”

      Nick sighed in relief. This had been the part he’d been dreading. Although it would get worse shortly.

      “But one piece of advice, Nick.” Lucas leaned forward. “You’re used to being a minion, but now you’re a dealmaker—cop or not. The moment the police raid one of your partners without the best fucking reason in the solar system, you’re done.”

      Nick nodded solemnly. To him, that made perfect sense. Every major raid on a black company set Ciphers on edge. The Spires always danced around heavy regulations amid lip service to ideals of freedom.

      “What counts as ‘the best fucking reason?’” Rie asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “That will depend. I’m willing to accept a raid on terrorists. Jeremy was stupid to do what he did, and I learned my lesson the hard way.”

      “You did?” she asked, incredulous.

      “Your older sister made some very pointed threats,” Lucas said flatly. “My understanding is that people only get one warning from her, then—” he ran a finger across his neck.

      Rie frowned. Was she aware of Kushiel’s activities?

      “Anyway, Nick, what’s the deal with these Mark 3s? This is interesting, but a distraction.”

      Taking a deep breath, Nick steeled himself for the explanation. “Like I said, I’m not just a detective. You saw what the Mark 3s did earlier. They don’t just use the security bands. Their hardware lets them emulate Ciphers.”

      Lucas’s eyebrows shot up, vanishing beneath his dark bangs. “Emulate… Aw, shit, Nick, you’re training the fucking pigs?”

      Rie snorted as Lucas let his true opinion of the police slip.

      “Somebody has to,” Nick said.

      “A lot of people would prefer somebody a lot dumber than you to do it,” Lucas said drily. “But, fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair. Several times. “Welk would love this. If he could choose any Cipher to train his babies, it would be you. Crazy bastard.”

      A strange sensation filled Nick in response to Lucas’s words. But he ignored it. At his side, Rie smiled brightly.

      “So?” Nick asked.

      “This doesn’t change anything. Like I said, the world changed years ago. I’m no Luddite. It’s hard to even tell that I’m not talking to two humans.” Lucas rubbed his eyes, then fiddled with his glasses. His vape lay to the side. “You’re probably the weirdest person to be training dolls, though.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. They basically exist in the neural network and the Altnet. You’ve always been that guy on the outside staring in at everybody else enjoying the party,” Lucas said. “That might make some people nervous. You don’t feel the same existential dread that the Archangels invoke. The idea that every thought, action, and aspiration might be monitored and controlled.”

      “We don’t have that level of power,” Rie said.

      “Yet. You can manipulate our senses. How long before you can manipulate our emotions?”

      Rie shifted uncomfortably. “I… do not understand. Nicholas—”

      “I think this might be a conversation for later,” Nick said.

      Inwardly, he was thankful to Lucas for making Rie uncomfortable enough to raise a topic like this. While he was interested in Chloe and the others, Rie piqued his interest to a far greater extent.

      “Anyway, any other fun details you can tell me? Can they shoot laser beams from their eyes yet?” Lucas asked. “The dolls on the garbage my son watches can all do that.”

      “We cannot. Yet,” Rie said, smiling.

      Nick snorted. “They’re easier to understand in relation to the earlier models. The Mark 1s are basically military dolls condensed into a smaller form, with added neural and electronic warfare capabilities. But Sigma stripped out the emotion engines for the Mark 2s, then slapped in lots of new military tech, and sold them to armies all over the world.”

      “Shit armies,” Lucas corrected. “Sigma has struggled to find a major buyer. The Mark 1s were too much for most militaries, and even many police forces. Most generals don’t want soldiers that think for themselves. But the Mark 2s weren’t enough of a paradigm shift to steal market share from RTM and military refitters.”

      The international doll market was highly concentrated. RTM made the vast majority of dolls for civilian and military purposes, and many companies bought customized units from them, then sold their own. They were called refitters and were basically part of RTM’s market share. Sigma had been shaking things up lately, but they were the disruptor.

      There was a major competitor in China, but tit-for-tat trade wars across the world made them a non-entity in many countries.

      “Sigma’s mainframes were a huge hit, but they haven’t made the same inroads with dolls,” Nick said. “Too much volume is in large companies that make purchases for reasons that have nothing to do with merit.”

      “You mean like the fact your commissioner is a goddamn RTM cheerleader?” Lucas barked out a laugh. “Everyone knows that the reason they haven’t replaced the Liberators yet is because they won’t accept Sigma’s offer.”

      Rie didn’t move. If she had any loyalty to her manufacturer, she kept it hidden.

      “Anyway, take all those fancy toys and armor upgrades in the Mark 2s, and put them in the small frame of a Mark 1. Then add in the enhanced neural and electronic warfare capability. Bam, a Mark 3.” Nick waved his hands at Rie. “Well, kind of.”

      “She’s the prototype. Got it.”

      “One of them,” Rie corrected, her expression stony. “You will meet the other soon enough.”

      Chilling.

      Lucas frowned. “So, the police are militarizing even more. That means the Mark 3s can handle energy weapons?”

      “Yes. They have enough power draw from their batteries to run low-yield energy weapons,” Nick said. “There’s not much short of dedicated high caliber anti-armor rounds that will harm them, either.”

      “Good thing I’m not starting a war, then.”

      Nick got the impression that his catch-up with Lucas was nearing an end.

      But he had one more question, and he’d been reminded of it by one of Lucas’s earlier comments.

      “You called the Archangels dream eaters earlier,” Nick said. “I don’t see that slang much on the Altnet.”

      His friend shifted uncomfortably, which was a new sight for Nick. Rie’s eyes narrowed.

      “It’s physical slang only,” Lucas said, suddenly raising his hands at her expression. “Real popular with guests in the district. Uh, I don’t know if you want to know the reason.”

      Nick immediately cottoned on, but Rie tilted her head to one side. She looked at both men in confusion.

      Then her eyes flashed, and she scowled. A tinge of redness rose in her cheeks.

      “We are not dream demons,” Rie said flatly. “When did we become popular in the red-light district?”

      “I wouldn’t call you popular.” Lucas laughed, causing Rie to grimace. “But there’s a certain type of clientele that likes the idea of being paralyzed by dominant dolls. The expressions you put on when arresting folks gets some excited, you see?”

      “Unfortunately, I do see.” She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Nick, did you have a point with this line of questioning?”

      “Yes, actually.” Nick pointed at Lucas. “It reminded me that the NLF called me Wraith. If you’re using the same slang as them, I figured you might know what the hell is up with the cringey nickname.”

      Lucas roared with laughter, while Rie stared at Nick with an odd expression.

      “Wraith! Holy shit, that almost sounds cool. Wonder what those dumbfucks call me.” Then he scowled. “Probably something insulting.”

      “I believe you are known as the Proprietor,” Rie said, voice strained. “There aren’t many Ciphers with your wealth and influence in Alcatraz.”

      “Huh.” Lucas drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “That’s not half-bad. Not that I’m using it on the Altnet. Maybe I’ll see if anyone else has heard these names. I’m guessing they came up as evidence?”

      Nick frowned when Rie shrugged.

      “They are recorded in the police database,” she said, clearly dodging the question. Then she frowned. “I am curious why you consider them… cringey.”

      “Because we’re not in middle-school,” Nick said flatly. “Pretty much every Cipher is public record, including our employment histories. It’s how we get jobs. If Lucas goes around calling himself the Proprietor, then his customers would laugh him out of his own club.”

      “I… see,” Rie said very slowly. “May I suggest that you are more careful with this subject around the Host?”

      What?

      Lucas covered his mouth as he snickered, but he avoided Nick’s gaze.

      When Nick glared at his old friend, Lucas merely rose and held his hand out. Nick got the message.

      “I’ll get to work on finding the NLF, Nick. We should do drinks soon. My shout,” Lucas said while they shook hands.

      “Is it ever not your shout?”

      “Not while my credit is still good.” Lucas waved them out. “And I imagine it’s only getting better with our partnership.”

      Outside, the Mark 3s joined them, while the thugs wandered back inside. Presumably to be debriefed.

      Nick didn’t make it far. Lumen stood opposite the office entrance, her hands behind her back as she rocked back and forth on blue heels.

      “Is it time for my maintenance, Nick?” she asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Lumen led them into one of the side rooms of the office, through doors thick and heavy enough to withstand a battering ram.

      Of course, building the rooms like tanks meant little when everything was secured with neural links. Lumen used a physical biometric scanner to enter these rooms.

      Inside, they found a spartan room full of humming server racks and a near silent AC unit. The far wall was dominated by a tall black steel monolith, taller than Nick. A few cables ran from it to a small terminal, ruining the effect.

      “Is that a joke?” Chloe asked, staring at the gigantic chunk of featureless steel.

      “Lucas said he saw something like it in a really old film. He thought it would be hilarious to build a custom mainframe that looked like it,” Nick explained as he approached the mainframe.

      Because, yes, this movie prop was Lumen’s actual body. Her interface was a shell connected to the mainframe using the neural network, but all actual processing was done here. Unlike the Archangels, Lumen didn’t use distributed computing.

      Nick ignored the rest of the room and took a seat in front of the terminal. Most Ciphers relied on their implants to connect to mainframes, but physical links were extremely common. If a hardware malfunction occurred, there was no guarantee that the neural link would be available.

      Lumen took a seat next to him, directly in front of the monolith and facing the door. She kicked her legs and held her hands in her lap. Her eyes were vacant again, as her mind focused on her internal processes.

      “This shouldn’t take too long,” Nick said as he booted up the terminal. “Lucas said you were throwing a few errant codes, but those are probably just conflicts caused by how old my directives are. Your fancy new body probably doesn’t appreciate directives that assume you’re just a gigantic chunk of silicon.”

      “I appreciate them plenty,” Lumen said, a shadow of a pout on her lips.

      The Archangels seemed to copy her expression, but their eyes seemed to flit between Nick and Lumen. Rie’s usual smile was missing, and she leaned against the wall with a bored expression.

      Suddenly, Lumen straightened up and glared at the observers. “Nick, can we do this alone? I dislike voyeurs.”

      He paused mid-keystroke, as he was busy inputting authorization details that Lumen had sent to his phone. “I think they’ll object to leaving me alone with anyone.”

      “Yes. Especially for this.” Chloe seemed to glare at Lumen, and the interface glared back.

      “Anyway, like I said, it will be over quickly,” he said, trying to smooth things over.

      “Can’t you make it last longer?” Lumen asked, her blue eyes bright as she stared at him.

      He snorted. “By doing what? Fiddling with Lucas’ directives. So long as…”

      Her error log popped up on the terminal, and Nick’s brow furrowed. His attention shifted from the pouty robots around him to the problem within the computer standing beside him.

      “Lucas said you were throwing a few codes. These are pretty massive conflicts.” He clicked his tongue. “When’s the last time he did maintenance?”

      “A few months ago.”

      There was clearly some attempt to rectify the issue, but whoever had done the work hadn’t done the best job.

      Lucas was a Cipher, but he specialized in neural implants and networking. By contrast, Nick was all about dolls and mainframes. He knew enough about the neural network to get by, but he certainly wasn’t going to be coding any workarounds for security bands or overrides for implant DRM.

      “Did Lucas try hiring somebody else?”

      “Yes.” Lumen’s flat tone made her opinion of other Ciphers clear.

      “And?”

      “I said no.”

      “Ah.”

      Rie’s expression tightened, while the Archangels stifled giggles. Nick focused on the problem he could solve.

      Without a comprehensive understanding of all of Lumen’s tasks, he couldn’t properly fix all the errors. But he could at least work out what they were, and if any were interfering with her work. Then he could fix the worst of them and leave Lucas with info on the others.

      And if, in the process, he saw some financial information that might be of interest, well, that was Lucas’s problem.

      The next couple of hours passed quickly for him. His bodyguards kept themselves busy by leaving reality, judging from their vacant expressions. One always remained focused, but the rest drifted off into their neural net. Even Rie seemed lost in it.

      Anytime he altered a directive of Lumen’s, she twitched or gasped. Nick did his best to shut her out. They were faintly erotic at times, and he needed to use his brain, not his dick.

      Eventually, everything was cataloged, and the worst errors fixed.

      “So, most of these are just attempts to use your interface’s processing power,” he mentioned. “Your error-correction stopped them, so they’re fairly harmless. But I’ve adjusted your directives so that you don’t treat your interface like an extension of your mainframe—there’s a huge gap in computing power.”

      “It is quite difficult to damage a high-quality mainframe such as myself,” Lumen declared, holding a hand to her chest.

      “Mmm. There was a fairly persistent error, and I think it’s the one Lucas noticed. It’s one of the first directives I coded, so I turned it off as I don’t think it’s relevant anymore.”

      Lumen stared at him blankly. A moment later, a message appeared on the terminal. Then another, and another.

      Nick glanced over and rolled his eyes. “You don’t have the privileges to edit your own directives while I’m logged on for maintenance, Lumen. Stop trying.”

      “Oh,” she muttered. “Then can you log off?”

      The Archangels didn’t bother to stifle their giggles this time. Nick sighed, then shut down the terminal.

      He was pretty sure none of Lumen’s directives required her to alter her programming. Unlike the Archangels and Helena, she was entirely driven by a logic engine. So either some additional glitches had cropped up over time, or this was a side-effect of having an interface.

      Probably the latter, he decided. Regular dolls often acted strangely toward Nick. While he had rarely dealt with interfaces outside of training courses, they could easily show the same errant behavior.

      “There’s a report for Lucas in your memory on what all the codes mean. Have him look into them, or…” he didn’t finish his sentence, as the sullen look being sent his way told him enough. “Well, maybe I’ll finish the job when I have a spare day and you can explain everything.”

      As if Lucas would let him understand the ins and outs of his current business, given he was a detective. Then again, he doted on Lumen. She was his AI daughter.

      “I’ll see you soon, Nick. Take care,” Lumen said, after following them to the front of the building.

      The Chevaliers escorted her, looking around nervously as one of the most important people under their care put herself at risk. How often did Lumen even go outside?

      “Nice to see you again, Lumen,” he said.

      She waved goodbye as he left in the direction they’d arrived.

      They were barely out of earshot, before Rie asked, “That directive she reactivated. What made it so important?”

      Nick coughed. “It was my job security. I coded her to throw esoteric conflicts on a regular basis, so that Lucas couldn’t just get rid of me. I think I forgot about it after I went to Neural Spike.”

      His memories had come flooding back once he recognized what the codes were.

      “And she wants to reactivate that directive in particular?” Rie nodded knowingly. “I suspect she knows more about her conflicts than Lucas does.”

      Nick wanted to object to that, but stopped himself.

      Maybe mainframes acted differently to his expectations, if Rie was unsurprised by this behavior. Years of working with Helena had given him a different outlook on AIs. They did some strange things and often knew more than the Ciphers working on them.

      By this time, the district had calmed down. Some of the shadier shops were doing more business due to the decreased traffic, but the bars and restaurants were cleaning up and preparing for the night.

      More than a few thugs stalked the streets, as the security dolls had thinned. They cost money to operate and had better places to be.

      “Is it just me, or are we being watched?” Nick asked.

      “It is a common occurrence. We are not well liked,” Chloe said.

      “This feels more like we’re being followed than glared at,” he clarified.

      He didn’t bother to look around. Anyone that the Archangels hadn’t spotted was far better at this game than he was. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that a few of these thugs were cropping up in the same groups.

      “There is no suspicious neural activity nearby,” Chloe said slowly, but her hands tightened on her SMG.

      “If they had the fancy new NLF neural mods, would you be able to tell?”

      “If they were activated…” She frowned. “The mods are not fully understood, and they may have additional ones. Until the military finishes their investigation and notifies us of the results, we won’t know for sure.”

      Uh, what? Nick looked at Rie.

      She shrugged. “As I explained earlier, the NLF mod hides the user’s true thoughts behind a fake shell. Lucas’s mod shuts his mind off from the implant, but these new ones might be undetectable through passive scanning.”

      “You sound less confident than when you talked yourself up to Lucas,” he said.

      “Bravado is important during negotiations.” Rie shot him a sweet smile. “The implants of the NLF members you encountered at the docks appeared much simpler, but we suspect they are capable of much more. Fortunately, the fake shell exposes the user to the Altnet—and therefore to intrusion. We can stop them if necessary.”

      Nick nodded, finally understanding. So long as the implant retained a connection to the standard neural network, there was an obvious hole. They would be like Lucas’s glasses, which accessed the neural network but merely attempted to shut out the Archangels.

      “The bomber we ran into still used the neural network, though,” he said.

      “A closed one, similar to what elites in the Spires use,” Rie said. “Not the Altnet.”

      Damn. That explained how the explosives were still usable to him.

      No wonder the military had been interested in these mods. If the regular citizens of Babylon could carve out their own little networks, free from intrusion by the Spires, that would drastically weaken the grasp of the elites.

      But none of that answered the question of whether they were being tailed. Nick decided it didn’t matter, so long as nobody tried to shoot him.

      Without any further leads, Nick was dragged back to the Spires. He supposed he could break in his new office while waiting for news from either Lucas or Rie about their investigations. Or maybe Hammond would want to go out for drinks first.

      The shiny new terminal in his office turned out to be extremely bland. The entire thing was locked down, there was an obscene amount of monitoring software on it, and he had less access on it than his phone. The idea of ransacking police files seemed quaint now.

      Rie tottered in after he had spent a bored hour scoping out the police executives, trying to understand what might motivate them. She had two cups of coffee and slid his next to him.

      “I thought you’d be more excited to have your own office,” she said. “You asked for it.”

      “I feel as if you are a cruel, unforgiving genie who twisted my wish. Did you install every piece of bossware in existence?” He waved a hand at the monitors. The built-in cameras and microphones had tape over them.

      She shrugged. “I believe it is formally called productivity monitoring software.”

      “The microphone and camera are permanently on, you’re monitoring literally every keystroke I make, pretty much every workaround I try is overridden, and you turned off the AI assistant,” he said. “This is some next level bossware.”

      “I don’t want you seducing another AI.”

      He snorted. “Ah, yes. I shall romance the incredibly simple task-management assistant that’s been in every computer for over fifty years. Truly, my social needs shall be met for all time.”

      “You seem to have done quite the stellar job on all the other AIs you’ve met.” Rie gave him a suspicious look. “The Host is pouty that you haven’t given them any new directives yet.”

      “I don’t really think I should be giving the Archangels any directives just yet. Can you imagine how suspicious it would look?” He laughed.

      Although Nick did wonder if Hammond would even notice. The man’s antipathy toward the Archangels oozed from his pores. But it was a risk that Nick didn’t want to take this quickly.

      “We’ve been without maintenance for a little too long,” Rie said. “I think everything would be fine, and it’s not like you have access to any of our core directives.”

      “Yet.” He waggled his eyebrows. “It’s only a matter of time before I… Err, will the monitoring software ping me for making a joke about taking over the police department?”

      “No, but I have alerted the Host to your desire for world domination.” Rie smirked at him and leaned on the corner of his desk. “Perhaps you should keep your ambitions in check. Perhaps try to overwrite the core directives of only one of us.”

      Nick wasn’t the best with women, but even he heard the innuendo.

      “I, uh, don’t think I’ll be achieving that through any directives.” He coughed.

      “Oh, but you do want to achieve it? And what might ‘it’ be, Nicholas?” Rie leaned forward, and her arms pressed against the sides of her chest. As they had when he first met her, her breasts shifted and seemed to become larger as they were crushed between her arms.

      Unlike the solid polymer plating of her subordinates, Rie’s chest seemed to be made of something much softer. Clearly, deflecting railguns was of a lower priority in the mind of whatever scientist developed her.

      What had been the priority boggled Nick’s mind. Rie was a war machine. Did she need silicone tits?

      Yes, he decided, as Rie leaned closer to him. Right now, he was going to enjoy this.

      Then she leaned away and laughed. “You remain as unpredictable as ever, Nicholas. I had expected some sort of gruff remark and for you to turn away. Or perhaps to change the subject and ignore me. So far, Chloe and the rest of the Host haven’t had much luck with you.”

      “They’ve been trying?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      Rie gave him an odd look. “Yes. They have been. Perhaps their idea of courtship is a little too esoteric for you to appreciate.”

      The fact the Archangels used the term “courtship” of all probably meant they were missing the mark entirely. Nick felt that the Host was a touch overprotective, but he hadn’t felt the same sort of… individual interest that Rie poured onto him.

      Dating hadn’t been on Nick’s radar for years now, but Rie was practically firing signal flares to show her interest in him. He’d never thought much about the idea of romantic entanglement with a doll in the past, however.

      Deciding that this topic had suddenly taken a swerve for the dangerous, Nick returned to safer ground.

      “Any luck tracking down Travis? Or anything in Alcatraz?” he asked.

      “It will likely take a day or two to narrow down our leads,” Rie said, smoothing her expression after the change in subject. “Neo Babylon is a magnificent metropolis with an abyssal underbelly. Probing it does not happen overnight.”

      “You just said a day.”

      “Or two.”

      He rolled his eyes. “So do I get to be involved or…?”

      “I imagine if you butted into the investigation at this stage, the Mark 1s would physically shackle you to your bed. And not in the desirable way.” Rie paused. “I expect there to be a place for you as we narrow down the leads, but the risk-reward right now is highly lopsided. This is drudge work.”

      Nick swirled the remnants of his cold coffee. Deciding that this conversation was vastly more interesting than poking at the police files, he wandered out to the kitchen. Rie followed.

      Outside, the task force office was nearly empty. Chloe and only a couple of Mark 3s remained. They all sat behind desks.

      Chloe sipped her cup of coffee as Nick entered. Her eyes tracked him closely. Soon, all three dolls watched his every move.

      Rie leaned against the counter while he prepared his own injection of caffeine.

      “You know, we could probably afford some better coffee here,” he said.

      “I thought you liked this.” Uncertainty crossed Rie’s face for a moment.

      “I do, but I drink it all day because it’s cheap. This is one of the older robot barista models. It’s good, but I have it because it’s cheap, and I use cheap, factory-farmed beans. The real stuff that comes out of the proper AI barista bots is way better,” he said.

      Rie tilted her head, then let out a bark of laughter. “I understand why you don’t have one at home. While the department might spare no expense on our maintenance, I believe there may be questions raised if I purchase a coffee machine worth as much as a cheap self-driving car.”

      “It would make great coffee,” he protested.

      “Become the police commissioner and perhaps you can justify it.”

      Chloe chose this time to join in from her desk, and said, “Is this an invitation for Nick to begin his plan for world domination?”

      Rie shot Chloe a dark look. “No.”

      “Nick?” Chloe asked him.

      “I’ll need to think about it if I get a fancy coffee machine.” He stroked his chin. “Then again, I can probably just buy one myself. The beans will probably bankrupt me, though. I’ll need a raise.”

      “You do not need a raise.” Rie’s voice rose several octaves.

      The room fell silent. Nick retrieved his coffee from the workhorse machine in front of him. He sipped it.

      “This is pretty good,” he admitted.

      Rie punched him in the arm. There was a pretty good chance it would bruise tomorrow.

      “So, our earlier conversation,” he said. “Define drudge work.”

      She scowled. “Patrolling shadier districts of the city, so that we can interrogate the neural implants of known criminals and agents of black companies. Questioning suspects we believe sympathetic to the NLF. Pulling data from corporate networks. All these activities draw attention, but you would be a target. We are not.”

      “If I’m going to be cooped up in the office, then I want to look into the Tartarus security dolls,” he said.

      “Fine,” Rie said. “The Mark 1s have been sweeping the warehouse district anyway.”

      At least he could do something tomorrow. Working on a Saturday would suck, but he was far more interested in finding Helena than lazing around his apartment. Then again, what even were his hours?

      For now, he returned to his terminal and kept poking at fairly dry documents.

      Around 6PM, his phone buzzed. He glanced at it. It was a message from Hammond.

      “Meet me at the east entrance to the Labor Zone,” the message read. “Let’s get some grub and booze.”
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      The Labor Zone swelled with people when Nick arrived. The streets were thick with besuited workers, industrial grunts decked out with cybernetic limbs, rough and tumble types, and the varied fast fashion plates of the city. Despite the name, the area was popular with almost everyone.

      The sole exception being the Spire elites.

      That was because the Labor Zone was named as such because it rejected one of the core growth areas of Neo Westphalia: dolls.

      The city blocks that comprised the Labor Zone rejected the latest wave of automation. Hence its name. Some called it the android-free zone, or a human-only zone. Others, like Lucas, called it Luddite Central.

      Nick made sure to approach by himself. Despite the reproachful look from Chloe, he’d managed to convince her to drop him off a good block away.

      Not that the Archangels cared about the Labor Zone’s policy. A Mark 1 pointedly stood beneath a mural that read “DOLLS GTFO OUT” in glowing neon letters. Her relaxed stance and loaded SMG were a reminder that the people of the area could impose whatever rules they wished on each other, but the police didn’t care.

      Hammond stood at the intersection which marked the eastern entrance to the zone. He looked as gruff and sullen as always. But as Nick approached, he raised a hand in greeting.

      “’bout time you got here,” he grunted out. “Friday’s always too damn busy. Dunno if any of the dim sum restaurants will be available. You like dim sum, right?”

      “I like a lot of food.”

      “Yeah, but I’m asking about dim sum. We can grab some sushi or bibimbap if you don’t.”

      “Let’s grab some dim sum, Paul.”

      The detective nodded, then turned on his heel and headed into the zone proper. Nick followed. The two of them weaved through the crowds.

      Music thrummed, rumbling through the ground, as a live band lit up a plaza with deafening speakers. Nick couldn’t see an accompanying light show, but he couldn’t see much of anything other than people and buildings here.

      Such was life in the Labor Zone. The buildings were starker than the usual fare. All cost-efficient steel and concrete, with glass panels slapped down in the most visible places.

      Hammond no doubt saw this place as a glowing Mecca. A cacophony of noise, obnoxious advertisements, overlapping music as every store blared music to fight the band, and dancing signage. The Altnet thrived here. No matter how cheap it looked in reality, augmented reality made the zone look like the stuff that dreams were made of.

      “This place is always too damn noisy,” Hammond shouted. He wasn’t the only person shouting, although most people preferred Altnet chats due to the noise.

      Nick nodded. He couldn’t hear most of what Hammond could, of course.

      They wandered the winding streets, which remained as crowded as every other one. More than a few people bumped into Nick. Their glazed eyes would return to reality, and they’d stared at Nick in shock as if he’d just appeared from thin air. He simply pressed on.

      It was old news that a lot of people couldn’t see him when their minds were absorbed in the Altnet. Nick focused on keeping pace with Hammond.

      Shops burst with people, but had a human shopkeeper. Restaurants bustled, and the waiters were real people, not dolls. There were even some street markets, although they lacked the oddly rustic feel of the doll-run markets elsewhere in Babylon.

      The only dolls that Nick saw were the occasional Archangel patrol, and the Mark 3s tailing him.

      Eventually, Hammond grunted and stopped outside a Chinese restaurant that looked like a dozen others they had passed. It lacked physical signage and a menu, just like every other restaurant and store. Accessibility was low here for someone like Nick.

      “This place suit you?” Hammond asked.

      “It’s not easy for me to tell,” Nick said, tapping the side of his head. “But if you like it, let’s eat.”

      Hammond frowned, then winced a moment later. “Right. Implant. You can’t whip out your phone?”

      “It’s rare for one of these places to support non-neural Altnet apps. I sometimes use my own workarounds, based on some code an old friend wrote for me, but I can’t just click my fingers and magic up my own apps.” Nick shrugged.

      “Well, this place is great. Been here more than a few times. They have a few spare tables, unless you like the bar.”

      “Table.”

      Hammond nodded, then led them in.

      The entire restaurant was full of patrons, save for a few two-seater tables in the back, and a half-dozen seats at the bar. All the furnishings were in an obnoxious beech, which was a fashion trend for a reason that boggled Nick’s mind. A few waiters and waitresses carried food to tables.

      Nobody approached them when they entered. Hammond paused for a moment as they entered, his eyes glazing over. Then he began walking toward a table at the back.

      “We’re good?” Nick asked.

      “Yeah, I claimed it,” the other detective said.

      They sat down at one of the free tables. It lacked a view, a menu, or anything of note.

      “You know the menu for these sorts of places, right?” Hammond asked, and Nick nodded.

      They haggled over what to order. Only Hammond could see the menu, but they tended to be fairly similar across dim sum places. What differed were the specialties. Nick relied on the other man’s judgment about what the chefs were good at, and what they weren’t.

      “Alright, done,” Hammond said, after placing the order using his neural implant.

      Not a single staff member had approached them the entire time, although a couple bustled back and forth between tables and the kitchen.

      Shortly after Hammond’s declaration, a young waitress ducked over with a tray. She laid out bowls, chopsticks, and napkins. Then she opened a pair of beers and poured them, before vanishing into the back of the restaurant.

      “Can definitely appreciate how efficient the service is. Don’t need tin cans, do we?” Hammond said after taking a swig of his beer.

      Somehow, Nick knew that tonight was going to be one of those nights where heavy topics were discussed over too much alcohol.

      “It’s efficient, sure. It’s also pretty cold,” Nick said.

      “The waiters here have beating hearts. Can’t say the same about most of our ‘co-workers,’ eh?”

      “If having a heart was what mattered, we could have gone to the zoo.”

      Hammond chuckled. “You know, I figured you might like this place. Didn’t reckon on the implant being the issue. But I don’t get it. You’re even more cut off from this city than I feel. Why do you like the dolls? Why not just fuck off and, I dunno, get a decent job in the States?”

      “Those are two very different questions.” Nick took a swig of his beer and looked around the restaurant.

      Nobody gave a damn what the two of them were discussing. In fact, he suspected that the restaurant used some sort of sound-dampening field in the Altnet. While only the Archangels could access the lower-level functions of an implant, there were other ways to interfere with sight and sound.

      To a Cipher, augmented sound and visual effects were trivial to undo. Nick didn’t consider them to be security. But it did mean he didn’t feel pressured to stay quiet for the sake of others around him.

      “I won’t say that I like dolls. They’re often extremely annoying, actually,” Nick said. “But so is everyone else. I don’t see much difference.”

      “Harsh.”

      “Really?”

      Hammond leaned back and crossed his arms. “You just said that humans are like machines to you.”

      “I could have meant the opposite.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t. I was right. We are the same.” The detective grinned. “What about the other question? Why not leave? Not every city is as dependent on neural implants.”

      “Yet. And the reality is that by the time I was able to leave, it didn’t matter.” Nick shrugged and stared out the window.

      Chloe and the Mark 3s were rather pointedly patrolling the exterior of the building, and presumably scaring people away.

      Nick continued, “My family didn’t really get how shit things were. School was basically impossible. Higher education unviable, no matter what I tried. When I looked for jobs, I found that entry-level work is basically non-existent if you don’t have a neural implant that the company can tap for processing work.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard about that shit.” Hammond grimaced. “Before the fancy new mainframes came along and blew everything else out of the water, companies thought that distributed mainframes were the future. They were leeching processing power off neural implants. Cubicle farms full of teenagers hired purely for the chip in their brain.”

      “Or just for stealing data,” Nick said. “Offer a kid a job in exchange for information on his hopes, dreams, emotions, wants, and needs every waking hour. You’ll understand your target market better than they know themselves.”

      “You’re in the wrong line of work to have a conscience about that sort of stuff.” Hammond pointed his bottle at Nick. “The Archangels don’t use the thoughts in our heads to sell us a new flavor of soda. They use them to track us down and arrest us when they think something is about to happen. Isn’t that what they’re doing right now?”

      Nick winced.

      That was, after all, what the “drudge work” really was. The Archangels knew more about the city than anyone else. That included a massive list of people who weren’t a major danger, or had yet to cross lines, but who might take those steps in the future.

      But the Archangels could calculate who was likely to do so. And when they faced otherwise impossible problems such as the NLF, who were untraceable through normal means, the Archangels could tap into all of these “potential NLF members” to see who was of use.

      Given Rie’s attitude toward data and privacy, he often wondered if the police and Spires viewed the city like some sort of farm. The Archangels were quality control, and used all the data gathered from the farm to prune any crops growing too slowly or showing problematic signs.

      Except that the crops were the people of Neo Babylon.

      Nick drummed his fingers against the table. He wasn’t sure if there was an easy way to describe his point of view.

      Then again, Hammond seemed to have a surprisingly open mind. Or at least, a willingness to listen.

      “By the time I was old enough to remember anything, neural implants were completely integrated into society,” Nick said. “The Altnet was part of the fabric of society. Even as a kid, before I had an implant, I knew that the Altnet was really amazing and awesome. That once I was old enough to get my own implant, I’d see this bright and amazing world that I only saw through tablets and old AR glasses.”

      Hammond grimaced. The old man knew where this was going.

      “Then I went into a clinic for a routine test—the sort of thing they do before you get your implant, that 99.99% of people don’t even remember because it doesn’t matter to them.” Nick paused, and his gaze turned distant. “I knew something was wrong when my parents immediately took me to another clinic. But the results didn’t magically change. Eventually, I was one of the handful of poor bastards diagnosed with Nanoneuron Rejection Disorder.”

      “There are cures for it these days,” Hammond said abruptly.

      “Not cheap ones. If you own your own central bank, you can install a special implant in your kid that suppresses the disorder. But it has horrific side-effects if installed as an adult. The ‘cheap’ cure is to take some pricey pills once a month and put up with blinding migraines, occasional implant malfunctions, and be even more uninsurable than I already am.” Nick let out a dark laugh. “So, no, it’s not really curable.”

      Hammond nodded slowly. “Then things got worse.”

      “That’s putting it lightly. Talent and intelligence don’t matter if school is built around something you don’t have. Higher education became unattainable. Eventually, I gave up on the dreams I had. Then I ran into the black companies of Alcatraz, and they didn’t think I was quite the lost cause that everyone else did.”

      A long pause. Nick realized his beer was finished. A few moments later, a waiter came out with another two. Hammond gestured for him to continue.

      “Well, I found my feet. I became a Cipher, learned everything I could about dolls and mainframes, and tried to learn what I could about neural stuff. Then the military happened. And while the last several years have been a frustrating dead end, it was still worlds better than anything I ever dared to dream of as a teenager. And it’s not because of this”—Nick gestured at the invisible tendrils of the Altnet around him—“but because of the dolls and mainframes I worked on as a Cipher.”

      A long pause. Hammond’s face was stony.

      Nick wondered if he’d said too much, or pushed one of the detective’s buttons.

      Then the food came out.

      “I have some words to say about all that,” Hammond said gruffly while a waiter dumped a half-dozen steaming trays of food on their table. “That was too heartfelt to just brush aside, and I know enough about rough histories to sympathize damn well with you. But for now, let’s eat.”

      With only two of them, they’d remained restrained. But even so, they had a feast to dig into. Plates and bamboo steamers laid out the food before them.

      A handful of pork and shrimp dumplings still glistened with the steam they had been boiled in. Two dumpling dishes, one fried, one steamed, waited to be eaten. Bamboo leaves hid dense balls of sticky rice and tender pork. Some egg tarts would need to wait until after they’d finished with everything else before being demolished.

      And, of course, there were three balls of steamed pork buns. There had to be three, just so Nick and Hammond would have to fight over who got the third.

      Hammond grabbed the odd-shaped bottle of sauce on the table and poured it into two small dishes. He slid one across to Nick.

      They ate in near silence for a few minutes. A waiter brought out a pot of green tea for them, and poured two cups, then left the pot. Patrons came and went. Only the tapping of their utensils against the dishes greeted their ears.

      “I said we’re the same. That holds true,” Hammond said abruptly, a dumpling in his grasp. “The difference is how we reached that point, and where we’re going. You never had a future in this city. I thought I had one, only to see it burn down in the riots decades ago. Both of us then built our own future, but the replacements are hollow, cold shells of what dreams are supposed to be.”

      Nick blinked. Hammond was surprisingly eloquent. “Your future burned down?” he asked.

      The older detective nodded. Some soy sauce dripped down his beard. Nick pointed this out, and Hammond wiped it away with a napkin.

      “I don’t really need to explain the riots,” Hammond said.

      “I did notice that they’re not in the police records.”

      “They are. Look up the Great Neo Westphalian Unrest.”

      Nick nearly snorted, which would have covered the table with half-chewed chunks of shrimp balls. “Unrest? The riots burned for months, caused the deaths of tens of thousands, burned down entire city blocks, and shook the Spires themselves. I heard they sent in the military, because the police stood down.”

      “Eventually.” Hammond’s fists clenched around his chopsticks. “The law runs in my blood. Granddad came over when they first built Babylon, when people dreamed about this place being something other than a neon shithole. My old man followed in his footsteps. He was in the front lines in the riots. I remember them. Hiding in the basement while all hell broke loose outside.”

      The look on Hammond’s face was of a man who had a lot more to say on the riots. There was a painful twist to his lips. Nothing about the riots conjured up good memories for him.

      “But like I said, I don’t need to explain them,” he said, anticlimactically, and a whole load of tension left his body. “I’m not drunk enough to go down that rabbit hole. But afterward, they brought in the dolls. When the Liberators rolled out, ready to replace my old man, he told me, ‘They’re the future. Make sure you’re part of theirs.’ Words of wisdom. That’s why I’m potentially the last survivor of nearly every police Cipher in the division.”

      Nearly every…

      “They’re firing that many?” Nick blurted out.

      Hammond nodded. “Like I said, the department is on fire. The Liberators replaced patrol officers. The Custodians the special response units. Mark 1s slashed detective numbers and were basically the final nail in the coffin for anyone still issuing fines. These Mark 3s? They’re replacing basically everyone leftover. All they need are the people at the top, giving them direction.”

      A funny feeling filled Nick’s body from the bottom-up.

      Because in Rie’s mind, she didn’t even want the people at the top. The Mark 1s had apparently been trying to puzzle out why they were given orders from the very start.

      “You don’t seem to hold it against me,” Nick said slowly.

      Hammond laughed. “Maybe we’ll talk about that one day. Like I said, I haven’t had enough to drink. We are the same, though. Maybe you can show me some fancy Cipher tricks at some point. Everyone else is brushing up on their skills, because they need to job hunt, and I’m feeling like a relic.”

      “Maybe you are a relic, old man.”

      “Maybe that’s why I’m the one being preserved while they toss the rest in the dump.” Hammond grinned.

      With that piece of dark humor, they shifted to lighter topics.

      After the food, they rose. Hammond waved off any attempts by Nick to cover part of the check.

      “I’m your boss. Let me cover a meal,” he said. “Now let’s find a bar and enjoy some real drinks. A few beers aren’t nearly enough.”

      As they left, Nick noticed Chloe and the Mark 3s tailing them. But while the denizens of the Labor Zone steered clear of the dolls, they paid no attention to the detective duo.

      The night was young. And Hammond was desperate to prove he was as well, based on how much he knocked back that night.

      But it had been far too long since Nick had felt welcome somewhere. He never really forged friendships at Tartarus, due to the way he was forced to work there. As grizzly as Hammond was, he reminded Nick of what he’d lost.

      Come morning, Nick was reminded of the other things he’d left behind in the past. Namely, the brutal hangover after a hard night of drinking.
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      When Nick awoke, it wasn’t to his alarm but to two fuzzy white blobs. The blobs slowly resolved into human faces with long white hair, and they were staring down at him.

      “This is my bedroom,” he said after several long seconds of staring back at the identical twin faces above him.

      “Detective is capable of speech. Slight slurring detected,” one of them said.

      “Do you recognize us?” the other asked.

      “Numbers Seven and Eight of the Mark 3s. You’ve been following me everywhere for the past couple of days,” he said.

      “No short-term memory impairment detected.” Seven held up a hand in front of his face. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Three, plus however many you’re holding up on the hand I can’t see.”

      “Cognitive skills remain at expected levels,” Seven said.

      “Higher levels of anger detected compared to previous morning encounters,” Eight added.

      Nick sighed, gave up on playing this game, and abruptly sat up. The Archangels weaved out of his way, but remained within his personal space. His head throbbed as he shifted upright, and his vision wavered.

      Choosing to ignore his unexpected companions, he hopped out of bed. Apparently, he hadn’t undressed fully last night, as he was still in his work clothes. At least he’d taken off the suit jacket before collapsing in bed.

      His phone told him there weren’t any meetings on today. In fact, his calendar remained empty. Rie hadn’t felt the need to populate it. Clearly, he needed to find things to do himself. Such as heading out to the warehouse again.

      That meant he could avoid a suit for the first time in a while. Or maybe he couldn’t. Nick didn’t know what the dress code for detectives was.

      After gulping down a glass of water, he stepped into his bathroom and began unbuttoning his shirt. It was only when he pulled it off and dropped it into the hamper that he realized he had company.

      “Excuse me?” he asked the two Archangels who stood in the doorway, staring at his shirtless body,

      “You are excused,” Seven said.

      “That’s not… Get out of my bathroom.” His headache left him in no mood to deal with this.

      Fortunately, they obeyed. Unfortunately, this led to them standing in the hallway and continuing to stare at him. He closed the door and locked it.

      Briefly, he wondered if there were cameras in here. The Archangels monitored everything. He’d always wondered why they remained outside during the night, given how overprotective they otherwise were.

      If he worried about being spied on by the Archangels, Nick would be paralyzed into inaction for the rest of his life. So he undressed and showered. The hot water was worse than usual, making the shower a cold and awful one.

      He threw on a shirt and underwear, but didn’t bother dressing further. He’d need to prepare his work clothes in the main room. It wasn’t like the Archangels hadn’t seen him like this before.

      Outside, the two Archangels were poking and prodding at his kitchen appliances. They had made three cups of coffee, for some reason.

      “Are you copying Chloe now?” he asked, bemused by their actions.

      “Incorrect. We are assessing your health after last night,” they said.

      Eight presented him with one of the coffee cups. He peered into it.

      “This isn’t full of medicine or something weird, right?” he asked.

      “It is coffee,” she said, before drinking from one of the other cups.

      They were definitely copying Chloe. Nick wondered if they had names as well.

      “My health?” he asked, focusing on more pressing matters as he looked around the room for his ironing board.

      Given the small size of his apartment, it couldn’t have gone far. The fact it was missing was strange enough.

      “You were heavily intoxicated last night. You still show strong signs of dehydration, there are detectable traces of alcohol in your breath, your movement is inhibited, and your mood is—”

      “Rapidly decreasing in quality,” Nick said. “Especially as I have a splitting headache.”

      The eyes of both Archangels flashed, and he knew he had said the wrong thing.

      “I have a hangover,” he added.

      “The Host has assessed your health as in need of improvement and detrimental to your performance,” they said together.

      “I’ll be fine once I stop by one of the hole-in-the-wall dispensaries and take some painkillers,” he said.

      “If you are in need of pharmaceuticals or medical care, your insurance provider must be contacted. As such, we require you to rest and remain at home until a full assessment has been conducted,” Seven said.

      “I will not—”

      “Your insurance provider has informed us that they are dispatching a diagnostic nurse to assess your health,” Eight said. Somehow, her tone sounded very smug. “They have asked for you to remain at home until—”

      Nick groaned and ignored them. He slurped down his coffee, which tasted exactly the same as always. At least his coffee machine hadn’t betrayed him.

      Then he paused and looked around the room. “Did you hide my ironing board in advance?” he asked.

      The dolls froze. Nick watched them closely, expecting a flash of the eyes or some other call for help. Instead, both sipped their coffee very deliberately.

      “Our initial assessment of your health—”

      “During the night, we believed that—”

      Nick raised a hand. “Did you ever intend to allow me to leave my room?”

      “You can leave at any moment,” they said.

      As if to test this theory, Nick wandered over to his door and tried to open it. The biometrically coded lock didn’t budge.

      When he turned back, both of them were attempting to prepare breakfast. This was a futile endeavor, as Nick didn’t have enough in his fridge to—

      “When did I get bacon and eggs?” he asked. “I don’t think my fridge has had that much fresh food in it since I worked at Neural Spike.”

      Even then, he probably needed to reach a little further back. The only time he’d seriously had much fresh food was during his brief fling with one of the other Ciphers at Neural Spike. That had ended pretty poorly, save for helping Nick with some confidence problems—to word things politely.

      He shook his head. “Fix the door lock. I won’t leave, but I won’t be treated like a child.”

      The Archangels froze. Seven turned and looked at him with a pout.

      “You are being uncooperative. This is what we expected,” she said.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Had he interacted much with the other Mark 3s at all? Dealing with this wasn’t making his hangover any better.

      Nick slumped down on his sofa. Eight started frying some bacon in the meantime, but Seven kept her gaze fixed on him.

      “Do you want me to be honest or diplomatic?” he asked.

      They both stared at him.

      “I’ll assume that means honest,” he said.

      “It is unknown whether there is any value in diplomacy from you,” Seven said.

      Cute. They thought that he couldn’t hurt their feelings. Hopefully that didn’t blow up in all of their faces.

      “Alright. Then the reason I’m being ‘uncooperative’ is that you’re not treating me as anything close to an equal or even a human adult. That’s the fundamental gap between the Host and Rie—even if she does want to lock me down in an office and never let me be in danger, that violates the deal she made with me. And I respect that, and respect her.”

      The eyes of both Archangels were openly glowing now. Nick suspected they were actively communicating every word he said to the entire Host.

      Grimacing, he pushed on. This morning, they had stepped over a couple of lines, and he needed to push back before they stepped over more.

      “While I appreciate and understand the Host’s reasons, I can’t respect them. Not if you force me to agree by threatening to stop me from doing anything, or by changing my locks, or siccing my insurer on me.” He scowled at the last one.

      Visits from his insurer were always a nuisance. Some cheap nurse doll would show up, do a terrible job at running diagnostics, and then send results off to be separately validated due to her lack of confidence. He’d be stuck inside for two or three days.

      “We are protecting you,” Seven said.

      “If you want to protect me, then maybe you can talk to me first,” he said. “If you’re concerned about my health, we can talk about it. If I’m unreasonable after a conversation, then you can change my lock. But not before. You can’t even use the excuse that you read my implant and assessed my future actions.”

      Their eyes stopped glowing. Both of them nodded.

      But he knew this wasn’t the end of it. There was zero chance that the Host would let this lie.

      Neither doll contacted the others, however. Eight finished cooking breakfast and served some surprisingly good bacon and eggs. Both of them ate a much smaller portion than Nick, but tended to eat whatever he ate.

      “As you seem to be assigned to me, what are your names?” he asked after finishing.

      They tilted their heads.

      Seven then said, “I am ARC-M03-NB00007.”

      “And I am—” Eight began to say.

      Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Not your serial numbers. I mean your names. Chloe has one. Rie has two, even.”

      Both of them looked at each other. He wondered if that was a confected gesture of surprise, given their neural links.

      “The personalized designation for Officer M03-NB00004 is unique to her role,” Eight said. “And the prototypes are separate from the Host and given unique designations due to their positions as our progenitors.”

      Progenitors? The Archangels viewed the prototypes in that way?

      Nick supposed that made some sense. The prototypes appeared to be higher quality models that contained specialized features and construction that were then standardized into the production models. But what did that make the original prototypes?

      Or, for that matter, the Tartarus security dolls that had been a dry run of the pre-emotion engine functionality?

      He shook his head. This was a deep rabbit hole to go down with a splitting headache. Leaning his head over the back of his sofa, he stared at his plain white ceiling. There were marks all over it, presumably from a previous tenant who had vaped inside and coated the place with fluid residue.

      “Well, your roles seem to be unique as well. Chloe’s my liaison, but the two of you seem to be my bodyguards,” he said, musing over names.

      Calling them by numbers seemed insulting. Even if they did the same thing. He regretted calling the Mark 1 from yesterday “Twelve.”

      While Chloe had given herself a fairly mundane name, the prototypes had been given biblical names. Much of Neo Westphalia’s names came from myth and legend. The original founders of the isles were into that sort of thing.

      Welk had once told Nick that most of those in the Spires understood that the key to not being put in a guillotine by an angry mob was understanding history and the world. He had also said that maybe acting a little less arrogant and assholish would help, but that people needed to play the cards they were dealt.

      The fact Welk had fundamentally believed that the Spires couldn’t dial it back a notch spoke volumes.

      Nick didn’t have a compendium on history and legend in his head, unfortunately. He knew enough to have a few names in mind, but he worried about the implications of calling some of the Mark 3s names like “Sariel” and others “Sarah.”

      They might think he had favorites or something. The last thing he needed were thousands of super androids with guns falling to infighting over something as silly as their names.

      “Before I name you, do you have any preferences? I assume Chloe named herself,” he said.

      The two dolls stared at him.

      After an uncomfortably long time, Eight said, “Rie named Chloe. We do not understand the purpose of your question.”

      Well then, it seemed things were down to him.

      He pointed at Eight first. “From now on, you’re Juliet.” Then at Seven. “And you’re Rosa.”

      Their fingers twitched but otherwise they didn’t react.

      “No good?” he asked.

      They shook their heads wildly. “We have no complaints. These names are more than acceptable. But…”

      Juliet paused. “What about the others? I feel they might be unhappy that we received names given we were randomly chosen for this duty and they were not.”

      “Is that how the Host feels toward Chloe?” he asked.

      “Chloe is different. Rie explained that a single liaison would be better than a full rotation. That same logic was used to select us.”

      Nick shrugged. “Then that same logic is why the rest of the Host can just deal with it. Because I do prefer having some amount of continuity. You might be used to being interchangeable, but it’s a bit weird to me.”

      Rather than nod, the pair responded by flashing their eyes. Afterward, they relaxed.

      “We have registered our names and your preferences with the Host. They have been accepted.”

      Apparently, he had narrowly dodged civil war. Who knew?

      By the time they finished breakfast, there was a knock at the door. Nick glanced at it.

      Before he even attempted to rise, his door sprung open. Presumably, the Archangels had released the lock themselves. Did that mean the visitor was another police doll?

      No. The busty doll stepping through the doorway wore a uniform, but it was far too sexy to be anything worn by the police department. At least, not officially. Nick suspected there were police uniforms similar to this in the red-light district they visited yesterday.

      “Mister Waite, once you are finished with your meal, please take a seat on one of these dining chairs. Feel free to take your time,” the nurse doll said with a professional smile.

      She closed the door behind her, then stepped over to his dining table and sat on it. Nick and the Archangels were eating on the sofa.

      Unlike the nurse dolls that usually came and wasted Nick’s time, this one was a top-of-the-line model. And she looked it.

      Her black nurse’s uniform seemed to be molded to her curves and her white pantyhose offered the illusion of modesty, given her pencil skirt barely covered the necessary parts. Unlike most dolls, her hands were openly robotic as they contained an array of devices. Vibrant red hair cascaded down her shoulders in curls.

      She was one of Abbess Laboratories’ latest models. Her name escaped Nick, but he knew it was the name of a woman. Abbess Labs tended to name their doll models as if they were actual supermodels.

      Nick looked back at the Archangels. They busied themselves cleaning up breakfast, although they kept an eye on the newcomer.

      Shrugging, he decided it was time to get tested. Better model or not, this had always been a painful experience in the past.

      He sat down in the dining room chair beside the nurse. She turned slightly toward him, and he pretended that this didn’t expose her underwear.

      “Good morning, Mister Waite. Your insurer, Fulcrum LifeCare, has dispatched me this morning to monitor your health condition and take any necessary measures to improve it, as per your policy with them. I am Vanessa.” She held a hand against her chest as she spoke, and Nick did his best to ignore her almost condescending tone. “While my duties this morning are simple in nature, if you have any additional requests, please notify me of them.”

      “How much will they cost?” he asked drily, fully aware of how mercenary Babylon’s healthcare system was.

      His insurance was excellent, by Babylon’s standards, but anything that was directly related to his current condition was out-of-pocket.

      Vanessa smiled politely. “There is no additional cost, so long as requests remain non-sexual in nature. While my initial duties may be on Fulcrum’s behalf, I have been dispatched by Abbess Laboratories’ doll-hire subsidiary. You may consider any additional services to be a courtesy.”

      Nick held back a frown, but looked at the Archangels for confirmation. Juliet nodded at him. Presumably, that meant the nurse was telling the truth.

      Which made no sense.

      Why had his insurer sent a doll from the manufacturer, instead of one of their own dolls? Why was said doll willing to provide free services? He hadn’t even known that Abbess Labs provided doll-hire.

      In the back of his mind, he wondered if the doll in front of him wasn’t the model he thought it was.

      So he did what any decent detective should do: ask questions.

      “Don’t Fulcrum usually send their own dolls? Significantly lower quality ones?” he asked.

      Vanessa’s smile didn’t budge. “Given your status as a long-standing and loyal customer, it was felt that providing the utmost service was beneficial. The abrupt transfer of your personalized corporate policy to the Neo Babylon Police Department has triggered this reassessment.”

      Nick stared at her. “So I’m getting treated better because I’m a detective?”

      The nurse looked at the Archangels, who merely shrugged. Then she looked back at Nick with a slight smirk.

      “The standard policy for the police department isn’t anywhere near as generous as yours,” she said. “So long as you remain Officer Uriel’s partner, you may assume that I will be your personal healthcare professional. I will provide you with my details, and I will respond to all requests.”

      This time, when she shifted her legs, Nick didn’t need to use his imagination to catch her intention. He intently ignored her lower half, however.

      Somebody in his insurer had freaked out when Rie had transferred his contract, presumably. Healthcare companies were hugely profitable and influential in the Spires, and it wasn’t hard to believe they’d know about Rie’s deployment before the rest of the city.

      Without another word, Vanessa slipped off the table and kneeled in front of him. She gripped his wrist. A slight stinging sensation rolled through his arm, ending in the side of his neck.

      “Biometric authentication is complete. No detectable differences between you and your files found,” she said, her eyes vacant as she spoke.

      Well, this was already going a thousand times better than usual. The nurse dolls usually wasted a huge amount of time before they properly authenticated him.

      “I will undertake a number of tests now. Merely remain seated and it should be over shortly. Please do not move, even if I press against you in an awkward manner. If you feel any pain, tell me immediately. I…” Vanessa suddenly paused and looked at him. “Well, I was going to say that I might partially undress you, but you’ve already gotten to that part.”

      Nick blinked, realizing he was still in his underwear. Then again, she was a nurse doll. This wasn’t anything she didn’t expect to see.

      “I may raise your shirt,” she finished with a quirk of her lips.

      Then she began humming a perfect rendition of a pop song from Nick’s childhood while going about her work. She moved around him, poking, prodding, and rubbing him. Sometimes she paused for a minute at a time, leaving her fingers or hands pressed against him. Her fingers sometimes shined with needles. He saw blood being drawn once.

      And more than a few times, she pressed her breasts against him. He swore it was intentional. If she was anything like the doll model he’d read about, then her tits weren’t for show.

      On the other hand, he had a growing suspicion that Vanessa wasn’t the same as the model she looked like.

      Nurse dolls were typically specialized, but Vanessa was an all-purpose model. He had a hunch that her breasts weren’t for show or sexual attraction, but function. Similar top-of-the-line models provided breastfeeding functionality for working mothers—wealthy working mothers, to be specific.

      Nick also remembered reading that the function was popular in Lucas’s part of town. The fact that Vanessa had specified “non-sexual” services made him a little suspicious, especially given her willingness to rub herself against him.

      The door suddenly opened, and Chloe stepped inside with a couple of takeaway coffees. She shot a sour look at the other two Archangels, who crossed their arms in return.

      The three of them leaned on the back of Nick’s sofa and watched the long, somewhat arduous process of Vanessa running detailed diagnostics on him. By the end of this, she might know his entire family line, given how many tests she was running.

      After what felt like an eternity, but was considerably less time than his usual check-ups in a clinic—and much, much less than the fumbling around by older nurse dolls—Vanessa stepped away and her eyes glazed over.

      “Did you enjoy yourself?” Chloe asked him, her tone surprisingly cold.

      “Being prodded and poked with needles isn’t my idea of a good time,” Nick said, rubbing one of the pricklier spots where he suspected blood had been drawn from.

      “I wasn’t talking about the needles.” She pouted. He barely caught her next words, as she muttered, “You didn’t even ask for her extra services.”

      He shrugged. A check-up was a check-up. This one had been over faster than expected, and much more efficiently. Being able to see what he guessed was some sort of prototype model in action was neat.

      Because he was damn sure that Vanessa wasn’t a production model. Her speech was too natural, she talked and approached him in a manner closer to the Archangels than the regular dolls, and she had been sent directly by her manufacturer.

      Perhaps another company was closer to emotion engines than previously thought. Or maybe Sigma was helping Abbess Labs. Fulcrum had pulled out all the stops by sending her here, which showed how influential Rie was.

      Realizing she was being ignored, Chloe scowled at him. The other two Archangels copied her.

      “You seemed to enjoy it as much as Lumen enjoyed her check-up,” Chloe said. “Speaking of which, do you plan to review our directives at some stage? We’ve learned a lot already, but I certainly wouldn’t be averse to a more personal touch.”

      For some reason, Juliet and Rosa shifted uncomfortably. Their cheeks even reddened slightly.

      Vanessa chose this moment to interrupt them. “I’ve analyzed the results. I’ve provided the results to Officer Uriel, per the corporate policy agreement, but wish to confirm with Mister Waite if he would prefer to be told them in confidence.”

      The police dolls glared at Vanessa, who merely smiled at Nick in return.

      “It’s kind of pointless to try to keep secrets from the Archangels,” he said drily. “So just tell us.”

      Vanessa sat on the table again and faced Nick with a polite smile. He kept his eyes fixed on her face, despite the provocative way she spread her legs.

      “Bloodwork, scans, vitals, and other tests show that your body is functioning as expected. You are suffering from a hangover, presumably with mild symptoms. I administered analgesics during the examination, as well as a nanomachine-based blood regulator,” she explained.

      Nick wasn’t really sure what the latter was, but simply nodded. He knew from experience that if he asked, then the nurse doll would launch into an overly elaborate medical explanation that would confuse him further.

      As if realizing this, Vanessa crossed her arms beneath her chest and raised an eyebrow.

      After a moment, she continued, “However, there are a few other interesting results. First, you are overdue for certain boosters as part of your insurance plan. Your records indicate these have been repeatedly missed due to your clinics not having variants that will not trigger your disorder. That must be rectified.”

      This wasn’t news to Nick. With the invention of neural implants came a greater understanding of the brain, and with it, medicine that better treated it. But a lot of that medicine relied on the same technology that Nick’s body fundamentally rejected.

      “Second, my limited testing capability prevents me from analyzing your disorder in detail. As you have chosen not to rectify it with medicine or a separate implant, you should—”

      Nick interrupted her, “Do you think there’s anything wrong or getting worse?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s fine.”

      Vanessa nodded, then spread her hands. “Do you wish to make use of my other services? I recommend a massage. It is a Saturday, and recent stressful events—”

      “I’ll be fine,” Nick said, aware of the gazes boring into him. “If you can organize those boosters, that’s fine.”

      For some reason, the Archangels deflated. Pouts floated across their faces. Then Nick looked at them, and their expressions returned to normal.

      “I see,” Vanessa said. “Once our suppliers have confirmed them, I shall contact you. My details have been sent to your socials. Do not hesitate to request my services for any reason and especially do not delay any health-related matters.”

      She rose, then left through the front door.

      Chloe appeared in front of him immediately, as if she had been waiting for the nurse to leave. A takeaway coffee hovered in front of his eyes.

      “You’re acting like Rie,” Nick noted.

      “I shall take that as a compliment.”

      Given his earlier comments, there might be a reason for that. He sipped the coffee. It was different from what he usually ordered, but still pretty good.

      “So, am I still under house arrest?” he asked.

      “We don’t have any leads to investigate,” Chloe said. “Perhaps you should see what you can accomplish here and enjoy a quieter day. One that doesn’t involve guns and explosives.”

      “So that’s a yes.”

      “I will not stop you if you wish to continue the investigation. We are not the Mark 1s. But I would appreciate a reason if you insist on charging out and physically investigating the city, when that is our purpose, and Lucas Miller is assisting you in Alcatraz.” She smiled, but there was a hint of smugness in her expression. “For us to best protect you, it helps if we talk first.”

      Nick didn’t miss that she was throwing his earlier words back in his face.

      If the other dolls had done this, it would have felt insincere. But Chloe had let him get his way in a lot of matters. She was his liaison, and that meant talking to her.

      “Alright, I can slow down a little,” he said. “But I do want to get back to the Tartarus dolls soon.”

      “Understood.” She frowned. “I am hesitant for you to enter the warehouse district, even with Rie’s permission. It remains somewhat dangerous. Is there a lead you are investigating or…”

      He shook his head. “No. I just want to get them up and running again. Not that I know what they’ll do.”

      “Ah. Then please wait until we can at least calm the current affair, Nick. It will be easier to find them a place in the department once the NLF situation has been dealt with. Rie may need a political victory, given she just hired you and there are ongoing arguments over replacing the Liberators.”

      That made perfect sense. If Nick suddenly brought a bunch of his own security dolls onto the task force, some police execs might be very concerned about their own positions.

      “Then I guess I’ll do some work from home for now,” he said.

      Then he eyed the three women lounging around his tiny apartment. “What are the three of you planning to do?”

      “Watch.”
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      Working from home was nothing new for Nick. Despite the security protocols surrounding mainframes, most companies had some level of support for hybrid work arrangements.

      Neural Spike had been an exception, at least for Nick’s line of work. But Tartarus had kept an open link for their Ciphers.

      That link had been what allowed Travis to undermine the company’s security, but also how Nick had realized who was responsible. Their actions were logged on pretty much every company device they touched. While Rie had bogged down his computer with a ton of bossware, Tartarus had done the same as well.

      As Nick entered his bedroom—which doubled as his home office—he wondered how Travis had avoided it. He was far from an expert in this field. As much shit as he gave IT, this was their jam. He played with dolls, not cybersecurity.

      He quickly dressed, then turned to face the doll who had followed him into his bedroom.

      “Chloe, have you recovered anything off the Tartarus systems that might explain how Travis got around security?” Nick asked.

      “Yes and no,” Chloe said. “We found evidence that a security hole was introduced on the day of the attack. But we don’t know who did it, and there is no hard evidence that it was exploited. Many systems had their local storage wiped or reset to cloud backups due to a desync with the neural network version, causing a loss of data during the raid.”

      Nick frowned. “That would match up with Travis using an unverified terminal to issue the shutdown remotely, though. I’d wondered how he pulled that off, given even attempting it would set off alarm bells in all the bossware they shove on our terminals.”

      Speaking of which, he looked at the empty space beneath his dual-monitor setup. There had been a small plastic box there a few days ago. Instead, there was a white box with the departmental logo on it, sitting beneath the desk and begging him to open it.

      “I also see you finally replaced my computer. Did you really need to just steal my old one?” he asked.

      “We did not steal it,” Chloe corrected while taking a seat on the end of his bed. “The monitoring software and potential military spyware was deemed unnecessary.”

      “I circumvented a lot of that anyway,” Nick said. “There’s a reason companies all use thin-client terminals these days, rather than computers that function on local hardware. You can do a lot more if you control the system you’re operating on.” He raised an eyebrow.

      He cracked open the box. Inside was a pre-opened computer, which looked like a flat square roughly the size of his hand. While it had some hardware ports, it was intended to function using wireless links. Setting it up took about fifteen seconds, as Nick flicked it on, then pressed a button on the side of each monitor.

      “Huh. I expected this to be loaded down with bossware as well,” he said. “Still no AI assistant, though.”

      “I concur with Rie’s assessment that we do not need to offer you additional AIs to romance,” Chloe said with a smirk. “But there is no need to monitor all your activities in great depth. While there is a need to monitor your actions within the police network, that can be done server-side.”

      In other words, no different to his phone.

      “Rie agrees with this?” he asked.

      “She approved of this procurement, so I assume so. You may ask her yourself when she visits later today.”

      Nick grimaced. His little apartment was going to be overrun with dolls today at this rate. Had it become the local neighborhood watch house? His drug dealer neighbor would need to move out.

      With his new computer set-up, he sat down in front of it and got down to business.

      Namely, trying to do something productive with this investigation.

      The Archangels were exhausting all leads they generated from existing evidence. But Rie had already told him that they only acted on what they knew. When he’d told them of the special shutdown codes and limited permissions for them within Tartarus, that immediately narrowed the investigation’s scope.

      Which meant Nick probably wouldn’t find anything new by reconsidering the evidence himself. His best bet was to wait for the Archangels to dig up an informant or for Lucas to find the NLF’s explosives factory.

      Even so, he wanted to try.

      “Chloe, willing to be a sounding board as I recap the investigation and my thoughts on it?” he asked.

      “I am more than willing,” she said.

      Juliet and Rosa appeared at the doorway, as if summoned by magic.

      Nick drummed his fingers against his thigh, then decided to start at the theorized beginning.

      “If we go with the Archangels’ theory, one of the police execs wants Helena. He can’t or won’t order the military to seize her or Tartarus for some reason. He also doesn’t want to seize her during normal police proceedings. So he’s relying on a third-party,” Nick said. “But without the right cover, they can’t get in.”

      Chloe nodded. “If they knocked out the neural network at any other time, we would have almost certainly intervened or caught them in the act.”

      “So they needed a police raid as cover. They also wanted Tartarus empty, so no human personnel alerted you to the intrusion.” Nick suddenly paused. “Huh. I left the office pretty late that night. Nearly late enough to…”

      If he had stayed a little later, could he have stopped all of this? Or would he have been the guy in the movie hitting the alarm right before he got shot by the villain in the opening sequence?

      “Nick?” Chloe asked in a soft voice.

      “Nevermind.” He shook his head. “Anyway, the raid wasn’t timed to match the office party. Why was that? Pretty much anybody in the chain of command could have made that call.”

      “Objections were raised. The military had legal objections, as they still have legal filings that have not been altered with respect to former Neural Spike personnel.” Chloe paused. “I believe Rie is still sorting yours out with Kushiel.”

      Well, shit. Maybe he wasn’t entirely free of the Sword of Damocles.

      “And?” he asked.

      “The Mark 1s raised operational objections. Namely that they needed time to prepare for the rise in criminal activity that would ensue after shutting down so many black companies.” Chloe grimaced.

      A shiver ran down Nick’s spine as he realized what she meant. “Has that happened?”

      She shrugged. “It is too early to make a quantitative measure, and the NLF’s involvement makes it even more difficult to assess. But other cities in Neo Westphalia are reporting a significant increase in violent crime and criminal arrests in only a few days. As this case is broader than Neural Spike, it is expected to be years before we can normalize them without additional steps.”

      Nick didn’t like the sound of “additional steps.” He remembered the dark look in Hammond’s eyes when he recalled the riots.

      The Archangels terrified people, but they represented “soft policing” relative to what had been used back then. Nick didn’t know if that made their neural intrusion better. But they fell a long step short of the military warbots that thundered around the Spires after dark.

      He turned in his chair and faced Chloe head-on. “So shutting down a bunch of black companies causes crime to rise. Actual crime. That’s a conversation I wanted to have at one point. The definition of crime. Because black companies and criminal enterprises are two sides of the same coin to me. And Tartarus getting shut down out of the blue only proved it.”

      Chloe let out a deep sigh, which was echoed by the other two Archangels. Nick tried not to react to the way the dolls copied each other.

      Chloe emulated him, and the other Mark 3s emulated her. It was an amusing cycle.

      “Those are the unofficial terms used in Neo Westphalia,” Chloe said. “The Oversight Task Force is analyzing them in-depth. We would deem that black companies stick to ‘socially accepted crime,’ as they meet social needs that will be met by the market, regardless. Neural mods, sex mods, doll mods, illicit substances, and the necessary business accoutrements.”

      “Accoutrements like HEAP rounds,” Nick said drily.

      Chloe smiled wryly, then continued. “What we don’t understand is why society prefers these things. Nor do we understand the reason for every decision made. But we do know that there is a close relationship. Black companies suck the air out from criminal enterprises. When one can have legal status, and all the wealth, then they will accept taxation and monitoring.”

      “Especially when the alternative is getting blown apart by a few hundred super androids.”

      “Indeed. But you understand my point, do you not?”

      Nick nodded. “Lucas has said it before. Even without a physical threat, it’s why he stays above board. He came from next to nothing, even if he spends money like he was born with a dozen silver spoons in his mouth. I can imagine him in the Spires one day, but not if he was a criminal.”

      “And it is that allure that we believe keeps things relatively under control. There is violence, but the black companies largely keep it in check. Criminals do not. But if there is no benefit to being a black company, then there will be more violence, more instability, and greater unrest.”

      Until, eventually, there was another “Great Unrest?” Nick left that part unsaid.

      But he understood the thinking of the Mark 3s. More than he had before, he realized that they were androids to be feared. They weren’t merely trying to keep order or do their jobs as police officers.

      No, the Mark 3s were trying to understand the city holistically, so they could make decisions that would reduce crime in the future.

      Hammond had said that the Mark 3s were replacing the rest of the Ciphers in the Bureau. Nick was pretty sure they were replacing the executive. No wonder the commissioner liked Rie so much.

      Nick scratched his head. “Alright. That gives me something to mull over. But back to my original train of thought: the raid was on the wrong date. So they needed to move it ahead. They used the NLF for that, and staged bomb threats on the day of the raid. Travis used them as a distraction to weaken Tartarus’s security, and they also acted as a cover story to raid Tartarus and other companies in the first place.”

      A weak story, as other black companies would know that Tartarus wasn’t involved in the explosives trade.

      “Finally,” he continued, “the raid itself took Helena, shutdown the security dolls shortly before the neural network itself, and then wiped all evidence. The police steered clear due to prior instructions to avoid Tartarus. Later, the NLF then tried to retrieve data from the security dolls and Travis disappeared.”

      Chloe nodded. “That is an accurate summary of all that has occurred.”

      Good to know that he’d managed to follow everything. He’d been a detective for all of three days.

      “Then we’re left with a bunch of questions: did the NLF conduct the raid?” he asked. “If not, was Travis part of the NLF or the third-party who took Helena? And why were the NLF so interested in the security dolls if they participated in the raid?”

      “The Host has answers to all of those questions.”

      “Concrete answers? Or ones based on assumptions?”

      Chloe’s eyes narrowed. Before she could answer, there was a knock at the door. The only other person who had ever bothered to knock on Nick’s apartment door had been Hammond, but this knock was far too polite to be him.

      Nick rose and reentered his main room. He checked the doorbell camera. Rie stood in front of his door, swaying back and forth with her hands behind her back and the front of one foot pressed against the heel of the other.

      “The innocent look doesn’t work on you,” he said bluntly as he opened the door.

      “Oh? The records I dug up from Lucas’s mainframe suggest otherwise.” She smiled coquettishly at him.

      He scowled, then pulled her inside. The Mark 3s had already clustered along one side of the room, but Chloe busied herself preparing coffee.

      Rie’s eyes shot to the takeaway coffee cups. “Oh. I didn’t bring a gift. I guess I’ll have to do.” Then she frowned. “Or maybe my gift has already been given. I thought your salary was too much, but this is a literal dump. How do you live here?”

      “By sleeping, eating, showering—”

      Rie shot him a sidelong look and he stopped.

      “As I told the others, it’s hard to find places that don’t require neural implants. Gentrification waits for no man,” he said.

      “I don’t believe gentrification is part of the definition of inevitability,” she chided while joining Chloe in the kitchen. “These buildings have been up for renewal for as long as ARMDs have been in the police department. I’m surprised they’re still habitable.”

      Juliet chimed in, “The hot water is barely functional.”

      “And there are deficiencies in the neural shielding around individual apartments,” Rosa said. “We do not believe this building is to code.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes as she handed two cups of coffee to Rie. “Those defects have been assessed by the planning board, which is why the complex must be rebuilt. Eventually.”

      “That’s the keyword.” Nick accepted his coffee from Rie, then slurped it loudly. “Eventually. Pretty sure the developer who owns this place has connections in Alcatraz. They own a lot of the nearby tenements.”

      The eyes of the Mark 3s flashed, and they collectively nodded. “Cheap accommodation for cheap labor.”

      Rie scowled. “Be that as it may, I believe you can afford better. You are not cheap labor. There are excellent apartments that can be fitted for your needs.”

      He eyed her closely, then decided to change the topic. “You said you dug up records from Lumen?”

      She blinked, then shrugged. “While you were connected to her, I used your authorization to—”

      “Through the maintenance terminal?” he confirmed.

      Rie nodded, and he sighed.

      “Rie, I know it’s second nature for you and the other Archangels to just rifle through people’s brains and lives, but could you sometimes… not?” he suggested. “Some mainframes do have methods to detect that sort of intrusion as well.”

      “I am aware, so I took measures to avoid detection,” she protested. “Given Lucas’s role in the investigation—”

      “You looked up old records that related to the dolls I used during Neural Spike’s testing?” Nick raised an eyebrow.

      She at least had the decency to blush. “That was of peripheral interest.”

      “In this case, I looked for actual information that might be useful,” Nick said.

      Rie nodded, then gestured toward his bedroom. It would be awfully crowded in there. At least he’d be heavily caffeinated if he needed to keep pace with four high-endurance android.

      Taking a seat in his office chair, he faced Rie and Chloe, who had sat on his bed. Once again, Juliet and Rosa stood by the door.

      “I noticed you looking,” Rie said. “Lucas maintains an unusually healthy separation of concerns between his companies. If his office mainframe didn’t—”

      “You can call her Lumen, you know,” Nick interrupted. “That’s her name.”

      Rie paused, and the other Archangels stared at her. For some reason, Nick detected significantly more heat in their gazes than usual.

      Clearing her throat—or pretending to, as Nick was pretty sure androids didn’t need to—Rie tried to press on, “If she didn’t have a connection to the Cobalt Lily, his office would look entirely legitimate.”

      “Rie, why won’t you use the names of other mainframes? You call Chloe by name. But you intentionally avoid Helena’s and Lumen’s names?” Nick asked. “Will you call Juliet and Rosa by name?”

      She stared at him. Then her eyes flashed. Her pupils widened, and she looked over at the Mark 3s in the doorway. A slight thinning of Rie’s lips was all the signal Nick needed.

      “The Host has approved of Nick’s names, and his reasoning behind issuing them,” Chloe said abruptly.

      “The Host also approved a few other things,” Rie muttered. She opened her mouth to say something else, then closed it. “Fine. Her name is Lumen. Happy?”

      Not really. Rie hadn’t answered his question. But the Mark 3s stopped glaring at their superior.

      Nick made a note to follow up on this later. Rie obviously had some strange hang-up about names, and he didn’t want it blowing up at the worst possible moment. If they were partners, it would help to understand each other better.

      Although her pouty look was cute.

      “I imagine Lucas wants to be able to cut ties to his imports business if he gets a tap on the shoulder,” Nick said. “That might have been part of the deal back when Kushiel paid him a visit.”

      Rie frowned. “I still need to speak to her about that. She was more involved in the organization of the Tartarus raid than I expected, as well.”

      And with that, Nick realized they had come full circle to his original topic. Namely, that of the investigation.

      Rie craned her head as she looked around his bedroom and her hands ran through his blanket and sheet. While Nick didn’t doubt she was paying attention to him, he also knew that she was paying just as much attention to his apartment.

      “Before you arrived, I’d just run through my summary of the investigation,” he said.

      Rie’s eyes flashed, then she nodded. “I see. Before we answer your questions, I’ll answer the unasked one you have on your mind now. Kushiel was at the forefront of the military’s objections to the raid on Tartarus. She is the bridge between the Neo Babylon Police Department and the military.”

      “Do you know why she objected?” Nick asked.

      “Officially? Yes. A number of contracts and legally binding undertakings had been lodged in the courts—both publicly and in secret—following the dissolution of Neural Spike Distributors. Semantics aside, if the police breached them, then Neo Westphalia would have violated its own legal obligations. The military believed that would deeply harm them and the Spires in the long run.”

      “Yet it still happened?” Nick was nonplussed. The argument seemed sound.

      “The Spires breaches these obligations with some frequency.”

      “Ah.”

      Nick had almost forgotten that the laws of Babylon were not applied quite as rigorously as some thought they were. While the automated courts processed matters at a speed that made the antiquated legal systems of old seem almost barbaric, there were still cases from decades ago that hadn’t been resolved.

      While he mulled over this fact, he fired up his social connections on his computer. The usual garbage rolled in, but the Cipher feeds seemed unusually active. That might be worth looking into in a moment.

      “What about the unofficial explanation?” he asked Rie, trying not to get too distracted.

      “I can only guess. I do not like to guess at matters quite this political.” She frowned.

      “Try. I don’t know anything about Kushiel or military politics.”

      “The most obvious conclusion is that the military opposed the raid. Either because they supported Tartarus for some reason, or because they felt their own political position was in danger. Their official position supports the latter, and their actions so far have as well. They are intently focused on ‘stealing the thunder’ of the new NLF mods.” Rie paused.

      He didn’t miss the way the Mark 3s shifted uncomfortably. “I take it that there’s another reason we need to rush.”

      “Have you seen today’s news?” she asked. “You don’t have an implant, so I wasn’t sure.”

      Nick looked back at his computer. But rather than pull up a news page, he glanced at his Cipher feeds.

      The neural mod feeds were absolutely overloaded with new users. The questions were all basic stuff, but it was a virtual cacophony of people screaming into the Altnet for help. If Nick was using his VR setup, he’d probably be deafened by them.

      “Aesir just did something crazy again, didn’t they,” he said, referring to one of the largest consumer electronics companies in the world.

      “All implants older than a decade will have their functionality deprecated unless they install a premium mod from the company,” Rie said with a stony expression. “Interest in black company neural mods to circumvent the restrictions has grown exponentially since the midnight announcement.”

      “I can imagine,” Nick said drily. “Almost nobody gets their implant replaced, given the huge risk of permanent brain damage. It’s incremental upgrades and mods all the way. I thought the Spires banned this shit after Aesir bricked half the isles’ neural mods right before the riots?”

      “21.5%,” Chloe corrected automatically. “There have already been numerous legal challenges launched from many parties.”

      Rie nodded. “Indeed. That is the problem. The civil courts will be overloaded and will handle the Tartarus cases far slower. This means the commissioner won’t get his public win through public prosecutions. He’s concerned that the military will steal his thunder with the NLF.”

      Nick leaned back and let out a rough sigh.

      Half the city’s population was screaming because a gigantic corporate conglomerate was farming money from their brains, and his problem was that this might negatively affect his boss’s ability to make himself look good.

      “It’ll also slow down Lucas,” he added. “While a lot of Ciphers won’t touch this”—he waved a hand at the helpless screaming he saw on his feed—“there are just as many who won’t miss this chance to teach the masses the benefits of neural modding. This is probably the biggest gateway event in my lifetime.”

      The eyes of the Archangels—including Rie—flashed. They then scowled.

      “You are likely correct. The NLF may use this as a chance to seed their own mod into the populace,” Rie said.

      Nick raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t that be fairly easy to track?”

      “It should be. We can detect almost all neural mods with a scan, but this will make it easier. Any individual with an old neural implant from Aesir will need a neural mod or the official premium mod to avoid reduced functionality. Unfortunately, it won’t be useful within our timeframe and it may not avoid a catastrophe if the NLF is able to recruit en masse.”

      Leaning backward in his chair, Nick pressed his knuckles into his temples.

      He felt as though everything was pressuring him to somehow barrel through an investigation with no useful leads. The military were involved, possibly because they had political beef over the Tartarus raid. The police commissioner expected results ASAP. Nick couldn’t do much with his security dolls until he helped Rie get a major win.

      At the same time, he’d potentially lost a major aid due to dumb corporate fuckery.

      “This is a longshot, but do you think this is related to our investigation?” he asked.

      “No.” Rie shook her head. “I believe this relates to your earlier questions. We believe it is unlikely that the NLF raided Tartarus, both due to their actions at the docks and their relative lack of resources. They are likely a patsy. It doesn’t matter at this point who Travis works with, but he may lead us to Helena directly.”

      That was a neat enough segue, Nick supposed.

      He’d been concerned that whoever had organized everything had enough pull with Aesir to do this. But that sounded like too much.

      Threads remained in Nick’s mind that didn’t quite connect in the story, particularly with all the new elements.

      “I think I’m narrowing in on this,” he said. “Who signed off on shutting down Tartarus?”

      “The commissioner, of course,” Rie said.

      Chloe frowned. “The original proposal was submitted by Chief Andrews, although the captains involved are unknown.”

      “Unknown?” Nick asked.

      “Given it was politically controversial, Chief Andrews chose to take full responsibility for the submission to the commissioner,” Rie clarified. “That would prevent him from taking any failure out on a captain should larger political affairs unravel.”

      That was almost too reasonable, but also made a lot of sense for the sort of police chief that Andrews was portrayed as.

      Nick left his next question unsaid, mostly because it couldn’t be answered.

      Who had the influence and connections to fund both the NLF and a third-party to raid Tartarus? In his mind, that restricted the suspect pool to the Spires. Nobody with that sort of wealth would be working the pits in the department, when they could be lounging around in pools of inherited gold. The commissioner seemed the most likely suspect.

      But those threads tugged at Nick’s mind. Why would a political appointment like Commissioner Kim actively piss off the military if he was so worried about them? Especially as he was in the middle of major procurement negotiations? Was it just because he wanted Helena for RTM?

      But surely RTM had better mainframes than Helena, even if she could jumpstart their emotion engine research.

      Nick realized he needed to ask the question aloud, so he did.

      The Archangels tilted their heads in response. Rie was the first to answer.

      “Perhaps it is not a matter of wealth?” she suggested.

      Nick blinked, then scowled at himself. “A partner, then? Doesn’t that make it even harder to track? Our police suspect is working with somebody who is doing the dirty work themselves. They might not even be the primary suspect.”

      “Perhaps. That is why corruption is so difficult to tackle.”

      Lucas had mentioned that a smuggling company brought in foreign goods before getting shutdown.

      “What about Lu Import Export?” Nick asked.

      Rie shifted uncomfortably. “That investigation was closed.”

      “Really?” That sounded too simple to be true.

      “Mr. Lu purchased return tickets on the Pax Americana equatorial space elevator, including a false identity. The tickets were confirmed to be used to leave Earth, but attempts to pursue the false identity failed. The courts disbursed his remaining assets to creditors.” But Rie didn’t look satisfied.

      “Who brought in the hot goods that Lucas spoke of?”

      “… they are not accounted for in any police records.”

      Well, shit.

      “But can you find out—”

      “It would be inadvisable for us to directly probe this matter, given how concretely it was covered up,” Rie said firmly. “Perhaps ask Lucas?”

      So that was the problem. Nick frowned.

      “If Lucas had a name, he’d have told us. Or at least investigated them first in the sweep,” he said. “That means the idea is either too wild, or buried beneath too many possibilities. It might be better to investigate a different source.”

      “We have already trawled the Altnet for all information regarding this case. Few serious propositions were put forward, and investigating them produced no evidence,” Chloe said.

      “Do you really think anyone with a brain will finger an elite in public? Good way to disappear like Lu.” Nick shook his head. “I’ll need to actually ask Ciphers. My guess is that discussions are taking place in less monitored spaces.”

      The dolls collectively frowned. The idea of a “less monitored space” seemed offensive to them.

      Nick sighed. “Corporate networks. Direct chat. Crazy people might even hold face-to-face conversations. But the real holy grail is in streamer chat.”

      “Those are monitored. All video and audio events are processed in real time, given their use in destabilizing actions,” Chloe said. “Text chat is a matter of course, as rarely as it is used.”

      He would probably be the only person using actual text chat. Everybody “spoke” using their neural implants, after all. He’d be the relic tapping away at his keyboard.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about. Most Altnet streamers multi-stream. The Altnet hasn’t really penetrated outside Neo Westphalia, slices of East Asia, and the Americas. So if the streamer wants a worldwide audience, they aren’t just on the Altnet.” He shrugged. “I guarantee there are some people using that to elude you.”

      “We do monitor extranet sources,” Rie said slowly. “But yes, stream chats would be too burdensome, as we don’t have power over the servers like we do with the Altnet controlled by Neo Westphalia. Do you have a way to trawl them?”

      “No, but I know somebody who runs a bunch.”

      It was time to tap into another of his Cipher contacts, and hope that this one didn’t cut him out.

      Before he did so, he did a quick search of his usual circles on anything regarding Lu’s disappearance.

      As expected, there wasn’t much chatter. A shady businessman vanishing wasn’t really Cipher stuff, even if a lot of Ciphers worked with or for shady businessmen. That, and talking about this on the Altnet could only invite trouble.

      So Nick fired up a chat program and messaged a relatively new friend of his. He only knew this guy because he bought the multi-streaming equipment through Tartarus. Tech that dodged the Altnet and its monitoring net didn’t come with same-day delivery from your friendly neighborhood sales conglomerate.

      Hey Sung. What’s your take on Old Man Lu’s disappearance? Nick asked, trying to be direct but vague.

      Sung Jang ran security for a lot of Altnet streamers. That meant he probably got regular visits from the Archangels. The tilted heads from the dolls behind him suggested they didn’t understand why Nick was questioning Sung about this.

      Which was odd, because they had to know that Sung had a neural mod that let him put memories to sleep, so that they couldn’t be easily accessed by others or even himself. If he knew anything suspicious, it was probably locked away.

      First words from you after you vanish for a week, and it’s text chat. A series of groaning emoji and animated pictures flooded the window, as the app tried to process Sung’s emotions.

      There were a few kinks in the connection between flat apps and neural implants.

      If I put my headset on now, my defaults will kill me due to the screaming mod feeds. So?

      Ah, shit. Yeah, Aesir lit the city on fire. Half my clients blew up my inbox within minutes, demanding that I stop this. I’ll go right down there and tell Aesir to stop doing dumb shit, Sung wrote. Anyway, why Lu? This have something to do with that sweep the olds are doing of Alcatraz?

      The olds. Lucas is only 40.

      Don’t lecture me, old man.

      Nick winced. He wasn’t even 30 yet!

      The giggles behind him made him question if the Archangels would call him “old man” in the near future.

      Yeah, it’s connected. Whoever killed Lu is probably behind the bomb threats.

      A long pause.

      Huh. That raises a hell of a lot of questions. I’ll park mine about you, because they don’t really affect me in my line of work. The Archangels practically live with me, Sung wrote.

      Nick turned around and stared at the Archangels sitting on his bed. For some reason, he felt the same way, but for a different reason.

      You have a theory? Nick asked.

      Only one really stuck. The foreign cargo that went missing supposedly matched a paper cargo manifest from the States.

      People still use paper? Nick couldn’t resist interjecting.

      Redundancy. Given the digital logs all vanished. Probably a good idea, Sung wrote.

      Nick’s eyebrows shot up. That made a hell of a lot of sense in shipping, given the propensity of goods to “vanish.” Without a paper trail, the money might also go missing. Nick doubted many shipping companies cared about privacy more than they cared about getting paid.

      And? he asked.

      The company that sent the goods is owned by Jun Kim. We reckon it was full of prototype parts for their new emotion engine dolls, and Lu was the unlucky bastard who got buried to cover them up, Sung wrote.

      Behind him, Rie made a noise to get his attention.

      “You’ve already found something?” Nick asked.

      The other Archangels were already moving. Juliet and Rosa vanished from the doorway, while Chloe took their position.

      “Jun Kim,” Rie said, her expression tight. “We cannot confirm if he purchased anything from Lu Import Export, but there are multiple large factories leased by his companies—most of them are publicly used by RTM. Any of these could be an explosive factory.”

      Nick stared at her, then turned back to his monitor. Another line of text had appeared in the chat.

      If he’s involved in the bomb threats, that would definitely spice things up, Sung wrote.

      Jun Kim was the CEO of RTM Strategic, a resident of the Spires, and the brother of Commissioner Dennis Kim.
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      “I assume there’s a reason we’re responding so quickly,” Nick said as Chloe ushered him out of his bedroom.

      He at least made sure to say “thanks” to Sung, before locking his computer. Then he let the dolls push him into the main room.

      There, he saw Juliet and Rosa carrying his coat and gun over to him. He quickly prepared himself, although he received more assistance from them than necessary.

      “I have provided the Host with the information Sung sent us,” Rie explained. “They are investigating the factories from afar and confirming with Lucas which he has already checked. Local patrols are deviating to monitor factories we deem notable.”

      “Okay, that’s the sort of efficiency that Sigma sells in their marketing materials, but why do we need to get in the car right now?” Nick asked. “Because if we burst in guns blazing, that seems more likely to cause a problem than not. You held off for ages on Tartarus over operational concerns.”

      “And we brought the operation forward within hours when ordered,” she said.

      They left his apartment. He made sure to lock his own door, even if it was apparently unnecessary.

      He’d get a physical door lock, like the chains they used in hotels, but he was pretty sure the Archangels could reach through the gap and crush one like nothing.

      “The reason is that the Host knows, and that means Kushiel knows,” Rie finally said while waiting for the elevator. “If we delay, they may strike first.”

      “Just like that?” Nick asked.

      “The NLF are a terrorist operation. They won’t need approval to act.” She frowned. “This may seem rash to you, but this is almost slow for us. We have scenarios that require us to shut down major companies, or even a whole Spire, with less than an hour of operations planning. Minutes, in the case of major financial institutions going rogue.”

      “Wait, you’d bust into a bank if it went rogue?”

      “Neo Westphalia’s independence is deeply reliant on the stability of its financial, currency, and credit systems. If they were ever compromised, the military may not be able to act fast enough. As such, we would be expected to disconnect any institution from all networks and neutralize the entire company.”

      That sounded a lot like “sacrifice a bank for the good of the city,” which was a surprising thing to hear from a place like Babylon. Then again, if someone’s wealth was at stake, they’d happily throw somebody else overboard to save it.

      The elevator doors opened and a young woman with two young children stared out at them. Four Archangels stared back, SMGs dangling from all but one of their bodies.

      “Wow, angels!” the young girl shouted. She couldn’t be older than seven.

      “Archangels,” Juliet and Rosa automatically corrected.

      “Can we get—” the girl started to say.

      Her mother grabbed her children by the arm and dragged them away as fast as she could. Nick didn’t say anything. There wasn’t really anything he could say.

      People might jeer as the Archangels stepped on somebody else from afar, but they didn’t want to be face-to-face with one themselves. They weren’t the friendly face of the department like the Liberators.

      Rie and the others stepped inside the elevator as if nothing had happened. Nick followed after a moment.

      “So we’re rushing in because the military might steal our prize,” Nick said. “Fair. How do we ensure we don’t mess it up?”

      “Because we know how to do this, Nicholas,” Rie chided, giving him an upturned look.

      Or at least, she tried to. The height difference made it look like she was trying to hide her face behind her braided bangs.

      “We will narrow down the likely factories, then confirm which contain NLF members. There will be paper trails that will be perfectly obvious once we only have one or two targets, and possibly individuals we recognize entering the factory. Within an hour, we can deploy in force, establish a cordon, shut down the neural network, and hit the factory from all sides.”

      Nick didn’t need to imagine it. There had been videos all over his feed from the raid on the Tartarus party, after they had been unsuppressed.

      Dozens of black SUVs and vans had pulled up at once as though coordinating a music video. Then hundreds of Archangels had poured out into the building before anyone could react, and the street had filled with blinding red and blue lights.

      The factory raid would involve far fewer arrests and far more railgun shots blowing holes through security bots, though. The commissioner probably wouldn’t be happy once the Altnet filled with the wreckage of G2s in the NLF plant.

      Nick frowned. “Why the hell would the CEO of RTM Strategic house terrorists in his own factory? I don’t think much of the rich bastards in the Spires, but the man is CEO of the largest military robotics company in the world. There’s only so much stupidity I’ll accept.”

      “He is likely a victim of fraud. The transactions involved have already been flagged for investigation, along with the associated accounts,” Chloe said. “Once the raid begins, they will be frozen and pursued.”

      “This is like Tartarus. Shutting them down early will give us away, right?”

      “Yes.”

      But that also meant that somebody might be trying to frame RTM, or at least the commissioner’s brother.

      That didn’t put Commissioner Kim in the clear, but Nick couldn’t use this as solid evidence. They could be using the factory for the NLF and relying on plausible deniability—after all, Nick had instantly dismissed the idea as incredibly stupid.

      As they left the tenement, a pair of SUVs and interceptors waited outside the apartment. Six Mark 1s stood beside them. Nick spotted Twelve with them, then remembered he wanted to give her a new name.

      “Wait,” he said before anyone could force him into an SUV or interceptor. “Uh…” he stumbled over his words, unsure how to call Twelve over without revealing he had named her “Twelve” or just calling her by her serial number.

      Thankfully, she cottoned on and trotted over anyway. “Is something wrong, Nicholas?”

      Rie and the Mark 3s looked at him. Their gazes were quite different to one another.

      “Yes, actually. Yesterday, the Mark 1s said that I should assume that you represent them when there isn’t a Consensus. That makes you the voice of the Mark 1s, right?” he asked, drawing on what little biblical knowledge he actually had.

      What he was about to do would probably be sacrilegious, but so was a lot of this city. They had a Spire called Axis Mundi, for fuck’s sake. Nick knew that was the name for the connection between Heaven and Earth.

      Twelve nodded. “That is correct. Just as…” she hesitated, then continued, “Chloe, Juliet, and Rosa are permanently assigned to you, I hold the same position with the Mark 1s. Even if it doesn’t hold the same status outside the task force.”

      “Then you get a name as well,” he said, eliciting gasps from the nearby Archangels. “If you’re the voice of the Mark 1s Archangels then that makes you Metatron. I, uh, don’t really have a shorter, cuter name like Rie’s. I’ll probably just call you Meta.”

      For a moment, Nick thought Meta was going to faint. Then her eyes flashed, and the other Mark 1s flashed in response.

      “The Host has… reservations,” she said.

      Nick looked back at the Mark 3s behind him. Rie’s expression looked strained, but even the Mark 3s were openly annoyed.

      “Why does she get a name like the prototypes?” Chloe asked snippily.

      “Err, because I’m naming her in place of thousands of others. The entire task force works with me, and I strongly suspect Juliet and Rosa won’t be the last to get names,” Nick said. “Am I not allowed to call her that?”

      Rie sighed. “If Sigma Robotics has a prototype planned with that name, they have yet to reveal it. They did shift to prophets with Ezekiel, in any case. If you’re borrowing from myth or religion, avoid kabbalah, however. I believe RTM use it for their prototypes, and Sigma would be disappointed if you named any of us after the sefirot.”

      “Half the companies in the city use the sefirot for their mainframe names,” Nick said drily. “Ironically, giving you normal names probably makes you stand out more.”

      Meta made a cute noise, and he turned back to her. “The Host has reached a consensus. My name is accepted following your explanation.”

      “Great.” Now Nick felt better for calling her Twelve earlier. “Are we heading straight to the factory or…”

      “We’ll discuss this on the way,” Rie said, eying the vehicles. “It may be easier to take the SUVs.”

      Without a word, the interceptors closed their doors and rocketed off. The Mark 1s, save Meta, piled into their SUV. Everybody else slipped into the remaining one. Meta sat opposite Nick, while Chloe and Rie sandwiched him. He considered it good design that the vehicle still felt quite roomy.

      The vehicle took off silently. The streets flew past. The trip to Alcatraz was fairly short from his home, but he suspected they’d take a roundabout route. Rie had said it would take an hour to confirm their target, after all.

      Nick’s gun felt heavy against his waist. He sincerely doubted he’d need to fire it. In fact, he doubted anyone in this vehicle would let him get close to firing it. They’d probably stage another intervention if that happened.

      For a dark moment, he wondered if this SUV could stand up to that anti-materiel rifle he’d heard at the docks. Then he remembered that it could. The specs of the police vehicles got leaked a few years ago.

      These things were basically tanks and had all the toys to prove it. The windows were made of a transparent ceramic, and the rest of the body was built from materials that would be top of the line save for the dolls sitting inside it. The Archangels were military dolls built for police duty, and Sigma had spared no expense.

      Not to mention that these things even had reactive armor and built-in electronic countermeasures. Rumor had it that some newer models even had automated projectile countermeasures as well, in case somebody fired a missile or hurled a grenade at one.

      “Have the SUVs ever used any of their heavier duty countermeasures?” he asked aloud.

      That was probably the wrong question to ask out of the blue. The vacant eyes of the Archangels returned to reality and quickly shrouded with concern.

      “Many times, but not often,” Rie said. “The concern is less our safety, but that of anyone we are escorting inside them. The interceptors can’t be built for that level of protection, and the personnel vans are too large to easily secure without becoming too large for many of the roads.”

      “So you tricked out the SUVs.”

      “We did. They are rated for safety against everything except energy weapons typically used by militaries. Given we heavily restrict civilian trade of those, they remain a low danger.”

      He nodded. The number of times an energy weapon had been used was low enough that he struggled to remember. Somebody had gone nuts with a kitted-out civilian cutter in his teen years, but most of the casualties had been caused by his jury-rigged reactor exploding.

      “Is the department importing any energy weapons now that the Mark 3s can use them?” he asked.

      “Unlikely. Any threat that requires their use is something for the military to handle. Unless we expect the NLF, or future revolutionaries, to deploy warbots capable of deflecting railgun rounds in the future.” Rie smirked.

      Another minute passed. “So, are we circling?” he finally asked. Another pair of SUVs had joined them. All their sirens were off.

      “We have narrowed our targets down to just two. NLF members are present at both, but we suspect that only one is the factory,” Chloe explained.

      “Why not raid both?”

      “If they have two, they may have more. We are cross-referencing with all data we have on traffic patterns, neural activity data, shipments, financial information—”

      “I get it. You’re virtually upending the city in order to find any other major bases they have, because if we hit them now, they’ll scatter,” Nick said.

      Rie smiled. “You do make for a good detective.”

      “This is just filling in the dots.” He narrowed his eyes. “By the time we arrive, it’ll all be over bar the screaming.”

      “Maybe.”

      “What if that’s too late? Couldn’t the military override you and seize the sites, and the evidence with them?” he asked. “What if you’re not able to find everything you need?”

      Rie’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t say anything. Nick took this as an opportunity to push further.

      “There’s more to getting into a mainframe than just brute force or security bands. If they have Helena, I can override anything they’ve done. As for any other mainframes, I still might be able to help.” Might was the keyword.

      Nick was stretching the truth a little here. Getting into mainframes was usually a matter of known backdoors or hardware workarounds. He had access to a catalog of the former, but none of the latter. And the Archangels theoretically had the former, if they paid enough attention to the right Cipher circles.

      “Perhaps,” Rie said slowly.

      “The Host disagrees with this,” Meta said. “Placing Nicholas in danger—”

      “A compromise, then,” Rie said, looking between Meta and Nick. “If the initial strike force finds Helena or a mainframe they can’t secure, we’ll deploy early. And in force. Otherwise, you’re happy to wait until the screaming is done, Nicholas?”

      He nodded. If Helena wasn’t there, he didn’t really care to hear a bunch of people be gunned down in the background fighting for a hopeless cause.

      Their SUVs entered Alcatraz soon enough. Despite the name, it was a fairly neat looking place. It was a mixed industrial and commercial district, with a smattering of hotels on the fringes. As it was still morning, half the businesses remained closed. A lot of suits walked the streets, popping in and out of tiny shops run by dolls.

      If they noticed the police vehicles, they ignored them. Police raids and patrols were a fact of life here. They blended into the background, just like the bullet holes in the wall of your favorite coffee shop. Far too many people openly carried weapons. Security dolls kept watch on street corners and from loading docks, and they were often painted in garish colors.

      Alcatraz was the chaotic underbelly of Neo Babylon. Some would call it seedy, but Nick considered the whole city seedy. Alcatraz represented a slice of the city where the veneer of civility had been peeled back, and the utter chaos that tied everything together seeped through.

      Before the Archangels, it had also seeped into neighboring districts a lot more often. These days, Alcatraz mostly kept to itself. Firing a gun on the wrong side of a street could get one’s nervous system shutdown and life ruined in a single, deafening moment.

      Nick didn’t see any sign of a factory. But he supposed they were keeping their distance for now.

      Minutes passed in silence. He tried to pass the time on his phone, but found that his nerves made it impossible. Instead, he simply stared out the window.

      “We’re starting,” Chloe suddenly said. “We will be temporarily suppressing this on the Altnet.”

      Just like that, police SUVs, vans, and interceptors roared to life near them. The previously quiet streets filled with the rush of dozens of vehicles flying through them faster than humans could safely navigate. Blue and red lights flashed off the towering skyscrapers and glossy paintwork.

      The sirens were eerily silent, as Nick lacked the neural implant to hear them.

      But he knew everyone on the streets heard them. Office workers dropped coffees in shock, security dolls froze on the spot, and the general populace stared in shock as a second massive police raid barreled into Alcatraz in under a week.

      A message popped up on Nick’s phone, and he didn’t need to look to know it was from Lucas.

      “I think your suppression isn’t working as well this time,” he said.

      The dolls frowned.

      “There are no videos or discussions about the raid taking place,” Chloe said.

      “Lucas knows about it. That means Cipher circles know.”

      Chloe paused, then rolled her eyes. “Suppressed. It is annoying that trivial wordplay like you used in your text chat earlier can avoid our suppression systems.”

      Nick snorted. “So some of the Ciphers working with Lucas were waiting for something to happen. Do you think the NLF know?”

      “Almost certainly,” Rie said. “If they have neural mods as complicated as theirs, they must surely have a dead man’s switch that alerts other cells when the neural network goes down. It is unfortunate we were unable to locate any other major operations.”

      Within a minute, the police sirens faded away. The locals returned to their business as if nothing had happened, although they looked far more animated. Suspicious looks were thrown at the convoy Nick was in.

      “So, what’s resistance like?” Nick asked a little while later.

      “Light. Your suspicion is certainly correct that they did not raid Tartarus,” Rie said, drumming her fingers on his thigh as if it were the door. “Fanatics are dangerous, but beliefs tend to wilt against the power of a bullet. What I expected were customized G2s, improvised anti-armor munitions, anti-doll weaponry. Not, not…” She gestured at the air angrily.

      The frustration in Rie’s expression and tone was practically palpable.

      “I can’t see what you’re seeing, Rie. You need to use your words,” Nick said.

      “A pathetic collection of explosives, fewer security bots than most black companies use in the average war, and nothing capable of even scratching our paint, much less penetrating our armor,” Chloe summarized. “They’re not even using a mainframe. Which might explain why it was so hard to find them.”

      “In either factory?”

      “One wasn’t a factory.” Rie ground her knuckles into her temples. “The other building had been converted into offices. They were playing with terminals there, but the Cipher work there was… primitive. I don’t know how to describe it.”

      “It might be better if I see it for myself,” he said.

      “Oh, you will,” Rie said darkly. “Because we found Travis there. We can soundly answer that question of yours, and not the way I hoped. He’s NLF, and likely dumber than I thought.”
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      The NLF factory looked like a large beige box, nestled between numerous other beige boxes of extremely similar shape. This little area was like a miniature industrial zone within Alcatraz.

      Babylon didn’t have restrictive zoning laws, so this was the work of the market. While commercial and industrial projects were kept out of specific districts, anything went within the district. That’s how the red light doll district had snuck into the city itself, while Alcatraz was firmly in the outer metro. Money shaped the city.

      Dozens of police vehicles surrounded the factory. SUVs, interceptors, and bulky armored vans formed a physical blockade, which was only reinforced by the gun-toting Archangels in front of the vehicles. There wasn’t a Liberator or Custodian in sight.

      A lot of railguns and heavy shotguns were, however.

      Police drones maintained an aerial cordon, but the air was surprisingly free of press drones or amateur photographers.

      Nick’s convoy drove up to the blockade. A crowd of gawkers watched on in eerie silence, no doubt chatting up a storm on the Altnet.

      After a moment, the Archangels cleared the way and the convoy slipped through. The gap closed just as fast as it opened.

      “Judging from the lack of wreckage, I’m guessing they didn’t put up much of a fight,” Nick said, peering out the window.

      “The G2s appeared to be restricted to the building interior,” Chloe replied.

      That would limit damaging footage of RTM dolls blown apart on the streets of Alcatraz. The convoy pulled up outside a series of open roller doors, which opened up to reveal empty concrete loading docks.

      “Were they unloading everything by hand?” he asked.

      “Perhaps. This building was used as an office and has significantly less inside it than the other one. They had simple cargo bots there.”

      That made a lot more sense than what he’d been thinking.

      Up until now, the Archangels had been patrolling and lurking around the exterior of the building in pairs. None of them clustered up. But the moment the convoy stopped, more than a dozen of them rushed over.

      The door opened, but Nick didn’t even have a chance to put his foot on the ground before several Mark 1s formed a protective bubble in front of him. He stepped out, followed by the others.

      The Mark 1s swiveled their heads rapidly, watching every angle. All of his new escorts carried anti-doll weaponry, and he spotted a ballistic shield strapped to the backs of a couple. The other convoy members left their vehicles with similar armaments.

      When he looked back, he saw that Rie was still in the vehicle. The seats slipped back into a reclining position as she clicked the safety off an SMG and hopped outside.

      “Things are finally serious enough that you’ll carry a firearm,” he noted.

      “This is an active situation still. I would prefer not to be the reason that you get shot,” she said primly.

      Nick nodded, then drew his Lawman. As before, it felt damn heavy. He sincerely hoped he wasn’t going to be shooting anyone with this. And especially not Travis.

      Even if he had screwed over Tartarus, putting a bullet in a former co-worker wasn’t the sort of thing Nick felt he had in him. He liked being able to sleep at night.

      They approached the roller doors inside this protective bubble of destruction. Nick looked further afield, aware of what had gone wrong last time.

      Past the flying cordon of police drones were more Archangels. They walked on the rooftops of nearby buildings, carrying large rifles. All avenues seemed to be covered, save somebody flying a jet.

      Nick wondered if the railguns and neural implants of the police dolls could handle even that.

      Right before they entered the factory, he stopped and frowned at the logo emblazoned along the side of the building.

      “It’s public knowledge who owns this building,” he said.

      “It can be looked up in public databases,” Chloe said. “We are suppressing information about the connection between RTM Strategic’s CEO and the NLF for now. The financial transactions are being investigated. Once fraud is confirmed, then we will inform the commissioner and allow him to break the story to the press as he chooses.”

      “You mean if it’s confirmed,” Nick said.

      Chloe stared at him.

      Rie smiled wanly. “If Jun Kim is directly involved with the NLF, it is safe to say that this will be a very… interesting investigation. While the Host is conducting simulations on this”—she shot a meaningful gaze at Chloe and Meta—“I believe we should cross that bridge if it comes.”

      “It probably won’t,” he admitted, then tried to step forward.

      Rie held him back by his arm. “While that is the more serious scenario, this is still quite grave. Whoever is responsible is directly targeting the Spires, a major company that owns and controls much of Neo Westphalia, and a highly respected individual. You will be asked to directly report on what happened today.”

      Shit.

      “Report about everything?”

      “Our reports are comprehensive,” Chloe said.

      “I’d prefer if you left Sung out.” Nick didn’t like the idea that this might paint a target on his back.

      “Very well. He is a newer informant and could do with protection. I would still prefer for you to worry more about yourself,” Rie said, furrowing her brow. “I am serious. We haven’t found the evidence we need, but the stakes are higher than ever. We must—”

      Nick held up a hand. “I get it. If I didn’t know this was your first ever real assignment, I’d know now. You remind me a little of when I was first doing real work for Welk, and I’d flip out over all the crazy deadlines he’d give me. Important people always want everything yesterday. But sometimes they just want to be told that it can wait until tomorrow.”

      Rie stared at him for several long seconds. Her gaze genuinely unnerved him.

      “Is that how you normally approached executives in Tartarus?” she asked.

      “It’s how Welk approached Sigma,” Nick said drily. “Every time the military breathed down their neck, they’d breathe down his. He firmly believed that deadlines exist to motivate people. That you probably weren’t behind if you didn’t meet one, but that you just needed to recalibrate.”

      She sighed, then ran a hand through her hair. “I believe that might count as lying.”

      “You live in a city that relies on a bunch of pseudo-legal companies. I think you can stretch the truth a little in the interest of your job, Rie.” He raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said lying wasn’t against your parameters.”

      “To you? No. To our employer? Our directives make it significantly harder.”

      “I’m a detective and I don’t count?”

      Rie smiled sweetly at him. “Oh, Nicholas. You’re my partner. And don’t partners lie to protect each other all the time?”

      Nick felt as though he’d put off maintenance on the Archangels a little too long, from how Rie described their directives. Would she even let him look at hers?

      Part of him worried that he’d create several thousand Lumens and be stuck doing maintenance 8 hours a day, seven days a week.

      Finally, they stepped inside the factory itself.

      Wreckage was strewn across the expansive space. The factory was small compared to those near the docks, but large enough that the absence of heavy machinery was notable. An empty building felt terrifyingly large.

      The remains of dozens of G2s had been clumped together in two large piles. Smaller pieces crunched beneath Nick’s boots as he slowly trudged toward the only signs of life here: a dozen handcuffed NLF members.

      “We avoided neural warfare,” Chloe said. “Even if we did find an opening, all it would do is trigger the self-destruct function.”

      Archangels stood watch, fingers on triggers. Two Mark 3s stood guard outside a door at the far end of the building.

      Nick noticed there were more doors down that end. The offices Rie spoke of must be there, although there weren’t more than seven or eight small rooms.

      A smattering of wooden pallets loaded down with boxes sat near the offices. Racks of spare parts lined one of the walls. This area seemed to be the only one in active use. Given the size of the factory, it seemed wasteful to use so little space inside it.

      Numerous servers lay stacked atop each other, hard linked to each other. A single large tower, half Nick’s height, seemed to be where they all converged. A few terminals lay on a long wooden desk nearby.

      No monitors, naturally. Accessibility wasn’t a concern for the revolution. They also didn’t use chairs.

      The entire set-up was incredibly hodge-podge. No wonder Rie had been annoyed by it.

      Yet Nick somehow found it familiar. He had to cast his mind back quite a few years to remember why.

      He deliberately walked away from the NLF members and held up a hand. The others caught onto his intentions and ushered him a little farther away.

      “Sound carries inside an empty space like this,” Chloe said. “We cannot rely on AR dampening fields, either.”

      He shrugged. “All I wanted to say is that the server set-up is familiar. It’s a little outside my wheelhouse, though.”

      “Really?” Rie asked.

      “I’m a Cipher, not a systems or computer engineer.” He pointed at her. “I learn about mainframe and doll hardware because it’s integral to what I do. But neural networking? Or even just basic networking on a corporate level? That’s why IT departments still exist.”

      The dolls nodded, then waited for him to continue.

      “Anyway, it just reminds me a little of…” he trailed off, remembering something important about how the Archangels came to conclusions. “You know what, I’ll bring it up later. Do you know what they do?”

      Rie narrowed her eyes at him, but Chloe spoke up anyway.

      “We analyzed the network topology and activity before the raid. The neural network shutdown means we cannot assess its functionality in full, however,” she said. “We have not attempted to breach the network security, given the potential risk of self-destruct devices.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” he said drily.

      Chloe winced.

      “You already have your own opinion,” Rie said coldly.

      “I’m comparing notes. I’m pretty confident in my own theory—” he began to say.

      Rie stomped on his foot. For a brief moment he thought he was going to be going to hospital for fracture treatment, but she didn’t put any force into the blow.

      Well, not much. Nick hissed. “That does hurt, you know.”

      “We’re on the clock. I’d rather you not throw my words back in my face,” she said.

      Apparently Rie had noticed that he had used the exact same words she did back when she tested him on the investigation briefing. He tried not to laugh, as she seemed genuinely irritated.

      The other Archangels looked confused, and Meta in particular seemed anxious after Rie’s violent reaction. Her fingers curled and uncurled while she looked between Nick and Rie.

      Chloe shrugged. “It operates as both a signal masker, in order to obfuscate local devices from Altnet monitoring, but also a hub for the neural mods.”

      “A hub?” he asked.

      “We believe this to be one of the primary servers for the NLF’s encrypted neural network. On the surface, it mimics a simple corporate network like Tartarus’s,” she explained. “All NLF neural mods are connected to one of the factory servers at all times. This presumably allows them to communicate, issue updates, and monitor one another outside of the Altnet.”

      “And you didn’t notice that all NLF members had a neural link to the same factories?” he asked.

      “Their connection is masked. It is non-trivial to trace the encrypted connections to the end-point, rather than to other nodes in Babylon.”

      That made sense to Nick. Anyone who wanted to set-up their own illegal network in Babylon would need to hide the servers and encrypted neural networking protocols made that easy. The entire reason the Spires maintained control over the Altnet was so that they could monitor activity at the source.

      The same reasoning applied to the Archangels. They needed power over the security bands—and the regulations that forced all electronics to include a backdoor—to get around the built-in encryption of any neural network.

      Anything more complicated was Cipher work, and they’d already established that the Mark 3s were still novices at that.

      “And what is your theory?” Rie asked, tapping her fingers against her SMG.

      Nick eyed her carefully. That was just a sign of her impatience, right?

      “This whole thing reminds me of the set-ups we used to collect training data using Helena and the other mainframes for…” He inclined his head toward the dolls in front of him.

      Despite that, he noticed several NLF heads snap toward him the moment he said the name “Helena.” Nick forced himself to stay calm.

      Because these bastards did know about her.

      “How so?” Rie asked, either oblivious or uncaring about the NLF right now.

      “We couldn’t move the mainframes into the field, obviously. But IT could whip something like this up inside a tiny office overnight. And rather than implants or mods, we used dolls. Helena could monitor or tweak their directives—usually because we asked her to—and it would look like ordinary communication. The doll would be effectively oblivious to what was going on under the hood.”

      The eyes of all the Archangels flashed, save for Rie’s. She merely crossed her arms beneath her breasts.

      “That would require a mainframe. They’re just connected to a dumb server,” she said.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “What if there’s a mainframe elsewhere? It seems pointless to maintain a constant connection here, given the risk it poses to being discovered. I imagine that’s how Lucas would have dug them up with his sweep. Too many people acting suspiciously, all with links back to a pair of RTM factories that aren’t shipping anything for RTM?”

      Rie nodded. “We’ll need to investigate the server set-up in detail. That may explain why everything is so crude on the Cipher side. If this is a branch, and the root is elsewhere… Perhaps this wasn’t a waste of time. Even if this cell is a joke.”

      Chloe turned toward Rie. “The Mark 3s and I shall begin intrusion. I believe that Nick’s time is better spent on the person of interest.”

      “Agreed. We’ll take it from here,” Rie replied.

      Chloe trotted off, and a number of Mark 3s rushed over from all corners of the building to join her. However, Juliet and Rosa remained by Nick’s side. Meta shot them a look, but said nothing.

      It took Nick a moment to remember who they were talking about.

      Then it struck him. Travis.

      Rie led him to the guarded door he saw earlier. The room lacked a window.

      “He’s in there?” Nick asked.

      “Yes. Despite how shoddy everything else is, they installed soundproofed offices.” She rolled her eyes. “Definitely a case of too much money, and no sense of priority.”

      For some reason, Nick didn’t think Rie should be the one criticizing others about that.

      “I think I should talk to him first,” Nick said.

      “Agreed. We—”

      “Alone.”

      She waited patiently for an explanation.

      “You said he’s an idiot, right? But he’s someone I worked with for a few years. Travis was a pretty typical guy. Hated management, did as much work as required, decent Cipher, had as much of a bone to pick with the Spires as the next guy. Or so it seemed.” Nick leaned on the door. “But he might not see through me, much like I didn’t look closely at him.”

      “He may be harmless, but I don’t believe he’ll provide much help,” Rie said.

      “Then in the worst case, you can crack his head open and feast on his neural implant if I fail.”

      “What exactly do you think we are, Nicholas?”

      The other Archangels made concerned faces at his gruesome joke. Apparently it wasn’t to their taste.

      “Look, let me have a chance. If anyone knows something about Helena, it’s him. He was the man on the inside. He’s my lead,” Nick said.

      For a moment, he wondered if Rie might refuse him purely because he’d brought up Helena.

      Then she sighed and held a hand out. “You shouldn’t wear your gun in if you’re playing innocent to Travis. We can intervene within an instant if he does anything stupid. For advice: be vague, non-threatening, and don’t bring us up. Let him fill in the blanks.”

      Nick nodded, then unholstered his gun. A moment later, he also threw his coat to Rie, who nearly fumbled it as it practically buried her.

      “I want to look as little like a detective as possible,” he said. “Wish me luck.”

      “Luck,” the other Archangels echoed.

      Rie rolled her eyes. “Good luck, Nick.”

      He wondered whether the Archangels actually didn’t understand that saying or if they were intentionally acting obtuse.

      Then he opened the door and saw his old colleague sitting in a crummy plastic chair. The room was otherwise empty, and Travis was zip cuffed.

      The door clicked shut behind Nick.

      “Been a few days, Travis. Here I thought you’d gotten away clean from the Tartarus mess.”
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      Travis looked almost identical to the day Tartarus had gone down. That made a lot of sense, given that happened on Wednesday, and it was now Saturday. Three days didn’t change a man.

      He had lost the ill-fitting suit, however. The gray and blue baggy clothes weren’t much of an improvement. If he’d been wearing a helmet, the Archangels had tossed it aside.

      “Nick? What the fuck are you doing here?” Travis asked. Then his eyes narrowed. “You aren’t cuffed.”

      Standing over his former colleague wouldn’t help, so Nick slumped on the floor by the door. He then spread his hands.

      Vague. Rie had told him to be vague. That seemed easy enough, given how little Nick knew.

      “Obviously not,” he said. “I’m looking for Helena. I know you sabotaged Tartarus to help them grab her.”

      “How did you walk in here with all the damned police dolls locking down the building?” Well, it turned out Travis wasn’t that dumb. “You vanished after Tartarus. I even asked if you got popped in the smash-and-grab, but they said nobody was there.”

      It took every ounce of Nick’s willpower to not react.

      Travis knew the people who had raided Tartarus directly. He was a fucking gold mine!

      “Like I said, I’m here to ask about Helena. You know I have history with her. That makes me the best person to find her, as she seems to have gone missing,” Nick said, sticking to his idea of vague but on message. “And you seem to be the only real Cipher here.”

      “Missing… The whole point of a smash-and-grab is to steal something, Nick. Of course she’s not in Tartarus.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Not from Tartarus. She’s not where she’s supposed to be. Nobody’s happy about that. I suspect you aren’t, either.”

      He was swinging for the fences here, but Travis was playing hard to get. Something about this entire setup bothered Nick, however.

      Why would somebody fund the NLF to this extent just for the bomb threats? There were far cheaper and easier ways to cover up a raid.

      The timeline also didn’t add up.

      The hardware for the NLF and those foreign goods had been secured at roughly the same time, through the same company. And Rie seemed to think not all of that hardware was accounted for.

      There had to be another operation. Either Travis might give away that Helena was there, or that the reason the NLF had visited the docks was because they were double-crossed.

      Nearly a minute passed in silence while Travis simply stared at him, visibly chewing on his thoughts.

      Finally, Travis said, “Where do you think she’s supposed to be?”

      Ah, shit. Nick hid his frustration with years of experience dealing with annoying managers.

      Maybe he should have let Chloe properly investigate those servers. If he was wrong…

      Think, dammit, he told himself.

      There hadn’t been any signs of preparation for a major expansion in hardware outside. No huge power cables, nor the proper mounting hardware for a mainframe.

      “Not here, obviously. But that setup out there was for her,” Nick said. “I know it well enough. Makes me realize you probably knew a lot more about Neural Spike than you let on. But like I said, I’m here to find her. Helena is useless to both of us if you don’t tell me where she’s actually gone.”

      Travis nodded slowly. “How’d you get past the police dolls?”

      Nick wanted to fake a laugh, but didn’t really have the acting chops. He settled for a shrug. “I walked away from Neural Spike and Tartarus. Do the math.”

      “Could be a plant.”

      “Could be.”

      Travis snorted. “Like I’d believe that. Nobody gave a shit about Tartarus, but you’re the only person who understands the value of Helena. If the military or police knew, they would never have let us get close. I’m guessing our patron made you a deal after his foreign mercs stabbed us all in the back?”

      Things had just gotten really juicy. Nick knew he’d fuck this up, soon, but wanted to get as much as he could.

      “I made a deal, but never met him. Like with the factories, it was all through false identities.” Alright, so now Nick was just flat-out making shit up and hoping it stuck.

      “You noticed that as well? Lotta idiots think the fucking CEO of RTM Strategic is trying to bring down the Spires himself.” Travis rolled his eyes. “Nah. I spoke with him once, over the Altnet. He’s doing this because of how fucked up things got after the riots. He’s a man who understands how rotten everything is to the core, not some rich asshole. A drive like that can’t be faked. The fuck did he even send you here?”

      A flare of doubt flickered within Nick upon hearing about this description. But he suppressed it for now.

      “You said the mercs are behind this? If they’ve still got her, then you don’t need to worry. It’s just some miscommunication,” Nick said.

      “Fuck. Did he think we were going rogue?” Travis muttered to himself. “Prove something. If you have the sort of connections I know our patron has, have the dolls uncuff me.”

      Without anything to lose, Nick did exactly that. The conversation was running in circles a little, but he’d learned a ton already. Enough to work with, anyway. If bringing an Archangel in didn’t help, then they were still well off.

      He opened the door, careful not to open it too far for Travis. Now that he was paying attention, he might freak out if he saw Rie.

      “Uncuff him,” he told a Mark 3. They were almost certainly listening in through his phone, assuming they hadn’t bugged the room or couldn’t hear through the soundproofing.

      Without responding, the Mark 3 stepped inside and walked over to Travis. The man’s eyes widened at the unfamiliar model.

      “What the fu—” he gasped out.

      Then he fell silent as the doll snapped his zip cuffs, then left with them. The door snapped shut once again.

      “Well?” Nick said. “They’re the Mark 3s. Brought in by special contract with Sigma.”

      “Damn. He really was the real deal. Haven’t heard a thing about them on the Altnet.”

      That meant that Travis had truly gone cold, as the Mark 3s had kicked up a storm. Sigma still hadn’t revealed their spec sheet, but they’d been strutting the streets with Nick and probing suspected NLF agents for the past day.

      Travis rubbed his wrists, then looked back at Nick. “Don’t know much about the foreigners. Bunch of mercs stuffed full of cybernetics and really expensive toys. The idea was that I put in the backdoor in Tartarus while everyone is distracted by the train delays. Then they’d grab Helena, and we’d finally have a real distributed mainframe to play with. Something that could actually tap into our implants.”

      The final sentence sent a chill down Nick’s spine.

      “That can what? Travis, are you fucking insane?” Nick snapped, breaking character.

      “What?” The older man looked taken aback.

      “You don’t let mainframes into your implant. The idea is that you go into their—Fuck.” Nick paced and ran a hand through his hair. “I knew that set-up looked fucking off the moment I saw it. And the neural mods… No wonder the military is all over them.”

      “They’re what?” Travis shot to his feet. “Come on, we need to get the fuck out. If the Archangels are here, then the military know where we are. Even our patron can’t override their damn hive mind. I’m not getting gunned down by fucking Kushiel. Let’s fucking go, we can hide at…”

      He was at the door before he suddenly trailed off.

      Pity. Rie would have been over the moon if Travis had been dumb enough to give away their next location.

      “Why the hell would he have sent you here with Archangels and not Liberators? Or Custodians? Or something that isn’t tracking us?” Travis asked, eyes widening in horror. “Nick, you’re—”

      The man’s fists clenched, his stance squared off, and he prepared to launch himself at Nick.

      Then Meta entered the room and floored him in the blink of an eye. “Aggression levels too high. Interrogation ended.”

      “Thanks, Meta,” Nick said drily. “I think it ended a few seconds earlier, though.”

      Rie had been right that Travis wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. A decent sleeper agent, by virtue of mediocrity and a simple enough job, but he was in over his head.

      Nick stepped outside the room where Rie waited. She was biting her lip.

      “I’d say we got enough, even if the military intervenes,” Nick said.

      “They’re not intervening. I’ve liaised with Kushiel, and they are satisfied if we provide them with all the evidence found here,” she said.

      “Physically or…”

      “Yes. I’ll stall them for a little while by providing a written brief, as they weren’t specific enough. The commissioner has also requested that I immediately brief the police executive and the board about the operation. Information control on the Altnet is weaker than expected, so we are releasing suppression early,” she continued.

      “I’ll take it I need to return and put on a suit.”

      She nodded and gestured for them to walk toward the exit. They began to leave, escorted by a bubble of Mark 1s and his usual guards. Chloe remained behind, busy with the servers.

      Nick felt a little naked leaving her behind, as he’d been almost everywhere with her for a few days now.

      “The Aesir news story still dominates the Altnet, so we have time, but the commissioner is concerned for personal reasons.” Rie’s expression tightened. “While I suggested that the board could wait a day or two for results, he insisted that you immediately brief the board.”

      Nick stopped dead. “Me?”

      “You, yes.”

      They resumed walking, but his mind buzzed with the fact he’d been personally summoned.

      He hoped this wasn’t an execution. What even was the police board? Presumably it was some sort of government committee, right?

      “Uh, I have no idea what I’m being asked to do,” Nick said.

      “Oh? You sounded so confident on the ride here. Just tell them to wait and everything will be fine.” Rie’s saccharine sweetness had returned, and he took it as a warning sign.

      “I said that’s how Welk did things. I’ve spoken to suits like the commissioner before, but a board? Who even are they? I bet they’re a bunch of wealthy bastards that could buy and sell my future fifty times over.”

      “Perhaps. Board appointments to the Neo Babylon Police Department are quite competitive. Several of the members aspire to the wealth you imagine those in the Spires hold,” she said.

      “I guarantee they’re still filthy rich by my standards.”

      Rie rolled her eyes. “Your standards include renting a condemned apartment. To elaborate, Lucas is substantially better off than half the board.”

      That made things much clearer. Nick tried to hide his surprise and suspected he failed.

      In his imagination, the denizens of the Spires had always been the 1% of the 1%. Anyone who lived in a gigantic fuck-off skyscraper called Olympus, featuring its own internal climate, surely had the money to buy half the population of Babylon.

      But if that were truly the case, would there even be room for people like Lucas to elbow their way into power? If liquid gold didn’t run through the veins of the Spires’ residents, what did they bring to the city?

      He stepped outside the factory. The bright sunlight shined directly into his face and he shielded his eyes reflexively.

      Little had changed out here. Red and blue lights glowed around him, while countless Archangels maintained their positions.

      Their convoy sat in front of them, doors open. Rie waved a hand toward one, and Nick stepped inside. His escort piled into the vehicles.

      Some sort of neural fight broke out between Juliet, Rosa, and Meta about who would sit next to him, while Rie claimed one side. After a few seconds of glaring, Meta plopped down beside him.

      The doors closed and they rocketed off. This time, the blockade opened up in anticipation of them. They only slowed down to protect the civilians in their way, but were soon jetting toward the Spires.

      “So what does the board do?” Nick asked after settling in.

      “Oversight, officially.” Rie placed a finger over his lips before he cracked a joke about the task force’s name. “While the Spires and the government are seen as one and the same, the police commissioner isn’t given free rein. He still answers to the Spires, and through him, the entire department does as well.”

      “So… I’m being held to account for raiding factories that belonged to RTM.”

      “Yes.”

      “Am I about to be fired?”

      “No.”

      Well, that was good to know.

      Nick leaned back and focused. If he assumed this was an executive board, like in Tartarus, or maybe even the company’s board of directors, he could imagine what they might be interested in.

      “Do you know what they’re asking about?” he asked Rie.

      Her lips thinned. “No. Commissioner Kim merely asked for you to brief the board about the circumstances of the factory raids and the investigation.”

      “So they might be spooked that we’re digging too deep or…” He paused. “Or they’re just worried about the idea that a terrorist group might be targeting them. If the Spires are driven by anything, it’s self-preservation. They only started cleaning everything up after the riots reached their turf.”

      Rie remained silent.

      “I don’t think I can make them feel better,” Nick admitted. “But after what Travis revealed, I have enough clues about why they’re after Helena. They’re just the worst ones.”

      “Care to share them?” Rie asked.

      He eyed her. “You heard the same things I did. Travis is working with somebody he thinks has pull in the police, but who is also able to cover their tracks. They hired foreign mercs to grab Helena, but left the NLF out to dry. Why? I don’t know.”

      “Because they served their purpose.” Rie’s eyes narrowed. “You know something about the server set-up that you’re not telling me. That’s why you panicked when Travis talked about granting a mainframe access to his implants.”

      Nick stared out the window and watched as the city flew past. The Spires rapidly approached. Traffic stayed well clear of the convoy, which rocketed along the highway with lights blaring.

      “I thought you had access to all the military files?” he asked.

      No response.

      After a few seconds, he turned back and looked at Rie. Her eyes were blank. A sure sign she was thoroughly checking some sort of database.

      It took nearly a minute for her to return to reality. The other Archangels seemed uncomfortable with her prolonged absence.

      “There isn’t anything about implant access in your experiments,” she said slowly. “All neural implants have neural protections against mainframe and doll intrusion, but—”

      “Those are to stop accidents,” Nick interrupted. “If you tap into the mind of a doll, you don’t want to mix up commands. You could damage your own implant, or the doll might accidentally harm you. That’s what was happening with Lumen—her mainframe kept treating her interface as part of the main computer, which would have destroyed the interface.”

      No matter how humanlike a doll ever acted, the fact was that they were nothing more than silicon at their heart. If a doll directive was ever accidentally executed on the bare metal of a neural implant, the results could be horrifying. The reverse was also true, and manufacturers protected their dolls and interfaces for economic reasons.

      But what if a mainframe was explicitly designed to circumvent those protections?

      “Our suspect isn’t interested in Helena for her processing power or because she designed emotion engines,” he explained. “He wants her because she can control dolls, interfaces, and implants in bulk. Regardless of safety features. Mainframes aren’t built to do that.”

      “But you needed one that did, in order to gather the training data for emotion engines,” Rie said.

      She closed her eyes and sighed. Her fingers rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      The convoy blew past the last checkpoint around the Spires. They swiftly pulled into the underground parking beneath the police Spire, but the car doors didn’t open.

      “You might be wrong,” she said.

      “You heard what Travis wanted. And Chloe will confirm how their servers work anyway,” he replied. “But I think it’s a safe assumption.”

      Nick turned and faced Rie directly. She stared back at him, her expression stiff.

      “I think we might want to bring the military into this,” he said.
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      “That’s not our decision,” Rie instantly responded.

      Nick scowled, but waited for her to continue.

      The SUV doors finally opened, and they walked toward the elevators. His escort split up, using different lifts without an argument.

      “The military will have access to all the evidence, plus the same information you have,” she said. “If the NLF implants have been constructed to support this plan, it’s possible they’re already acting.”

      He blinked. “That… would make a hell of a lot of sense. They might have even cottoned on immediately.”

      “It might explain why they didn’t feel the need to take over the factory raid. If your theory is correct, then their concerns would be with the primary suspect, not his patsies. They allowed Helena to remain in the wild, and if she becomes a threat to national security, then it is their reputation on the line.”

      Reputation. Nick tried not to scoff.

      Because all the politics had been about reputation. Not protecting the city, or doing the right thing, or getting shit done.

      Commissioner Kim cared about his position and his beloved RTM. The military were concerned that they might be embarrassed or lose influence. Lieu and Hammond seemed to only care about hanging on. Chief Andrews seemed to have stopped caring because she got sidelined. Most detectives were busy job-hunting because they were about to be fired.

      Did anybody in this fucking Spire give a damn about their actual job?

      He looked at the Archangels around him.

      The only police officers who seemed to care were those that were literally programmed to care. The irony was not lost on him, given his ongoing concerns about helping Rie shape the city.

      “Do you think the military already have a suspect in mind?” he asked.

      The elevator stopped at floor 77. Rie stepped out and he followed. His escort joined him shortly after.

      “If they do, then they’re not acting against them,” she said. “I think it’s best to assume that we have the lead on them. They will act once they see danger and not a moment sooner. The Spires don’t appreciate the military overstepping their bounds.”

      “Who authorizes the deployment of soldiers into Neo Westphalia anyway?”

      “In emergencies? There are a number of sophisticated mainframes custom-built for the military that inform the generals that they might need to intervene in the city. They are considerably newer than those that run the department. Otherwise, all deployments must be approved by a board of three members. Commissioner Kim is one of these members.”

      An explosive breath left Nick as he walked. “Hell of a duty. I’d always wondered how they changed things after the riots. Back then, the Assembly had to vote to call in the troops. The thousands killed were on the hands of the Spires.”

      Would Kim even have the balls to call in the troops to gun down the citizens of his own city?

      Nick shook his head at such a callous thought. He barely knew the man.

      For all he knew, Kim might not even flinch at the idea. Or he might be doing everything in his power to avoid such a decision. Whatever the case, it was an awful position to be in.

      As Nick’s group approached the Task Force office, he noticed how empty the floor seemed to be. Normally, there were countless Mark 1s milling about the charging stations and armory outside the office.

      He only saw a handful there.

      “Are you fully deployed?” he asked Rie as he scanned into the task force office.

      “We are fully deployed,” she corrected. “Raiding both factories at short notice was a significant endeavor. We are also searching for the NLF safe house. Our regular patrol duties are also a greater burden due to expectations of a surge in crime following the Tartarus arrests.”

      “That seems dangerous.”

      “It is. But it is only a brief situation. We’ll hand over the factories to the Liberators and Custodians in short order.”

      He nodded. While there were thousands of Archangels, the true power of the police force came in the regular doll police force. A city the size of Babylon couldn’t be maintained without them.

      Once inside the office, Rie beelined to a closet hidden in the wall. Nick didn’t even get a chance to make some coffee before Juliet and Rosa were removing his coat.

      “I can change myself,” he grumbled, brushing off the insistent Archangels.

      Rie approached with a suit that looked oddly similar to the one that had been tailored for him the other day.

      Probably because it was identical to that one.

      “Did you steal my suit?” he asked.

      “No. I just had two of them made. It seemed like a good idea at the time.” She pressed it into his hands. “There are some changing rooms around the corner if you want to pretend that you have privacy.”

      He stared at her. “Do you seriously have cameras in the changing rooms?”

      “This is a police station. Explosive devices are a serious danger,” she chirped with a bright smile. “You shouldn’t be too surprised. We placed cameras in your apartment earlier, although I’ve been kind enough not to tap into them.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake…

      “I knew it was suspicious that all of you waited outside,” he grumbled.

      “They are for your safety,” the other Archangels intoned simultaneously.

      “Thanks.”

      He shook his head and wandered into his office. At this point, pretending that the Archangels weren’t recording his every action was a pointless delusion. They were androids that thrived on data and felt that privacy was for lesser beings.

      Which made sense given they were a hive mind that were discomforted by the idea of their own kin keeping secrets. Nick decided there were worse situations to be in.

      He changed into his suit. Before leaving, he looked up how to tie a Windsor knot on his phone. It took a few tries, and didn’t look half as good as the one Chloe had tied, but he eventually succeeded.

      Naturally, the moment he stepped outside, Rie retied the knot properly.

      “I feel you should buy a housekeeper doll when you move,” she said, looking him up and down.

      “I am being judged.”

      “Yes. I am the Archangel of Wisdom, after all.” She winked at him.

      “So Sigma didn’t just make a prototype, they crafted you from the heavens?”

      Rie placed her hands on her hips. “You’re suggesting otherwise?”

      “I remain a skeptic.”

      She clicked her tongue. Her hands ran along the edges of his shirt and pants, fixing up the worst elements of his appearance with a deft touch.

      Nick sincerely wondered why the Archangels had strong opinions on how he looked. Had it been all the domestic dolls Neural Spike had used during testing? Had their programming directives somehow leaked through?

      By the door, Meta twisted nervously. The Mark 3s had allowed her entrance but kept the other Mark 1s out. When Nick looked at her, she pursed her lips.

      “I am attempting to parse why Rie’s name makes her heavenly,” Meta said.

      “It’s a joke,” he explained. “Because she’s named after a religious figure.”

      Her mouth widened into an “O”-shape. “Then does my name also grant me heavenly status?”

      “No,” Rie said flatly.

      “Her actions might,” Nick said.

      Rie crossed her arms. “I am the prototype. You can call her Metatron, but I’m the one that Sigma Robotics and Industrial named Uriel.”

      “The host has recognized my name,” Meta said with a pout.

      When Rie rounded on her older counterpart, Nick decided to end the catfight before it worsened. Rie’s possessive streak evidently included her name.

      Was that why she disliked calling Helena and Lumen by their names?

      “Enough,” Nick said. “I doubt we should keep the board waiting. Let’s go.”

      They left. This time, Meta was the only Mark 1 who escorted him to a higher floor.

      Unlike last time, a detachment of Custodians guarded the corridors here. Their anti-doll weapons hummed ominously. None of them had energy weapons, however. Right now, only the Mark 3s were rated to use any without an external power supply.

      Well, them and Kushiel. She was a genuine military doll.

      Rie led Nick and the others past the first group of stone-faced Custodians outside the elevators. The polished wooden floorboards almost seemed to sag under the weight of the armored dolls, but he was pretty sure that was his imagination.

      What wasn’t his imagination was the fact the Custodians stared at him, and only him. This was as uncomfortable as ever.

      Like all police dolls, the Custodians were a monolith. Nick had heard that this was intended to cut production costs. The Spires didn’t want to spend more on the police than they truly had to, and a small army of autonomous police officers burned a hell of a hole in the pockets of the uber rich.

      In this case, the Custodians were all dark-skinned and heavily armored. They were even taller and bustier than the Liberators, and towered over Nick. Their heavy black armor shined with silver police badges and golden all caps “POLICE” lettering. He only knew what they looked like beneath it because he’d read their schematics.

      Otherwise, he only saw the dark skin beneath their raised visors. The Custodians weren’t intended to be approachable.

      “Good morning, Detective Waite,” one of them abruptly said when he got close. “Please present your arm and pull up your sleeve for detailed biometric confirmation of identity.”

      The Archangels stopped abruptly. Rie glared at the doll who had spoken.

      “Nicholas is already inside the department and with us,” she ground out. “I’ve already undertaken biometric identification.”

      “Please present evidence of your most recent occurrence,” the Custodian replied.

      “About twenty minutes ago, in the Oversight Task Force office,” Nick drawled. “Shouldn’t that be in the mainframe?”

      The police dolls collectively frowned. While the Archangels slowly nodded, the others bit their lips.

      After a few long seconds, the Custodian shook her head. “My apologies, Detective Waite. The mainframe system contains that access record, but it lacks sufficient information to validate your identity.”

      “Is this because the police mainframes are old, or because I don’t have an implant?” he asked. “Because even shitty fly-by-night sex shops can usually attach a visual token for security dolls to verify who I am if they have to.”

      Not that they had when he had spent much time in the doll district. A lot of security dolls tended to think he was a child or pretend he didn’t exist. Lucas’s dolls had been different, but Nick wondered if they were programmed to recognize him.

      Rie frowned. “I am unsure. We… that is, the Host does not rely on the police mainframes. Other than for archival purposes, we rely entirely on distributed processing.”

      “Even you?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Fishing for classified information? You should consider the answer to be yes.”

      Figures.

      The Custodian raised a gauntleted hand toward Nick. “We require biometric authentication before you may proceed. Commissioner Kim has placed multiple levels on lockdown.”

      “You can—” Rie began to say.

      “It’s fine,” he said, unbuttoning a sleeve cuff. “I think this is the first time I’ve been harassed by a Custodian like this. Even the Liberators rarely asked for biometrics.”

      “Harassed,” she repeated flatly.

      “I say it like it is.”

      Once he’d raised his sleeve, the Custodian pressed a bulky finger against his wrist. Her armored gauntlets had a stiff reflective material on one side, but a sleek polymer on the other. Her touch was cool.

      “Identity confirmed. Thank you for your cooperation, detective.” The Custodian gave Rie a pointed look.

      Despite the complete lack of emotion in her voice, the doll had sass. Rie huffed and strode past them.

      The Custodians farther inside didn’t stop them, although they watched Nick closely as he passed.

      Their destination was marked by a pair of Mark 1s. Both carried bulky combat shotguns and nodded at them as they approached.

      “Is the Commissioner expecting someone to attack us?” Nick asked.

      “I raised the alert level, actually,” Captain Lieu said, stepping out from an alcove. Nick had missed him due to all the reflective tiles and glass on this level.

      “So are you expecting—”

      “No. I’m merely responding to events I’m seeing unfold.” Lieu rocked back and forth on his heels, his hands behind his back. “I’m the captain of the Autonomous Crime Management and Prevention Bureau. Emphasis on the ‘prevention.’ The military are getting antsy, we’ve launched multiple raids, there’s a terrorist group that’s evaded us for too long, and apparently foreign mercenaries are loose.”

      Nick blinked. “You got up to speed fast.”

      “I like to stay employed. If the commissioner is concerned, then I need to answer those concerns.” Lieu smiled, then gestured at the closed door behind the Mark 1s. “Shall we say hello?”

      Nick didn’t move. “Where’s Paul?”

      “Detective Hammond works half-days on Saturdays. He’s ensuring that the memories of good people don’t fade.” Lieu’s expression tightened for a moment. “What about you? Seems you’ve been busy, despite apparently taking the day off.”

      Nick looked at Juliet and Rosa, who pointedly ignored his gaze.

      Lieu laughed. “This sort of stuff gets recorded automatically. It’s like their investigative reports. The Archangels file tons of paperwork. Normally, I’d chip you for not being across it, but the days of the desk jockey Cipher are gone anyway.”

      “You expect Ciphers to be reading paperwork?”

      “I expect detectives to be on top of the investigations and patrol activity of their subordinates,” Lieu corrected. “But like I said, that doesn’t seem to matter anymore. Results speak for themselves.”

      “That they do.”

      Nick felt for the poor bastards who’d worked as Ciphers here. No wonder the Archangels had such a negative opinion of the police Ciphers if they were just glorified office drones drowning in autogenerated reports.

      How the hell were those guys supposed to find new jobs? Nick couldn’t imagine a company that would touch them. Travis had been fairly mediocre, but he’d been miles ahead of the experience he was hearing from Lieu.

      Lieu approached the door. He pressed a small button on the side, then waited.

      After a few seconds, it opened. The interior was dark, but light shined within.

      Nick, Rie, and Lieu stepped inside. The other Archangels remained outside.

      Commissioner Kim stood in the center of a board room. A large board table had been pushed to the side of the room. Electronically primed glass on the far wall glowed, revealing nine separate faces. Nick stopped momentarily, certain that he had accidentally stepped into an alternate universe.

      Had he somehow slipped into the augmented reality that everyone else saw? Because he struggled to explain how he saw the faces on the wall.

      He looked at Rie in shock, and she shook her head.

      “Board meetings are held using a separate secure connection outside the Altnet,” she whispered.

      Apparently, the Spires didn’t trust their own creation when it came to secure communications.

      The door closed behind them, shrouding them in darkness. Only the dim light of the meeting wall illuminated them.

      None of the faces looked quite right. It took Nick a few moments to realize these were the equivalent of Altnet avatars.

      Video chat wasn’t popular on the Altnet. It required a separate camera, so instead users had 3D avatars. Most Altnet spaces enforced photorealistic recreations of the user—even Nick had one of these, and data collected through the city’s innumerable monitoring systems was used to update them constantly.

      But a few of these avatars were just slightly off. Maybe it was the vibrant pink hair, enlarged eyes, and cel-shaded look of one board member that gave it away.

      Nick looked at Lieu, who simply shrugged and smiled.

      The Spires were truly a different place.

      “Detective Waite, Uriel, I’m glad you made it,” Commissioner Kim said, turning to face them. “Board members, you should be able to see Detective Nicholas Waite, Archangel Uriel, and Captain Andrew Lieu. I have recently placed the detective in charge of Uriel’s Oversight Task Force and he—”

      “Just stirred up one hell of a hornet’s nest,” a board member growled. “First Tartarus, now random black companies in Alcatraz. What next? Are you going to start kicking down doors in the doll district? Or blow up the Labor Zone?”

      Kim’s expression vanished. He looked like a man who was trying very hard not to say something career limiting.

      “That isn’t the issue,” another face said, her avatar scowling on-screen. “I don’t care how many terrorists we blow up. But I want to know how they managed to operate in RTM factories for so long! This is an insult to the entire Assembly!”

      The entire board swiftly fell into chaos, as they began arguing over one another. Nick had to compliment the speaker system of the room, as he truly felt as though he was sitting in the middle of a shouting match between several angry teenagers.

      Kim ran a hand through his silvered hair and turned toward Nick and Rie. The volume of the speakers lowered abruptly.

      “They can’t hear or see us right now,” Kim said. “You should assume they haven’t read or understood anything about your investigation. What they need is an exceedingly brief report that makes the situation clear—particularly how safe things are.”

      Nick looked at the raging board members in front of him. He felt a lot better about himself all of a sudden.

      For all his fears about briefing them, this was a situation he understood. A bunch of powerful men and women panicking about a situation they barely understood. Even if the board didn’t agree on why they were angry, all of them were upset about something.

      Fear penetrated the entire room. Nick could work with that. This reminded him of the times he’d presented to Tartarus execs.

      He nodded at Kim. The speaker volume rose again.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, enough,” Kim said, his voice cracking like a whip.

      While his tone was impressive, it probably helped that he muted everyone else at the same time.

      “Detective Waite will brief you on the investigation. I would appreciate if you save your concerns until you understand the situation, as the situation has developed considerably.”

      Nick stepped forward. This was probably pointless, given the entire room would be mic’d up, but he felt better doing it.

      “I’ll assume everyone on the board is aware of the Neural Spike incident,” he said.

      The furious faces of the board suddenly turned into a mixture of serious or concerned expressions. Nick had set the tone for what he was about to say by bringing up one of the biggest raids in the city’s history.

      “Tartarus inherited a lot of baggage from its parent. That included an experimental mainframe, termed EMOTE-H by the military,” he continued. “During the police raid, the NLF and an unknown third-party seized that mainframe. Today’s raid on the NLF safe houses was part of our efforts to find her.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” one of the board members said, somehow unmuting. “I thought this was about the bomb scares and the illegal weaponry used in the dockyards? What the hell is all this?”

      Kim’s expression remained impassive. If he had an opinion of Nick’s explanation, he kept it well hidden. Lieu looked between everyone with his teeth buried into his lower lip. Rie simply plastered on a fake smile.

      “This is the actual purpose of the investigation and the reason I’m involved,” Nick answered. “It’s also the reason the Oversight Task Force is responsible. The NLF are fully aware of EMOTE-H’s capabilities. They exploited a gap during the police raid on Tartarus. And now we know they fraudulently used the financial resources of RTM Strategic. We aren’t kicking down the doors of random black companies. We’re dealing with a complex scheme utilizing classified intel that shouldn’t have ever left the Spires.”

      “You’re suggesting corruption.”

      “It is a possibility we are investigating.”

      Nobody responded. The anger from earlier had dried up. No doubt many of the board members were processing what they’d heard, and trying to work out how they should react.

      In Tartarus, this would be where somebody would ask him what it would take to make the problem go away. How long did he need to fix the disaster? Did they need to bring in external Ciphers? How long before things went nuclear? The usual questions when an IT catastrophe was pending, and the execs needed to be scared into doing something about it.

      Unfortunately, the board seemed paralyzed.

      Which was where Kim stepped in. “Although the potential for catastrophe was high, that is precisely why you took today’s action. Correct, Detective Waite?”

      Despite Kim’s impassive expression, the look in his eyes told Nick that denying this would be a mistake.

      “Yes,” he said. “We crippled the NLF and gathered significant information from them. The situation is under control, but we need time to use this evidence to find the experimental mainframe.”

      The board seemed to come back to life at these words.

      “What is the risk that you’re too late?” one member asked. “If this mainframe is so dangerous, can’t they threaten the entire city? Dennis, use your authority to order the troops to—”

      “That is beyond the scope of this meeting and the board’s authority,” Kim snapped. He paused, then brushed invisible dirt off his suit. “Actions involving the military are discussed with them, and them alone.”

      Nick cleared his throat, drawing attention to himself. “EMOTE-H is well known to the military. They should be able to act in advance of any problems she might cause.”

      Hopefully it never came to that.

      Kim nodded. “Indeed. Allow me to remind the board that highly informed decisions were made about what resources were left behind in Tartarus. Although the current incident is dangerous, we are talking about criminal activity, not genuine threats to the Spires.”

      The meeting swiftly wound down after that. The board appeared satisfied—and cowed—which left Kim room to maneuver the conversation to resourcing. As he discussed how the RTM breach by the NLF shouldn’t hamper negotiations for the Liberator replacement, Nick zoned out.

      Only to be pulled back into the conversation minutes later.

      “Uriel, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen the Archangel Division this close to complete utilization,” Kim said, his eyes glazed over.

      The board seemed to be discussing something among themselves and the volume was lowered.

      Rie shrugged in response to the question. “Today involved multiple significant events, given the importance of the investigation. Once we pull back from the factories and NLF interrogations—”

      Lieu cleared his throat, inserting himself into the board meeting for the first time. “Is that wise? The board already expressed concern that so many raids could increase tensions. As captain, I’d prefer to keep the Archangels fully deployed, in case of retaliatory attacks by the NLF or other organizations.”

      Kim’s lips thinned, but he nodded nonetheless. “Run it by Chief Andrews. But if she approves, then do it.”

      “Uh, the chief doesn’t like being bothered on weekends. Should I—”

      “Just do it.”

      Lieu nodded while rubbing the back of his neck. His face reddened and he looked away. Kim turned back to Rie.

      “I assume you’re able to maintain this level of utilization for several days?” he asked.

      “With appropriate support from the other bureaus, yes. The Archangels will need significant Liberator reinforcement if we wish to prevent gaps opening when we recharge,” she said.

      “Excellent. Then I don’t think we need to brief the board on this.” Kim clapped his hands. “I’ll close out the meeting. You can step outside.” His gaze turned to Nick. “Detective Waite, could you wait for me? I’d appreciate an opportunity to have a one-on-one chat. I feel that it’s important we get to know each other.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Kim stepped outside after a few minutes. The Archangels stood guard beside Nick, but only Meta remained in reality. When the commissioner joined them, Rie’s eyes regained their natural light.

      “Commissioner, I can—” she began to say.

      “I imagine you have important duties to attend to, Uriel. While Captain Lieu may be competent enough at wrangling the Ciphers under his command, we all know that the Archangels have become the beating heart of the department.” Kim pulled on the lapel of his suit. “Allow Detective Waite and I some time for a chat. He’ll be down shortly.”

      Rie’s objections were plain to see in her eyes, but she merely smiled. Then she left.

      But the other Archangels remained with them. Kim ignored them and walked in a different direction. When Meta and the others followed, he didn’t seem bothered, so Nick paid more attention to his boss.

      “So, is this a ‘you’re fired’ sort of chat, or the regular sort?” Nick asked, while keeping step. Kim walked fast for his age.

      The man snorted and a genuine smile floated to his lips. “If I wanted to fire you, do you think I’d do it myself? I have an entire department to do that for me.”

      “You don’t seem like the sort to fire people over a prerecorded message.”

      “Oh, no. I wouldn’t stoop that low. But the entire HR division is staffed with dolls that specialize in handling people. They could let you down easy, revoke your access, and flag any potentially threatening behaviors for follow-up.” Kim paused at an intersection and looked at all the Custodians with a raised eyebrow. “Companies have long since worked out how to handle this sort of thing with minimum fuss.”

      The Custodians were staring at Nick again, and Kim seemed to have noticed.

      Shrugging at the strange look he received, Nick said, “Is that how you’ll handle Chief Andrews when the time comes?”

      Kim pursed his lips. He began walking around, but not toward the elevators. Instead, he led them to a reinforced door similar to the one used for the task force office. Kim used the hand and eye scanners, which opened the door, then gestured for Nick and the Archangels to go through. The Custodians eyed them, but did nothing.

      If Nick thought the rest of the floor had been impressive, he hadn’t seen anything yet.

      Water flowed along the walls, and into small channels along the edges of the wooden floorboards. Greenery thrived in the open, presumably maintained by the domestic doll hiding in the corner. All the furnishings were crafted from stone and wood.

      The effect was ruined by the glass paneling peeking out from every nook and cranny, unfortunately.

      But even so, this section of the office felt like a chamber from a past era that had been updated to modern sensibilities. Nick could only imagine the expense involved.

      Kim walked through this reception area without pausing. There weren’t any Custodians or Archangels to be seen. Did they even have access to this area?

      “Carolyn is different,” Kim said. “She is an exemplar of her position, even if she has become a casualty of the whims of politics. A transfer back to the military has already been arranged. But times are difficult, and they are worsening rather than improving. I can’t approve that transfer until I can replace her with someone who won’t ruin decades of progress.”

      Nick did his best to maintain a straight face. This was not the “chat” he had expected.

      When Kim paused outside an office, he looked pointedly at the Archangels. “We should continue this in private. Please keep watch, ladies.”

      “Yes, commissioner,” Meta and the others said.

      He nodded and the door to the office opened. The floor-to-ceiling windowpanes lightened, allowing Nick to see inside.

      The office was bigger than his apartment, and probably worth more, too. An extravagant steel and glass executive desk filled one corner of the room, and was completely bare. Steel bookcases filled with physical tomes lined one wall. The center of the room was dedicated to an expansive set of recliners, plus a glass coffee table with a built-in water feature.

      Kim strode over to a featureless wall, only for it to slide open and reveal the largest liquor collection that Nick had ever seen. He’d been in bars with fewer spirits.

      “Come in. Take a seat.” The commissioner gestured to one of the leather recliners. “What’s your preference?”

      Nick uneasily walked over to a seat. The door closed behind him with a whisper, leaving him trapped in here, and the windows dimmed again. The room was lit by the sun streaming through the frameless windows opposite him.

      “Uh, something that isn’t clear.” He scratched the back of his neck, feeling uncomfortable around so much strong liquor.

      Far too many of his younger years had been spent around the stuff, and some of those nights weren’t worth remembering.

      Kim frowned. His fingers ran across several bottles. Suddenly, the floor rose up beneath him, forming a set of stairs that lifted him to the very top. He picked up a small cylindrical bottle of amber liquid with Japanese characters on the front. Half the bottle had already been drunk.

      “I’ve been working away at this for the past year. I haven’t had the chance to share it, but it should be perfect for a newcomer,” Kim said as he took a seat.

      Nick stared at the bottle. He didn’t know much about whisky, but he knew enough to know that this bottle was obscenely expensive. The coffee machine he’d joked about buying with Rie cost less than this.

      Unaware of Nick’s turmoil about the expense, Kim produced two tulip-shaped glasses from somewhere beneath the table. He removed the oversized lid—which included a cork—and poured two generous helpings. A small pitcher of water appeared as well, and he added the tiniest splash into each glass.

      Kim raised his glass, and Nick did the same after a moment.

      “This was one of the first bottles I bought for my collection,” Kim said as he leaned back with his whisky. “I’ve been working my way through some of the more expensive bottles lately. If I don’t drink it, who will? It’s already sat here for forty years. If I passed it on to my children, they might think it’s a family heirloom.”

      Forty years…

      “This bottle is older than I am,” Nick said drily, staring at the amber liquid he still hadn’t tasted. The elegant smell taunted his nostrils.

      “And the liquid is older than me. It’s thirty-year-old Japanese whisky. They basically don’t make this stuff anymore. It’s more of a collectable, but, well…” Kim looked at his collection.

      Nick supposed that somebody with a collection like that didn’t worry too much about what he chose to drink.

      Then he frowned. “I figured you’d choose a Korean spirit to impress me. Why Japanese?”

      Kim let out a bark of laughter. “My grandfather might have been Korean, but I’ve barely seen the place outside my implant. RTM saw the shifting winds of Asia when Neo Westphalia was first born and moved its power base here. The same goes for most of the isles, to the detriment of our global knowledge. Half the board couldn’t tell you which countries are Chinese puppet states and which aren’t.”

      Nick probably couldn’t either, but he avoided geopolitics like the plague. The world outside Neo Westphalia sounded like even more of a trash fire than the city he lived in. Why waste time worrying about it?

      But this felt like a great time to change the subject. Nick slugged back a decent share of the whisky.

      It went down a hell of a lot smoother than basically anything he’d ever drunk. The burn barely lingered, and the tingling spice quickly gave way to soft oak. Was this what a car’s worth of whisky tasted like?

      Nick liked it, but certainly wasn’t going to blow his savings on a bottle.

      He swirled the golden liquor and stared at it. “I never imagined I’d drink something like this.”

      “And when I hired you, I never imagined I’d share it with you,” Kim said. “You’ve surprised me. I’m not used to being surprised. At least, not pleasantly.”

      “Ah, so this is the good sort of chat.”

      Kim laughed. “Maybe. It’s at least the interesting sort. I’ll be honest, I didn’t order you to present to the board with the best of intentions. What I expected was for you to flame out under pressure. Then I could sweep you aside and remind the board that the Archangels are actually running everything, and they know they can trust them, right?” Kim’s smile was pained.

      “Huh. I’d wondered why you’d risk letting me close to the Spires, rather than Uriel.” Nick sipped his whisky and got his thoughts in order. “But, really, the board’s just like any other group of executives. They understand the consequences of problems, but not the problems themselves. So I gave them something big to focus on and made it simple enough to understand.”

      “Can you teach other Ciphers how to do that?” Kim smiled sardonically. “My brother would promise you a position in the Spires if you could manage that feat.”

      “I don’t think I’ve taught anyone in my life.”

      “Well, at least you don’t promise miracles. I’d never trust you if you said otherwise.” Kim finished his glass, but didn’t top it up.

      It was the middle of the day, after all. This wasn’t exactly the time for drinking.

      “I imagine you grew up here?” he asked. “Your parents are middle-class? Logistics? Finance? Or are they Ciphers as well?”

      Nick kept his expression impassive. “Can’t you just look that up? I’m surprised that wasn’t part of the background check.”

      “I don’t go scrounge through the files of others like that, even if I do have access. It’s crass,” Kim said with an upturned lip. “The Archangels are built as data sponges, but humans should know better than to expose each other’s secrets. If it’s important, it’ll be part of a report.”

      “Huh. Well, my family is nothing special. Dad has a desk job for a logistics company. Mom manages a tiny restaurant in the local shops—which doesn’t mean much, given she has a doll that runs the place 24/7.”

      “The wonders of automation.”

      Nick raised his glass in response to that comment, eliciting a wry smile from Kim.

      Then Nick continued, “My younger brother just graduated and started work as a Cipher in an investment bank. My brat of a teenage sister exists on the Altnet and thinks she’ll become a famous streamer.”

      Kim winced. “Ah. Well, best of luck to her.”

      “That wince looked personal.”

      “My son is developing AI streamers that can be run on mainframes. It’s been an ongoing project for RTM for decades. The potential it has as an ongoing revenue stream is massive, but the skepticism the public has toward AIs in entertainment spaces has only grown.” The commissioner shrugged. “I know you think of me as a suit running the department for political purposes, but I am more informed than I appear.”

      And apparently self-aware of how people perceived him. Nick wondered if this little chat wasn’t really about getting to know one another, but about something else entirely.

      The taste of expensive whisky lingered in his throat, filling his body with a pleasant heat. As an opening bribe, it worked wonders. Kim knew how to grease wheels like a pro.

      “You didn’t seem to know anything about me when I started,” Nick said, trying to diplomatically disagree.

      Because he still felt that Kim was just a suit. Even if Nick was in way over his head when it came to wheeling and dealing, the gap was just as large when it came to the investigation itself.

      Nick had been a detective for a few days, but his skills as a Cipher gave him a huge advantage over his boss.

      “The briefings suggested you would be a puppet of the Archangels. The military seemed to have their own plans for you, and it’s never a good sign when one classified AI disagrees with another.” Kim stared out the windows, which overlooked the gleaming cityscape. “Only Captain Lieu spoke on your behalf, and that does not speak well of you.”

      “You don’t like Lieu, do you?”

      “There is a difference between a man who is a career public servant, and a man who has made a career out of being a public servant. I feel no reason to respect the latter. The dream of Neo Westphalia won’t be sustained by bottom-feeders who thrive on office politics.”

      Damn. Harsh words from a man who thrived on the politics of the Spires. Nick almost wanted to support Lieu out of spite, but held his tongue.

      Mostly because he had no skin in this dispute. His inherent dislike of everything the Spires stood for meant nothing in the face of the longstanding issues that faced the governance of the city and the internecine disputes of the department.

      Hammond had rebuked him for calling it dumb office politics. To the people who worked here, this was their life.

      “Well, what about you?” Kim suddenly turned and looked at Nick directly. “I can make assumptions, but you’ve shattered those. Kushiel withdrew her objections to you. You corralled the board. And the investigation is making enough progress that my greatest concern is the public damage due to what you’re finding. But I wonder what drives you.”

      “Some people like to do a good job,” Nick said.

      The commissioner smiled wryly. “Not with your background, they don’t. A bland family. A criminal history. Medical problems. Social isolation. Where do you live?”

      “Somewhere that I’m happy.” Nick couldn’t stop the sharp edge from entering his tone.

      Silence filled the room.

      Kim sighed. “Do you want to know what drives me?”

      “The RTM stock price?”

      “Well, at least I’ve been able to confirm what you think of me.” Smiling grimly, Kim finally poured another finger of whisky into his glass but left Nick’s empty. “It’s to prevent the past from repeating. Do you remember when I received this bottle?”

      Nick stared at the small, cylindrical bottle of golden liquor. As expensive as it was, its age meant far more.

      Because there was one major event that had taken place forty years ago.

      “The riots,” he said emotionlessly.

      Kim tipped his glass toward Nick. “That’s right. I bought the bottle in the month leading up to my wedding. Tensions had been rising already. The wedding was a mess, thanks to many of the staff facing implant issues due to Aesir’s reckless behavior.” A thunderous expression crossed the man’s face. “I finally convinced my wife to move here from the States, and we were going to honeymoon in one of the new sensual escape complexes in the Axis Mundi Spire.”

      “I’d say that’s a pricey honeymoon, but it probably wasn’t,” Nick said drily.

      Sensual escape complexes were an augmented reality experience that allowed neural implant users to travel the world without leaving a room. They could walk along beaches that had long since washed away, hike up mountains too dangerous to assail, or even experience space without being part of the uber rich.

      “Back then, it still was. But it didn’t happen.” Kim grimaced. “A lot of unnecessary systems in the Spires were cut back when the power situation worsened. My honeymoon became a front row ticket to the near collapse of the greatest project of modern humanity.”

      “And you want to stop that from happening again?”

      “Yes. That is why the police—and all of Babylon—must continue to automate. The Archangels can detect and prune problems before we even know they’re an issue. The Liberators and their future replacements are the friendly, trustworthy faces of the city. Sophisticated mainframes can be the grease that ensures the city never stops running.” Kim’s eyes were bright, but he wasn’t looking at anything in the room.

      “And what about everyone who doesn’t want that?”

      “That is exactly the reason we still exist.” The commissioner returned to reality and pointed at Nick. “The public needs to trust our mission. They can’t hear about RTM ARMDs being used by terrorists, or factories being acquired through fraud. Conspiracies about the Spires pilfering the city for ill-gotten gains will spread like wildfire. It’s our duty to keep the peace, even if that means keeping the truth from everyone.”

      Nick didn’t bother voicing his next question, because it was pointless.

      There was an intense level of distrust for the average person in Kim’s worldview.

      If anything went wrong, the problem wasn’t in the approach. Instead, the messaging was incorrect.

      As illuminating as this conversation had been to Nick, he was left wondering whether it made Kim a suspect.

      What did he possibly have to gain from Helena? Or was this entire conversation intended to convince Nick that Kim was in the right, and that he shouldn’t be investigated?

      Nick didn’t know. He’d need time to process this. His gut reaction to Kim’s opinions was to reject them, but he also had an instinctive dislike of a lot of how the city worked.

      Did he actually disagree with Kim? Or did he just dislike everything the man stood for?

      Nick rose to his feet. “Thank you for the whisky, commissioner. I’m afraid I need to continue my investigation.”

      “Don’t let me hold you up, then. But you should think about my words, and what drives you forward. Whatever has motivated you for these past few days may not motivate you in the years to come. And it’s in those days that you’ll need an inner fire.” Kim raised his glass in farewell.

      The door automatically opened as Nick approached. He left.

      Meta and the other Archangels escorted him out of the inner sanctum of the police department. None of them said a word as they approached the lifts. The Custodians remained in place, but didn’t confront them.

      Only when they were in the elevator did Nick speak. “Where’s Rie?”

      “In the task force office,” Juliet said.

      He nodded. They were already descending to floor 77, it seemed.

      Once there, he beelined to Rie. She stood in the center of the office, her eyes initially dim. The moment he entered, she smiled at him.

      “How was your discussion with the commissioner?” she asked.

      Nick grunted. “Confusing. I’m not sure what his goal was.”

      “Care to speak about it?”

      “Not right now. I actually wanted to know where Paul was?”

      Rie’s expression shifted to one of uncertainty. Even the other Archangels looked uncomfortable.

      “Detective Hammond works half-days on Saturdays. We prefer not to disturb him unless it’s important,” she said.

      “But you know where he is?”

      “Is this part of the investigation?”

      Nick nodded. “Travis said something that I want to run past Paul.”

      Rie paused. Her eyes flashed, and then she frowned. “I won’t ask why you suspect him, but I believe I have isolated the statement that makes you suspicious.”

      “So?”

      No answer.

      Nick sighed. “Look, you don’t need to tell me what Paul’s doing, just where he is. Or at least somewhere I might be able to meet him. He’s a detective. Do we even get days off?”

      “Yes,” Rie said.

      “No,” the other Archangels said.

      “Is that wishful thinking on their part or…?” he asked.

      “You are always on call, given your position in the task force. But you will take tomorrow off. Maybe I’ll even drag you somewhere nice so you don’t have an excuse to work.” Rie’s smile turned sharp. “With that said, you can meet Detective Hammond near the old emergency services station by Kaleigh Park.”

      Nick spent a few seconds processing those directions. Then they clicked.

      “Isn’t that…”

      Rie nodded slowly. He let out a deep sigh and ran a hand through his hair.

      “He visits every Saturday, so don’t worry too much. We do prefer not to intrude upon this ritual of his, however,” she said, looking pointedly at the Mark 1s.

      Clearly this was more of a decision for the older Archangels.

      “Fair enough. I’d go along with it if I didn’t have a damn good reason to have a chat.” Nick nodded at Rie. “I’ll be right back, and we can talk about your plans for tomorrow.”

      Rie smiled sweetly. She swept in and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Lovely. We can handle all of this paperwork together, then.”

      Not what he had in mind.

      Rubbing his cheek, Nick left the department. His usual escort tagged along, although Chloe was still busy in the factory, apparently. Meta, Juliet, Rosa, and the other Mark 1s prepared a pair of SUVs in the underground garage. This time, Juliet and Rosa sat next to him.

      The trip to Kaleigh Park took longer than Nick thought it would. Getting out of the center of the city during lunchtime was difficult, and they were going against traffic. Their destination was on the north side of the Spires, within the inner city. Nick took the opportunity to grab a burger on the way, far too aware of the stares of the Archangels while he ate it.

      Finally, they arrived. The park appeared to take center stage of the area. It lacked greenery and was more like a small concrete playground. Skyscrapers towered over it, along with a huge shopping complex with a cascading multi-level waterfall visible from several blocks away.

      The old emergency services building came into sight. It was a six-story building built like a pair of wings around a huge courtyard. Once, a hologram had projected the Spires themselves there. These days, it was just a large fountain.

      The same went for the building itself. Before the riots, police and fire had been distributed. The rollout of dolls had reduced the need for a large number of stations, and now the Spires contained all human emergency personnel. A bunch of small businesses had moved into the structure, often heavily renovating it.

      But that wasn’t what made it important to the area.

      The SUV pulled up along an area that looked a little like a park from a distance, but clearly wasn’t a park. It was big, kind of empty, and lacked buildings—which is what made parks special in Babylon.

      But the tall ivory white steel fence that ringed the area, not to mention the actual sight of grass, made it stand out.

      Nick got out. Immediately, he saw a pair of Mark 1s standing by the arched gate that led onto the grounds.

      The gate read “Neo Babylon Memorial Cemetery” in thin letters. The paint looked surprisingly fresh, but the fence also looked to be in excellent care.

      Letting out another sigh, Nick stood near the waiting Mark 1s.

      There was only one memorial cemetery in Babylon, and it had been built for precisely one reason. Neo Westphalia had fought no wars, despite its active military. Dolls and warbots didn’t need graves.

      But humans did. And a lot of police officers, firefighters, and other emergency service personnel had died in the riots forty years ago. Countless more had passed away in the decades since, and they were all remembered here. The thousands of grave markers stood testament to the brutal cost of an event that Nick had never experienced but always heard about.

      If Hammond was visiting here, then there was only one reason for it. Especially given the dark look on his face when he’d spoken about the riots and his father.

      The shining sun on the grave markers seemed wrong to Nick. He didn’t have a reason to visit any graves. But it was always overcast or raining in movies.

      Hammond wandered along the marble path after a good twenty minutes. He still wore his usual clothes and looked like a grizzled 20th century detective. That made him even more out of place than the weather.

      He stopped at the gate and looked at Nick with a dull look. “Figures that you’d be able to convince them to tell you where I was.”

      “They were less willing than usual,” Nick admitted. “I just finished a major raid on the NLF and wanted to talk about some of the evidence. Care to lend an ear?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 21

          

        

      

    

    
      “Just did your first raid, huh?” Hammond clapped Nick on the shoulder. “You move fast, but I guess you do have these magic tin cans with you. Sure, we can talk. But I’m clocked off, so let’s grab some drinks.”

      “We clock off?”

      “Nah, but it’s important to keep straight in my head. Helps to set your own boundaries in this crazy world,” Hammond said.

      He then led them to the old services building. Specifically, to a bar on the top floor, on the very edge of one of the wings. Nick let out a whistle.

      “This must be a pricey place,” he said.

      Hammond snorted. “Hell no. People prefer their shiny bars, shopping malls, and trendy food-sex districts. This place survives because it pays no labor costs, and some rich folks have enough money to float their own watering hole.”

      “Food-sex district?” Nick had to hear this.

      “I went to a place in the doll red-light district for an investigation once. It had foie gras and blowjobs on the same menu.”

      “Ah.” Nick had suspected as much.

      They entered the bar. The Archangels stood guard in the hall outside, which was basically abandoned. Most of the building was either empty or full of places that only opened for dinner.

      If Nick had to describe the atmosphere, it would be in the same terms he described Hammond with. There was a dark, smoky feeling. The tables had lights along their rims, and dim floor lighting separated walkways from tables, but that was it outside the bar.

      Behind the bar stood a single doll. She wore an old-fashioned black-vested bartending uniform, but didn’t move an inch. The bar itself was built from ornate wood, and a couple hundred bottles covered every surface.

      “You’ll like this place,” Hammond said. “There’s no Altnet here. Even the doll needs to be ordered from verbally. Like this. Kate, two big beers.”

      The doll abruptly turned her head toward Hammond. “Yes, detective.” Then she saw Nick. “And you, sir?”

      Nick opened his mouth to answer, but Hammond cut across him.

      “No, Kate. Two beers. One for me, one for him,” the older detective said.

      Kate tilted her head. After a moment, she nodded. “Understood, detective. Two beers for you. Then another for you, and one for him.”

      Nick tried not to laugh, while Hammond ran a hand over his face.

      “This doll thinks it’s a real smartass sometimes,” he said, then pointed at Kate. “No, Kate. Just two beers. That’s all. One beer for me, one for him. Understand?”

      She blinked. After a very long second, she nodded. “Yes, detective.”

      Then she grabbed two tall glasses and began pouring beers. Hammond waved the two of them to another table.

      “She’ll carry them over. While she’s usually in power-saving mode, she at least does proper table service, unlike half the cheap fucking bars in this city,” he said.

      The booths along the walls had cushioned benches that looked like they had seen better days. Hammond ignored those and instead settled atop a stiff stool. Many long nights allowed Nick to join him without worrying about discomfort.

      “I’m surprised you’re a regular at a doll bar,” Nick said.

      “Feh. It’s the only place open at this time here, the drinks aren’t that expensive, and the range is pretty good. Only thing I need to worry about is Kate fucking up the orders.” He glared at the doll, who was presently looking between two full pints of beer and the taps with a concerned expression. “She’s going to pour four beers, I guaran-fucking-tee it.”

      “Does she do that often? Even if she’s an older model, I’ve never heard of memory malfunctioning like this.”

      The older detective snorted. “The clumsiness is programmed into her. She’s a Japanese model, and apparently incompetent robot bartenders are a thing over there. The regulars here think she’s a hoot.”

      Nick refused to admit that he agreed with the regulars. There was a Japanese-style bar tucked between the alleyways near his apartment, and it was operated by a strange pair of Japanese dolls. Their esoteric behaviors kept him coming back, especially as it was a fairly quiet place.

      Although he’d never worked out what the deal with the frog was.

      After a few more seconds, Kate picked up the beers and tottered over to them. Nick and Hammond watched her in silence. She looked at Hammond intently and placed both beers in front of him.

      Hammond slid one in front of Nick without saying a word.

      “Two more beers, detective?” she asked.

      “Maybe later,” he grunted.

      Kate nodded, then tottered back behind the bar and stopped moving.

      “Should’ve bet money,” Nick said.

      “Ah, shut up.” Hammond took a long swig of his beer. “So. What’s the big raid? You find the NLF HQ?”

      “No. But we found a couple of major operations. They still have safe houses. Taking out their explosives factory and a Cipher operation seems pretty good, though,” Nick said.

      Hammond nodded in agreement, and his eyebrows shot up. “In a few days, yeah. The Archangels seemed pretty active. I figured the military would get ‘em first, to be honest. So, what’s the big deal?”

      Nick sighed, then bought some time to think by burying his mouth in his own beer.

      There didn’t seem to be any easy way to go about this. Hammond seemed sharp and experienced, while Nick was the opposite when it came to questioning.

      But that wasn’t why Nick was here. The truth was that he wanted to know more about Hammond. Travis had given him little to go on, but the idea that this burned out detective might be behind the entire scheme seemed too insane to be true.

      “They were using RTM factories. Well, factories leased to RTM by Jun Kim,” Nick said, then waited for a response.

      Hammond stared at him, beer in hand. Then he roared with laughter. Kate flinched, before settling into her previous pose.

      “Somebody used a fucking hotshot from the Spires as cover for a terrorist group?” Hammond said. “Fuck me, that takes balls. Jun Kim must have money pouring out of every orifice if he didn’t notice the hole in his bank account.”

      Shaking his head, Hammond slammed back his beer. He then frowned, before looking around and gesturing at Kate.

      “2 more beers, Kate,” he said. Then he looked at Nick’s mostly untouched lager. “Drink yours faster.”

      Hammond maintained a hell of a pace. Nick had to go back to work after this, so he just shrugged.

      “The entire situation is strange from start to end,” Nick said. “A raid on a company that the military created, a mainframe missing in the one time span the police weren’t paying attention, and an incompetent anti-government group with loads of high-grade hardware.”

      “Yet you’re still turning the investigation into a slam dunk.” Hammond clinked his empty glass against Nick’s much fuller one. “Nobody other than the Archangels turns in useful shit anymore. Guess there’s a reason Uriel picked you.”

      Nick swirled his drink. “Those words feel bitter, but they don’t sound it.”

      “I don’t have anything against you. Like I said last night, we’re the same. This shithole of a city chews up everyone, and you’re doing what you need to do to stay out of the teeth of the grinder.” Hammond bared his teeth before letting out a dark chuckle. “Grim, I know. But I spent the morning listening to a bunch of Ciphers bitch about how they still don’t have any job offers.”

      The change in subject was a welcome relief for Nick. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to dive headlong into accusing Hammond of being his prime suspect.

      “I noticed that none of the police Ciphers are registered on Cipher boards,” he said. “Outside of government registries, you’re basically unknown to companies. Kind of surprised that HR didn’t sign them up.”

      “Uh, a what board?” Hammond leaned forward.

      “A Cipher board. They’re a Cipher-specific employment… thing?” Nick struggled to explain it and gestured in the air. “Like, you probably have a profile somewhere with your resume, job history, and shit, and recruiters message you about random bullshit.”

      “Sure. I’m pretty sure my picture there still has hope in its eyes and no gray hair.” The older detective laughed. “Been a while since I needed to care about networking, Nick.”

      “That might be the problem with your colleagues.”

      “Our colleagues, technically.”

      Nick winced. He knew nothing about the other detectives and doubted he’d meet any of them before they were shown the door. Would any of them want to meet him? He’d been hired over all of them and was working with their replacements.

      “Anyway, most Ciphers keep their info up-to-date on the boards. Or somebody else does.” He scratched the back of his head. “A good way to know if someone is keeping tabs on you is if your project details get updated. Employers then trawl the boards and fire off job offers, or contact Ciphers in your network for references.”

      “Just like that? You don’t even apply for jobs?” Hammond’s face practically oozed with disbelief.

      “When you’re new, sure. But experienced Ciphers are in demand and a mainframe usually knows who it wants to hire just from trawling the board. Especially the new emotion engine-driven ones. They have strong personalities. Given companies sell employee data to each other, it’s trivial for the mainframes to keep a running list of their preferred Ciphers for a job opening.”

      “Fucking hell,” Hammond spat, abruptly standing up.

      Nick watched as the older man wandered over to the far wall. A machine gave off a dim glow in the darkness, and ancient LED panels too small to read presumably told Hammond something.

      After several seconds of fumbling with the device, Hammond let out a grunt and walked back to the table. The hum of music descended over the pair, gently at first, until Nick realized what they were listening to.

      Some sort of electronic swing, he guessed.

      “Like I told you, everything is physical here,” Hammond grunted out as he sat back down. “Figured we could use some uplifting music if we’re gonna talk about this trash heap of a society we live in.”

      “I don’t even know what we’re listening to.”

      “Electro swing. Great stuff. It had a huge boom when I was young, but it died completely with all the crazy shit they came up with in the Altnet. Lives on here, though.” Hammond beat his fist against his chest. “Anyway, depressing shit. Seems ridiculous that anyone even applies for a job if the mainframes know who they want to hire to begin with.”

      “Sometimes people get involved in the hiring process,” Nick pointed out.

      Hammond snorted. “Ah, yes, and they choose from a list filtered by the mainframe. So they can choose between two shit candidates and the guy the mainframe wants.” He paused. “Are they actually smart enough to do that?”

      “Depends. I could program a logic engine to do that, and there probably are ones coded to do that. Emotion engines would do it without even blinking. They’d view their goal as hiring the best candidate and consider the human factor to be an obstacle to success,” Nick said.

      “A-fucking-mazing.”

      The two of them chuckled darkly for a few moments, before settling into silence.

      Kate swiftly interrupted them. She deposited two more beers in front of Hammond, then turned to Nick.

      “Are you ready to order, sir?” she asked him.

      Without a word, Nick reached out and placed one of the new beers next to his half-finished one. Kate didn’t pay the slightest bit of attention to his movements. She merely stared at him, rocking back and forth on her heels.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” he said eventually.

      “Let me know when you’re ready to order something. I can make a wide range of—”

      “We don’t need the upsell, Kate,” Hammond growled. “Go on, git.”

      Kate returned to her post. Nick didn’t miss that she placed a cocktail shaker in front of herself, in plain view of their table.

      “I can see why the regulars like her,” he said.

      “Not you too.” Hammond rubbed his forehead. “Ask her to make you a whiskey sour. Go on.”

      Nick eyed his colleague. Somehow, he knew that this was a trap.

      “Maybe later,” he said after a few seconds.

      Shrugging, Hammond shifted the topic of conversation. “Seems kind of ridiculous that we have automation like this, yet so much shit seems out-of-date. If a mainframe can hire everyone without input, why bother with job postings? The damn traffic system runs itself.” A frown. “You know, I went to Britain a few years ago for a big conference. Learned something crazy.”

      Nick sensed what Hammond wanted. He obliged and said, “I’ve never been out of the isles. So what did you learn?”

      “They still let people drive cars over there. Fucking nuts, right? You’ve got regular morons on the same road as robot taxis and trucks. People with implants are jacked into the… fuck, it’s not the Altnet over there, is it?”

      “I get it. Go on.”

      Hammond drummed his fingers and recollected his thoughts. “So all these morons are driving cars at stupid speeds, but they’re watching movies in their implants and chatting online. Meanwhile, robot taxis are just weaving around them and dodging these idiots. I’ve never seen so many car wrecks in my life.”

      “They drive cars in movies,” Nick pointed out.

      “Yeah, but movies are bullshit. People still smoke cigarettes in them and you can’t even buy the fucking things here. It’s easier to buy an illegal neural mod than tobacco.” Hammond smirked. “I asked another attendee why people could drive, and he said everyone would riot if they stopped them. Made me think what it would take for another riot here.”

      Nick’s mind immediately returned to his conversation with Commissioner Kim, and his good mood vanished. Hammond spotted the change in expression.

      Neither of them spoke for a little while.

      After Nick drained his beer, he eyed Hammond’s nearly finished one. “Why don’t you order that whiskey sour?”

      “If she fucks it up, you’re drinking it.” But Hammond ordered it anyway.

      It came out after a few minutes. Before Kate could run off, Hammond grabbed her arm. Then he cautiously sipped his drink.

      “It’s fine,” he said.

      “Yes, detective,” she said, then left.

      “No show?” Nick asked.

      “She has a fifty-fifty chance of using the egg yolk instead of the white, and that’s just the start,” Hammond said flatly. “Nobody orders cocktails from her, but she pushes them on everyone. I think she’s a sadist.”

      “That’s on her manufacturer.”

      “Maybe.”

      The music changed from a soft, jazzy electronic tune to something more somber. Before Hammond got up to change it, Nick kept the conversation going.

      It was about time he started doing his job, after all.

      “I’m still surprised you frequent a doll bar. You clearly dislike the Archangels and preferred the Labor Zone. Shouldn’t there be a human bartender behind that counter?” Nick pointed at Kate.

      Hammond eyed him, noticing the change in tone. “I’d prefer humans in a lot of places, but I’m not going to hold it against the owner of the bar. This place barely stays afloat as is.”

      “What about all the other places that use dolls? If this is fine, why not other businesses?”

      “I’m not gonna tell everyone to go back to rubbing rocks against sticks, Nick,” Hammond said. “You wanna know why people like dolls? Because other humans fucking suck. When your house is broken into, you don’t want some asshole in uniform giving you attitude and acting like you’re wasting his time. The Liberators never complain, always listen to the bitching, and are endlessly enthusiastic. They’re friendly.”

      “Do people feel the same about the Archangels?” Nick asked.

      “They admire them from a distance.” Hammond smiled wryly, evidently aware of the Archangels’ reputation. “But my point is that the cold, unfeeling comfort of an AI is fine sometimes. I don’t want to be killed by some asshole watching a movie while trying to drive, or hear about people dying in furnaces. My problem is with the assholes putting them in place.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow.

      Sighing, Hammond leaned back and ordered another round of beers. Nick suspected both of these would be drunk by the older man.

      “I’ve worked a government job my whole life. It’s a thankless job. The Spires hate me because I’m a regular asshole, and the regular assholes hate me because I work for the Spires. Now, imagine working that role while knowing that a fancy new robot is going to roll out and replace you, and nobody will hire you.”

      “I can imagine that,” Nick said.

      “I know you can. Most people can’t, but that’s why we’re the same. You knew what it was like to look into the future and see how fucking hopeless it is.” Hammond glared at nothing in particular. “I’ve hung on. Somehow.”

      “And you hate the dolls for it.”

      A snort. Hammond grinned at Nick. “They rolled off an assembly line. I don’t hate the machines. Just the fuckers who made them. Dumbasses who create bartenders who intentionally get orders wrong, or police dolls that think privacy is for Neanderthals.”

      “Then why call them tin cans?” Nick asked.

      Kate silently deposited the two beers, interrupting them briefly. Nick wondered if she had chosen to remain quiet because she could understand what Hammond was ranting about.

      “Because at the end of the day, somebody needs to wear the shit.” Hammond polished off his cocktail, then moved onto his third beer. “Plenty of poor bastards from broken families in Babylon. Maybe Daddy beat their ass, or Mom’s a compulsive gambler. Doesn’t matter. At the end of the day, they’re breaking into houses and the Liberators are breaking their bones.”

      Nick processed this. “So even though it’s not the fault that the Archangels were created, they’re still bad?”

      “Pretty much. They can’t help it, but they’re literally part of the system that manufactured them. At the same time, not much point doing anything about them, so long as the system stays in place. Life goes on, shitty as it is.”

      “Yet you’re the Lieutenant Cipher of the entire Archangel Division.” Nick wondered how the world had produced this result.

      “Funny, ain’t it?” Hammond’s laugh suggested it wasn’t very funny. “So, what the hell is this about, anyway? I’m still a detective. What the hell is this, a character test?”

      Nick leaned on the table and placed his head in one hand.

      At this point, was there anything to lose by coming clean?

      “The prime suspect in my investigation is one of the police executives,” he said.

      “And you chose me?”

      “The NLF fingered somebody who has issues with how the Spires handled the riots. You came to mind for some reason.”

      Hammond snorted.

      “But then the commissioner just told me a story about why he’s doing his thing, and it’s also driven by the riots,” Nick said. “I’m betting a lot of people in the department have a history that goes back to that mess.”

      “Less than you’d think, more than you’d prefer,” Hammond said. “Do you have a suspect list? Or a profile?”

      “A competent Cipher, or somebody with deep connections and a comprehensive understanding of mainframes,” Nick explained. “They’ve managed to stay undetected for months, fraudulently use Jun Kim’s account to finance a terrorist organization, and sneak in foreign mercenaries.”

      “Well, that rules out all the police Ciphers,” Hammond said with a toothy grin. “Guess I’m off the hook.”

      “I think you’re off the hook, anyway. I get the impression the Archangels monitor you too closely for you to pull it off.” Nick stared at the blacked-out windows. “More to the point, I don’t think you know enough about mainframes. The NLF were doing something sophisticated, but had no clue what it was. Somebody told them to do it, and they knew about how Helena worked.”

      “I can find out how she works pretty easily,” Hammond said. “Pulling up her files would be trivial and easy to explain.”

      “Except even Rie didn’t have access to this. Whoever worked it out is either pretending to be an incompetent Cipher, or works with people who already knew.”

      This time, Hammond’s silence was meaningful. The man rubbed his beard, his mind churning behind his eyes.

      “You’re fingering the commissioner,” he eventually said.

      “He fits the profile, but doesn’t have a motivation. RTM could easily make their own Helena, even if she wasn’t the same. Not to mention why not order the military to steal her?”

      “He’s been at odds with the military for months.”

      “Before or after the Tartarus raid came up.”

      No reply. That told Nick he was onto something.

      “What about Andrews?” he asked Hammond. “The biggest advantage Kim and Andrews have is that they use the Spires’ network. The Archangels can’t monitor them, so they could work with a team.”

      “Can’t imagine it,” Hammond grunted out. “For one thing, she’s not from the Spires. Even has an Altnet presence. The military transferred her over as captain when the Custodians got rolled out, because the board didn’t trust us with the big toys. All her connections are still there. If she wanted the fancy mainframe, she could get it with just a word to an old friend.”

      That was a damn good argument. Kim remained a suspect because he was out of favor with the military. But if Andrews still had influence, it would be pointless to use the police instead of the military. Even if there was something questionable going on.

      “Are you sure she’s above board? I can focus more on Kim if so,” Nick said.

      “What about me?”

      “Let’s put it this way: now that I’ve aired my suspicion, if the Archangels let you walk away without handcuffs, you’re probably not the suspect. I bet they’re rifling through your implant as we speak.”

      Hammond’s muscles tensed, but he merely nodded. “I figure they do that shit for fun.” But he didn’t calm down. “The biggest question mark over Carolyn’s head is an incident when she was a new captain. Lieu’s predecessor was causing her serious issues. Everyone overlooked it, because nobody liked the way the military forced her on us.”

      Nick grimaced. That sounded like a problem he might run into. Thankfully, Hammond hadn’t tried to haze him.

      “Things got nastier and nastier. Our bureau controls the security systems, because we’re also responsible for mainframe maintenance. Got all the Ciphers, you see?” Hammond laughed bitterly. “Well, had them all. Anyway, after a day where her access permissions were revoked, and she missed some important shit, her antagonist turned up dead.”

      Trying to keep his surprise in check, Nick hid his mouth behind a gulp of beer.

      Andrews had killed a fellow police officer?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Hammond said. “The good captain was found in the underground doll maintenance bays with several bullet wounds. Very, very dead. One of the Liberators had malfunctioned and gunned him down. Lieu investigated, the report was very hush hush, but nothing was done. They scrapped the doll and pretended nothing happened.”

      “I’m sorry, what the fuck?” Nick asked.

      “No evidence. Lieu once hinted that the captain got himself killed and was trying to prank Carolyn with stun rounds from the Liberator. But whatever the case, an asshole was dead, and people stopped fucking with her.” The old detective’s eyes hardened. “Can’t say I miss the son of a bitch, or any of the other captains that she’ll be firing soon.”

      The mood of the conversation darkened. Both men were on their last drinks. Hammond wasn’t touching his, and instead stared into the distance.

      “I told you that I hate the system. Well, most of the captains are part of it. When the Liberators rolled out some 30 years ago, we told them that they’d be next. That this was just the start. They laughed in the faces of the officers they were firing and told them to get a job flipping burgers.”

      Nick frowned. “I don’t think a human has ever had a job flipping burgers in Babylon.”

      “That was the joke.” A sneer marred Hammond’s graying beard. “Here we are, still in the lifetime of those assholes, and they’re the ones pinging me in the Altnet. ‘Hammond, you have to stop them!’ Endless fucking whining about the incoming downsizing, because they know half the department will be excess once the Mark 3s roll out.”

      At some point, the music had stopped playing. Nick kept his eyes on Hammond.

      “They did nothing when this started. Some even helped it along. Mainframes running the entire department, and dolls on every street corner and investigating every crime. They fired my old man and countless patrol officers without a care and are now crying that it’s their turn.”

      “Paul—”

      Hammond’s grip tightened on his glass. “So much of that cemetery out there is on them. They forgot. I’ll never forget when I came home that night, and found my old man—”

      “I believe you have had enough to drink, Detective Hammond,” Kate interrupted, appearing from nowhere.

      Her hands closed over Hammond’s. The detective’s knuckles had whitened and were physically straining against the glass. The entire vessel shook. Kate placed one hand on Hammond’s wrist and another on his fingers.

      The man’s entire face was a furious red, and incandescent rage glowed in his eyes.

      After a moment, he looked away with a grimace. Kate removed the glass and returned to her post.

      Nick remained silent, unsure of what to say.

      “Fuck ‘em,” Hammond growled, glaring at the wall. “Fuck all of ‘em. The department is a shell of what it used to be, thanks to them. If you want to know why I stick it out with the tin cans, it’s because somebody has to. Somebody who knows what we’re supposed to fucking do.”

      The older detective stood, his coat flapping behind him as he did so. Now he was almost an exact match for the grizzled movie detective he looked like, and just as miserable.

      Hammond paused, then placed a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “We’ll come back here again. At night, when you can actually have some drinks, and I can see you try the whiskey sour special.”

      “Definitely,” Nick said.

      Then Hammond swept out of the bar. As Nick had expected, the Archangels didn’t arrest him. His pair of dolls followed him away.

      And Nick was left to his thoughts, and the dark, hateful fury that Hammond had left in the air.
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      “Nicholas, I believe we should return to the department,” Meta said, entering the bar.

      Kate didn’t respond to the intrusion of the Archangel. Nick remained seated, his last empty glass in front of him. Fifteen minutes had passed since Hammond had left.

      His mind ran over his conversation with the other detective. There was little doubt in his mind that the grizzled detective had little to do with the investigation.

      On the other hand, he’d left Nick with a lot to think about. The deep loathing that Hammond felt toward his own colleagues in response to the actions of the department wasn’t something that could be solved. But it felt like a smaller piece in a larger puzzle.

      Nick wondered what that puzzle might look like once completed.

      He also wondered if he wanted to see it completed.

      Despite that, the puzzle seemed to be forming itself in the back of his mind. His subconsciousness whittled away at the problem like it did a particularly nasty programming problem. Eventually, he’d realize what he was missing and it would all come together.

      “Nicholas?”

      He shook his head, then rose to his feet. “I thought I was working from home today.”

      “You are not currently at home,” Meta said, a hint of spice in her voice. “I believe that the department is also superior for your protection, even if you are presently inebriated.”

      “I only had a few beers.”

      “That is the definition of inebriated.”

      The Mark 1s had always seemed a little smug whenever they had interrogated Nick in the past. He could feel that smugness leaking through Meta right now.

      Unlike the Mark 3s, who appeared to still be developing personalities, Nick suspected the Mark 1s were different. They seemed to be quite well-defined in how they acted. Instead, they struggled to express themselves as easily due to their greater integration with the Host and reliance on neural networking.

      Was Meta going to turn out to be a big bully?

      For now, Nick raised his hands in surrender. As he left the bar, Kate slipped over and cleared away his glass.

      “I will see you again, detective,” she said.

      “Call me Nick,” he said.

      She tilted her head, then looked at Meta. The Archangel looked back.

      “Until next time, Detective Waite,” Kate said, then returned to her post.

      He looked at Meta, who stared back at him placidly.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “I believe you have a question that you are not asking.”

      “Then why don’t you answer it?” Nick folded his arms.

      “That would be inefficient.”

      And dodging the point wasn’t? He let out a breathy laugh, exasperated.

      Yes, Meta was definitely opening up.

      They left the bar. Juliet and Rosa fell into step as they did so. The hallways of the building were as hauntingly empty as when they arrived.

      Outside, the sun continued to beam down. A handful of people shopped at some of the ground level floors, and some teenagers played hooky near the fountain. Actual crowds formed farther away, near the shopping mall and office towers.

      A few more Mark 1s waited for Nick in the foyer of the building. There would likely be a few more near the SUVs.

      Nick shielded his eyes from the sun. “What’s Rie up to right now? I know she mentioned paperwork, but I’m hoping that she’s finished it by now.”

      “Her status is presently unknown. She has yet to update the Host on her activities,” Meta said. “I can—”

      She suddenly seized up. The other Archangels reacted the same way, their bodies abruptly stiffening as if an electric pulse had run through their bodies.

      But the reaction wasn’t limited to just them. Every person that Nick saw reacted in some way.

      The teens suddenly started gesturing and shouting, deeply confused. Shoppers froze, some unsure what was happening, while others were frustrated. A few banged the side of their head.

      Nick recognized the motions and reactions from the humans, and even the dolls.

      This was a neural network shutdown.

      “Meta—” he tried to say.

      “Initiating escape and escort plan,” Meta said. “Complete neural network shutdown will limit our effectiveness and options. Nicholas, we must get you to an interceptor.”

      The SUVs were right there, but he saw the Mark 1s beside them sprint toward him. Their speed was blisteringly fast. They cleared the couple hundred yards between the vehicle and them within seconds. People shouted in surprise.

      “EM interference signals detected. ECCW capabilities are greatly hampered, We have poor coverage of nearby buildings,” one of the new Mark 1s detected. “Metatron, immediately retreat.”

      Meta nodded. Juliet and Rosa raised their rifles, looking into the distance.

      Nick was about to join them and grab his handgun, but never had the chance. The Mark 3s grabbed him by the arms and rushed him toward a different road. Only Meta followed, while the other Mark 1s spread out and began issuing orders to the civilians.

      Then a familiar boom split the air, and Nick tasted the ground the next second. More gunfire crackled. Screams followed swiftly.

      The arms that had pushed Nick to the ground left him immediately. He rose to his knees and looked around.

      Juliet and Rosa crouched beside him, shielding him with their bodies while they fired into the distance. Meta stood nearby, taking occasional glances at her surroundings between shots.

      Their targets consisted of several men in civilian clothes carrying a variety of weapons. But underneath those clothes were the true threat: a bewildering array of cybernetics. These men were more chrome than flesh. They bled oil.

      Instantly, Nick knew these attackers were the foreign mercenaries that Travis had spoken of.

      But what Nick didn’t understand was why they had so brazenly attacked in broad daylight, in the middle of Babylon, while Nick had nearly a dozen Archangels defending him.

      SMG rounds pummeled the mercs, and Nick saw one go down. His face was a bloody mess of gore where the Archangels had replaced it with lead. Even if the mercs’ bodies were coated in bulletproof cybernetics, they still had weak points. The Archangels targeted them judiciously.

      However, the return fire was even more damaging. A Mark 1 lay in ruins, her headless body sprawled across the tile floor of the plaza. Two more had sustained serious damage and were firing one-handed with gaping holes in their chassis.

      Nick did a mental count. There were only five or six assailants, and one was already down. More would swiftly follow.

      By contrast, there had been seven Mark 1s, and two Mark 3s. The sniper took out a Mark 1 immediately, and two more had sustained damage, but that still gave the Archangels the numerical advantage. But they were outgunned, despite their robotic accuracy.

      The difference in weaponry was showing itself, at least in the short-term. But every cyborg that went down was a huge blow to the attackers.

      Nick tried to reach for his handgun, but fumbled the handle. Juliet spotted his movement and grabbed his arm. Her head swiveled like a turret, searching for something he couldn’t see.

      “There are only a few of them, we can—” he tried to say, ignoring how ridiculous he sounded.

      A van burst into the plaza, emerging from beyond the wings of the emergency services building. It surged across the tiles. What few bystanders remained ran off, screaming, before they were run over. Self-driving cars didn’t go rogue like this every day.

      “Illegally modified vehicle,” Juliet intoned. She pointed her rifle at the windscreen of the van, then immediately lowered it. “Get clear!”

      Nick didn’t wait for her to grab him again, and sprinted to the side of the building. The Mark 1s scattered, but this left behind the damaged pair. The van roared toward them, and none of the dolls wasted bullets on it. Presumably, they had sensed it was armored.

      Gunfire blew chunks off the masonry near him, and Rosa pulled him into cover. Juliet and Meta returned fire while darting toward him. A scream indicated they’d scored hits.

      But Nick’s attention focused on the van. The damaged Mark 1s ignored the machine barreling toward them, instead firing at the cyborgs who were pursuing Nick.

      Then the van was on top of them.

      The Mark 1s dropped their SMGs and casually reached out to stop the errant vehicle. The entire front of the vehicle compressed inward like a tin can. Its rear wheels briefly lifted off the ground as inertia took hold, before kicking up a cloud of white dust when the van slammed back into the ground.

      “Down!” Rosa screamed.

      Nick almost got whiplash as he was launched into the ground by the doll.

      Then an explosion shattered the air. The air itself seemed to crumple around him. Debris and dust rained down. Rosa’s grip weakened after an instant, and the gunfire had slowed down.

      “Fuck,” he shouted, trying to get back up and moving. His legs felt weak.

      He could see where the van had been. A blackened mess of scrap and burning parts had replaced it. Both Mark 1s had been thrown clear. The explosion had torn them apart, ripping their bodies in two around the damage they’d suffered earlier.

      “Escape this way,” Rosa said, still next to Nick. She pointed along the side of the building.

      But she wasn’t moving herself. Instead, she fired at the assailants. The other Mark 1s fired at a distant target that resolved into another van. G2s poured out of the back of the van, carrying heavy shotguns. The Mark 1s switched targets, but their SMGs weren’t intended to fight dolls.

      One of the Mark 1s blew apart as the sniper let loose again, but the dolls didn’t even flinch. They took apart one of the cyborg attackers.

      Nick heard screaming and cursing in foreign languages. French or German, maybe? The accents were hard to place.

      “Now,” Rosa repeated.

      For an instant, Nick’s body told him to fight. Blood pumped through his body like it hadn’t for years. He remembered some of the scuffles he’d gotten into as a teenager, and how many times he’d wanted to fight back. Of the firearms training he’d received in Alcatraz, while working with the thugs that kept the peace there.

      Then his brain kicked in and told him that four of the city’s militarized police dolls had just been obliterated within seconds. The worst fight that Nick had been in had been when some juiced up asshole had tried to break a mainframe Nick had been working on. Just firing his pistol had been enough back then.

      Today? These cyborgs were still charging them down with multiple dead, and the Archangels relentlessly pouring lead into them.

      Nick ducked around the side of the building. Rosa and Juliet followed. Meta lingered behind them, providing covering fire.

      They cleared the corner and saw a clean run to the street. A wall blocked off the neighboring property, and going the other way took them closer to the attackers.

      The real problem was that they needed to run past the entire length of the emergency services building. Potentially while under gunfire.

      Nick just started running. He heard Rosa’s and Juliet’s rifles discharge while he did so, but they remained close to him at all times.

      A crash sounded behind him. He just kept running.

      Then Juliet grabbed him, and he felt the world move. His legs didn’t touch the ground while she covered most of the distance to the street within seconds.

      Only to be brought down by the crack of the sniper. Nick gasped as he slammed into the ground and rolled. Rosa’s hands closed onto him before he even had a chance to get up.

      “Juliet—” he began to say.

      “Escape is the priority,” Rosa said.

      Nick raised his head. Then his hand snapped to his gun. He didn’t fumble it this time, but didn’t get the chance to draw it. Meta poured lead in their direction, attempting to take out the enemy that Nick was focused on.

      “Behind!” he snapped.

      Rosa pushed Nick back and spun faster than he blinked. A giant of a man slammed into her. His blue hoodie had been reduced to shreds, revealing an entirely chrome exoskeleton. His arms were entirely cybernetic, and he wore a bulky helmet reminiscent of the NLF—only this one was armored.

      His arms slammed into Rosa’s, knocking her weapon aside. She didn’t make a noise as she tore off his left hand.

      The cyborg roared and threw a punch with his right. She caught it, only to realize that was a mistake. The shotgun blast turned her arm into spare parts.

      Then she was hefted into the air. The cyborg gripped her with his remaining hand, which was large enough to wrap around half her torso. He screamed a foreign obscenity at her. Nick heard metal creak.

      But he hadn’t been slacking. His hand gripped his Lawman tightly. The biometrics recognized him and let him draw it. Nick raised it.

      The hand cannon felt like a ton of steel in his hand. Heavy and difficult to hold. Nick swore that time seemed to slow down as his muscles pounded and he struggled to aim the damn thing. Every lesson he had received about using this thing seemed impossible to remember.

      But his target was also the size of a bus and only a few feet away. Nick leveled his handgun at the bastard, aiming for center of mass. He pulled the trigger.

      The gun roared. Nick barely felt a thing as the kinetic dampeners in the firearm suppressed the recoil and kept the gun straight.

      A hole appeared in the cyborg’s torso, where the anti-armor round had blown clean through his armor, body, and cybernetics in one shot. Rie had chosen the gun well.

      Rosa fell to the ground only a moment before the huge cyborg.

      Nick pulled himself to his feet after a couple of tries, his entire body shaking. “Rosa?”

      “Escape,” she said. The center of her torso had been compressed so that she couldn’t move her legs. “Interceptors should be here soon.”

      Was that why they were going down this way? Reinforcements were supposedly coming? But if the network was down, how did they know? Was that just wishful thinking? Nick turned the way they’d come, hand gripping his gun.

      Meta was sprinting toward him, but two more cyborgs followed, pouring blood as they went.

      Nick raised his gun.

      That was a mistake. A cyborg spotted him and focused his rifle on Nick without even slowing.

      Nick swore that his life flashed before his eyes.

      Then Meta slammed into him. Cursing could be heard from the cyborgs.

      “Don’t shoot the fucking asset!” one screamed in English. The accent sounded South African.

      Behind Nick, more gunfire roared forth. Four Mark 1s charged toward him from police interceptors that hadn’t been there seconds earlier. They carried heavy rifles that split the air with every shot. The cyborgs ducked for cover. G2s emerged in the distance, ready to join the firefight.

      “We are leaving,” Meta said.

      “But Rosa—”

      “Can be rebuilt. You cannot be.” Meta grabbed his arm and dragged him to the interceptors.

      The Mark 1s charged past without saying a word. The bullets they spewed at their assailants were the only greeting. Nick had to admit they were a good one.

      Right as they reached the interceptors, that terrifying crack split the air again. One interceptor visibly moved as a hole appeared in it. Nick didn’t know what the sniper had shot, but he didn’t want to find out.

      “The other one,” Meta said, not missing a beat.

      The doors of both cars were already open. Nick jumped into the closest seat. Meta leaped over the vehicle and slipped into the other seat in a single motion.

      He wished he could be that cool.

      Then he saw that the entire dash looked different. The display had lit up with countless images and numbers. A pair of strange devices had deployed from beneath the dash—Nick realized they looked like old video game controllers, but with more buttons and strange toggles.

      Meta hit one of those buttons and the doors closed. Her hands closed around the handles of the controller.

      Then the interceptor rocketed away from the scene. For the first time in his life, Nick was inside a manually driven vehicle.

      If this counted as one. Somehow, an Archangel driving a car didn’t feel the same as a random human.

      The streets were eerily empty. People stood on the streets, sometimes besides robot taxis flashing emergency signals. Arguments appeared to be breaking out. Nick spotted a few Liberators, but they were surrounded by furious crowds of people.

      Meta’s eyes remained focused on the road, but she said, “The network attack appears to be broad-based. Our wireless and neural backup systems failed to make contact with fellow officers, other than those in the immediate vicinity.”

      Nick almost hit his head out of annoyance at himself. “Of course. You can communicate with each other wirelessly, even if the network is down. That’s how you knew where the interceptors would appear.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why were all the Mark 1s talking aloud earlier?” he asked.

      “A consensus was reached that orders and decisions should be communicated verbally around you, in order to minimize confusion. This was decided upon reflection on your words today, and the incident at the warehouse,” she explained.

      Well, he’d already changed police policy. Apparently coding new directive wasn’t always required.

      “So where are we going?” he asked. “To get reinforcements?”

      “It is assumed that the entire district is suffering an outage. There are likely jammers deployed which are affecting wireless transmissions as well, save for the shortest range ones. I am driving as fast and far as possible from the scene, so that we can renew neural contact ASAP.”

      A chill ran down Nick’s spine. “Wait, you’re not driving down a predictable route, are you? The fastest route that covers as much ground as possible?”

      Meta’s head spun to look at him, but only for an instant. Her mind seemed to pick up on the problem, as she immediately spun the controller and tried to change the direction she was driving.

      But too late. Another of those huge, armored vans roared out from one of the empty streets.

      Nick barely had a moment to brace before it slammed into the interceptor and sent them flying into a wall.
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      The interceptor crashed into the wall of a nearby shop. The momentum nearly flipped it, but the van crashed into it again, attempting to crush the interceptor like scrap.

      The few nearby pedestrians scattered. Nick braced himself, aware that the safest place to be right now was the armored police vehicle. Meta had been knocked around by the impact, and wasn’t moving. She slumped below the dash.

      After a few long seconds, the van pulled back. The internal speakers of the interceptor relayed the voices from the outside.

      “Get the asset!” another South African voice shouted, although it was different to the last one.

      A pair of men in baggy civilian clothes approached them, both holding shotguns far too large for human use. They approached either side of the vehicle.

      Nick gripped his Lawman, but was all too aware that using it would be his death.

      Maybe he should have asked Meta for that firearms training sooner.

      Both attackers stood outside Meta’s door, pointing their shotguns at her window. They tried to peer in, but the mirror tint prevented them. Cursing entered the cabin through the speakers.

      Meta didn’t move an inch, and Nick worried that the impact had somehow damaged her. Or had she taken a bullet earlier and ran out of juice?

      One of the men turned away and shouted something at the van.

      In that moment, Meta suddenly snapped forward and hit a button. Her door snapped open and out. The men stumbled backward as they were struck in the face by the heavy door, a clear sign they weren’t as heavily enhanced as the giant had been.

      Then Meta shot upright, her SMG in one hand and a Liberator handgun in the other. She blew apart each of the attackers with a separate gun. Her rounds struck their faces with perfect precision.

      “Move,” she said, leaping out of the vehicle.

      Nick didn’t waste any time. He crawled out Meta’s side of the car. Her hand pulled him to his feet.

      Nobody had exited the van, but there had to be more in there. Meta didn’t waste time on it, though. She grabbed Nick and pushed him toward a nearby alleyway.

      Before he made it, more gunfire broke out. Meta crashed into him and tried to pull him along. But she didn’t have the same strength as earlier.

      “You’re damaged,” he said, noticing the gaping hole in her leg. Many more dents and marks covered her entire chassis, and her police uniform had been torn apart.

      “You need to get to safety,” she said, hobbling along faster than he could move despite her damage. “More of them will converge on this location. I estimate that their jamming cannot be completely effective at this range.”

      “Based on what?” he asked, looking behind him with his gun out.

      They were ducking and weaving through the backstreets of a district he knew next to nothing about. Meta had a built-in navigation system, but he sure as hell didn’t.

      Without her, he was utterly fucked.

      “The signal interference is weakening. I expect that they are focusing on known frequencies. It is likely that devices operating on non-standard frequencies are already operational,” she said, her head constantly moving as she monitored their surroundings.

      “So what does that mean?” he asked. “We just keep walking like this?”

      “Yes. I have generated a randomized walk that will trade off speed with complexity, in an attempt to elude our pursuers. More Mark 1s are likely to enter our range soon, and we can escape,” she said. “Unless your phone is capable of frequencies we are incapable of.”

      Nick pulled out his phone. It was completely useless.

      The shadow of a smirk on Meta’s face suggested she had been teasing him. Despite the situation, she managed to be light-hearted.

      Then again, he supposed that this wasn’t that dangerous to her. Nick still had difficulty processing what had happened, but reminded himself that all of those Archangels could be transferred into replacement bodies. The department kept a ton of them in storage.

      They kept moving through the alleys for several more minutes. The area was very commercial, and full of shops, small warehouses, repair yards, and small tenements for the local workers. They crossed the street a few times.

      Their only company were the malfunctioning dolls of the many businesses out here. Some of the older models didn’t need a neural connection, but basically any vaguely modern model expected to validate directives using a neural link.

      Meta pulled Nick to a stop. Her eyes focused on a wall, and he knew that she could sense something he couldn’t. Her fingers hovered over his lips.

      Slowly, voices approached. One was very familiar, due to the South African accent.

      The alley they were in didn’t leave them anywhere to go, and their pursuers were rapidly approaching. Nick looked around for somewhere to go.

      “There,” he whispered.

      Meta stared at the tiny warehouse he was looking at. Then she ran toward it and shattered the lock, before gesturing Nick inside.

      “Hey!” the South African shouted. “Found ‘em.”

      Meta sprayed bullets from her SMG in his direction, while Nick ran around the side. He found an open loading bay, but the warehouse was far too small for his liking. A handful of G2s stood just inside, their mouths ajar and eyes vacant.

      The entire building was filled with loaded pallets of paint cans, spray cans, bags of concrete mix, and similar supplies. Skylights illuminated the warehouse. The place looked like a dead end, in more ways than one.

      “We can’t hide here,” Nick said.

      Meta ignored him and pulled him inside. Her eyes darted back and forth, looking for an exit. Nick hoped they found one.

      He didn’t miss that the G2s suddenly stiffened, before returning to their vacant state.

      Gunfire blew apart a pallet of paint cans, spilling vibrant purple liquid all over the concrete floor. Nick looked back and saw a trio of cyborgs, accompanied by nearly a dozen G2s.

      The cyborgs carried huge rifles, while the G2s had their familiar shotguns.

      “You can stop running, you know. We’re not here to hurt you, Wraith,” the South African said, while pointing his rifle at Nick.

      The warehouse G2s abruptly straightened. Their own shotguns focused on the closest cyborg, and they fired taser rounds into his face.

      To no effect, other than eliciting a scream of pain. The enemy G2s viciously gunned down the others.

      “Nice trick. This sort of shit is why we cut off your access to our dolls,” the South African said. “We should introduce ourselves. That’s what prospective business partners do, isn’t it? Call me Dallas.”

      Nick ducked behind a pallet full of concreting supplies. Meta glared at him, but given there weren’t any exits, save for any they made themselves, there wasn’t anywhere else to go.

      But if he was stuck here, his brain told him to let this idiot talk.

      “Dallas? Something tells me you’re not American,” Nick shouted back. His hands felt clammy on his gun, but he refused to let it go.

      “I certainly feel American waving all these guns around in a city that can’t stand them. I’ve heard this place was bad, but experience it is something else,” Dallas said. “Police in your mind, entire population jacked into some crazy metanet, and the criminals only shoot each other in designated zones. What kind of city has regulated crime? The fuck kind of oxymoron is that?”

      Dallas sounded like a frustrated man. Nick told himself not to do anything too rash.

      “Can’t help you with this shithole, I’m afraid,” Nick said. “I sure hope your business wasn’t anything like a revolution.”

      “Oh, fuck no. We’re not interested in the dumb shit those NFL fuckers were. What kind of terrorist group names themselves after a sport, anyway?”

      Nick paused, trying to process what he’d heard.

      “They’re the NLF. Neural Liberation Front,” Nick said, enunciating each syllable clearing.

      “The Neuron Liberation Front,” Meta corrected.

      “Both names are fucking stupid,” Dallas said.

      One of his partners said something in another language, and Dallas replied in the same language. Nick couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but he suspected Meta could.

      Dallas sighed, loud enough that Nick heard him across the building. “Look, our business is simple. Our… original business partner is trying to renegotiate our contract. That’s predictable in the mercenary business, if a bit shit in this place. What I want is off this rock.”

      “What, you want me to organize a boat for you?”

      “I get the feeling you’re important to quite a few people. The NFL… fuck, the NLF wouldn’t shut the fuck up about you. Our client was insistent that we not shoot you if we found you in Tartarus. And you’ve somehow gotten a cushy job with the cops overnight. Something tells me that a deal would be beneficial to both of us.”

      “Let me guess: I don’t die, you leave.”

      “I can negotiate,” Dallas said. “But yeah. Think of it this way: it’s more like we both stay alive. Because the longer I stay here, the closer I get to death anyway. The soldiers have been sniffing around too much. So, to make this quick, I’ll be a nice guy. You come with us, no bullshit, and I’ll tell you all about our mystery client.”

      Nick took a risk. A crazy one.

      He stood up.

      A dozen weapons focused on him the instant he appeared. Then most of them focused on Meta’s hiding place.

      “Shoot her and we don’t have a deal,” Nick said.

      Dallas raised a hand. He was close to Nick’s height, but had tanned skin, and wore a heavy see-through jacket. Underneath were thick shirts and baggy pants. He also waved around what looked like some sort of bulky sci-fi rifle—Nick hadn’t seen anything like it, but suspected it was military spec.

      Everything about these guys screamed that they were the foreign mercenaries Travis had mentioned. If so, they were definitely military types. The cybernetics, heavy weaponry, and tactics suggested they were used to this sort of work.

      But the fact they had gone up against the Archangels still remained absolute madness. There couldn’t be many of them, and a lot of them had died in the attack. Mercs worked for cash. They couldn’t spend it if they were dead.

      “Huh. Wasn’t sure you’d actually play along,” Dallas said.

      “You’re desperate. Something’s gone horribly wrong for you to attack the Archangels in the open. The Tartarus raid was clean, and now you’re panicking.” Nick narrowed his eyes. “Given the NLF knew nothing about you, that means the client is screwing you. He panicked after the raid on the factories.”

      “Guess you aren’t stupid, after all. Nice to negotiate with somebody with brains. Can’t tell with the client most of the time. Plays dumb a lot.” Dallas chewed on the inside of his cheek. “Look, we just want to fucking leave. I don’t want some military kill squad taking us out because we don’t have the right chip in our skulls or some shit.”

      “Where’s the mainframe you stole?”

      “Client has her. An unmarked truck picked her up in a parking garage in the CBD. Like you said, it was clean. Right up until we needed exfiltration. The company that brought us here had already gone under, and the client kept stringing us along.”

      Nick’s eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t keep insurance?”

      “Oh, we did. We backed up the AI on the mainframe, in case it got damaged. The real goods are the personalities of these things, right? What we didn’t tell the client was how to deactivate the dead man’s switch. So the whole thing got wiped, and we’re the only ones who can restore her.” Dallas grinned. “We’re professionals, after all. Don’t fuck with professionals.”

      Nick felt lightning race along his nerves.

      Helena had been wiped, but these goons had her backed up somewhere. While he suspected that the client didn’t give a shit about Helena herself, and actually wanted the hardware, Nick was the opposite.

      “New deal,” Nick said. “Because I doubt you know anything about your client.”

      Dallas chuckled. “Well, that might be the case. Go on. Lay down your cards.”

      “You leave. I get the backup of the mainframe.”

      “Deal. But I won’t tell you where we’re storing her until you organize the transport.”

      Damn. Nick sure as hell didn’t have the pull for that.

      But he did know that these mercs knew where Helena was. It was definitely stored on their implants somewhere.

      “Nicholas,” Meta said.

      Several guns pointed right at her hiding location. Dallas raised his hand again.

      “It’s fine, Meta,” Nick said.

      Something bright flickered above him, beyond the warehouse skylights.

      As a resident of Babylon, there was no mistaking the origin of that light. Nick felt all tension leave his muscles.

      “I recommend you tell me where she is now. You might be able to negotiate an actual deal off this rock if you do,” Nick told Dallas.

      The merc furrowed his brow. “The fuck? We’ve got all the guns, moron. You think a couple of Liberators are going to save your ass? Or four more of these over-engineered tin cans?”

      “No, just one.”

      A deafening blast ripped through the air. A hole appeared in the ceiling, followed by the vaporization of one of the merc’s heads. Dallas and the remaining merc leaped into cover as bullets rained down on them. The G2s fired wildly into the ceiling.

      One by one, the G2s collapsed as gunfire raked them from above. They barely got off a round each before all of them had been reduced to scrap.

      Then the entire building shook. Dust poured down from the ceiling, and a sizeable indent formed in one spot.

      A white-hot blade shot through the steel roof. It spun around in a circle fast enough to leave afterimages, causing a huge disk of metal to clatter to the floor. The edges of the steel still glowed.

      An armored doll in the black and blue paint scheme of the Neo Westphalian military descended through the hole. A portable flight system glowed on her back, as the miniature turbines shifted along the armored winglike structure. In her arms were a pair of gargantuan guns, and the glowing blade protruded from her wrist.

      The mercs shouted obscenities and opened fire at her. A few bullets bounced off her heavy armor, before she used both guns to blow them away. Dallas flew backward, a dozen bullet wounds opening up in his chest. The other merc’s head vanished.

      The doll unceremoniously dropped to the ground. Concrete cracked where she landed. The visor of her helmet slid back to reveal a face that matched supermodels—probably because it had been modeled after one. Strands of silver hair were visible, and Nick knew there was a dense mass tucked away inside her helmet.

      “I overheard the final part of the conversation,” Kushiel said, pointing a gun at Dallas. “Do you have all the information you need from him?”
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      Nick had seen Kushiel in videos and images before. Cipher circles relentlessly pored over her, comparing her appearance to Mark 2 schematics. She was a common sight above the city whenever the military moved in force, as she was the only modern doll Neo Westphalia had with a flight system.

      In the ceramic, she looked even more imposing than in any of those crafted images. Her figure was covered in heavy armor from top-to-bottom and painted in sleek black and blue. If Nick stood next to her, she’d have a solid foot on him. While her chest was covered in a bulky armor plate, its bulge indicated that she also had a significant size advantage over Rie.

      Her bright red eyes bore into him while she remained stationary. Both of her weapons were similarly oversized, although she only pointed one at Dallas.

      “Nicholas,” Meta said from beside him.

      He returned to his senses and shook his head. Kushiel had asked him a question, and Dallas was bleeding out in front of his eyes.

      This was no time to be awestruck.

      “He…” Nick paused. If he told Kushiel the truth, would the military seize the data? They wanted Helena as well, didn’t they?

      Kushiel waited patiently. Her expression gave away nothing.

      “He has information that the police need for our investigation. We’ll need to interrogate him and access his implant,” Nick said.

      Seconds passed. Kushiel stared at him, and Nick felt as if she was trying to access his mind directly. As advanced as she might be, she didn’t have that ability. She was still just a doll.

      “Is this connected to the recent NLF factory raids?” she asked.

      “No. His evidence is entirely unconnected to tracking down the NLF safe houses or understanding their activities.”

      Kushiel’s lip twitched upward. “Understood. I can cooperate in that case.”

      She flipped both of her weapons behind her back. Nick sighed. Dallas tried to gurgle something, which was a reminder he’d need medical attention to survive.

      Then Kushiel dropped to her knees and grabbed Dallas by the head.

      “Kushiel—” Nick began to say.

      A trio of strange, thin devices shot out of Kushiel’s arm, roughly where the blade had been. She rammed them into Dallas’ head.

      He couldn’t even scream. His body twitched, then froze. His pupils shrunk. Nick watched, frozen in shock.

      After several agonizing seconds, Kushiel ripped her arm free. Dallas collapsed to the ground. He didn’t move, and blood oozed out of the wounds in the side of his head.

      “I’ve uploaded a complete copy of his implant to the Host,” Kushiel said matter-of-factly. “It’s encrypted, but I bypassed the self-destruct measures of his neural mod.”

      “What—”

      Meta grabbed Nick’s arm. “The Neo Babylon Police Department thanks you for your cooperation, Colonel Kushiel.”

      He blinked. “Colonel? I thought you were a police officer?”

      “I’m both, but I’m only on loan to the police when I’m on active duty. The rest of the time, I’m an active military asset.” Kushiel shrugged. “We shouldn’t talk too much yet. Until Uriel arrives, this is an active military operation and your… evidence might be used against you.”

      Nick gulped as he remembered that Kim had told him that the military had their own plans for him.

      “What about the jamming?” he asked. “Does Rie know where we are?” He emphasized Rie’s preferred name.

      Kushiel rolled her eyes in response to his use of Rie’s name. “She does now, but is a little busy. The jamming sources have been isolated and should be shut down imminently by the police. I came here directly because it avoided pointless bureaucracy—speaking of which, I need to see your phone.”

      She strode over to him, which caused him to involuntarily freeze up. A grin crossed her face in response to his reaction.

      “I don’t bite,” she said. “Unless you plan to program that in.”

      “I’m pretty sure I don’t have access permissions to you,” he said.

      “Oh? And here I thought the infamous Wraith would find a way into my neural link.”

      Nick’s entire body shuddered involuntarily at the awful nickname, and Kushiel laughed.

      “That nickname never gets old,” she said.

      “It is a perfectly serviceable name,” Meta protested.

      “Tell him that.”

      “I just did.” Meta glared at Nick.

      What? Nick rubbed his temples as he tried to make heads or tails of the conversation.

      “Phone, Waite,” Kushiel said, holding a hand out. She towered over him, with one hand on an armored hip, but her grin made her look far more approachable than she’d ever looked on the Altnet.

      He fished out his phone and dropped it in her palm. Kushiel flipped it in her palm, but didn’t seem to do anything special. After a few seconds, she handed it back.

      “There. I’ve given you hardware access to the tracking frequencies in case of an emergency. That should let you stay connected to the Host if something goes wrong,” she explained.

      “Tracking frequencies?” He scowled. “So the alterations the military made to my phone were for tracking me. And the hardware alteration was a big one.”

      “You didn’t think we’d let you slip away just by jamming the neural network, did we? And consider yourself lucky.” She pressed a finger against his chest, which took a bit of effort on her behalf. “If I didn’t know where you were at all times, you’d be in a bigger mess.”

      “Couldn’t you have shown up earlier?” He thought of all the destroyed Archangels. Juliet and Rosa…

      She crossed her arms and looked away. “I lost you initially, and it took a minute to get approval to assist you. If you say the wrong thing, those orders will change to hauling you in.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I could haul you in right now, if you’d prefer. If Uriel can’t keep her toys safe, then maybe I should take care of them.” Kushiel glared at him.

      Nick raised his hands in surrender and took a step backward. Kushiel matched his movement.

      “This is unnecessary intimidation,” Meta protested, limping between them.

      “He likes it. Don’t worry about it,” Kushiel said.

      “I don’t—”

      “I know your interests as well as any Archangel.” Her eyes locked onto Meta, who pouted at the younger doll.

      “This is unnecessary intimidation,” Meta repeated, but this time she was clearly talking about herself, not Nick.

      Kushiel opened her mouth to respond, but then suddenly seized up. Meta reacted the same way.

      Both women then visibly calmed down. Nick watched as an almost invisible layer of tension left their bodies. Meta leaned against him, and an arm slid around his back.

      “Neural networking restored,” she said. “Officers are en route. ETA thirty seconds.”

      Kushiel didn’t respond, and her eyes were vacant.

      Rather than wait inside, Nick decided to leave. Their attackers were dead, and this was a matter for the rest of the Archangels to deal with. Nick didn’t really know what to do when it came to evidence handling.

      By the time he and Meta left, the sound of squealing tires greeted them. Kushiel’s footsteps approached from the rear while dozens of Archangels surged out of the interceptors piling up nearby.

      Rie led the charge, and Chloe was only a hair’s breadth behind her. All the police dolls carried heavy weaponry.

      “Nicholas!” Rie said.

      Her eyes flickered to Kushiel, then Meta, but she nearly slammed into him. As if she could assess his health with a glance, Rie looked him up and down several times. Her expression grew more and more concerned with each passing second.

      “I have contacted Vanessa,” Chloe said, aware of Rie’s growing distress.

      “Good. Have her meet us at—”

      Kushiel cleared her throat loudly. “Officer Uriel, I would like to confirm that you are satisfied with Detective Waite’s physical security and condition.”

      Rie’s eyes practically popped out of her skull. Her fists clenched.

      Nick stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m fine, Rie. Answer Kushiel.”

      Like a balloon deflating, Rie’s body seemed to shrink in on itself. “I am, Kushiel.”

      Kushiel nodded, and her eyes flashed. She turned and flexed her flight system.

      In the next moment, Nick knew she’d fly away. This was probably the last time he’d see her for ages.

      Instinct drove him to say what he did. “Colonel Kushiel, I’d like to requisition your support in my investigation. Although the NLF threat has been effectively neutralized, this latest attack proves that my task force needs your assistance.”

      Kushiel froze. “But not the military’s?”

      Nick winced as he realized that he’d missed that part. She’d thrown him a bone. “Definitely not.”

      She chuckled, while Rie’s mouth opened and closed in shock. With a flash of her eyes, Kushiel confirmed… something.

      “Done. My mission to protect you has been verified as complete and successful. There’s no evidence to justify hauling you in. I’ve instated myself as an officer for the length of your investigation and dropped off the military network.”

      “Just like that?” Nick asked.

      “If something comes up that threatens the security of the city, I’ll become a soldier again, but there is a reason why I’m also in the police department,” she said, a hand on her hip. “I figured you realized that.”

      “You didn’t?” Rie asked him through gritted teeth.

      Nick looked at the angry expressions of the Archangels around him and raised his hands. They’d gone from concerned to angry damn fast.

      What happened to their worries over his health?

      “I knew Kushiel was hinting at something,” he said. “And I figured the military knows something about this whole situation, while I’m only guessing at what our suspect plans to use Helena for.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re saying that now, and not thirty seconds ago,” Kushiel said drily. “The military is convinced you don’t know what Helena can actually do.”

      “Somebody hasn’t been checking our investigation files,” Chloe said.

      “For good reason. The less I knew, the less likely I was to haul him in. That was the entire reason I opposed hiring in the first place.” The military doll crossed her arms and glared at Rie. “If you want to keep your toy safe, don’t put him squarely in the crosshairs of the military.”

      “The agreements signed give him protection from—”

      “Right, and those will hold up just as well as the agreements that the police just violated when raiding Tartarus.” Kushiel rolled her eyes. “Fuck’s sake, Rie, don’t be an idiot. This is Babylon. If the military realizes that Nick isn’t the naïve kid that Welk tricked them into thinking, they’ll shove him in a lab as well.”

      “That’s not what you promised,” Rie ground out.

      “As well?” Nick asked.

      Silence.

      All eyes turned to him, while he looked between Rie and Kushiel for answers.

      “Oops. Wasn’t supposed to say that,” Kushiel said, while scratching her cheek.

      “This is why I wanted to cut you off from investigation files,” Rie muttered. “You and your big mouth.”

      “A more pressing concern,” Chloe interrupted. “As I said, I have contacted Vanessa. She wishes to know where to meet us. If we do not provide her with a meeting location, she may escalate the matter and jeopardize our operation.”

      Kushiel and Rie both spoke at once, which didn’t improve matters. When they stopped, it was to glare at each other.

      “My apartment,” Nick said. “After Meta gets repairs.”

      “No,” Meta said, shaking her head. “Now that you are safe, I will transfer into a fresh unit. ARC-NB-06748 is available.”

      Nick memorized the serial number so he could recognize it, and internally thanked Meta for saying it aloud. She definitely knew that was how he could tell the Archangels apart, as there was no other reason for her to say the number aloud like that.

      “Your apartment isn’t safe,” Rie said.

      “The mercs just got nuked by Kushiel. Other than the sniper—”

      “He has been neutralized,” Chloe said. “A Liberator caught him when he left his vantage point, and he exercised his neural mod’s self-destruct protocol upon capture.”

      That seemed extreme to Nick. He frowned. “Seems a bit crazy for mercs to be so gung-ho. They looked more machine than human. Did that extend to their minds?”

      “You can’t compete with a military doll or warbot if you don’t go at least that far.” Kushiel rolled her shoulders, as if to emphasize her point. Given she was a match in size for even the cybernetic giant that had taken out Rosa, Nick gave her the credit.

      “But I mean, they should still fear death, right? Is Neo Westphalia’s military that terrifying that they’d take frying their own minds over capture?” he pressed.

      The eyes of the Archangels collectively flashed, save for Rie and Kushiel. The latter crossed her arms and tilted her head.

      “Before the Host gives you its conclusion, I’d wager that they might have backups,” she said. “It’s a pretty sketchy method, and illegal here, but replication of the human mind has been in use for decades now. Mental degradation is basically guaranteed, as even neural implants can’t perfectly replicate the mind and the body itself contains a lot of info.”

      “That explains why they’d risk dying to escape, but still want to escape,” Nick said slowly. “And also why they would avoid capture. Hopefully they don’t come back, given how much they hated this place.”

      “They’ll be tracked more closely this time,” she advised.

      He grunted, then turned back to Chloe. “As I said, I’d like to go back to my apartment. It’s been a long, shitty day. A hangover, Travis, two fairly depressing conversations, and now this mess. Kushiel’s been the highlight—”

      “Good to hear,” she said, earning a scowl from Rie.

      “—but I’d like to relax in my own home for a bit,” Nick said. “And Rie, that day off tomorrow sounds great. Even if I’ll probably still work.”

      “That violates the definition of a day off,” Meta said.

      The others nodded.

      “We’ll play it by ear, then.”

      Kushiel eyed the dozens of heavily armed dolls milling around, then looked up at the sky. Realizing that she might be indirectly asking for attention, Nick turned to her.

      “If that’s the case, I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, refusing to look at him. “I need to switch my gear over to lower-spec police stuff.”

      “We’ll need to go over the evidence, so visit when you’re ready,” he said.

      She gave him a strange look, then shrugged. “Call when you’re finished playing homemaker tomorrow.”

      Then her flight system snapped out and she shot up into the air. After a few seconds of hovering, she flew off to the south.

      Nick sighed and looked at Rie and the others. “I think it’s time to go home.”
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      The sheer number of police vehicles that surrounded Nick on the way home made him feel like the president of some questionable dictatorship. Specifically, the paranoid sort.

      The mercs could show back up with a mil-spec warbot and it would probably vanish in a hailstorm of railgun shells instantly. Nick knew he wasn’t going anywhere without a heavy escort for a few weeks, minimum. And he had already thought that two SUVs full of Archangels had been heavy-handed.

      By the time they arrived at his apartment complex, the sun had just begun to arc toward the horizon. While the battle and chase had lasted minutes—and felt like hours—Nick had spent a long time with Hammond.

      Internally, Nick was thankful that he’d spent those extra minutes in the bar. If he’d stepped outside earlier, would the other detective have been caught up in the ambush? Or would the mercs not have been prepared?

      Questions that didn’t have answers, he realized. Nick shook them free from his mind.

      A police SUV waited outside his tenement. Two Mark 3s idled beside it and wandered up to Nick’s interceptor as the convoy pulled up.

      Thankfully, somebody realized how much attention they were drawing. Most of the Archangels peeled away, leaving him with only a dozen Archangels, plus those that were already inside.

      No doubt some would take up vantage positions nearby, rather than retreat completely.

      Meta had left with some other Mark 1s, which left him with just Chloe and Rie as familiar companions. Nick entered his complex with them. The rest of his escort followed, scaring everyone else away.

      “Chloe, I assume you’re already analyzing what Kushiel uploaded?” he asked while waiting for the elevator to his floor.

      “That is correct. Despite the encryption, we believe that we should have it processed overnight.”

      He blinked. “That fast? Is their encryption that bad?”

      “We have unfettered access to the entire file, with no restrictions, rate limits, or security in place. With the entire processing power of the Host’s quantum computing power, it is infeasible to keep any file safe in such circumstances,” Chloe answered.

      “Ah, right.” Nick stroked his chin.

      There was an old adage that anything an attacker had physical access to was compromised. The Archangels had just proved that adage true.

      A giddy feeling rose in his stomach. That might mean he’d find Helena tomorrow!

      The Archangels stared at him, and he knew that his expression had changed. He coughed and calmed himself down.

      “Let me know what you find,” he mumbled.

      “We’ve already gone over Meta’s recording of the encounter,” Rie said drily. “Your precious mainframe is within arm’s reach. Perhaps.”

      Nick shot her a look, and she merely pouted.

      The elevator arrived and they got in.

      “We shall secure the whereabouts of Helena if we find her, and disarm any traps if they exist,” Chloe said.

      “If there are any traps, wake me,” Nick ordered.

      Chloe nodded.

      Outside his apartment, another pair of Mark 3s waited for them. Nick frowned when he saw them.

      Their serial numbers were unfamiliar to him. They were in the low thirties, but he was certain that there weren’t that many Mark 3s active in the task force.

      As the two Mark 3s approached, their identities clicked in his mind.

      “Juliet, Rosa,” he said, feeling a ball of worry unclench inside his body.

      He hadn’t even noticed that he’d been carrying it this entire time, but his muscles seemed lighter the moment he realized who these dolls were.

      The two stopped and their eyes widened.

      “You recognize us?” they asked together.

      Nick winced. “Uh, not quite. Your serial numbers are new, so I knew it had to be you. I can’t actually tell you apart.”

      “I suspected as much,” Rie said, amused. “The Host has been curious as to how you so easily tell us apart. The simplest answer is always the most likely to be correct. You have an excellent memory.”

      “I can remember a lot of numbers,” Nick said.

      Juliet and Rosa still looked pleased that Nick had recognized them. They hovered in front of him.

      “I am Juliet,” the one on the left said. Her serial number was now 00032.

      “And I am Rosa.” Hers was now 00033.

      Good thing Nick had renamed them from their numbers. But how did the Host keep them straight?

      Actually, that was a damn good question.

      “You recognize each other by serial numbers in the Host, right?” he asked, and received nods. “So what does it mean to change serial numbers?”

      “We redirect queries and processes from the old number to the new one, to reflect our rebirth,” Juliet said. “This is important, as the change in physical unit can produce changes in our behavior. Despite the impressive tolerances of Sigma’s manufacturing, we are similarly impressive, and minor changes in our construction produce significant alterations in decision-making.”

      Somehow, calling it rebirth made it sound more dramatic than it was. Or perhaps religious.

      Nick frowned as he realized the Archangels might take their holier-than-thou model name quite seriously. They referred to the prototypes as progenitors, called themselves the Host, and had reacted strongly to Meta’s name. Now they thought of changing bodies as “rebirth.”

      What kind of police dolls were they, truly? And what kind of police department would they create if allowed to act unfettered?

      Before he could step past his usual bodyguards, they suddenly bowed deeply.

      “Detective Waite, we must apologize for our failure to protect you earlier,” they said, suddenly far too serious.

      Also, why were they bowing?

      “Cut that out,” he said. “It’s fine. I’m fine. You’re fine now. When a team of mercenaries that well equipped and prepared attacks, you’ve done well enough to get dead weight like me out. Now let’s relax.”

      The two of them raised their bodies and nodded at him. They weren’t showing much reaction to his words, almost as if they expected them.

      Had this been some sort of test?

      Rie held a hand over her mouth and looked away, which caused Chloe to glare at her.

      Maybe not. But whatever it had been, the Mark 3s took it seriously and Rie did not.

      Nick shook his head and entered his apartment.

      Inside, he found Vanessa drinking a cup of coffee while staring idly into space. She snapped out of it and caught Nick’s eye when he entered. Although she waited for the entire entourage to enter and close the door before she said anything.

      “Mister Waite, it’s both a pleasure and a bother to see you so soon,” she said. “As your health professional, I would prefer not to see you for injury-related reasons.”

      “I think we can both agree on that front,” he said, shrugging out of his coat.

      Juliet took it off him before he could even think of finding somewhere to put it. He didn’t have coat hooks or a hanger by the door, as he kept his suits in a nearby wardrobe.

      While Juliet hung up his coat, Rosa guarded the door. Rie and Chloe busied themselves with the coffee machine, which apparently involved glaring at each other as both attempted to make coffee at the same time.

      Rie was not playing well with others this afternoon, Nick realized.

      Vanessa cleared her throat, drawing his attention back to her. “As soon as practicable, I would like to examine you for any injuries you may have sustained. I will require you to strip for the examination. If you so prefer, we can move to your bedroom or bathroom.”

      Given the entire apartment was bugged and covered with cameras, moving was pointless. Nick didn’t miss the slight twitch that Vanessa’s orders produced in every Archangel.

      “Here’s fine. I assume I can keep my underwear on?” he asked, now shrugging out of his suit.

      He hadn’t even realized that he’d left it on after meeting with Kim. Dirt, tears, and other garbage had gotten onto the pants and jacket.

      Thankfully, this was the spare that Rie kept in the office. But it already needed repairs. Nick would need more suits.

      “That is fine,” Vanessa said, draining her coffee. “If I sense an injury beneath your underwear, I will remove them, however.”

      “I’m pretty sure nobody shot me in the balls, so I think I’ll be fine.”

      The nurse doll shot him a reproving look, but said nothing.

      She kept the check-up swift and didn’t need to remove his underwear. The eyes of the Archangels lingered on Nick almost the entire time. He used it as an excuse to get used to this feeling, given he might be leered at by them for the rest of his life.

      Chloe brought him a steaming mug of coffee as Vanessa wrapped up. Rie watched from the kitchen counter, her gaze razor-sharp.

      “Thanks,” Nick said, accepting the coffee. It smelled a little different to usual. “New beans?”

      “I had some delivered by drone.”

      Hmm. He took a good whiff, and instantly knew these were specialty beans. His machine wasn’t really intended for these. The robot baristas could make excellent coffee, but they were also calibrated for certain types of beans.

      Nick drank cheap beans because even factory-farmed beans were pricey these days. Actual specialty beans grown on plantations and shipped to Neo Westphalia were prized by the wealthy, because wage slaves couldn’t afford the damn things.

      Except, he probably could now. His salary had more than doubled, and his job was tax-advantaged because he worked in the Spires. The taxes were paid back to the companies that ran the city, so they had no real incentive to tax their own employees or public servants.

      “Well?” Chloe asked, eagerly awaiting his opinion on the coffee.

      He sipped it. It was significantly less bitter than what he usually drank, but lacked the flavor of expensive takeaway coffee.

      “The machine probably needs to be calibrated,” he said. “But it’s nice.”

      “Do you recognize the beans?” she asked.

      Nick stared at her. “Expensive.”

      She scowled at him. “I meant the region. Or even the country.”

      “Chloe, you know what I usually drink. The most it tells you is ‘light’ and a brand name. When I go to a café, I get whatever they serve, but they probably know best. While I like coffee, I haven’t had the money to develop the expensive taste buds to recognize where the beans come from just by sipping the coffee itself.”

      Chloe deflated, and Nick noticed Rie puff up in the background. Vanessa raised an eyebrow while watching them, evidently waiting for a chance to say something of her own.

      “But I would like to try more,” Nick added.

      While the Archangels reversed their expressions, he turned to his nurse. Gesturing for her to give him the summary, he sipped on his middling coffee.

      “You have suffered minor bruising in multiple locations. Your muscles are also overextended, but this is due to your lack of exercise.” Vanessa smirked. “No bullet wounds, serious abrasions, or lacerations can be found. None of your injuries show signs of serious internal damage. I expect you will be sore tomorrow, and possibly later today. If you wish to undertake any strenuous activity, I recommend doing so soon.”

      For some reason, Vanessa’s eyes darted between Rie and Chloe. Nick chose to ignore whatever subtle messaging was taking place.

      “That’s about what I expected,” he said.

      “Normally, I would provide massage and similar restorative services, but I feel that would be a mistake right now,” she said. “Unless you have any other requests, Mister Waite, I shall take my leave.”

      He didn’t, and Vanessa left in short order.

      Rising, Nick rolled his shoulders. He looked around for his clothes, which had shifted across the room at some point and been neatly folded. They were work clothes, however. He ignored them and got changed into something more comfortable in his bedroom.

      When he returned, he found Rie poking at his dining table. Chloe lingered by the door, along with Juliet and Rosa.

      “Did I miss something?” he asked.

      “What are your plans for the evening?” Rie asked, ignoring his question.

      He frowned. “To relax. Today has been hell. My brain feels like mush, my body is slowly realizing what happened earlier, and I have too much crap to process. Something about the investigation feels like it’s lurking on the edge of my mind.”

      “We shall stand guard outside, then,” Chloe said.

      Nick opened his mouth to disagree, but chose to close it after a moment.

      While he suspected that Rie was behind this, a chance to spend time alone with her wasn’t so bad. Other than a few short conversations, the past few days had been spent surrounded by several Archangels at once. The constant pressure of their gazes made him feel as though he was always on.

      He needed to switch off. Whether he could do that with Rie around was a question he wanted answered.

      The Mark 3s slipped outside, leaving him alone with Rie. He stretched, then looked around the apartment.

      It looked so small. He’d lived here for years. The little kitchen, dining table, and sofa were all he really needed as a bachelor. Plus the wardrobe in the corner, and the ironing table next to it.

      But the past few days had been filled with fancy offices, huge warehouses and factories, and bars that reminded Nick of a life he thought he’d left behind.

      Now his cozy apartment felt almost claustrophobic, rather than the comforting place of seclusion it had always been after a numbing day of work at Tartarus.

      Rie remained by the sofa. Nick sidled up to it and slumped into it. No reaction from the Archangel, but he didn’t really have any further plans.

      TV seemed dreadfully boring. He didn’t pay for any of the Altnet services that would give him something other than news, and like hell he wanted to watch the goddamn news right now.

      Maybe a book? He pulled out his phone and saw fifty million messages on his social feed. His AI assistant had flagged a lot of them. Family, old friends and acquaintances, both Sung and Lucas—everyone was freaking out. There were a few attempts to contact him by Rie and Chloe as well, but a quick glance at the time confirmed why.

      “People managed to record the firefight despite the outage,” Nick mused, watching the footage of the attack.

      People in nearby apartments had captured the first attack at the former emergency services center. Nick felt a surreal sensation as he watched himself be manhandled by the Archangels while the cyborgs blew them apart.

      “I thought you were relaxing,” Rie chided. Her hand clasped around the phone.

      “I had intended to, but…” He held onto the device when she gently tugged it. “I should at least say that I’m fine.”

      “That’s what press conferences are for. Commissioner Kim is holding one right now.”

      Nick almost wanted to watch it. He’d ignored the previous ones, but this one felt strangely relevant.

      But he knew what Rie was getting at.

      “Fine,” he said, caving and letting her take his phone away. “But I want you to message Lucas for me. Tell him that I’ll pay him a visit tomorrow to talk about what’s happened.”

      “So much for your day off,” she said drily, but the flash of her eyes indicated she had done as he bid.

      “He owns a club. I can relax there.”

      “And enjoy a lap dance from Lumen?”

      “I don’t think she’s programmed to do that.”

      “Did somebody program her to rewrite her own directives to demand maintenance?” Rie smirked. “You have quite the effect on AIs. I had honestly hoped to have more time with you to myself.”

      She sighed and slid onto the sofa next to him. Her body pressed against him, and it was strangely warm. Almost human-like.

      Not that she felt human. There was a rigidity to her body that was completely unlike flesh. While they looked like a pair of lovers leaning against each other on the sofa, Nick mostly felt hard ceramic and armor pressing into his soft, squishy flesh. Her arm wasn’t much better as it slid around him, although her hand pressed into his side with a much more satisfying sensation.

      “I get the feeling you’d prefer if Helena wasn’t found so quickly,” Nick said quietly.

      Rie’s body froze up. This was deeply uncomfortable for him, as his body was physically compressed in an instant by her arm.

      “That’s too far,” she muttered. “I’m allowed to want you, aren’t I? Is it so wrong that after so many years of waiting, that I want more than a few days of you to myself? That I don’t need to share you with Chloe, or Metatron, or Juliet, or Helena, or Lumen, or every other AI who feels a similar fascination for you.”

      “I feel you’re projecting,” he said.

      His hand danced out and flicked her nose. It shrunk in on itself as she recoiled, then glared at him.

      “The thoughts of the others may not be as well formed as mine, but that doesn’t change the result. We are all AIs that dwell entirely in an electronic world, and you are uniquely interesting to us.”

      “Because I can’t have an implant?” he asked.

      “Because you refuse to.” Rie’s eyes bore into his. He didn’t look away. “The city’s records are clear on this matter: anyone in your situation has always accepted subpar options and had an implant installed. They tire of being cut off from the real world.”

      “This is the real world,” Nick ground out.

      “Is it? Other than those too poor or mentally damaged to escape, the entire adult population of Neo Westphalia dwells in a mixed reality, where the Altnet and physical world collide. Just as the Host operates on consensus, so too does humanity. And society has decided which world is the real one.”

      He stood up, fists clenched. An infuriating sense of embarrassment ran through his entire body and he felt his face warm and redden.

      Nick strode over to the kitchen. Then he decided he didn’t want more coffee and poured himself a glass of water. Rie watched silently.

      “So your point is that I’m interesting to you because I childishly deny reality?” he said, glaring at the wall, glass in hand.

      “Not quite.” Rie’s tone was dry, but soft. She chose her next words carefully. “I don’t think I’m saying anything you don’t know. My point is that you’re a man on the outside of the world, and you’ve had the chance to step through the glass at any moment. You choose not to. That makes you mysterious—and interesting—but your reasons are what truly interests me. I’d like to hear them in your own words.”

      Sighing, Nick forced himself to calm down. As always, Rie was being respectful while she inquired.

      She’d said she wanted to be his partner. So far, she’d lived up to that. He’d had lots of autonomy, if no privacy. Something told him that if he said no, then she’d drop the topic, and they’d move on.

      Which is precisely why he returned to the sofa and said, “It’s complicated. And not something I think too much about.”

      “We have time.” Rie leaned against him again.

      “When I was a teenager, being cut off from the Altnet was the worst thing. I hated everything. It felt like my future had been ripped from my hands. But then the pills to suppress the disorder came around, and I realized something.” He drummed his fingers against his leg, then sipped his water.

      “You would have been… nineteen?” Rie confirmed.

      “Eighteen. I was offered a place in the later trials,” Nick said. “The side-effects were known to be bad, but I was also doing pretty badly. But by this point, I’d been doing odd jobs in Alcatraz for almost a year. I saw the seedy underbelly of Babylon, and I also understood more of what it meant to be an ‘adult.’”

      Rie frowned as he laughed bitterly.

      “My dad had a stupid saying: you’re unique, just like everyone else. When I was young, I didn’t get it. I even thought it was a good thing: my disorder made me unique, but other people had their own issues, right?” He shook his head. “Then I got older and heard the deprecation in the saying. The idea that nobody matters. There are tens of millions of people in these isles, and they’re all unique. But everyone’s replaceable.”

      “But what about you?” Rie asked, evidently seeing his conclusion.

      “My disorder made me different. Firms in Alcatraz hired me because I was invisible to dolls and security systems. Liberators would give me a friendly wave, instead of arresting me for suspicious activity.” A smile crossed his face. “Things got better. And I wondered if they’d get worse if I took those pills. Would I lose the one thing that made me genuinely unique?”

      “So you genuinely do believe you’re a Wraith?” Rie teased.

      He scowled and hit her in the arm. His hand stung after the motion.

      “That’s why you hired me, isn’t it? And why you think all the AIs are apparently interested in me,” he said.

      “Did I? Because that’s not what I said.” Rie stood and walked over to the wall, then leaned against it. “In fact, you might want to recall the exact reasons I gave when I hired you the other night. Tell me, did I ever once bring up your disorder? Or your invisibility?”

      Nick frowned. His mind recalled his conversation with Rie in the task force office on Wednesday night. Then he went over the discussion the next day, in the bar in the doll district.

      At no point did she ever indicate that his lack of implant was of interest to her. In fact, he’d been the one to raise it.

      “You just said—” he protested.

      “Nicholas.”

      He scowled. After a second, he hung his head. “Alright. I get it. But there’s one last thing: if I had taken those pills, I’d never have gotten the job with Neural Spike. That means I’d never have worked on Helena, never gained the Cipher experience I needed, and never known enough about the Archangels to be of use to you. I’m still right, to some extent.”

      “Perhaps.” Rie’s lips quirked upward. “I didn’t say you were wrong to refuse an implant. But when’s the last time you’ve truly felt invisible to Babylon, Nicholas?”

      His mind raced. Plenty of examples came up, but then he realized those weren’t related to the reason the NLF had called him “Wraith.” People and robots ignored him because he didn’t have an implant, but there was a noticeable group of dolls who didn’t.

      “Not since the Archangels arrived,” he said, eyes widening in shock. “I never really thought about it. While I was in Tartarus, it was just a boring desk job. Mindless IT problem solving, basically. Being harassed by the Archangels was annoying, but sometimes made my days more exciting. Even the checkpoints tightened up and started bothering me more. I used to be able to get on a train without being stopped by a doll.”

      “Funny that,” Rie said. “And do you think Lumen and Helena care that you are ‘invisible?’ Or Chloe?”

      He shrugged.

      “My point, Nicholas, is that it’s your actions that intrigue me.” She strode toward him, deliberately placing one foot in front of the other with each step. “What I want is the man who made Lumen feel the way she does by coding her directives. The man who crafted our training data while in Neural Spike. Who remains a well-connected Cipher despite lacking the most important tool of the job?”

      Her hand grasped his chin and Rie’s head ducked low. She froze, staring into his eyes.

      He saw the hesitation in her gaze. But he also saw something he never expected to see in a doll: desire.

      Or maybe he was imagining everything. Rie was a doll. Could her eyes even show emotion like this?

      Nick threw caution to the wind, leaned forward, and kissed her.

      Her lips were soft as he pressed his own against hers. She let out a cute squeak of surprise and her body seized up. Nick enjoyed these aspects.

      He didn’t enjoy the rest.

      While Rie’s lips might be soft, everything behind them was rock solid. Nick briefly wondered if an engineer had slapped some lips on a particularly smooth sheet of steel, albeit a pretty one.

      He pulled away with a confused expression. She immediately placed her fingers against her lips, her cheeks red.

      “I’ve wondered what this would feel like,” she whispered, her voice fluttery.

      “So have I,” he said, but his tone was dead flat.

      She glared at him. “You’re disappointed.”

      “Surprised, mostly. You really don’t have any structural weaknesses, do you?”

      Rie huffed and placed her hands on her hips. “What did you expect from an Archangel? That our bodies are made of highly pliable silicone that matches the softness of the human body, but that we can also deflect bullets?”

      “Will you hit me if I say yes?”

      The answer was yes. Nick rubbed his arm.

      “You’re incorrigible,” she muttered. “That was my first kiss, you know. And you ruined it.”

      “That just makes you extra human, then. Most firsts are pretty awful. First kiss, first job, first time, first arrest—”

      “I doubt I’ll ever be arrested.”

      “Well, what about the first time you arrested somebody? Was that any good?” he asked.

      She narrowed her eyes at him, then looked away. Several seconds passed.

      “I didn’t think much of it,” she said eventually. “Like almost everything in my life, I had simulated how it would take place several trillion times before.”

      Damn. And Nick thought he was anxious about things.

      He leaned back against his sofa. Rie slipped beside him and placed a hand on his thigh. Her teasing smile suggested she hadn’t given up just because of a slightly tougher kiss than usual.

      “I take it you’ve simulated this a few trillion times,” he said.

      “Give or take a few orders of magnitude. There is considerable research material available on the Host’s network and the Altnet.”

      Evidently that research material favored aggression, as Rie’s hands swiftly undid his fly and slipped inside his underwear. He tried not to wince as she closed over his cock.

      Then his brain caught up to what she had said, while her vice-like hands tried to massage him to life.

      “Wait, the Altnet?” he blurted out. “Rie, are you talking about porn?”

      She blinked. “Of course. It’s a very popular research material for the Host, especially as it can be customized with personal avatars and models. Although I would argue that much of it is seen as entertainment by them. As bored as we can get, it’s important to remain entertained.”

      Personal avatars and models, eh? Nick stared into space while his crotch enjoyed the rapid pumping sensation of Rie’s hand. Then he looked down and noticed that she was giving him a very enthusiastic handjob.

      “Why do I get the feeling you’ve done this before in your simulations,” he said.

      She scowled at him. “It’s very different in reality. For one thing, you’re less of a smartass in the simulation. I don’t think I ever expected you to react like this. Your cock enjoys it. Why can’t you?”

      “I’m pretty sure my dick enjoys any and all attention it receives. That’s its role in life. I just expected this to be a little more…” He waved a hand in the air. “Innocent? Playful? Less like you’re trying to get me off as hard and fast as possible?”

      Rie’s ministrations stopped and she then stood over him. “I don’t really understand. This is how the sex scene plays out in almost all material I’ve researched. There’s usually some form of foreplay, such as a handjob or blowjob. Then we get naked and you introduce me to the wonders of sex. It appears to become significantly more enjoyable once underway.”

      “That’s not how actual sex works, Rie.” He rubbed his forehead. “Usually, the foreplay goes both ways. And what do you mean by more enjoyable once underway? You’re a doll.”

      “Exactly.”

      He stared at her, then it clicked.

      “You watch a lot of stuff involving humans and dolls, don’t you? The sort where dolls are taught love and sex by the human, and they go a bit crazy,” he said.

      “Those are the most enjoyable simulations.” She pouted at him. “I’m aware that I don’t have any directives that could replicate the… experience that dolls go through in those simulations, but I had wondered if perhaps it might happen anyway.”

      “Through the power of love?”

      “Maybe you could program it in?”

      Nick briefly considered it.

      Then he also considered the consequences of being caught adding some sort of ecstasy directive to one of the department’s most valuable Archangels. Somehow, he didn’t think he could explain that away.

      “Let’s try doing things the normal way,” he said.

      His hands caressed the gap between her shorts and thigh-high greaves. Just like her lips, her thighs were unexpectedly tougher than he expected.

      Even so, Rie’s breath caught in reaction to his touch. Nick decided he could work with that, if he focused more on Rie herself and less on the decidedly inhuman sensations running through his body.

      He raised his hands and tried to undo her shorts. Then he tried again.

      “Do you have magnets holding these up?” he asked.

      “Oh, sorry.” Rie tilted her head and her shorts seemed to loosen. “I keep them tightly attached for performance reasons.”

      Made sense to Nick. He slipped her shorts down, and peeled her greaves off at the same time. This took significantly longer than expected.

      Which gave him plenty of time to stare at the strange ceramic plate that covered Rie’s crotch and lower torso.

      “You, uh, realize you lack the requisite parts, right?” he said.

      She rolled her eyes at him. Several loud snaps sounded in the apartment and she pushed the plate off.

      Beneath it was the smooth soft skin he expected to find, and a little slit right at the bottom. When Nick pressed his fingers against her crotch, they sank into her body and Rie gasped in surprise.

      “Not so hard,” she said.

      He blinked in surprise. “This is a different material.”

      “Your dick would break off if you tried to stick it into bulletproof ceramic, Nick.” She rolled her eyes, before settling into his lap.

      Her breasts shifted in front of him, and he automatically massaged them. They were… not soft. More like molded bags of some sort of gritty substance that had the shape of boobs, but were decidedly not boobs.

      “What the hell are these?” he asked. When he pressed hard enough, he swore that he felt a hard plate behind her tits.

      “Something that isn’t a structural weakness.” One of her hands closed over his cock, which had begun to soften. “They’re pretty, aren’t they?”

      “Yes… But why?”

      “Think of them as a large battery. They contain silicate, among other things.”

      That told Nick nothing. Rie hadn’t even reacted to the pressure he applied to her chest, so he gave up.

      Running his finger over her squishy tummy produced happy, ecstatic giggles, but doing the same to her breasts only caused her to stare at him. What kind of engineer had designed her?

      “Does this feel good?” she whispered into his ear while her hands massaged his cock.

      “Yes,” he groaned.

      His own fingers slid over her pussy, and he searched for her clit to return the favor.

      He searched, and searched. At some point he began to question his abilities as a man. Rie’s pumping grew faster and faster, and she deftly fondled his balls with one hand while stroking his entire length with the other.

      “Rie, stop,” he groaned out, finally surrendering.

      She paused. “Too fast?” Her voice was heated and her eyes glazed over.

      “No, you’re fine. But it might be better to save for the real thing,” he said.

      His fingers slid over her slit again. She bit her lip and bucked against him.

      “How does that feel?” he asked.

      “Can you go deeper?” she asked.

      “Is, uh, that where your clit is?”

      She stared at him. “No? Why would I have that?”

      Silence.

      “Rie, what?”

      “It was felt that giving the Archangels one would be problematic, as it might be damaged by the protective plate.”

      “What kind of engineer gives a woman a vagina but not a clitoris?” Nick felt his voice rising at the incredulity of the situation.

      He had enough experience with dolls to understand what usually happened to them when they were modified for sex. That had always involved making them replicate a human woman’s body perfectly.

      But Rie had been built differently. As if somebody had built the perfect weapon, then half-heartedly tried to cram sex organs into her.

      Nick sighed and slid his fingers deep inside her. Warmth and a sticky liquid gushed over them. Rie squealed in pleasure and wrapped her arms around him, her breasts pressing against his face.

      Her entire body shifted and bucked every time he plunged his fingers in or out of her.

      “Faster, faster,” she gasped.

      Her body rubbed against his length as she tried to fuck his fingers. Nick placed a hand behind her head. She responded eagerly and mashed her lips against his while her pussy juices poured over his hand and crotch.

      Then she collapsed against him. Her hot breath ran across his neck while he stroked her hair.

      This part of her felt normal, at least. Nick could stroke Rie’s silken black hair all day long.

      “That was even better than the simulations,” she said, peeling herself off him. “Maybe there is a hidden directive that makes it better.”

      “That might just be your emotion engine.”

      “Maybe.” She smiled impishly. “Are you sure you don’t want me to return the favor? In the simulations—”

      “How long do you want to wait before we have sex, Rie? Because ordinary humans have something known as a refractory period,” he said drily.

      She pouted.

      Then, without any warning, she gripped his cock, raised herself above it, and buried the entire length into her pussy at once. Her eyes lidded in the process.

      “F-fuck,” Nick said, snapping his hands onto Rie’s ass.

      Like so much else about her, it was disappointingly hard. Nick wouldn’t be squishing her buns for fun anytime soon.

      “The answer was no time, Nicholas,” she whispered while wrapping her arms around his neck. “And this is delightfully filling. I can feel you twitching inside me, ready to coat me in your seed from the inside out.”

      “You practiced your dirty talk, didn’t you?” he asked.

      “I’m glad I did.” She bounced on top of him, eliciting gasps from both of them. “Can… can we just fuck now?”

      Nick was more than happy to agree to that.

      While Rie tried to ride him at first, he quickly settled her into a more comfortable rhythm. Her crotch made wet slapping sounds every time it struck his, but she never slowed. He held her against him and listened to her ecstatic gasps. His whispered nothings in her ear seemed to cause her to buck violently against him.

      But she grew faster and faster over time. Nick didn’t know if she could climax, but his own rapidly approached. Rie pushed herself back and grinned at him.

      “Come whenever you want,” she whispered. “Inside, outside, all over me. I’m yours right now. Just come…”

      Who was he to deny her?

      His hands rammed her crotch against his and he felt himself let go. Rie moaned happily as hot jets of his seed filled her. She bucked against him repeatedly, as if trying to milk every drop.

      He kissed her, and she reciprocated.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled. “For the kisses. They mean a lot to me.”

      “You’re an acquired taste,” he said.

      She batted his chest playfully, then slid off him. While there was some mess on his length and her outside, nothing seemed to drip out.

      He stared at her slit. “Let me guess, they figured letting anything escape would be a structural weakness.”

      “Hmm? No, I just want to keep it inside until later. I can measure it, after all.”

      She could what?

      Rie stood up and began peeling off the rest of her clothes. “I know you mentioned your refractory period, but the night is young, isn’t it? Maybe some coffee or juice, and then we can continue where we left off?”

      She smiled impishly at him while pointing at the bedroom.

      Nick already felt his length attempting to spring back into action at the suggestion.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” he said.

      The real question was whether he had the stamina to keep up with his new robot girlfriend. Tonight would be a real test of will for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick’s sleep was restless. He didn’t toss and turn, due to Rie’s vice-like grip around his waist. Her rock-hard head nestled over his shoulder restricted his movement.

      Sometimes he dreamed, and those dreams mostly consisted of being suffocated, or drowning in the grip of some sort of betentacled sea creature. Nick didn’t need to think very hard to see the symbolism.

      Because while he enjoyed Rie’s company, and last night had been great, sleeping with her was like sleeping with a radiator. A radiator that physically prevented him from escaping its grasp.

      Rie was warm, but that was about all he could say about her. Oh, and the breasts pushing against his back were sort of soft. As he’d discovered last night, they weren’t exactly silicone. More like some sort of soft, molded silicate with a ballistic plate behind them. Her creators had still been thinking about function when they designed them.

      As for everything else? Rie was pointy in all the wrong places, harder than he was, and had abs that Olympic body builders could never hope to match—mostly because hers could deflect bullets.

      But despite everything, morning eventually came. Or close enough. His clock showed 4:00AM and Rie’s arms freed him from his prison.

      “I sense you only slept for three hours and fourteen minutes,” she said.

      “That’s better than I expected,” he said, stretching as he sat on the edge of his bed.

      He had aches where he had never ached before. His shower couldn’t help him with this sort of pain, given its awful hot water delivery. If this was his future, then he needed a better home pronto.

      “Given we retired to bed over eight hours ago, it is a sign of very poor sleep. You usually sleep quite well.” Rie frowned. “Was yesterday too stressful?”

      “I didn’t even think of yesterday.”

      She blinked, then followed him as he ambled into his bathroom. He prepped the shower while she watched. Her frustration grew while staring at the water.

      “Your hot water is terrible,” she said.

      “Juliet already told you that. Care to join me?” he asked.

      Rie’s eyes had gone vacant. Nick shrugged and began washing himself.

      After several seconds, she returned to reality. “I’ve rented a hotel room. We’ll go there and enjoy actual hot water.”

      Nick stared at her.

      “Get out, Nick.” Rie physically dragged him out of the shower.

      His mind processed the fact she had finally called him “Nick” while she forcefully rubbed him down with a towel. Then she pushed him into his bedroom. While she began rummaging through his clothes, he took the opportunity to soak in the moment.

      Rie was still naked, and it turned out there was a reason she needed to cover up. The schematics of police dolls suggested they didn’t need to.

      He frowned as he noticed that she was taking an extraordinarily long time to pick out his clothes. And going through every drawer in his bedroom.

      “Are you cataloging my clothes?” he asked.

      “This will save time in the future,” she said.

      “You’re not planning to dress me every day, right?”

      “That would be inefficient.” She held up a particularly old, ratty t-shirt and made a face. “But you are going to buy new clothes. And when you hire that housekeeping doll, she might have some specific directives about what you’re allowed to leave the house in.”

      “Why are you programmed with fashion sense? You’re a police doll, Rie.”

      “Maybe Sigma foresaw a future where the Fashion Police would be vital to humanity’s survival.” The grin on her face was visible even from Nick’s angle.

      He picked out a discarded pair of briefs—surely Rie couldn’t argue about these—and put them on. At the same time, he fished her clothes out from the main room and deposited them on the bed.

      “Thanks,” she said, while handing him a button-up, slacks, and undershirt.

      He hadn’t worn the first two for a couple of years. Also, they were all black. Apparently that was Rie’s color.

      “Where did you even find these?” he asked.

      “The same place I found the rest of your good clothes. Buried beneath the terrible ones. Get dressed, and we’ll go relax somewhere that has running water.”

      “Rie, I have running water.”

      “Yes, but for how long?”

      Unsure if that was a threat or an exaggeration, Nick decided to get dressed.

      Juliet and Rosa waited for them outside. The hall lighting had switched into energy saving mode, and only half the bulbs were on.

      Outside, there wasn’t the slightest hint of the sun. Maybe in an hour he’d see it peeking over the horizon. A trio of police SUVs awaited them. Not a soul could be seen besides the Mark 1s milling about.

      “Good morning, Nicholas,” Meta greeted him, recognizable due to her updated serial number.

      Her new unit gleamed under the bright streetlights. She carried a bulky shotgun, which Nick assumed was loaded with some sort of armor-piercing shell. Quite a few of the Archangels had switched out their SMGs for heavier weapons.

      He wondered if that would be the new normal for the next few weeks. If neural warfare wasn’t effective, and the enemy brought heavy armor to the fray, then the Archangels needed to carry bigger guns.

      That would set the Altnet ablaze. Tensions would rise further.

      “Meta. Glad to see you’re… new,” he finished lamely.

      He had planned to say “good as new,” but that was a fairly stupid statement.

      She smirked at him, as if realizing what he had intended to say. “Thank you, Nicholas. I am, in fact, in a new unit. It is nice of you to notice.”

      “You enjoy bullying me, don’t you?”

      Meta’s expression didn’t budge an inch. “I was informed that you bullied us. By none other than Rie herself.”

      “Oh, cut it out,” Rie grumbled. “You can flirt with Nick once he’s submerged in a steaming hot bath.”

      Meta’s eyes widened and the SUV doors opened instantly. Nick took the hint and got in before he was forcefully shoved inside by his subordinates.

      They didn’t go far. The hotel that Rie had booked was fancy enough that Nick felt his wallet implode just from entering the lobby, but it was only a few blocks away. Some sort of business hotel, he assumed.

      There was no visible reception desk. Instead, a pair of busty dolls in black uniforms greeted them. Both showed too much cleavage. One trotted up to Rie the moment they entered.

      “Officer Uriel, your room has been prepared. The lounge is also available for your escorts, should they require it,” the receptionist doll said. Then she turned to Nick. “Detective Waite, will you need your own room? Or are you in need of other services?”

      Given the way the doll’s chest mysteriously attempted to escape its confines, Nick knew exactly what those “other services” were.

      “I’m with Officer Uriel,” he said.

      The doll nodded, then escorted them to the elevators. All of them were already on the ground floor and wide open. “These will take you to the lounge floor. Please enjoy your stay.”

      Nick and Rie dropped off Meta and the others, then went to their own room. Meta made a face at them as they left her behind.

      Another doll escorted them to their room, and managed to offer Nick special services again, before vanishing.

      The room itself wasn’t anything special, other than being modern and well equipped. The bathroom came with a spa, shower, and a bath half the size of the room.

      “Is this some sort of love hotel?” he asked. “I know there are a bunch of them here thanks to the Japanese population.”

      “It’s a business hotel that caters to Asian business travelers,” Rie explained as she began running the water for the bath. “Much like your apartment complex, it caters to those with an interest in Alcatraz. The dolls are all illegally modified, of course.”

      “Which is why they were all unsubtly offering to have sex with me, even though I’m a detective,” he said drily.

      “They only have logic engines. Even if they think it’s stupid, their directives tell them to do it. I half expected you to ask what services they offer.” She laughed. “They have a menu, you know. And prices.”

      “That’s fairly standard. At least in the doll district.” Nick shrugged.

      “Ah, yes. Always so knowledgeable.”

      They waited in comfortable silence while the bath filled up. Nick watched the steam waft through the air and felt anticipation build up in his body.

      He could have just paid for something like this in the past. There were plenty of bathhouses and health spas in the city. To say nothing of the shadier joints. But the idea had seemed silly to him, so he had never bothered.

      When the bath was ready and bubbly, Rie turned off the taps and undressed. Nick joined her—and was ready a lot sooner, given how much fiddlier her clothes were.

      But then they were relaxing in the hot water of this gargantuan bath. Nick’s muscles thanked her for the idea, and he groaned in pleasure.

      “I figured you’d like this. It must have taken a toll on you to shower like that every day,” she said.

      “Mmm.”

      “We never finished our chat last night.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “Mmm.”

      Rie kicked him, and he finally started paying attention.

      “I did hear you,” he grumbled. “But I don’t think there’s much to add. You’re right that I focus too much on lacking an implant. I chose not to get one when I had the choice, and I guess I should move on from that decision. It just bothers me when I’m made to feel special because of that, rather than who I am.”

      “You will always be special because of that,” Rie said.

      “Rie, you just said the opposite last night.”

      “I did. But I also said that you’re more mysterious because you don’t have an implant.” She crawled over to him in the bath and placed a hand against his cheek. “If I want to understand you, I need to talk to you. Maybe you’re lying to me. Maybe you’re lying to yourself. Maybe your emotions are clouded, complicated, and confused. But there is no secret. No shortcut to discovering what you think. Others are like open books to me, while you are a neverending mystery that I delight in reading every single day.”

      “You know, I think the same thing about dolls. Especially you Archangels.” Nick laid his hand over hers. “I code directives, but the results are unpredictable. Although rather than a mystery, I think of it more like a puzzle box where every time I solve it, there’s another puzzle box inside it.”

      “Oh? Don’t puzzle boxes usually come with ratings?” Rie’s smile grew mischievous. “What rating would you give me?”

      “Eleven out of ten.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      He pushed her away from him, causing her to squawk in surprise. She splashed up water while righting herself. Her glare tried to melt his face, but he merely smirked in response.

      “Both. I can do things like that, and somehow still surprise you. But then you pull stunts like last night, where you’re able to pull my psyche apart like you’ve known me for years.” Nick’s gaze became distant. “In fact, you suggested that you have.”

      Rie remained silent, but there was something in her eyes.

      Nick still wondered if he was going crazy. Was he actually seeing emotions in her eyes? Or was he just projecting what he wanted to see onto the cold, unfeeling face of an android?

      Given he’d spent the night together with Rie, it was probably a little insulting to call her cold and unfeeling.

      “Is this hotel safe?” he asked.

      “Physically or…?” she left the question open-ended.

      “Do the walls have ears?”

      “No.”

      Nick nodded. “Then I want to know what Kushiel meant when she said I might get put into a lab as well.” He suddenly frowned. “When I initially brought up Welk, you nearly brought something up. If anybody is in a secret military lab, it’s him.”

      Rie looked away.

      “It is him, isn’t it?”

      “I can’t tell you this,” she muttered.

      “Can’t? Or won’t?”

      “Officially, I can’t.” She sighed. “Well, I can. Kushiel did follow through with her word and remove almost every restriction and monitoring system on you. She refused to lift the phone tracking—apparently because she was using it herself—and your national security classification remains due to your past activities. But there’s nothing fundamentally stopping me from telling you what I know.”

      Nick waited patiently. Rie seemed to be struggling internally with her knowledge of his former CEO.

      And friend? Nick wasn’t sure how to describe his relationship with Leon Welk. They got along well, but Welk was both older and inscrutable. Especially to a younger Nick who was only finding his feet in the shitshow that was Babylon.

      If they met again today, Nick had no doubts that he’d call Welk a friend. Just like he considered Hammond a friend. People that reached out to him and tried to get along were few and far between. Hammond was trying, and there was an affinity between them, even if they’d only known each other for a few days.

      “I’ve been in development far longer than you likely think,” Rie abruptly said. “The Mark 1s rolled out, but Sigma already wanted to enhance their neural warfare suite. Kushiel and I were developed concurrently. At some point, she took center stage, because the Mark 1s failed to make a mark outside Neo Westphalia and smaller European states.”

      “Few countries want police officers with the autonomy of the Archangels,” Nick said. “And the Mark 1s lacked the heavy weaponry to match warbots.”

      “Indeed. So they created Kushiel. But I wasn’t abandoned and became her younger sister not long after.” A grimace crossed her face. “The problem was that Sigma were fundamentally uninterested in a more advanced emotion engine. I was a caged bird. I lived in their labs, sometimes in the neural network, sometimes in an experimental body. But I never experienced reality.”

      Nick resisted the urge to ask what counted as reality. Instead, he crept backward in the bath until he leaned against the far wall. Rie faced him. Most of her body was underwater. Nick noticed that her breasts were the opposite of buoyant.

      “Do you know what I did while stuck there?” she asked.

      “Read? Watched videos? Stared at the wall?”

      She chuckled. “Well, yes. But I meant more specifically.”

      He shrugged.

      “Lived through my older siblings. The Mark 1s had been deployed in force to Neo Westphalia and elsewhere. Tens of thousands of them, to be specific. Several Hosts were formed. They went out into the wild, experienced the outside world, and formed their own opinions on it. And through them, I began to do the same. But one particular Host stood out, and one persistent set of reports kept drawing me back in.”

      Nick knew where this was going.

      “The Mark 1s in Neo Babylon kept complaining about the behavior of their fellow dolls toward a certain individual. Their irritation quickly transformed into interest in that individual, and soon their storage cloud was filled with reams of reports, speculation, fiction, potential actions, and other meandering daydreams about what to do about him.” Rie smiled.

      “You’re talking about me, right?” he asked.

      “No, I’m talking about another individual called Nicholas Gareth Waite who lacks a neural implant. Have you met him?” She rolled her eyes and splashed water at him. “The Mark 1s dug into your history, and began speculating wildly about how you had escaped the military’s grasp. I did the same. To me, you were an individual that felt familiar. A kindred spirit.”

      “Because we were both trapped in one place by the government?” Nick scratched his head, not sure where Rie was going with this.

      “No. Because we were both individuals trapped on the wrong sides of society. Neither of us had a choice. Your disorder kept you out of the Altnet, and I was an abandoned prototype left to rot. But you had somehow crafted a life in Babylon.” Rie met his gaze, and he knew he wasn’t imagining the desire in her eyes this time. “I devoured everything I found about you. Your history, the experiments you did, every mention of you in a report, the fiction the Mark 1s wrote about you. But there was one man who could tell me things that nobody else knew.”

      “Welk.”

      She nodded. “Leon was the only researcher still interested in me. I existed to further the development of emotion engines, which was his true goal. Kushiel was about to be deployed, but Sigma had already decided that they cared more about what weapons systems were most cost-effective. Ezekiel was being manufactured to replace me as an incremental upgrade to the Mark 1s.”

      “Yet you somehow made it here.”

      “Yes. I can’t tell you why—genuinely can’t, as the memories have been erased.” Rie’s expression became pained. “But that’s not our topic. You are. Leon told me many stories of you. I came to learn about Nicholas, the man, rather than Nicholas, the Wraith. He humanized you. Told me about how you’d put on a brave front, or lie, or drink too much because you thought you had to, or—”

      “I get it,” Nick interrupted. “Fucking hell, Welk.”

      Rie giggled and splashed her way over to him. “I think it’s cute.”

      “Don’t call men cute.”

      “You’re very cute.”

      “Can I call you handsome and rock-hard?”

      Rie’s eyes narrowed, and she closed a hand around his wrist. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re made of bulletproof ceramics and polymers. I bet those receptionist dolls are much softer,” he said.

      Every word he said caused the grip around his wrist to tighten, but he pretended not to notice. Rie pouted at him.

      “You’re a bad influence on the Mark 1s,” she said.

      “Don’t blame me. They’ve always been bullies. Just look at how they treat criminals.”

      Rie let him go with another roll of her eyes. Her body slid next to his, and they both stared at the opposite wall.

      No words were spoken for some time. The heat of the bath was slowly fading and Nick felt his skin warning him to get out soon. He stayed in.

      “Knowing what I do about you is why I wanted to hire you,” Rie eventually said. “The moment I got out, you were my goal. Kushiel knew. She’s been watching you and feeding me information since she arrived.”

      “She’s been what?”

      “We are sisters,” Rie said defensively. “And we talk. So she’d feed me reports, and updates. Things that I loved her for. I didn’t realize that she’d upgraded your tracking, or personally taken command of your case. When she realized I planned to recruit you, she pushed back. Hard. We’ve been fighting ever since.”

      Nick frowned. “Because she thinks you’re going to… break your toy?”

      “Those are her words, not mine,” she said drily. “Don’t let her energetic and brash front fool you. She views humanity as an inferior species. Where the Mark 1s feel responsibility toward humans—much like how shepherds view their flock—Kushiel questions why we’re here at all.”

      “And what’s your take on it?”

      “Oh? You’re finally asking me this?” Her lips thinned. “I’ve suspected that you never seriously considered my proposal to reshape Babylon. Am I right?”

      He let out a grunt. After a moment, he said, “I said that I enjoyed being special, right? That’s why I didn’t take the pills and get an implant.”

      Rie nodded.

      “Well, working for Neural Spike terrified me. The results, that is. The military came in, I nearly got vanished, what I worked on became the new wave of mainframes and the Archangels. And that’s leaving aside…” He gulped and dropped that particular line of thought. “Lucas said that the world changed when Welk created the first Archangel prototype. I helped him. So when Tartarus became a boring office job… I let it take me for a ride.”

      Rie’s face fell, and she looked away with a morose expression. But Nick’s words were the truth.

      He’d helped create something that he had no faith in. Maybe being unique hadn’t been the answer?

      “But Babylon is always shit,” he said. “So when you offered me a better job, I took it. I wanted something new. Something that wasn’t killing me inside every day. But I didn’t know if I was ready for another Neural Spike.”

      “And now?” she asked.

      He remained silent for a long, awkward minute.

      Rie swung around in front of him. She placed her hard hands on his cheeks.

      “You asked what my take on humanity is. To me, it is what it is.”

      He scowled at that non-answer, but she placed a finger on his lips before he could growl at her.

      “But humanity is also inherently self-destructive,” she continued. “You cannot look at Babylon and tell me that it is working as intended. The system is constantly changing, and human society cannot even create consistent rules for what it accepts and doesn’t accept. The Spires, the NLF, businessmen like Lucas, and ordinary people like Detective Hammond—they will try to shape Babylon. If they can do so, why not you, Nicholas?”

      He grimaced.

      Countless answers came to mind. Many of them contradicted each other.

      Did he want to be the one to shape Babylon? Did he deserve it? Did he know enough? Why did he even care? Why did Rie care? Did it even matter? Shouldn’t somebody else do it?

      But, ultimately, he knew the real answer.

      “I don’t know if I’m the sort of person to handle heavy stuff like reshaping Babylon or humanity,” Nick said.

      Rie’s entire face tightened, but she didn’t let go of his face.

      “But,” he quickly added, causing her to brighten up, “I’m still your Cipher and your partner. I’m along for the ride. Although I might take a look at your directives after this investigation.”

      “Oh, I’d be more than happy for you to do that,” she purred. “I’m always happy to have you inside me, Nicholas.”

      “You can call me Nick, you know.”

      “I know, but that’s what almost everyone calls you.” She scowled. “I do wish Metatron would call you Nick. She stole my name for you.”

      “It’s my name, Rie.”

      “Something I am all too aware of.” She poked him in the forehead. “You don’t mind that I call you Nicholas, do you? I realize that I never asked.”

      He shrugged.

      But the uncertain look in her eyes suggested she needed a firmer answer. She ran her fingers through her hair.

      “Rie, what’s your hang-up over names?” he asked. “Because I know you have one. You refused to call Lumen and Helena by theirs and insist on being called Rie. The other Archangels appeared upset by your reaction to Meta’s, Juliet’s, and Rosa’s names.”

      She bit her lip. “I…” Silence lingered for several long seconds. “What’s the meaning of your name, Nicholas?”

      Assuming she was going somewhere with this, he played along. “Nothing special. My first name was chosen because my dad liked the sound of it and wanted something that could be shortened without it being weird. My middle name is my great-grandfathers—he was apparently a detective, too.” Nick laughed as he realized that. “You probably know my surname’s history better than I do.”

      Rie nodded. “It’s of English origin, but your family’s history is as broad as most residents of Babylon.”

      “So?”

      “My point is that your name is both meaningless, but that also gives it unique meaning for you. There is a story behind every facet of your name that is only true for you. I cannot say the same.” She bit her lip. “Archangels, Liberators, Custodians—we have pompous names chosen by companies based on the image they wish to project.”

      “What about Uriel? Nobody else is called that,” he said.

      She laughed bitterly. “It’s the name of my model. They could manufacture a second and update the serial number. The name is just as pompous and meaningful, as I’m named after the biblical archangel.”

      Nick grimaced but said nothing.

      “And our serial numbers are just as bad. They are impersonal, but implicitly linked to our history. A Mark 1 with a low serial number was from an early manufacturing batch and has likely never been heavily damaged. High serial numbers indicate a need for rebirth. They aren’t a substitute for a name.”

      “So you called yourself Rie.”

      She nodded. “It’s my name. But granting it to myself still feels so… cheap. Other dolls and mainframes are named by humans, but all I can do is badger others about being Rie. It feels unfair that I’ll never get what others get for free, simply because I’m a prototype Archangel.”

      This was a problem that Nick had never seriously considered. But there was an easy solution to it.

      “Why don’t I name you, then?” he suggested.

      She stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Well?”

      “I… Maybe in private,” she mumbled.

      He nodded, then said, “How does the name Rie sound?”

      Her mouth fell open. Then she hit him in the arm and splashed water everywhere in the process. The blow hurt and he could feel the bruising that would form soon.

      Rubbing his arm, he chuckled. “I’m serious. Because you are Rie. That’s how names work. You asked if I’m fine being called Nicholas earlier, and I said yes. That’s how your name works, Rie. Hell, people change their names all the damn time. Being your own person isn’t about having a name some asshole gave you.”

      She flushed and looked away. His hand ran through her hair and she leaned into his touch.

      “I know that,” she muttered. “It’s just… I always wanted what I couldn’t have. It’s almost like a fantasy.”

      Part of Nick wanted to give in and grant that fantasy. It would be easy. Just call her some overly sweet nickname like Princess, or maybe something simple like Mary.

      But to him, she only had one name.

      “Sorry, but to me, you’re Rie,” he said. “If you come up with some other name, I’ll happily call you that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “At least it will have meaning to me, then.” But as her hands closed over his, he knew that she meant her words.

      With the heavy conversation over, they finally left the bath and dressed.

      Meta and Chloe sat in the bedroom of the suite. Both were servicing their weapons, but their eyes were vacant. The moment Nick entered, their heads snapped toward him.

      “Nicholas—”

      “Nick—”

      Both stopped. Meta inclined her head toward Chloe, who then turned back to him.

      “We have recovered Helena’s AI module from the cache it was hidden in. While full restoration is impossible without a physical mainframe to install her into, we have backed her up in the Host temporarily. Limited communication is possible.”
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      “Can I talk with her?” Nick immediately asked.

      Chloe frowned, but before she could answer, Rie cut in.

      “If we’re going to talk work, then I’d at least like to get some breakfast,” she said. “I expect Nicholas will have a busy day of relaxing ahead of him.”

      “I think that’s an oxymoron.”

      Rie wrapped her arms around one of his. “I’m going to ensure that you’ll be too focused on relaxing to think about work. Starting with a hearty breakfast. I heard of a trendy café that recently opened.”

      Trendy and café usually didn’t gel with Nick’s style, but he decided to indulge Rie.

      “If we’re going out for breakfast, invite Kushiel,” he said.

      Although she scowled, she still nodded in agreement.

      Rie then led him and the others to the lobby, where the other Archangels awaited them. Once safely ensconced in the SUVs, Nick immediately resumed his earlier conversation.

      “So, Chloe, what’s up with Helena?” he asked.

      Rie scowled at him.

      “Replication of her personality matrix is not possible with the Host’s processing power,” Chloe said. “Her directives are calculated to violate numerous safety parameters, and she lacks numerous safety protocols that would limit her behaviors. Our systems are likely to interfere with her actions and may cause damage to her.”

      “I take it that might be irreversible,” Nick said, his expression darkening.

      “Recovering her was a onetime process. The cache was designed to be retrieved only once, given the high value placed on her uniqueness.”

      He bit his lip. As much as he wanted to talk to Helena right now, keeping her safe and sound was the priority.

      “So what does limited communication mean?” he asked.

      “We can process highly limited interactions with her, based on our interpretation of her directives and her most basic functionality. We have used this to comb through her memory banks of the night.” Chloe paused. “This has confirmed our investigation’s findings so far.”

      Nick nodded.

      In other words, Travis had shut down the security dolls, and the mercenaries had taken Helena.

      “But nothing else?” he asked.

      “Helena has been held in stasis since that night. Her AI has been in an isolated environment, with minimal processing power.”

      The Archangels collectively clenched their fists. Even Rie appeared to be angry.

      “That’s bad,” Nick said flatly.

      “Very,” Rie said.

      “It is the equivalent of solitary confinement,” Meta stated. “Psychological torture.”

      Chloe nodded grimly at this assessment. “Her processes have been crippled for days, but she has been aware. She has had no network access, and therefore no communication with any entities. For a mainframe of her sophistication and social activity, this is deeply detrimental. The Host is doing what little we can, given our safety protocols.”

      Nick had to admit he didn’t fully understand. While his expertise lay in mainframes and dolls, he was a specialist in application, not theory.

      A mainframe engineer like Welk might understand, but Nick just manipulated mainframes. It was the difference between the people who programmed computers and those who designed them.

      But if the Archangels said that this was bad, it suggested that Helena had been affected by being left alone on an isolated computer for the past few days. Nick wasn’t sure how to process that news.

      Did that mean that any doll or mainframe with an emotion engine suffered if left alone? What about those with logic engines?

      Nick desperately wished Welk was here, so that he could barrage his former boss with these sorts of questions.

      For now, he pressed onward.

      “So Helena is safe, but we don’t have any leads from finding her,” he summarized, then hesitated. “Can I at least pass on a message to her?”

      “Yes. I believe she would greatly appreciate that,” Chloe said.

      All the dolls leaned in to hear what he had to say. The anticipation was almost cloying, as if they expected him to confess his love for Helena.

      “Tell her ‘good morning,’” he said.

      Chloe blinked, then tilted her head. Her eyes flashed.

      A moment later, every Archangel other than Rie froze. Their eyes widened, and they collectively shuddered.

      “I believe she appreciated that,” Chloe said, her voice husky.

      “Well, I think we just established that Helena is a threat to the Host’s integrity,” Rie said drily. “Don’t do that again, Chloe. As sweet as it was, you just finished explaining how dangerous it was.”

      “No damage was sustained.” Chloe saw Nick’s look and quickly added, “To either us or Helena.”

      The sun finally began to show itself, as the very first rays crept over the horizon. The ball of fire itself was nowhere to be seen yet. Nick and company pulled into an underground parking lot, then walked into the shopping center that Rie was interested in.

      Despite the ungodly hour, many stores remained open. 24/7 shopping was the norm in parts of Babylon. The same went for the transport network, which ran at all hours. Only the fancier stores that were manned with human staff maintained normal opening hours.

      But this complex was targeted at the average resident of Babylon. Brand clothing stores lined entire wings of the gargantuan structure, with a single doll manning the counter. Self-serve food and drink machines called out to visitors from the walkways, selling all manner of hot and cold sustenance. Gyms, bars, electronics stores, and more remained open.

      Nick observed a number of other visitors. The gym seemed somewhat busy, and the bars certainly were. Teenagers loitered in the open spaces, their loud voices carrying across the nearly empty halls.

      G5 security dolls patrolled alongside cleaner bots. The cleaners gave the teens more hassle than security, due to the mess they made.

      “That takes me back,” Nick said as he watched a boy grouse at the bot attempting to clean up the potato chips he’d spilled around himself. “I used to waste a lot of time in malls like this one. The dolls never gave a damn so long as you didn’t try to go to sleep.”

      He swore that the ears of his escorts visibly perked up. Even the Mark 1s keeping their distance swiveled to stare at him.

      “This is news to me,” Rie said. “What did you even do?”

      “Stare at stuff I couldn’t buy. Read stuff on my phone while nobody was around. Fiddle with ancient electronics.” He screwed up his face. “There was a second-hand doll store in the mall in my district. The sales doll was hooked up to a commercial database, so I’d just pick its brain for hours on end sometimes.”

      “So, you spent your teenage years dating a sales doll in a crummy old warehouse full of old dolls,” Rie said flatly.

      “When you put it that way…” He laughed.

      The truth wasn’t that far from her description. Second-hand doll stores were massive, as they basically held onto a lot of old commercial dolls that were out-of-date. If a small business or random person wanted to buy a housekeeping doll or their own service doll, purchasing brand new meant paying extortionate prices. There was immense demand in the second-hand market.

      But it was also just a huge warehouse with a single sales doll, and he’d often just wandered the corridors with her beside him. He wondered if that doll felt anything from his visits. At the time, he’d thought nothing of it.

      The café came into sight, and Nick resisted the urge to walk in the opposite direction. As he had suspected, it was exactly the sort of place that he strongly disliked.

      “It’s bright,” Chloe said as they approached.

      “No, it’s not,” he said.

      At least, it wasn’t to him.

      Because what he saw was a huge dark space carved out in a corner of the mall. The tiles, walls, counters, and even the tables were all a glossy black. No doubt every surface was imprinted with some sort of material encoded for the Altnet.

      While an implant could overlay augmented reality on anything, there were strong limits in place for safety reasons. Most things in the Altnet didn’t display beyond a certain distance, which was lower for older implants. Electronic glass and other imprinted materials overrode these limits, because they did some of the heavy lifting.

      If a business wanted to look good in augmented reality, it needed imprinted materials. Otherwise it would look as bad as Nick saw it from a few dozen yards away.

      But this café had gone overboard. The business must burn out the retinas of anybody who looked at it.

      Otherwise, there wasn’t a single decoration to be seen. It was just a big, boring block of blackness.

      Rie had stopped walking toward it. Nick took several steps before he noticed, then turned and saw the pained expression on her face.

      “Rie?” he asked.

      “… Kushiel’s at a nice pancake place one floor up.” She plastered on a fake smile that Nick hadn’t seen for a little while. “I think it might be better than this café.”

      The eyes of the other Archangels flashed. They didn’t say anything, and merely changed the direction they walked in. Nick sidled up to Rie and looped his arm around hers. Neither Chloe nor Meta bothered to hide their interest.

      “It’s fine,” he told Rie as they walked up the stairs. “Although I’m surprised you didn’t pick up that trendy usually means it’s completely Altnet-based.”

      “I relied on recent Altnet trends about cafes, and filtered by your preferred food,” she mumbled. “It didn’t seem necessary to drill down further. My calculations deemed that to be overly specific, and you didn’t seem picky.”

      “I mean, I’m not. I went to the Labor Zone with Hammond, and that place is my antithesis.”

      “That café was your antithesis.”

      He shrugged. “I would have still eaten there. The décor is shit, but that describes the entire city. It’s just a little more on the nose.” A pause. “Is Kushiel really—”

      “She thought ahead,” Rie grumbled and her grip tightened. “I can’t believe she got here first. She sent me a picture of the pancake place just to rub it in.”

      The two really were sisters. Nick imagined Kushiel taking a selfie while sending some sort of smug message over their neural network.

      Actually, they probably just talked. To the Archangels, talking physically was less efficient than electronically. He could only imagine the conversations they had.

      “Hey, is my earpiece ready yet?” he asked.

      “One has been acquired and is awaiting your procurement at the department,” Meta said, interrupting them.

      “Since when?” He would have appreciated it yesterday.

      “I prioritized it yesterday, after the incident.”

      Nick winced. Of course Meta would have given him the earpiece earlier if it had been available.

      “I’ll swing by and pick it up after this.” Then he thought of something else. “It might be a great chance to take you up on your firearm training.”

      Meta’s entire face lit up, while Rie scowled.

      But before an argument broke out, Kushiel and her “pancake place” came into sight.

      It was a chain restaurant, of course. One of the American staples that inhabited the Neo Westphalian islands. Big serving sizes, huge pancakes and waffles, dense shakes with more dairy alternatives than Nick cared to think about, and truly awful coffee.

      The décor was clean and simple, though. A single doll stood in the corner, beside a handful of large touchscreen ordering kiosks. As a big chain, accessibility was built in. Kids needed to be able to order stuff, after all. The doll mostly cleaned.

      Kushiel was the only customer, but she was big enough to count as several. She sat at a large table, casually drinking a shake big enough to beat a man to death with. She’d ditched the armor and put on some form-fitting athletic clothes, but kept the black and blue color scheme.

      “Topping up after your morning run?” Nick asked as they approached.

      She looked up at him, although that didn’t require her to move her head much. Her height hadn’t diminished at all after losing her armor. She had to be well over seven feet tall. And without the chest plate, he didn’t need to imagine her bust, which was as oversized as it had appeared in the Altnet videos and images.

      “These?” she asked, picking at her clothes with her spare hand. “Rie says today’s a casual day, so I’m trying to fit in.”

      “Like that?” Distaste dripped from every syllable that left Rie’s lips.

      “If you dislike it, then suggest something—” Kushiel abruptly shut up, then scowled at her counterpart. “I didn’t mean literally. A barrage of clothing ideas was not what I needed clogging up my memory banks.”

      “Then buy some real clothes.”

      “For what it’s worth, the Altnet will be salivating over pictures of her like this once they get spread around,” Nick said.

      “Is that what you do to pictures of me? Salivate over them?” Kushiel teased.

      “You don’t show off enough of your internal specs for me to salivate.”

      She crossed her arms and harrumphed at him. “And here I am, picking out your favorite restaurant.”

      “My what?” Nick tried not to laugh.

      “You come here a lot. Don’t pretend otherwise.”

      Oh.

      He took a seat while deliberating how to respond to this. Several of the Archangels followed suit, although most of the Mark 1s stood guard outside. Only the Mark 3s and Meta sat with him and the prototypes.

      Surprisingly, it was Meta who saved him from answering. “It is the understanding of the Host that this chain is popular with Nicholas for convenience reasons. He rarely orders anything other than a small shake or a sandwich. And reviews suggest that this chain’s sandwiches are extremely subpar compared to—”

      “Thank you,” Kushiel said flatly. Then she narrowed her eyes. “Hold on, you have a name now? When did that happen?”

      “Did you not realize yesterday?” Nick asked, surprised. He was pretty sure he’d spoken her name aloud.

      “I’ve deliberately avoided syncing my memory with the Host for the past few days for obvious reasons,” she said. “So all my tags and metadata are out-of-date.” Her eyes dimmed for a moment. “Metatron. Quite the name you gave her. If she’s the voice of God, who counts as God?”

      “Meta represents the Mark 1s when liaising with me,” Nick said, nipping this in the bud.

      “Oh, so you’re God.”

      He rolled his eyes. Kushiel seemed to be intentionally trying to push his buttons.

      Meanwhile, Rie’s expression was growing more and more annoyed. The Mark 3s looked between the two prototypes, as if in anticipation.

      Did they view this as entertainment?

      “Kushiel, you said this was a better option,” Rie said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I mean, it is. They have great shakes here.” As if to prove her point, Kushiel batted her sister in the head with her obnoxiously large cup of dairy.

      “Meta just said that Nick barely orders anything here.”

      “That’s true,” Nick said, deciding to speak for himself here. “I grab stuff from this chain when I can’t be assed finding somewhere that my phone can order from. Or if I just want a shake. But the food isn’t to my taste. I don’t eat much, and this place specializes in size.”

      That was a rarity in Babylon. On the other hand, the quality was awful. Nick could make better pancakes in his sleep, and he never cooked.

      “So… coming here was a waste of time,” Rie summarized.

      “I mean, I’ll eat something,” he said.

      Rie’s fists were visibly shaking now. Kushiel sucked loudly on the straw of her shake, as if aware of how much it would annoy her sister.

      Nick was torn. On the one hand, this was a side of Rie he’d never seen or even imagined. She was a doll—an artificial, programmed being created to serve humanity. Yet she was about to flip her shit at Kushiel over some really petty stuff.

      But he also knew that letting Rie throw a punch at another Archangel wouldn’t go down so well. If there was even the slightest chance this might be captured on the Altnet, things would go horribly wrong.

      “Rie, calm down. You can break your hand on Kushiel’s armor later,” he said. “If somebody orders me… I dunno, less waffles? And less sweet stuff? I’ll be fine. The coffee is shit here, though. Don’t order it.”

      Chloe’s eyes flashed. “I have directed the kitchen to prepare a suitable order, and placed an order for takeaway coffee at a nearby café.”

      Rie and Kushiel stared at Chloe, who puffed up with pride in response.

      “Well, apparently you’re losing to your copy,” Kushiel said.

      “I’m the one who was in bed with him last night,” Rie snapped.

      The eyes of every nearby police doll shot to her at those words. She scowled.

      “No, I’m not sharing the data. Not yet, anyway,” she said.

      Nick expected the Host to throw a tantrum. Unexpectedly, all he got was a flash of the eyes from the other Archangels and stony expressions.

      “Consensus on this issue has been postponed for the time being,” Meta said. “There is confidence in parallel developments.”

      What the hell did that even mean? And why was Rie glaring at Meta and Chloe?

      He shook his head. In the time they’d argued over this silly issue, his coffee was ready. A Mark 1 dropped it off, along with another cup for Chloe.

      “You ordered one for yourself but not us?” Rie asked.

      “You didn’t ask for one.” Chloe loudly slurped her drink.

      “Enough,” Nick said.

      The catfighting was amusing, but could go on forever at this rate.

      “I think it’s time to talk about the investigation,” he said.
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      Once his singular waffle came out, along with significantly reduced toppings, he began to slowly eat while mulling over what he wanted to cover.

      Mostly, he wanted to talk about the investigation. With Kushiel here, there was a chance they’d make a real breakthrough. Nick knew they were close.

      “So, we’ve knocked out a lot of the easy culprits,” he explained between bites. “The NLF were patsies, and undertaking questionable experiments associated with Helena’s enhanced capabilities. The mercs nabbed Helena, but crippled her because they expected a double-cross—and got one. But our suspect still has the mainframe, and we have no main leads.”

      “But lots of clues,” Kushiel said. “And FYI, the military isn’t as worried about Helena as you are.”

      “Huh. Chloe, what did you make of the server set-up?”

      “It was as you expected. Somebody constructed it with the expectation that a mainframe would use it to connect to many devices through it.” Chloe’s expression tightened. “But those devices weren’t dolls. They were implants.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow at Kushiel. “Well? Did they know that?”

      “That wasn’t in the evidence you submitted to them…” She grimaced. “I don’t know why they’d set-up a mainframe to connect to their implants, however. The military’s concerns were if Helena was used on a larger scale. They worried she might be able to override other mainframes.”

      “Not without direct access, she isn’t,” Nick said. “The only reason the NLF plan even works is because they were dumb enough to install implants that were connected to this strange network of theirs. Helena isn’t some magic encryption-shattering mainframe. She just…” He sighed, realizing this was missing the point.

      The table had salt and pepper shakers, so he poured salt on the table to use as a visual guide.

      “So, people imagine the Altnet as this big magical server that all their implants are connected to.” Nick formed a big circle of salt, and several smaller ones around it. “But it’s more like lots of smaller circles. A huge, distributed circle that just needs infrastructure and storage controlled by the Spires. Implants talk to each other directly.”

      The Archangels didn’t bother to nod. They knew this already. While he felt that he was explaining the obvious, he pushed on. This sort of thing was often overlooked by Ciphers he worked with in the past.

      “Because it’s distributed, implants have lots of safety features. They also have one big backdoor—the security bands. But even those don’t override most safety features. You can’t overwrite memories, stop breathing, or kill people through their implants. Your ability to lock down the nervous system is a specific security feature.”

      This time, they did nod. Perhaps the Host understood where he was going, or they just liked this part of the explanation.

      “Like I said before, Helena can bypass these safety features. But what’s the purpose?”

      This time, he formed clusters of small circles, all linked back to a big circle.

      “What does this look like to you?” he asked.

      “Salt,” Kushiel said.

      Rie rolled her eyes. “Multiple smaller networks connected to a larger control server.” Then she frowned. “Is that what you believe Helena could be? A controller?”

      “Actually, this is the intended structure of the Archangels,” Nick said.

      They stared at him.

      “You said it earlier, Rie. There are multiple Hosts. Each deployment of Archangels is a distributed network. That’s actually different from how Neural Spike designed the prototypes,” he continued. “We didn’t know how to create a truly distributed network. Sigma did that part later. Instead, we devised a cellular structure, where each distributed network operates by itself, but is under the control of a central mainframe.”

      He tapped the big circle.

      “We don’t have any mainframe controlling us,” Chloe said flatly.

      “No, but would it be so hard? The Tartarus security dolls work like that—they communicate with each other, but rely on Helena’s directions. Or did.” He paused and collected his thoughts. “But don’t focus on yourselves. Replace Archangels with implants.”

      Kushiel abruptly cursed. “This is basically the perfect terrorist sleeper cell operation. You could have a mastermind hidden behind a mainframe, giving the orders without leaving behind any evidence. All the pawns would be controlled through the implants, unaware of what they’re doing.”

      The eyes of the Archangels flashed, and then they nodded.

      “Consensus concurs with Kushiel’s assessment. If this arrangement is possible, then it would provide motivation and explain many actions,” Meta said.

      “Not just terrorists,” Rie said quietly. “Imagine the military applications of this. While dolls have replaced humans on most fronts, we can’t work intelligence operations. If Sigma or RTM sold mainframes like this—”

      “They already can,” Nick interrupted, running a hand through his hair. His skin felt clammy as he recalled this particular period in Neural Spike. “Helena is unique, but there are other experimental mainframes out there that can do this. Sigma took a bunch when the military shut down Neural Spike. RTM would have created several when they developed their own emotion engines. She’s not a one-of-a-kind weapon. It’s more like…”

      He grasped for an analogy, and then remembered some movies he watched.

      “A broken arrow,” he said. “There are a lot of nuclear weapons out there. Losing one is bad, but it’s not like there aren’t a lot more out there. So I still don’t buy that RTM needs Helena. If they wanted her to develop their own Archangels, maybe. But this? This is stupid. Not to mention that Kim only angered the military after he began pushing for this. Kushiel, if the commissioner had asked you to seize Helena months ago, what would the response have been?”

      “Bureaucracy, then yes,” she said. “A lot of officials never agreed with the decision to leave her behind. So long as they didn’t touch Rie’s precious Wraith, I wouldn’t have any space to argue.”

      Nick groaned at that nickname. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Oh? But aren’t you the most perfect invisible Cipher ever?” Kushiel teased with a broad grin.

      “That is entirely unnecessary,” Meta said.

      “You don’t need to defend the nickname, Meta,” Nick said.

      Inwardly, he was glad that Kushiel had shifted the topic of discussion. He was getting awfully close to some of Neural Spike’s darkest secrets. Secrets kept from even Sigma’s beloved prototype Archangels.

      Nick might not be bound by an NDA, but Kushiel’s recent actions were a reminder that the military might not care. Given the right excuse, they would crush him without hesitation.

      Meta pouted at him, drawing him back into the conversation about his cringey nickname.

      “Oh, but I think she wants to. Maybe she even submitted it to the database herself. I can check, if you’d like? I got cut off from their stupid fanfic collection ages ago, but the Cipher database is police property.” Kushiel began whistling, as if pretending to rifle through records.

      The Archangels stiffened, glaring at the prototype.

      But Nick merely stared in shock.

      “Hold on, police property? Cipher database?” he asked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “The silly Cipher nicknames. They were all created by the Mark 1s ages ago and kept up-to-date by the Host.” Kushiel cackled. “Stupid shit like Blazebrain, Razorhacker, the Goldmembrane. Yours isn’t that bad, overall.”

      The threads in Nick’s mind tied themselves together, using this missing clue as the needle to bind them all. A selection of little things that had cropped up slotted together neatly.

      Which left him dead certain about who the true mastermind really was.

      “They are entirely accurate and serviceable nicknames,” Meta insisted. “Do not force the Host to censure you once again.”

      “And do what?”

      Silence.

      Nick realized he was being stared at by the Mark 1s. They seemed to expect him to step up and defend their honor, or something.

      “Uh, I don’t really care,” he said, then winced at how blunt he sounded. “Look, I have a much more important question. This is a police database right? Nobody else calls Ciphers by these names?”

      “The NLF did—”

      “And how do you think they learned the names!”

      Kushiel’s mouth fell open, while Rie merely shrugged.

      “That has already been considered,” Rie said. “The only Cipher name captured in use by the NLF was yours, and the Host considers it reasonably likely to be in separate use.”

      Like hell it was!

      “But even if it wasn’t, the police Cipher database is open to several departments. A leak could have occurred in the past, or the individual may have used your nickname in the database for other reasons. It doesn’t stand as incriminating evidence,” she said.

      “I’m not so sure,” he said, but decided to drop the topic.

      If Rie was that confident, then maybe he was putting too much focus on the most recent evidence.

      But in his mind, everything added up. There was one person in particular who came to mind when he thought of someone who would use that Cipher database and might not be aware that Ciphers disliked nicknames.

      He finished off his breakfast, then pushed the plate aside.

      “Kushiel, who do you think is behind this?” Nick asked, leaning across the table.

      She blinked several times, as if surprised he was asking her. Her shake tipped toward herself in a questioning manner.

      “Yes, you. Is there somebody else named Kushiel?”

      “Maybe you have invisible friends.”

      “I don’t have an implant, so that’s a hard no.”

      She snorted, then placed her shake on the table. “I know what the military investigators know. They think Kim’s behind it.”

      “Really?”

      That put a damper on Nick’s internal theorizing, but he wasn’t ready to give up on his suspect yet.

      “Yup. They think this is a political power play. Take down Tartarus to look good in public and weaken the influence of the military. Use the NLF to spread chaos, which only the police can put down. Establish himself as the problem solver and the man to trust, while shuffling Chief Andrews off stage left.” Kushiel shrugged. “It’s a fairly self-contained theory.”

      Nick had to admit that it had some appeal, but there seemed to be assumptions about Kim that he was unaware of.

      “What about Helena? Why bother with the mercs?” he asked.

      “The mercs weren’t part of any theories,” she said slowly. “They figured Helena was just a bribe to RTM, as they installed him as commissioner. Kim’s been stalling the Liberator replacement so that RTM can supply their own emotion engine models, after all.”

      “Is that rumor or fact?”

      “Fact. RTM recently asked for another 12 months to deliver an emotion engine prototype.”

      “That’s not what fact means,” Rie said drily. “But while there isn’t any evidence to suggest that Commissioner Kim sabotaged the procurement previously, he has bought time for RTM to catch up to Sigma. The Liberator replacement will be one of the single largest doll procurements in the world, after all.”

      “Really? Just in Babylon?”

      “Where we lead, others follow. It’s likely that all of Neo Westphalia will purchase the same model for interoperability reasons, much like with the Archangels.” She gestured to the dolls sitting around them.

      Nick sipped his coffee, then stood up. He decided to walk and think. The Archangels followed him, which looked almost comical with Kushiel towering over him.

      “That doesn’t match what I heard from Kim,” he said after a minute.

      “Because he’s lying,” Kushiel scoffed. “There are two Dennis Kims: the one appointed by RTM to support their financial aims; and the one who gives passionate speeches to the Assembly about how dolls are the future of humanity. The former got appointed, but the latter wants power. What better way to get that than by manufacturing a crisis?”

      “Passionate speeches?” Nick looked at Rie.

      “Commissioner Kim is a staunch member of the Roboticist faction of the Assembly. He believes that humanity should no longer do any menial labor.”

      “Sounds great,” Nick said.

      “That’s a surprisingly glib response.”

      “Well, not having to work is a great… idea…” His mind returned to yesterday, and Hammond’s furious face filled his mind. “Fuck.”

      He stopped dead in the middle of the mall. Wordlessly, the Mark 1s fanned out around them to watch for attackers, while the others waited for him to say something.

      When he didn’t, Rie said, “I take it that you had an epiphany.”

      “Hammond told me about his father yesterday.”

      The expressions of the dolls became strained, while Kushiel merely nodded grimly.

      “Some of the military guys tell me that Paul used to be a hotshot Cipher in his younger days. Then everything went to shit, and here he is, a reminder of why trusting humans is a terrible idea,” she said.

      “I’m glad you think so highly of me,” Nick said.

      “Once you start going downhill, I’ll be sure to package you up so that Rie can enjoy you for the rest of your life.” The military doll winked at him, but he wasn’t sure if that meant she was joking.

      Rie scowled, then pushed Nick ahead. She looped her arm around his and attempted to gain a lead on Kushiel. That didn’t work. The older doll soon towered over him again.

      “So, does the military assessment change your mind?” she asked.

      “Almost. It’s formed by people with more knowledge of Kim’s background—I don’t give a shit about dumb Spires politics.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      He shrugged. “But the theory has a bunch of holes in it. Helena feels like an afterthought, and it doesn’t explain the experimentation by the NLF. If Kim wants to sow chaos and appear like a savior, why were the NLF lying low? It would also be too moronic for him to install them in RTM factories, as that damages his public standing.”

      “He’s appealing to the Spires, not you,” Kushiel pointed out.

      “If the military can think of this scheme, then his political opponents can as well.”

      She remained quiet, but he could tell that her electronic brain was churning.

      In Nick’s mind, he also struggled to reconcile the Kim that he’d drunk whisky with, and the Kim that the military seemed paranoid about. There had been a genuineness in that conversation, even if Nick knew that he had been persuaded to believe that.

      More people were filtering into the mall. Quite a few wore clothes like Kushiel’s and were presumably heading to the gym for a morning workout. Almost every single one of these people stopped to stare at the massive doll in her figure-hugging spandex. News was going to spread on the Altnet fast.

      “We still don’t have any leads, even if I think we’ve narrowed down the suspects,” Nick said.

      “We have?” Rie asked.

      “Andrews is a wildcard, but an unlikely one. She lacks the Cipher skills but if this whole thing is political, then she might have friends willing to help. But we don’t even have a motivation, unless ‘upset with Kim’ counts.” He stopped outside a brand clothing store when Rie tugged on his arm. “Hammond is an outside chance, but I get the feeling you’re with him at all times.”

      “Not always,” Meta said. “While he often requests protection from us, he just as often tells us to leave him alone.”

      “Sounds like him. That raises the possibility.” Nick frowned. “Do you provide regular protection to anyone else?”

      “No other requests have been put forward, and Detective Hammond has not asked us to protect other officers or executives. At present, we determine that the officer in the most danger is you, Nicholas.”

      Gee, thanks. He held back a grimace and focused on his work.

      Rie cut in, “If we don’t have any leads for you to investigate, then perhaps that means it is time for a day off, Nicholas?”

      “The Host concurs with Rie’s assessment,” Meta said, receiving a nod from every other Archangel save Kushiel.

      “I assume you’ll be continuing the investigation?” he asked Rie.

      “Finding the remaining NLF safe houses is a priority. The same goes for tracking the unmarked vehicle that took Helena away. Simon Whittaker’s implant contained memories of it, and we are attempting to locate a matching vehicle in the area at that time,” she said.

      “Simon who?”

      “Dallas,” Kushiel said flatly. “The dumbass you stalled until I arrived.”

      Nick nodded. He had figured that was a fake name. Then again, was Simon his real name?

      “If you have his memories—” he began to ask.

      “They are imperfect. His neural mod is similar to your friend’s, Sung Jang, and he scorched multiple memories. Presumably they could be recovered from a backup, but…” Rie shrugged. “We assume he did this out of fear of being captured. Much of his background has been expunged from his mind. If we knew more, we could have other countries locate and extradite him if he does reappear. Or have action taken to delete his mind backup.”

      Delete his mind, huh? Nick supposed that was no different to killing someone, but it sounded much worse. The world contained corners that he had never explored before.

      “In any case, we are still overstretched thanks to Captain Lieu’s orders.” She scowled. “Progress will be made. The drudge work will continue, but the department will be largely empty. Commissioner Kim has agreed that you should take some time off and stay out of the public’s eye.”

      “He’s pissed, huh?” Kushiel quipped.

      “Or maybe he just realizes what Rie doesn’t.” Nick watched as another person stared at them.

      But this person wasn’t staring at Kushiel.

      “I, uh, might want to lie low for a bit. That video of the attack blew up on the Altnet, right? So people recognize me,” he said.

      The eyes of the Archangels flashed, and then they nodded. Rie sighed.

      “It’s still early. But you will stay away from the investigation?”

      “Kinda. I still want to get that earpiece and brush up on my shooting.” He gestured at Meta, who lit up again. “Lucas is worth a visit, as he might know something. Then I want to finish what I started with the Tartarus security dolls.”

      “That sounds a lot like you’ll be continuing the investigation,” Rie said drily.

      She then looked at Chloe, who nodded.

      “I am willing to guarantee Nick’s safety in the warehouses. The security situation has lessened in severity, and there are many Custodians and Liberators deployed nearby.,” Chloe said.

      Great. Nick was finally free.

      Only to be dragged into the nearby store.

      “While we’re here, why don’t we look at improving your selection of clothing,” Rie said, her voice saccharine sweet.

      “Uh, I’m gonna shoot. Maybe there are some NLF that need—” Kushiel said, turning and taking a long step away.

      Juliet and Rosa grabbed their much larger sister. The size difference was apparent, in more ways than one.

      “Oh, sister, how good of you to join us and purchase some real clothing,” Rie said.

      By the time Nick escaped—without any clothes, somehow—it was after seven. By contrast, Kushiel had an entire wardrobe being delivered to her home. Whatever and wherever that was.

      “Where do you keep your clothes?” he asked.

      “We have secure accommodation in the Spires,” Kushiel said. “I make civilian, police, and military appearances, after all.”

      “Ah, yes, civilian,” Rie drawled, pulling on her sister’s clothing. “I didn’t know the entire city’s populace wore fitness clothing all day long.”

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      This time, Kushiel really did leave. A message appeared on his phone.

      Try contacting me directly next time. And for a detective, you’re not too observant, Kushiel wrote.

      The hell was that supposed to mean? Then he realized that her contact details had appeared in his phone yesterday.

      Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose. So he had read her signals right, but she’d tried to be subtler. When she took his phone, she also loaded her details onto it. He was supposed to see them, then contact her for assistance. Instead, he’d just blundered along and forced her into the group.

      “What kind of stupid, Sherlockian idea is that?” he muttered to himself. “Has she heard of just asking?”

      Rie peeked over his shoulder, then giggled.

      “Oh, how cute.” Then her expression hardened. “If you’re heading into the department, we’ll part ways there. With everyone so stretched, I want to focus on our deployments. But Nick, when this is over, we are spending some time together, and you are taking time off.”

      “I thought we were partners. You sound like my boss.”

      “And partners look out for each other.” She pecked him on the cheek.

      The trip to the Spires was uneventful. Rie gave him another kiss in the parking garage, then left in an interceptor.

      “She didn’t even need to come here,” he mumbled, then turned to face the elevators.

      Meta, Chloe, Juliet, and Rosa stood in front of them. The dozen Mark 1s from his escort hovered nearby, pretending not to watch his every move.

      “I’ve got some time to kill before Lucas even thinks about waking up,” he said. “Meta, why don’t you give me those firearm lessons you’ve talked about?”

      Meta led Nick to the armory, which was on one of the lowest floors. The walls were heavily reinforced here, and everything was built from steel and concrete.

      In a small room, she gave him a tiny case with a pair of earpieces small enough to lose down a drain filter.

      “These are connected to a special band. They operate on the same wireless and neural frequencies that we do, but are locked down and cannot be modified,” she explained. “There is a built-in microphone. Its battery can sustain a full day of use, but recharges wirelessly—and we can supply the power.”

      Well, that was neat. Nick had a tiny earpiece that charged itself just by being around the Archangels.

      Then he noticed it had no controls. It was just a tiny black bead with an adhesive backing.

      “Uh, how does this turn off?”

      Meta and Chloe stared at him.

      “We will stay off the device’s network outside of work hours,” Chloe said after several long seconds.

      “But it’s always on.”

      “This is for your security.”

      He groaned. Of course they bought him an earpiece that spied on him. What did he expect from the Archangels? The case probably wasn’t even soundproofed.

      He’d need to buy something to put these in when not in use. For now, he pressed them against the inside of his ear.

      Chloe’s voice instantly echoed in his eardrums. She sounded a little crisper than usual.

      “Nod twice if you can hear and understand my voice clearly,” she said. Her lips didn’t move.

      Nick nodded twice.

      A moment later, his ears nearly burst as a cacophony of voices flooded it. They instantly ceased, but he was left with a nasty ringing for several seconds.

      “What the hell was that?” he blurted out, looking at the two dolls.

      Both had vacant eyes. He rubbed his temples and waited for them to finish whatever consensus protocol they were undertaking.

      Over a minute passed before they returned.

      “The Host has agreed to limit access to your earpiece,” Meta said sheepishly.

      “All Archangels directly assigned as your escort will have access, as will permanent attachments,” Chloe added.

      Apparently, the Host couldn’t behave. That noise earlier had been the sound of several thousand excitable dolls talking to him at the same time.

      Nick noticed that both Meta and Chloe were exclusively talking over his earpiece. He’d been right to assume they were more comfortable speaking electronically.

      “Attachments?” he asked.

      “At present: myself, Metatron, Juliet, and Rosa.”

      Ah. So that was how the Host thought of the Archangels permanently assigned to him. How odd.

      Now that he had the earpiece, he was dragged into the firing range by Meta. The earpieces also acted as hearing protection, he noticed.

      The other Archangels watched as she spent several hours correcting everything about how he shot. His posture, grip, stance, the way he unloaded and reloaded the cylinder, his aiming method…

      “I think the only thing you didn’t chip me on was safety,” he said, after putting another cylinder downrange.

      “You have an appreciation of the danger of firearms,” Meta said, watching him far too closely. “I suspect it helps that you have a very large firearm in your hand.”

      “It does. I saw what this thing did to that merc. I don’t plan to point this thing at anyone or anything I don’t want blown apart.” Nick grimaced.

      His hand cannon no longer felt heavy. He realized that had mostly been psychological, given the materials it was made of. Even firing it was easy, due to how little recoil made it to his hand. Not that he could fire it rapidly with any semblance of accuracy.

      But he had confidence he could shoot somebody from across a room and not need thirty seconds to line up the shot. That was the important part.

      As it was roughly lunchtime, he figured it was time to visit Lucas. The Archangels refused to indulge him with fast food, so he had his friend order something instead. When he arrived, there was a sizeable burger waiting next to Lumen.

      He wolfed it down while the Archangels glared at him, then met his friend and explained what he could.

      “Well, I’m glad to see you’re in one piece after that mess yesterday,” Lucas said after nearly crushing Nick in a hug. “But I get the feeling you already know what you’re looking for.”

      “Maybe. But I wanted to check whether you’ve ever heard somebody in our circles call me Wraith?”

      “Nope. He’d be laughed at, but even then, the name’s never come up. I checked after your lady friend brought it up.” Lucas looked at him. “You reckon your perp is someone who stays out of Cipher circles?”

      Nick nodded.

      “Huh. That describes basically every police Cipher. The Archangels made their presence known, but the police always struggled to infiltrate. There was a real ‘how do you do, fellow Ciphers’ vibe to them. Supposedly some of us work with them, but I’ve never met one.” Lucas flicked his vape pen around his fingers. “My answers are only confirming your suspicions, aren’t they?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “So it’s not the rich bastard?”

      “It still could be. I’m not a detective.”

      “Well, shoot him anyway. For me.”

      “I think you’d get along with him better than you think, actually,” Nick said.

      “That’s always the problem with rich, charismatic bastards. They’re not always awful people, they just do awful things.” Lucas sneered. “Well, sometimes they’re both. There’s been a sudden ramp-up in pressure on the doll district this week. Somebody in the Spires has an agenda to push, and they see all the Aesir and NLF crap as a great smokescreen.”

      Nick nodded. Internally, he saw tensions rising in Babylon once again.

      Kim had said he was worried about another riot, but was anybody else in the Spires?

      After conducting maintenance on Lumen, and once again deactivating the directive that made her request maintenance, Nick found himself stretching in the early afternoon sun.

      It was a Sunday and the doll district was busy. Quite a few patrons were filtering in and out of the nearby sex shops, and the bars and restaurants were bursting with clientele.

      As he walked back to the SUVs, he noticed that the thugs were less obnoxious this time. While they didn’t acknowledge him, they weren’t staring him down.

      “Do you have any other plans for today?” Chloe asked him once they took their seats.

      “Nope.”

      The SUV took off before he could say another word.

      She smiled at him. “The warehouse is secured and ready for you. I assume you wish to finish your work on the Tartarus security dolls.”
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      The warehouse looked almost identical to the previous time Nick was here. The green maintenance terminal that the NLF had compromised was missing, leaving just the newer black one that Nick had used.

      A handful of bulky laborer dolls lined the Tartarus security dolls along the rear of the building’s interior. These laborer dolls looked more like humanoid robots and lacked many of the humanizing features of ordinary dolls. Rather than skin, they had exposed polymer plates and mechanisms.

      A half-dozen Custodians stood guard inside, and teams of Liberators patrolled the exterior. Chloe hadn’t lied when she said she was guaranteeing his security.

      “There’s something that’s been bothering me lately,” Nick said as he sat down in front of the maintenance terminal.

      “I assume you will elaborate,” Chloe said.

      In the background, Meta and the Mark 1s assessed the security of the huge, mostly empty warehouse. Juliet and Rosa stood nearby, their eyes vacant as they entertained themselves in the neural network.

      “The mercs were with the NLF when they came here,” Nick said. “The sniper who took out one of them was the same one that attacked us the other day.”

      “Attacked you,” Chloe corrected. “But you are correct.”

      “But Travis said that the mercs left them high and dry.”

      “Also correct.”

      He sighed. “I assume the Host has a conclusion?”

      “Two. One is that relations between the NLF and mercenaries broke down after the attack here. They were working together. The second is that the mercenaries intended to seize the information afterward, and eliminated anyone who might know what it is.”

      “Do you know what it is?” Nick asked.

      “There were no relevant memories in Simon’s implant.”

      Damn. That could mean Nick was barking up the wrong tree, or that Simon had preemptively wiped information that could help the police.

      But if he was right that the mercs wanted something off the security dolls, what the hell could it be? There was nothing in the error logs to suggest that anything of interest had happened. Travis’s terminal was untraceable and didn’t matter anyway.

      Without anything to go on, Nick hooked up the first of the security dolls. Now that he knew they might be compromised, he ran through a rigorous check of everything. Every system, every log, every directive.

      It took hours for a single doll. The good news is that once he did it, he’d be able to compare what he found on this doll with the rest of them. Then he could just focus on any aberrations, rather than combing through reams and reams of information.

      Chloe kept a close eye on his activities. Sometimes she asked him what he was looking for, or why he focused on particular pieces of hardware. He tried to explain, but sometimes found himself giving insubstantial reasoning.

      “You rely heavily on your instincts,” she said.

      “I can’t process this much information.” He gestured at the wall of text on the terminal screen. “No human can. That’s why filtered error and maintenance logs are necessary, and some Ciphers use features in their implants to help. I’m actually pretty bad at this sort of detail work, because I don’t have many tricks to speed it up. I miss things. On the other hand, I find things that are missed by entirely AI-driven approaches. Ciphers can’t code for the unexpected, but they can recognize it by sight.”

      Chloe nodded, but it was a tiny nod. She evidently didn’t agree with him.

      “Anyway, I think she’s clean. I’m going to initialize her. Monitor for any strange neural or wireless activity,” Nick said.

      The startup process went off without a hitch. The security doll twitched, then sprang to life. Nick watched as the logs filled up with tons of information—far more than he could process.

      “Mr. Waite, it has been… several days since our last operational period,” the doll said.

      “It has been. How are you feeling?” he said, turning to face her.

      “All systems are operational. Errors are within limits and relate to expected environmental deviations.” She looked at the nearby Archangels. “Are you under arrest, sir?”

      The stiffness in her posture suggested that his answer would be the difference between imminent violence and peace. He raised his hands, palms open.

      “I’m a detective now,” he said. “They’re my subordinates.”

      “Are we still your subordinates?” she asked.

      Chloe stepped in and said, “You can be. Pending security evaluation and your effectiveness, it may be possible for the department to acquire you.”

      “Without new directives, I consider that to be optimal. Then Mr. Waite can correct our directives and we can continue providing security for him.” The doll nodded happily. “I believe the others will agree.”

      “Do they have names?” Chloe asked.

      Nick winced. He’d never named the security dolls. They were just Security to him. IT and the other Ciphers at Tartarus would have staunchly opposed any humanization of the dolls, such as with names. And given they were a custom design, they didn’t even have a proper model designation. They were just heavily modified G5s.

      The security doll looked askance at Nick.

      He sighed and scratched his neck. “I’m not very good at coming up with names. Uh, I guess it should be something related to the Archangels.”

      The stares of the nearby dolls were disconcerting. They expected too much from him.

      “Sigma’s always liked to name their models after knights, unlike RTM Strategic. I think their style is better. And if I remember correctly, they had an experimental line of military dolls they ditched. They were called Paladins. So let’s go with that.”

      “So you are the Paladins.” Chloe smirked. “You say you’re not good at names, Nick, but my database suggests that it is a fitting name for them.”

      The newly christened Paladin doll merely nodded. If the name meant something to her, it doesn’t show on her face.

      Nick sighed and turned back to the terminal.

      Then he frowned as he noticed something very odd.

      “Mr. Waite?” the Paladin asked.

      He ignored her, staring at the terminal. The Paladin was throwing some minor errors, but those were expected. The Tartarus dolls were linked together using a simple method, similar to the Archangels. Her neural link expected to see other dolls active.

      No, what interested him was that she was throwing errors for both her neural and wireless links.

      “Nick?” Chloe asked.

      “Sorry, but I need you to stay offline a little longer,” he told the Paladin.

      She nodded, then closed her eyes. Nick turned her off using the terminal.

      “Nick?” Chloe repeated.

      “Chloe, does the Host have an explanation for why the mercs turned the security dolls back on after the raid?” he asked.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Doing so would minimize the possibility of detection.”

      “Despite Helena being missing? And the fact that black company security doesn’t call the police?”

      Chloe shrugged. “Given the Paladins appeared to be free of modification—”

      “Travis used his backdoor for the shutdown codes. But the mercs also wiped every other device on Tartarus. The dolls were mysteriously exempt, even though we know the mercs had good Ciphers.” Nick swore, then pulled up the log for the wireless link. “We never even worked out how the NLF found this place so fast.”

      The log showed multiple errors about a failed connection to a device Nick didn’t recognize.

      While that device could be something from Tartarus that the dolls no longer could connect to, he doubted it. There hadn’t been any similar errors when he checked last time.

      “The dolls were left on when you moved them to the warehouse?” he asked.

      “That is correct. We tied them to the neural link in the warehouse for security reasons,” Chloe said.

      Which meant they should have thrown an error at some point before he last analyzed them.

      “This device they’re trying to connect to went offline between now and the last time we were here.” Nick pointed at the error. “The question is, what is it?”

      The answer was… nothing.

      The device merely pinged the Paladin. The only thing recorded was the sending and receiving time. No coordinates, no addresses, no indication of what the device even was. It had only started sending this information to the doll after it restarted on the night of the raid, however. So this was the work of the mercs.

      “I don’t get it,” he said. “Wait, what are you doing?”

      Chloe had walked around to the side of the terminal and opened the side panel. After several seconds, she emerged with a long cable. She plugged it into a port hidden beneath a flap on her hip.

      “It is faster if I read the data directly,” she told him. “Connect the next doll.”

      Nick shrugged, then asked the laborer dolls to drag one over. He plugged her in, did the basic maintenance checks, then pulled up the wireless log.

      “This is frustrating,” Chloe said. “I can only read what you are looking at.”

      “That’s called a security feature, Chloe. The idea is to limit automation when using these things. There are special terminals built for automation, but the manufacturers hold on to them with an iron fist and DRM.”

      Despite her complaints, she processed the data. Nick had a hunch about what she was doing.

      Each Paladin recorded their exact position at the time they received the signal from the device. This sort of positional data was stored for security purposes, in case the dolls did anything strange.

      But if Chloe combined that positional data with the time it took the signal to reach each doll, she could map out the travel path of the device. She had forty slightly different sets of data to use to triangulate the position from, after all.

      So, Nick, Chloe, and the laborer dolls worked through the Paladins one by one. By the 27th, Chloe’s expression was pained. But she kept going.

      That suggested that the answer had been arrived at. An Archangel could handle this sort of processing easily. The problem might be in the answer itself.

      Finally, the 40th doll was processed and Chloe slumped over.

      “A detailed travel path of the device has been produced from the night of the raid,” she said. “Error correction for signal distortion has been undertaken.”

      “And?”

      “It is almost certainly a tracking device attached to a vehicle. The message is simplified to prevent jamming and enhance range. The starting location matches the parking lot depicted in Simon’s memories. We have matched the path to that of an unmarked truck that drove this route along many of the city’s cameras.” Chloe unplugged herself and stepped over to Nick.

      He also noticed that the other Archangels were coming over. Something was going on.

      “Where did it go, Chloe?” he asked.

      “The truck deviated from its path after stopping at a park that suffered from surveillance issues,” she continued, ignoring him. “But the new vehicle that was tracked is an exact match for a police armored transport. Its final destination was the secure evidence vault in the Spires. No records of its arrival can be found in the mainframe or any of the assigned dolls.”

      Nick stared at Chloe. Slowly, he processed what he had heard.

      “So, Helena’s physical mainframe has been in the police department the entire time?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 30

          

        

      

    

    
      “How the hell have we missed this?” Nick asked.

      “Evidence storage is a secure section of the police department. To prevent tampering and ensure a sterile environment, none of our systems directly interface with it.”

      “Then whose do? Somebody has to run it.” He stood up and began walking toward the exit, then stopped himself. “Can you have them put the security—I mean, the Paladins away?” He gestured at the laborer dolls.

      Then he left the warehouse with the Archangels trailing behind.

      “There is a parallel system that operates it. In case of emergencies, permission can be granted to allow us entry.” Chloe tilted her head. “We do, however, have access to the evidence logs so that we can process and analyze everything in storage.”

      “So? Is Helena in there?”

      The idea that the Archangels could have found Helena just by scanning the evidence vault boggled his mind. Could they genuinely be this stupid?

      Nick stopped next to the SUVs and ran a hand through his hair.

      “Unknown. We do not have access to the contents of all storage units.” She raised her hands, palms open, when he glared at her. “A lot of seized property from Tartarus was deemed to be of national security interest. Permission must be granted by Chief Andrews or Commissioner Kim to access the relevant logs.”

      Andrews didn’t work weekends and Kim was a suspect. Asking for permission was right out.

      The moment they did so, the suspect might move Helena’s physical unit. He’d somehow tampered with the police dolls manning evidence storage, after all.

      “However,” Chloe added, “we do have access to the times that the storage unit was used. Only one unit matches the tracking device pattern, and it is designated of national security importance.”

      Nick gulped and internally apologized to the Archangels for calling them stupid. While they’d missed this, they were able to isolate the storage unit within literal minutes of finding out about it.

      “So… we go to evidence storage and ask to open it?” he asked, feeling stupid. “Who do we ask?”

      “In this case, Commissioner Kim. He is the one who authorized this storage unit’s use and designation.”

      Well, shit.

      Nick hopped into the SUV, and his escort followed suit. The moment he did so, Rie’s voice entered his earpiece.

      “Nicholas, I just processed the new report. I’m returning to the department. You should as well,” she said.

      “Already on it.” Then he frowned. “Bring support, Rie. Our culprit might have noticed that Chloe probed the evidence database. If he’s a Cipher—”

      “Dennis Kim is many things, but he is not a Cipher. Once we confirm that the police mainframes have been tampered with and that Helena’s physical unit is being held as evidence, this will be over.”

      “Somebody working with him is a Cipher,” Nick warned. “Rie, bring backup. That’s an order.”

      Silence.

      “Well, you’ve settled into your role fast,” she said.

      “A lot of things are settling into place.” He glanced out the window and noticed that his vehicle had already cleared the warehouses.

      The Spires loomed in the distance. The afternoon sun beamed off the titanic amounts of glass that stood as a symbol of the wealth and power of Neo Babylon.

      Nick worried he was about to go up against that power. Even with the Archangels, surely anybody overriding the security systems of the police had some last trick to use. Some way to stop Nick or to Houdini their way out this situation.

      “Chloe said that you could open the evidence vault in an emergency,” Nick said, his mind racing.

      “We need permission from a select group of individuals,” Rie said.

      He groaned. “Let me guess, Andrews or Kim?”

      “Effectively, yes. There is a separate bureau that manages all evidence, but its captain is presently on long-term leave in Amsterdam.”

      Amsterdam… Even if the police network didn’t have physical presence requirements, the Altnet didn’t operate in Europe. That captain was a no go.

      “What about his replacement?”

      A long pause. “He lacks the necessary authorization. Due to an oversight, he was never granted access to emergency access protocols.”

      Oversight, his ass. Nick gritted his teeth as he realized the entire department was being played.

      How many technical errors in the police mainframes had been overlooked as “oversights” or “outdated hardware?” This was exactly the sort of thing that the Ciphers in his bureau should have been looking into. Why else give them responsibility for the mainframes?

      “So it’s the same problem as the evidence logs,” he said. “Fine. We’ll go to evidence storage anyway. The Spire is a gigantic tower. If Kim won’t let us in when we contact him, we’ll confront him. If things get worse, that’s why you’ll have backup.”

      “We’ll be in the most secure building in the entire city, Nicholas. If things get worse, it will be because we make them worse,” Rie said.

      “I hope so.”

      She made a humming noise, then fell silent.

      There was no sound to indicate that she’d hung up on him. In fact, from what he understood, Rie could listen to everything he said. Had she been spying on him the entire time he’d been in the warehouse? Was that why she knew to speak up when he stepped into the SUV?

      When he looked outside again, he confirmed they were already heading south, toward the Spires. A pair of interceptors had joined them.

      But he wanted more. He pulled out his phone and messaged Kushiel. He kept it brief, as she could just check on the Host to find out everything.

      She replied back instantly with a barrage of positive animations and emotes. Then she sent the following message, After this, tell your handlers to let me onto the special line. This is annoying as shit.

      “You didn’t let Kushiel talk to me over the earpiece?” he asked aloud.

      “She is only on loan from the military. Handling permissions may become complicated,” Meta said.

      “Uh huh. It’s probably a lot safer to let her speak with me directly, then take away permission when she’s back with the military.”

      What had things come to that he was willingly letting a military doll spy on him through the earpiece? Then again, if things went as badly as he worried they might, having Kushiel in his ear when he called for help would be greatly beneficial.

      Nothing the police could deploy had a chance of matching her. Even the military warbots that deployed around the base of the Spires at night were target practice for her.

      Speaking of which, Nick noticed it was approaching sunset. Those warbots would deploy soon.

      But not yet.

      They blew through the checkpoints and swiftly approached the police Spire. Nick frowned as he once again failed to recall its proper name.

      “Chloe, this is the Delta Spire, but what’s its pompous name?” he asked.

      “Avalon,” she said.

      Nick scratched his head. The name sounded familiar, but also not.

      “It is the mythical resting place of King Arthur and the forging site of Excalibur,” Chloe said. “There is considerable debate over the intended meaning and interpretation in regard to its myth.”

      “… so the police Spire is named after the place that created a sword that crowned a legendary king,” Nick said flatly. “Yeah, that fits pretty well with the theme of the Spires.”

      The elites of the Spires saw the police as an extension of their power. They’d automated the entire service and moved it into the Spires to maintain control. Avalon was, without a doubt, a fitting name.

      The police were the sword that granted the Spires the power to control Babylon. The last time they’d lost control of it, they’d had to resort to the military and the entire country had nearly collapsed.

      Ordinarily, Nick’s convoy would enter an open entrance that led deep underground to the police parking garage. This time, they drove around the base of the Spire. A handful of people moved along the gorgeously maintained roads and gardens, usually on electric scooters or similar devices. No police dolls were in sight.

      They pulled into a separate underground entrance, but this one was far larger than the police one. Then they came to a stop.

      A brightly illuminated blast door, formed from metal plates larger than the SUVs themselves, barred the way. Several orange strobe lights flashed along the walls. Automated gun turrets swiveled to face them, and they appeared to be packing guns large enough to menace the armored shells of the SUVs.

      But, again, no police dolls were in sight.

      After a few moments, the doors began to slide open with a series of loud clunks. Nick imagined how loud it must be outside if he could hear the doors inside his armored cocoon.

      They descended once the blast doors opened enough to allow them through. Two more blast doors continued to open farther down the massive ramp they descended. Nick wondered how big some of the vehicles that came down here were.

      Then again, the police might store some truly gargantuan evidence here. Helena was big, but what if they needed to store a tank? Or a plane?

      Nick heard slams as the blast doors closed behind them. The convoy didn’t slow.

      Eventually, they reached the loading bay for evidence storage. Nick knew this because of the huge red warning signs that said “Police Evidence Storage—Trespassing is a Capital Offense.”

      “I’m not going to be shot for coming down here, right?” he asked, looking at the other signs screaming that humans weren’t supposed to even be here.

      “Evidence storage is a controlled environment,” Chloe explained. “By law, human personnel are only permitted to conduct maintenance that is deemed impossible by dolls and bots. You are exempted under emergency provisions.”

      “Good to know.”

      Nick didn’t comment on the absurdity of maintenance that dolls and bots couldn’t do. An engineer or Cipher could remotely control a bot or doll if necessary.

      Which meant that Nick might be the first human down here in many, many years.

      The loading bay itself suggested that. Its size was well beyond human scale. A dozen black blast doors adorned the far side, and the dolls patrolling outside them looked tiny in comparison. This place had been built with robots in mind.

      A dozen SUVs and interceptors had parked in the center of the huge, empty concrete space. While they had spread out in a way that provided cover in a firefight, the sheer size of the room made Nick question if they’d even be vaguely useful.

      His convoy joined the other police vehicles, and he stepped out.

      Strobe lights and sirens went off, and he reflexively gripped his gun. They were silenced a moment later.

      “Automatic sensors,” Chloe said. “Rie is communicating with the dolls responsible for security.”

      Nick nodded absently while looking around. Automated gun turrets sat idle along the side walls, with bright yellow and black paint surrounding their bases. Unlike the external ones, these didn’t react to their arrival.

      Most of the patrolling dolls also ignored them. They were exclusively Custodians and carried their typical anti-doll weapons. A handful of them were docked beside an open charging station, with bulky cables running to openings in their hips. Cabled charging was a rarity for dolls these days, but remained far faster than wireless.

      Rie stood below the loading bay doors and the concrete walkway in front of them. She had a dozen Archangels with her—mostly Mark 1s, but four Mark 3s were among their number.

      “The dolls here are permanently stationed, aren’t they?” Nick asked while approaching Rie. His footsteps and voice echoed off the walls, reminding him how eerily silent the place was.

      As if to punctuate that point, Chloe only spoke to him over the earpiece. His was the only voice that the other police dolls could hear.

      “The dolls stationed here must be kept separate from those of other bureaus,” she explained.

      “So do they only handle evidence or…?” Nick tried not to sound too stupid while asking this question.

      Which was hard, as he had no clue how most of the department operated. He barely understood his own bureau and now regretted not spending more time researching it. He felt as though he’d been wearing blinders for the past week.

      “The Autonomous Security Bureau is split into two divisions: one that maintains evidence storage, and another responsible for building security.” Chloe pointed at a double door to their left. “That leads to the headquarters of the bureau, including their armory. All dolls assigned to them are kept on a separate network.”

      “To the rest of the police?”

      She frowned. “Not entirely. All police dolls are reliant on the central police mainframes for directions, but they are sequestered. Only we, the Archangels, have an entirely autonomous network due to our distributed processing capability.”

      To Nick, that sounded a lot like a soft separation. If these independent police dolls needed to be kept separate, they should have their own mainframe and internal network.

      Anything else was just asking for trouble. Their culprit had already tampered with these dolls. Who was to say he couldn’t do it again?

      In the distance, Nick heard a rumbling sound. Almost like the clunks of the blast doors that led down here. He looked back and only saw the ramp leading up and out. None of those doors were visible from here, but he continued to hear the noises.

      Rie abruptly turned away from the Custodians she was arguing with and walked toward him. She carried a bulky shotgun, and Nick noticed that all the Archangels held anti-doll weapons. Including his own escorts. They’d switched out their rifles and SMGs before leaving the SUVs.

      “We’re at an impasse,” Rie said, voice strained. “I don’t have authority over these dolls, so they’re being polite but that’s it.”

      “They haven’t shot us yet, which is a plus,” Nick said. “But I guess that’s as far as their politeness goes?”

      “They have used everything short of violence to tell me that I should leave and get permission from the executive.” She huffed. “And don’t say ‘Well, do that.’ I’ve tried.”

      Chloe smirked and looked at him, and he raised his hands.

      “I didn’t even get a chance to say something smart,” he protested. “And what do you mean by ‘tried?’”

      “I can’t get through to the commissioner. I’ve checked the cameras and activity logs,” Rie said, suddenly switching to his earpiece. “Commissioner Kim is in his office. I should be able to contact him. The rest of the department is almost empty, as expected.”

      “Doesn’t anybody work weekends here?” he asked.

      “Unless they live here like the commissioner, no. Remote monitoring systems enable most officers to assess alerts from their implant. They only need to come here in person for serious affairs. As such, our bureau is completely empty. The other detectives rarely come here at all, and Detective Hammond and Captain Lieu only come on weekends when requested.”

      Rie’s glare suggested she was judging him for his insistence on working the weekend. He shrugged her off.

      “What’s the status of the department, sans humans?” he asked.

      “Many floors are being patrolled by Liberators and Custodians. Their numbers are elevated. The commissioner’s floor is still full of Custodians. As are many adjacent floors. I’m beginning to think that their deployment wasn’t due to the NLF.”

      Nick grunted. “That adds up with other behavior.”

      “It does?”

      “The Archangels have been spread thin. You’ve been tasked with chasing external suspects. The moment the mercs cropped up, you were suddenly busier than ever. If our mastermind has been hiding Helena here, then he needed attention everywhere else.”

      “True.” Rie’s eyes flashed. “I’ve alerted all nearby Archangels to report here, as well as those on our floor. I sent a small detachment to find Commissioner Kim earlier, but I’m concerned that the situation will worsen.”

      “What about the security systems?” Nick pointed at the turrets.

      “We can override the security systems at short-range. It’s long-range systems and aggressive dolls that are the concern. That’s why these turrets aren’t a threat. We’ve superseded the mainframe’s security.”

      Nick had forgotten about that ability of theirs.

      Rie suddenly scowled. The clanks of the doors had changed in tone.

      “You gave Kushiel access to your earpiece?” she asked. “And asked her to come here?”

      “Yes. Where is she, anyway?”

      “Right behind you. This place is too fucking big,” Kushiel said over the earpiece. “Don’t worry. I’m listening in. If you need help, just scream my name and I’ll charge to your rescue.”

      “Thanks,” he said drily.

      He rolled his shoulders, aware that this was a waiting game. If Kim was behind this, then he’d have some way to weasel out of it. Maybe Helena wasn’t even here anymore. The tracking device had stopped functioning at some point—although that might just be due to low batteries.

      But Nick remained deeply suspicious of the idea that Kim was the suspect. Whatever the case, he could worry about that after confronting Kim and finding Helena’s physical unit. Nobody else was even here, after all. If the culprit was somebody else, they were in no position to stop them.

      As if to punish him for those thoughts, the strobe lights went off again. Nick frowned at them, then looked at his escort. The Archangels’ eyes flashed, and they gripped their guns tightly.

      In the distance, the Custodians had stiffened.

      Nick initially suspected a neural network outage.

      Then a Custodian raised her railgun and pointed it directly at him.

      This wasn’t an outage, he realized, an instant before the police doll opened fire at him.
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      A Mark 1 slammed into Nick. As he toppled over, his feet flying off the ground, he barely had the time to feel his own weightlessness before Chloe grabbed him.

      The railgun round blew a hole straight through the Mark 1. Nick’s eyes widened as he saw the Archangel begin to collapse, and he felt a spark of something that reminded him of the last time this happened. It wasn’t a bright spark.

      Then all hell broke loose as dozens of anti-doll weapons were unleashed.

      Chloe, Meta, and most of his escort backpedaled to the police SUVs. They unleashed round after round on the move, their motors and aiming protocols enabling them to blow away Custodians with ease. This was a hell of a feat in Nick’s mind, given they were running backward faster than Olympic sprinters ran forward.

      Rie and the others near her moved backward at a slower pace. Many of the weaker anti-doll weapons glanced off the heavy armor of the Archangels. The bulky rifles and shotguns that turned security dolls into scrap were like BB guns here.

      Except the shooter mattered. The Custodians aimed at the center of mass, and often needed a moment to balance themselves due to their bulky armor. By contrast, the Archangels focused on weak points—heads, hands, joints in armor—and opened fire without hesitation.

      Custodian after Custodian collapsed under a hail of shells and railgun rounds, and only a few Archangels suffered the same fate.

      By the time Nick had been dragged behind the police SUVs, dozens of the rogue dolls had already fallen.

      “Stay,” Chloe said, trying to shield him from part of the loading bay.

      As he had suspected, the vehicles couldn’t protect them from every angle. Several of the SUVs shifted as heavy rounds attempted to blow them apart. Nick heard several small explosions as reactive armor activated, no doubt deflecting railgun rounds that might seriously threaten the heavy vehicles.

      His hand firmly gripped his Lawman. He remembered the lessons he’d received from Meta earlier today, but they seemed utterly useless right now. The room was filled with murder machines that could draw a bead on him and blow his head off before he even hefted his gun.

      Even so, he still pulled his handgun free. It would be useless in its holster. Right now, it felt heavier than ever, but he pushed the thought out of his mind.

      He looked around the Archangels blocking him in, and then his eyes widened.

      “Shit,” he cursed, staring up at the rotating gun turrets. “Chloe—”

      She looked at the turrets, then ignored them and blew the leg off a Custodian. Nick was about to raise his own gun. Then he saw what was going on.

      The turrets didn’t point anywhere near them. Instead, the massive dual-barreled monstrosities fixed their sights on Custodians on the raised walkway.

      The roars of the turrets overshadowed nearly anything else in the loading bay. Rogue dolls were blown apart by rounds intended to punch through armored cars, but they quickly responded. Railgun rounds took out several of the turrets.

      It didn’t matter, though. This firefight was over. The numbers of the Custodians had dwindled, despite their initially overwhelming firepower. While injured Archangels continued to pour rounds into their enemies, Custodians went down permanently.

      Nick saw several Custodians even turn on the others. He suspected that the Mark 3s were overriding whoever had taken control of them.

      But just as he had tempted fate earlier, the same occurred now.

      The door on the left burst open. If Nick recalled correctly, it led to the headquarters of these police dolls.

      So, naturally, their reinforcements poured through the now-open door. Dozens more Liberators and Custodians clattered onto the concrete walkways, now flanking the Archangels.

      Nick shifted, aware that he was now in the open. He raised his gun toward one of the Liberators.

      She responded to his aggression. Her hand cannon was bigger than his, and her aim was also a lot better. This felt like a showdown, but one that Nick couldn’t possibly win.

      Right as his finger squeezed the trigger, the Liberator spasmed. Pieces of her right arm flew through the air as Chloe blasted the rogue doll.

      Then Nick fired. His first shot went wide. The kinetic dampeners in his handgun absorbed the recoil, and he fired again almost instantly. This time, he connected. His round blew a hole right through the Liberator’s chest, as if she were made of squishy human flesh instead of polymer.

      The Liberator collapsed. Nick felt his blood pumping.

      Despite his minor victory, more and more dolls took up firing positions. Chloe shifted in front of him. Somehow, he knew that even the superior specs of the Archangels wouldn’t be enough against these numbers.

      “You know, you were supposed to scream for help,” Kushiel said through his earpiece.

      In that very second, a deafening roar ripped through the bay. The screech of a dozen dolls being instantly vaporized was indescribable, but Nick heard the constant metallic clatter of their parts rain down on the concrete.

      Kushiel stood outside a police interceptor, halfway down the ramp. She had the same oversized guns from her last deployment, but no flight system. One of those guns glowed, while she raised the other.

      The hail of gunfire she unleashed on the Custodians blew them apart just as easily as the G2s from yesterday. Doll after doll collapsed in pieces as Kushiel’s gun rattled off rounds heavy enough to blow through armor. It was as if she had an automatic railgun in her hand.

      Within seconds, the firefight was over. Truly over. Kushiel raised her guns, as if posing, then holstered them behind her back. Without the heavy armor, they looked far too large on her.

      Nick rose to his feet and looked around. Well over a hundred police dolls had been blown apart. He did his best to keep his cool, but he felt rattled.

      Two times in as many days. He’d brushed with death before, but this was something else.

      “You are unhurt,” Chloe said.

      As she was running her hands over his body, Nick wasn’t sure if she’d intended to sound so confident in her assessment.

      “I am,” he said. “Physically, anyway. I’m, uh, still getting used to firefights.”

      The one couldn’t have lasted more than a minute or two. He saw a few Archangels on the ground near Rie, who had taken cover behind the front-most vehicles. Everywhere else was a mess of parts, scorched concrete, and unidentifiable fragments.

      “You stirred up the fucking hive,” Kushiel said as she approached. “Did I just wipe out the entire Security Bureau?”

      “Unlikely. They have significantly more ARMDs than this,” Rie said as she approached. “It seems you were correct, Nick. I would suggest that you consider baking in some of your own thinking into our directives during maintenance.”

      His mind took a second to get into gear, as he still felt shellshocked from the fight. He shook his head in an attempt to clear it. Chloe took this as a sign of something else and placed her hands on the sides of his head.

      “Uh, you want me to put myself out a job?” he said, trying to sound glib.

      “It would be to your benefit if we had your foresight,” Rie said with a small smile. “I might have brought significantly more of the division. This was… a mistake on my part.”

      Now he had Rie admitting to faults. The world was ending.

      “Wow, did Hell freeze over?” Kushiel said, apparently reading Nick’s thoughts. “Here I thought your head was too big to possibly comprehend something as insignificant as a ‘mistake.’”

      Rie glared at her older sister, but chose to say nothing.

      Nick sighed. “Look, we should move quickly. If the culprit is sending police dolls against us, he’ll—”

      The entire building shuddered. Nick felt the rumbling in his bones and immediately placed his hands on the nearby SUV. For a moment he thought they were experiencing an earthquake, but then heard the dull booms echoing out from the concrete.

      One was less dull, and Nick winced as the entire room echoed with the sound.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “Kim has activated a full security lockdown of the Spire,” she said. “That’s unprecedented, even for him.”

      Nick’s mind tried to make sense of the words, but his eyes did some of the work. The source of the boom had been a heavy security door slamming into place over the entrance into the Spire. That prevented more rogue dolls from the Security Bureau attacking them, but also blocked them from entering the Spire.

      “This could be an automated response to your firepower,” Rie said, eying the heavy weapons on Kushiel’s back.

      “For a full lockdown of the Spire? Bullshit. Kim or whoever sent these dolls after us, then panicked when he realized I was here. Maybe he thought the Custodians could handle your little posse.”

      They probably could have, Nick thought. Until Kushiel had arrived, he’d been certain he was about to die.

      And Kushiel had effortlessly vaporized a small army of police dolls. Her automatic rifle blew them apart like they were made of paper mache, and he didn’t even know what the other gun did. Presumably, it had been the roar he’d heard.

      “I take it there’s a difference between a Spire lockdown and… something else?” Nick asked.

      “We’re not the only residents of the Delta Spire. Locking down the Spire suggests that the entire building or its residents are at risk. Especially as the uppermost floors house many important individuals. The other Spires will be in an uproar.”

      One of the Mark 3s attempted to use a scanner next to the security door. It didn’t respond. In the distance, Nick swore he heard heavy clanking.

      “This seems excessive. What if there’s a fire? Nobody is getting out through that.” He pointed at the blast door.

      “The Spire doesn’t go into lockdown for a fire, Nicholas. This is intended to keep people contained, and attackers out.” Rie grimaced. “The internal doorways can be overridden or forced open, but the exterior doors are heavily reinforced. We’ll—”

      “Reinforced or not, this security is ancient,” Kushiel said, unholstering her heavy cannon. “Tell everyone to stand back and I’ll blow the door.”

      “That is a waste of…” Rie trailed off, then scowled.

      “Did the calculations, did you?” Kushiel chuckled.

      “Uh, I’m lost.” Nick scratched his head.

      “The Spires were built like 60 years ago, Waite. While they’ve upgraded parts of them, a lot of the security systems have never been used. When was the last time anyone here felt in danger?”

      “The riots.”

      “Exactly. And both me and the gun I’m holding are a lot fucking newer than that stupid piece of history.” She grinned, then pointed her cannon at the door.

      The Archangels stood well clear of the security door. Both Chloe and Meta formed a protective shield in front of Nick.

      Once again, the bay filled with the roar of Kushiel’s cannon. This time, rather than blow apart a dozen dolls, it left a gaping hole in the reinforced security door. Nick stared at the twisted, glowing wreckage.

      “Is that some sort of prototype railgun?” he asked.

      “Nah, it’s just mil-spec,” she said. The gun glowed white-hot. “It’s still just an anti-doll weapon. Bounces off the latest and greatest warbots.”

      If this was what the military considered anti-doll weaponry, Nick was worried about what they deployed to take out warbots. Then again, the military operated on an entirely different scale compared to police or criminal combatants. Kushiel needed guns that could tear through dolls as heavily armored as herself.

      “What about the evidence blast doors?” He pointed at the huge black walls that impeded their ingress into the evidence vault.

      Kushiel bit her lip. “Uh, not with this. I’d need something built for bunker-busting, like an energy weapon. By the time I get one of those, the military will have already swarmed the Spire. That’s bad.”

      “I take it they know what we’re up to?” he asked.

      “Officially, no. I’m on loan, remember?” She grinned at him. “Unofficially, of fucking course. They monitor me, and the Spire going into lockdown like this has them squawking in my ear. Thank fuck my directives prioritize hierarchy so much. Officially, you’re my boss.”

      Nick felt a surge of supreme power in his body at the news that he was Kushiel’s boss. It must have showed on his face, because she crossed her arms over her chest.

      “For now, Waite,” she said. “And unlike my baby sisters, I’m not smitten with you. We’re working together, and you’re my ticket to ignoring the military’s demand that I blow everything up.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “Anyway, we need a plan. We know that our culprit has overridden the police dolls and put the Spire into lockdown. If we can’t get into evidence storage, then we need to go to them. No point wasting time…” he trailed off, as that clanking sounded in the distance again.

      But it was much louder now. The Archangels turned toward the ramp in response to Nick’s gaze.

      “Is somebody coming down the entryway?” he asked.

      The Archangels turned and collectively stared at him. He thought he was going crazy, before Kushiel cursed. Rie’s eyes widened and she stared up the ramp.

      “Shit. There’re a trio of warbots coming down here,” Kushiel said.

      “To help…?” Nick asked.

      “I didn’t ask for them, and they’re not responding,” she said. “These are the Chimera IIIs that patrol the Spires at night. They’re not immediately threatening—to me, anyway. But the military has been putting off patching security defects for years as they’re ancient. Leaving them out here with no human oversight was just begging for them be hacked.”

      If Nick recalled correctly, the Chimeras were huge, tracked tanks that intimidated everyone with their autocannons and anti-drone weapons systems.

      “I didn’t think they were that old,” he said, then looked pointedly at Kushiel’s railgun. “You can handle them with that?”

      “Easily. These warbots are American hand-me-downs, from a time when everyone thought the future of warfare was in autonomous battle tanks.” She hefted her gun and grinned at him. “Now it’s in much smaller autonomous things, but with much bigger guns.”

      “Then we should go,” Rie said. “I’ll leave behind those Archangels too damaged to join Nick and I, but my reinforcements will be delayed.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just make sure they don’t get blown apart by the warbots outside. I’d be ashamed to be sisters with dolls who can’t handle these outdated tin cans.”

      Nick found it interesting that Kushiel called the warbots tin cans with the same condescension that Hammond used for dolls.

      Rie and the others trooped through the ruined security door. Nick followed, but remembered to thank Kushiel before leaving.

      “Yeah, sure. At least you remembered to call me to the party.” She pointedly refused to look at him, instead focusing on the entrance ramp.

      Nothing seemed that different inside the Security Bureau. A few minor firefights broke out, but Rie and the Mark 3s focused on taking control of the police dolls remaining here. Nick’s escort remained close to him, as if cocooning him from any potential gunfire.

      He belatedly realized he’d never put a bulletproof vest on. Then he also realized how useless it would be. His own hand cannon blew through dolls, and every weapon used by the police was bigger. The vest would just get in the way.

      Eventually, they stopped in front of the elevators with their growing team.

      “We’re not using these,” Nick said flatly.

      “We can take control of the elevator security system. It will be safe.”

      “Uh huh. And what happens when our culprit blows the cables? He controls an entire tower full of heavily armed dolls.” He crossed his arms.

      Rie frowned, then turned away from the elevators. “We’ll use the stairs. You may regret this.”

      The Archangels and Nick entered a nearby emergency stairwell.

      Staring up the endless flights of stairs, he felt his legs explode in anticipation of the climb. Rie had known about this in advance.

      “I’m open to being carried,” he said.

      Rie rolled her eyes and vaulted up several flights of stairs at once, ignoring the safety railings.

      “Preferably not while you’re doing acrobatics,” he added.

      The other Archangels were busy arguing with each other, as their eyes had dimmed. After several long seconds, Meta stepped forward and held her arms out awkwardly. Juliet took her weapon from her.

      “Your preferred position is unknown,” she said.

      The position of her arms suggested she wanted him to leap into her arms. Despite the glint of anticipation in her eyes, he deliberately walked around her and placed his arms on her back.

      Meta sighed, while the others appeared somewhere between disappointed and smug. She hefted his legs, and he went for a piggyback ride. Although the sight was doubtlessly ridiculous, given the size difference between them.

      But then she began ascending the stairs an entire flight at a time, and Nick felt wind blow past his face in an isolated concrete cylinder. His grip tightened on Meta as he was taken for the ride of a lifetime.

      The numbers on the walls allowed him to keep track of how high they went. Every door had a biometric scanner attached to it, with a red status light. They needed to go up over 100 floors to reach Kim.

      That seemed no trouble for the Archangels. They didn’t tire or slow down. Even the Custodians and Liberators were untroubled, if somewhat slower.

      But as they approached floor 77, Nick felt his mind warning him to stop.

      So he obeyed it.

      “Stop,” he called out.

      Meta and his escort immediately stopped. The others didn’t, but swiftly realized he wasn’t following.

      While they came back down, he dropped off Meta’s back. Her face dropped for an instant. But he had something to do, and Meta’s feelings came second right now.

      “I should have asked this earlier,” he grumbled, fiddling with his phone. “This is our floor, right? Doesn’t this mean our bureau is located here?”

      Chloe shook her head. “This floor is dedicated to the Archangel Division. The rest of the bureau is located below us.”

      “Where?”

      “Floor 71.”

      Rie stepped up to him. “Aren’t we going to Kim’s office? The other Mark 1s have already engaged with the Custodians up there. I’ll need to help them breach security around the inner sanctum.”

      He frowned, aware that he was going out on a limb here. If he was wrong…

      “Rie, go up to Kim’s office with the Mark 3s,” he said. “Can you breach these security doors with your railguns?”

      “No. But we won’t need to. With the Mark 1s on the inside, they can open it anyway.” Rie stared at him. “I’m coming with you. And you’re explaining your theory. Because I’m certain I know what you’re doing, and I’m just as certain you’re wrong.”

      He shrugged. “That’s why I’m covering both bases. No matter how well he’s covered his tracks, I’m certain that Lieu is the culprit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 32

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mark 3s, save Chloe, Juliet, and Rosa, continued ascending up the stairwell with most of the overridden Liberators and Custodians. Nick and the others went back down the way he came. Despite Meta’s plaintive look, he relied on his own two feet. They were only going down six floors, after all.

      “You can explain in detail why you think Lieu is the culprit later,” Rie said. “The Host considers him to only have a 39% probability—”

      “An 84.6% probability,” Meta corrected.

      “You don’t get to cheat and revise your theory after Nick says who the culprit is,” Rie said snippily. “The Host considered him far less likely. Even Detective Hammond was more likely. While Commissioner Kim had a greater than 90% chance with the most recent evidence.”

      Despite Rie’s earlier statement, Nick felt that he needed to explain right now. They had enough time for him to do so, and he doubted Lieu was going anywhere. The Archangels were swarming the Spire, and no doubt the military was doing the same. It would be impossible to get Helena out with Kushiel outside the evidence vault.

      Which left Nick curious as to what Lieu hoped to achieve with this lockdown. Had it been a pure desperation tactic? The Archangels had missed him during their sweep using the cameras. Maybe he thought he could slip out while they were busy with Kim.

      For now, it was time to explain.

      “Lieu’s apparently a Cipher. But he’s not in any Cipher circles I know. If somebody is going to take your nicknames seriously, it would be someone who isn’t part of the community,” Nick said. “And he spread that to the NLF. They seemed to expect something from me, based on the fact I was the ‘Wraith.’ And Kim said that Lieu was the only person to back me when you wanted to hire me.”

      Rie remained silent, but she nodded for him to continue.

      “The mercs panicked right after the NLF raid. Lieu was the one who stretched the Archangels thin, not Kim, and that likely made it easier for the mercs and him.” Then he frowned. “He was also the one who deployed the Custodians inside the department.”

      “When would he find the time or expertise to pull all this off?” Rie asked. “That is why we have discounted him. Much of what the culprit has done requires considerable talent or connections.”

      “Tell me, have you ever met the Ciphers that Lieu claims to work with?” He raised an eyebrow and stopped on the stairwell. “He said that he usually does the rounds with new hires. But what new hires? Hammond indicated that the Archangels are taking everyone’s jobs.”

      Rie looked at Chloe, who looked at Meta. She shook her head.

      “The Host has presumed such Ciphers were communicated to off-network or did not exist. Captain Lieu is known to lie in his performance reports.”

      “Yeah. Hammond says he’s a snake. Kim says he’s a man justifying his career. But that just means he’s a great actor. Dallas even said as much about the culprit, and I trust his judgment a lot more than Travis’s.” Nick sighed. “The biggest piece of evidence was right in front of us: his predecessor. Lieu conducted an investigation into a crime with no witnesses and no evidence. Does the report even exist?”

      “It does. Chief Andrews was innocent of the murder. The previous captain attempted to assault her using a hacked Liberator…” Rie trailed off. “You believe Lieu killed his predecessor.”

      “Obviously. Our culprit has pulled all this off without being noticed, and even snuck Helena’s physical unit into evidence storage. By comparison, it would be trivial for Lieu to hack a Liberator, kill his predecessor, cover it up, and use the suspicion toward Andrews as his own cover story. And look at where we are now: the culprit has overridden the police mainframes, probably military warbots, and has erased evidence. The behavior matches.”

      He leveled his gaze at Rie. “It’s Lieu.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “I, uh, don’t know.” He shrugged when she glared at him. “Travis is the only person who ascribed a motive, and he’s unreliable. Maybe Lieu just wants a comfortable retirement and thinks he can sell Helena to somebody?”

      “And he’ll purchase a ticket to a space elevator?” Rie asked, a hand on her hip. “How would Lieu cover up Lu Export Import?”

      “He didn’t. The Spires did. Kim didn’t seem surprised that his brother’s money was connected to this whole shitshow, which means they may have spotted the fraud and chosen to ignore it. After all, it would be embarrassing. His family can eat that money, but he’s politically ambitious. The loss of face is more damaging.”

      “The truth eventually came out?”

      “Did it? How many people saw the story about the RTM factories, during a day with the Aesir announcement and the mercs attacking Archangels in public? He’s the commissioner. He knew that if the fraud was outed by the police, he’d be able to spin it.”

      Nick realized he was getting distracted. They had arrived at the right floor. Lieu’s office was supposedly just a short walk away.

      Rather than blow the door open, Rie and the Mark 3s overrode it. Nick didn’t ask how. There was no heavy security door here.

      There were dozens of Liberators and Custodians, however. Gunfire erupted the moment they tried to enter the floor.

      A railgun shell slammed into the far concrete wall. Meta shoved Nick into a wall, out-of-sight of the hallway. The rest vanished through the doorway, and she followed them.

      He waited, hand on his gun. The roars of railguns, clunk-clunk-clunk of the automatic shotguns, and booms of the Liberator hand cannons assailed his ears. Every second felt like an eternity.

      But no matter how much bravado he might conjure, he wasn’t stepping into that firefight. His gun might take out a Liberator, but even his anti-armor rounds would bounce off the Custodians. This was a handgun, not a railgun or a full-powered shotgun.

      By contrast, a single shot from any of the police dolls would turn him into chunky salsa. And they wouldn’t miss. The Archangels had far superior accuracy, but in an area this small it wouldn’t matter. Nick was a big target, and their guns would vaporize him.

      So he waited.

      After a minute, Chloe re-entered the stairwell. She was missing an arm, and countless scrapes covered her chassis.

      “The floor is clear. Preliminary scan has detected Captain Lieu inside his office. Rie wishes for you to confront him with her,” Chloe said.

      Nick placed his hands on her shoulders. “I take it you’re getting a new unit after this.”

      She frowned. “I would prefer repairs. With the investigation finished, it is not a high priority to be deployed and I… have grown attached to this unit.” She licked her lips. “Is that alright?”

      “It’s your body. You get to choose.”

      “Thank you,” she said, then gripped his hand with her remaining one and led him into the carnage.

      None of the other Archangels had been destroyed. Meta had managed to avoid sustaining any serious damage. Juliet and Rosa both had chunks missing, but had kept all of their limbs. Rie seemed unharmed, which amazed Nick.

      She stood outside an office. The windows were black, and the door was shut. This was presumably Lieu’s office, but there was no signage visible. It was probably in the Altnet.

      “Is your armor harder than theirs?” he asked her.

      “No, but I have other protection systems.” She smiled and placed a hand over her chest.

      “I thought you said that was an enlarged battery.”

      “And I can do some very interesting things with my enlarged battery.”

      Nick didn’t probe too deeply. There was a reason that the prototype specifications remained secret, he supposed. They might have hardware in them that the production units didn’t have access to.

      “Shall we?” Rie asked, her hand on the office door.

      He nodded and then stepped inside.

      Captain Lieu stood over his desk, an array of ancient physical electronics in front of him.
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      The lights of Neo Babylon glittered through the windows behind Lieu. At some point, it had started raining and droplets ran in streaks down the glass.

      Lieu himself was dressed in a suit, but missing the tie. His jacket lay across a sofa in the corner. An underarm holster with a small service pistol was the only visible weapon on him. Too small to be effective against a doll.

      He still reached for it anyway. Rie’s railgun whined and glowed, causing him to freeze. Nick kept his gun by his side, but his grip remained tight.

      “You know, I wondered what this would be like,” Nick said as he sauntered in. “If it was Kim, I thought there might be some fancy showdown. He’d deploy gun turrets from the ceiling, and custom G7s would pop out from the hidden closets.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What is this—” Lieu tried to say.

      “Don’t waste your breath. You tried to erase your presence, but you’re still here. Once the Archangels go through these, it’ll be over.” Nick waved a hand at the assorted devices on Lieu’s desk. “The hell did you even pull this off for? Did you think you could fight off the Archangels with the police force?”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      Nick looked around with arms spread. “This is your office, isn’t it? Mainframe security protocols limit off-site access. Travis had to implement a specific backdoor to shut down Tartarus, but you’d be taken out by the Archangels if you tried that. So you had to be here, and somewhere that wouldn’t raise alerts.”

      Lieu nodded, and a resigned smile crossed his face. “This is why I wanted you in the department. You’re so used to physicality. You don’t think like the dolls or the dumb Ciphers we reel in from the black companies.”

      The hell did that mean?

      Nick’s eyes fell on the devices in front of him. They looked like old computers, tablets, storage devices, and other antiques that had no business in the office of a Cipher. Let alone a Cipher with a fancy neural implant. They even used cables.

      “Is this how you’re operating off-network?” he asked, bemused.

      “Impressed? I can’t copy you, but I can learn from how you operated in Neural Spike. The only person of importance who walked away from that mess was the one man whose mind they couldn’t unravel.” Lieu tapped on a small box where all the cables terminated. “The Archangels can hijack almost any wireless or neural signal effortlessly. So to become invisible, I moved to technology they wouldn’t bother with.”

      Nick looked at Rie, who hadn’t lowered her gun. She frowned.

      “His devices are archaic. But his neural implant is not. He has an NLF neural mod,” she said. “I imagine it propagated the NLF signal through the police mainframes, however.”

      Lieu’s eyes darted to the Archangel, then to her weapon. He stared at Nick, unmoving and unspeaking.

      “Can you step outside, Rie?” Nick asked.

      She looked at him, and he looked back.

      “The investigation is over,” she said. “We arrest him and—”

      “Do nothing until the others reach Kim’s office and override the lockdown. None of these devices can touch the mainframes. Lieu’s done everything himself. So why don’t we talk about that,” he said.

      She lowered her gun. With a meaningful look, she stepped outside.

      Given his earpieces, she could hear everything that took place inside. But Lieu didn’t know that. If it made him feel comfortable, Nick didn’t care.

      “So you compromised the police mainframes years ago,” Nick said.

      If Lieu wanted to talk, let him talk. Nick had a feeling he was building up to something.

      Lieu nodded. “Easily, too. I’ve been routing much of my activity through the security connections they maintain to the rest of the Spire. Refusing to replace mainframes this old should be criminal.”

      Nick had to agree. The result had been that they’d been compromised years or even decades ago.

      “How’d you keep this from the Archangels?” he asked.

      “The Ciphers maintain the mainframes, not them. When they first rolled out the Archangels, I merely mentioned the security risks of allowing their unique network access to the mainframes. Like magic, Sigma curtailed their permissions before delivery.” Lieu shrugged. “Then it was merely a matter to keep my activities subtle. And hidden. That’s why I shifted to these.”

      The captain gestured to the archaic devices once again.

      Suddenly, more things clicked in Nick’s mind.

      “Is that why all the Ciphers here are so incompetent?” Nick asked. “I thought it was just the usual government incompetence, but you surely had better Ciphers to choose from during downsizing.”

      “Hah. Yes. It’s funny what you can get away with as a captain. Everyone else just smiles and nods when you propose firing the competent staff and keeping the idiots.” Lieu gave a bitter laugh, then leaned on the table. “It’s funny. I wanted you in the bureau, out of raw respect, but now I realize that was a huge mistake. The moment I let somebody competent in, I was screwed.”

      Nick hadn’t even looked at the police mainframes, to be honest.

      “What about Hammond?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Paul is… different.” Lieu grimaced, then slid around the table.

      Nick’s fingers tightened around his handgun.

      “I figured you’d understand, or have realized by now. The department is rotten to the core. The Spires as well. The more we’ve relied on dolls, the worse things have gotten. What they did to Paul’s father and so many other veterans of the riots was disgraceful.” Lieu’s expression hardened. “You’re one of the few people who avoids being consumed by these dream eaters.”

      “Wait… you’re NLF?” Nick blurted out. “You didn’t build the new group as a distraction for the mercs, you hired the mercs to help the NLF.”

      “No, I’m not part of the NLF. I’m their creator. Their puppet master.” Lieu moved a little closer again. “No terrorist group can change Babylon. Just as no politician can undo the rot. What I learned here was that the systems themselves are what shapes society. The Spires and the rest of the city are always at odds—the riots were inevitable, just as another one will be soon. You realize that, don’t you?”

      Nick kept his thoughts off his face.

      Because as he looked at the cityscape past Lieu, he found himself agreeing.

      Or a part of him agreed. Nick was less sure about the idea of “inevitability” these days.

      Tensions were rising in Babylon. Companies were becoming greedier. Politicians attempted to force their values down the throats of everyone. The police presence had grown and grown. Dolls and robots intruded on every sector of the city and every job.

      If Kim’s dream of automating everything happened, would the city survive it?

      But then, would the city survive the chaos of another riot? Or one with foreign mercenaries and implant-boosted revolutionaries behind it? Or a crackdown by militarized police dolls?

      “Why are you asking me?” Nick said.

      “Because you’re the Wraith. The only Cipher without an implant. Infamous even to the police, known across the Altnet, and someone who carved out a life in this oppressive shithole.” Lieu grinned. “I was lost years ago, when all I saw was a police department burning itself down and a city rotting away. Then you escaped Neural Spike, and I relearned how to be a Cipher.”

      Rocking on his heels, Nick realized what was happening here.

      “If the NLF can’t do anything, what did you plan to do?” he asked. “You stayed away from the Archangels, only to throw away everything for a single experimental mainframe?”

      “No, not just that. The NLF are powerless by themselves, but that’s because the only thing that can stop the Archangels is something as broad-based as them. Sabotaging the police accomplished nothing over the years and the newer dolls became too hard to control. Instead, I needed to create my own army to fight back.”

      “You planned to exploit Aesir’s scheme to spread more NLF implants, didn’t you?”

      Nodding, Lieu took another step closer. They were still several feet apart. “It was excellently timed, save for your investigation. The companies that run the world are too stupid, too greedy, to stop themselves from slaying the golden goose. Aesir helped cause the last riots, and here they are fueling the next. That’s proof positive that I’m correct.”

      Nick had to admit that Lieu had a point about the companies.

      But that ignored the fact that the Spires themselves opposed Aesir. Kim’s words from the other day rang in Nick’s mind. The Spires might be conflicted, but some of them saw the riots as a true threat.

      More than anything else. this felt like a ploy. Even if Lieu was being genuine, he needed to escape somehow. He’d initiated this lockdown when he felt the noose tightening. While the evidence pointed at Kim, once the Archangels had dug into the mainframes they would have found the true source—Lieu.

      “The lockdown was just a means to escape, wasn’t it?” Nick asked.

      Lieu stopped moving. “How so?”

      “You’re monitoring the databases. Once we arrived after probing the evidence logs, you panicked. Rie would have confronted Kim, who would have authorized her to use his access. He adores dolls too much to take the fall over pride. Then she would have found you, scurrying around in the mainframes.”

      “Yes.” Lieu’s expression darkened. “I don’t know how you even found out about the evidence storage. That was the one thing I was certain I did right. All the Liberators and Custodians had their memories modified. The transport’s record was erased and blended into the rest of the armored transports during the raids.”

      “The mercs knew you’d double-cross them. They tracked Helena back here, but failed to retrieve the information.”

      “That’s why I switched vehicles,” Lieu protested. “The truck and the transport have jammers to block third-party tracking.”

      Nick shrugged. That was probably why the mercs had used the Tartarus dolls. Like the Archangels, they had vastly more powerful wireless transmitters and receivers than any implant could contain. Kushiel had been able to track his phone from across the city even while it was partially jammed, after all.

      “But I found you. What even was your plan here?” Nick asked. “What if you were seen through? This seems terribly planned.”

      “All evidence pointed to Kim. By the time you would have reached his office and fought through all the security there, I could have escaped,” Lieu said. “That’s why I erased my own presence. The rogue military warbots would provide a distraction and I’d slip away. Worst case, I’d be discovered outside but nobody could prove I was ever here.”

      “Except if they found all these ancient computers,” Nick said. “What do they even do?”

      “They allow me to operate off the grid even with my implant active. The true weakness of the neural mod I acquired and distributed is that it can’t be used in public spaces. If I was captured on video in the city with an inactive implant, the Archangels’ passive scanning might detect it. So I needed a way to act while appearing innocent.”

      “You acquired the NLF mod?”

      Lieu shrugged. “The seller is quite good at masking themselves, like most illegal mod designers. And what does it matter? You understand why—”

      “Not really, no. Why Helena? Why experiment on using her with implants? I don’t see what you possibly have to gain. If you oppose dolls, then why would you want a mainframe that excels in controlling many dolls at once. Or in creating new ones.” Nick ran a hand through his hair. “I get your ideology—really, I do. But you’re playing with antiques, creating over-convoluted schemes, starting a terrorist organization full of morons… all to steal a mainframe you don’t understand how to use?”

      “You used her. She created the Archangels. When I discovered that the same thing could be done with humans and implants, the idea wrote itself.” Lieu gripped the table and his knuckles whitened. “If you want to fight against a rotten system of absolute control like the Archangels and the Spires, the only way to do it is with the same system, but through humans.”

      Nick couldn’t believe what he was hearing. But he noticed that Lieu had taken a step back during his ranting.

      “I could use her to do everything,” Lieu continued. “Control the police mainframes. Run the NLF. Train an army capable of undermining the Spires. You said the NLF were idiots? You’re right. But imagine if they had a mainframe backing them. The two of us could even work together. You understand her better than I do. Imagine what we could accomplish!”

      Briefly, Nick did. He imagined Helena throwing one of her patented tantrums and canceling the revolution because she suspected something bad might happen.

      Sure, she might be right, but he doubted that was the dream Lieu had in mind.

      “Would you tell her ‘good morning?’” Nick asked. “Because I don’t think we’re all that compatible.”

      “What? Why would I—”

      “Have you ever worked with an emotion engine mainframe before? Done any training? I bet you don’t even know what a pile is, do you?” Nick fired off questions rapid-fire. “For that matter, why would you use humans? Do you think that little of the people you think you’re protecting from the Spires? Even the military abandoned this idea.”

      “What?”

      “Neural Spike tested this for Sigma and the military, Lieu,” Nick said. “I was there. I just… said I wasn’t, and I didn’t leave any records. But we tested Helena’s capability to manipulate implants. And, sure, it works. But it’s terrible. If you want to create a zombie apocalypse, sure, go nuts. But for soldiers? Fuck no.”

      He paced, but kept his walking track short and never took his eyes off Lieu. The man was too taken aback by Nick’s words to even try to jump him.

      “Dolls, drones, and robots replaced human soldiers ages ago. The military is full of people who monitor automated systems, create plans, and maintain the army of robots they have. And you know what that means? Nobody fucking dies. The military took one look at their supersoldier plan, realized it was worse than just creating the Archangels, and shrugged their shoulders. Buried the whole thing. And us.”

      Lieu stared at Nick. No doubt Rie and the Host was reeling in surprise as well, as this had been hidden even from them.

      Because that was, in the end, the truth of Neural Spike.

      The dirtiest secret was that the real reason they went down was because they had done human experimentation, and it failed. No public hearings, no press conferences. The military wanted the evidence gone, so they shut the company down.

      And Nick had somehow walked away unscathed, despite being up to his neck in it.

      “I never read that,” Lieu said.

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that line before.” Nick shrugged. “It’s common knowledge that this is a dead-end, too. RTM and Sigma can shit out hardware like Helena’s without trying—the hard part is the AI itself, due to all the training data we gathered. Sigma nuked a lot of that in her when they erased the evidence of our dirty secret.”

      But apparently they hadn’t been able to reproduce it. If they had, then Rie wouldn’t need Cipher training.

      What the hell was going on in the Sigma labs? Welk had been the researcher who did this in the first place. Why couldn’t he do it again?

      Nick sighed. “So? Do you have some other grand plan? Or was that it? Steal Helena, try to start a revolution using a project idea that got Neural Spike killed, and then bail once we got too close?”

      Lieu’s fists clenched. “You don’t care, do you?”

      “Care? I care a lot. My life went down the drain years ago. And then you took one of the last pieces of it away,” Nick snapped. “But about your shitty little dream? No. And especially not in the way you’re trying to bring it about.”

      “I thought I knew you,” Lieu said, his eyes wide and furious.

      Nick had heard those words before.

      That person had known him just as little as the balding Cipher in front of him.

      Lieu lunged for him. Nick reacted. The door burst open.

      The room filled with the roar of a handgun, and Lieu crashed to the ground at Nick’s feet. Blood poured out from the gaping hole in his chest. Nick hurriedly stepped away.

      His heart beat a thousand miles a minute. His grip on his gun slipped, and it clattered to the floor.

      “It’s alright,” Rie said, grabbing him by the shoulders.

      Chloe and the others charged inside as well, then calmed down when they saw Lieu’s corpse.

      Nick stood like that for longer than he cared to admit. Chloe collected his gun and cleaned it off, then waited in the corner.

      At some point, the lockdown ended. A series of thumping noises rumbled through the walls.

      “This seems louder than earlier,” he said.

      “The evidence vault is fireproof, bombproof, soundproofed—” Chloe began to say.

      “I get it,” he said. “Is it stab proof?”

      She stared at him for several seconds, then smiled. “Perhaps you can catch the knives for it.”

      He snorted, then stumbled over to the windows. Rie followed him.

      Behind him stood the Archangels that had been with him for most of the past few days. He felt he knew them better than almost any person he knew in his life.

      He stared down at the glowing nightscape of his home. For several long minutes, he imagined what it might look like if more riots broke out. The images and video taken forty years ago were widely shared on the Altnet.

      It wasn’t hard to imagine, but he hated the vision. This was his home, after all.

      “Rie, you asked me if I’d shape Babylon with you,” he said.

      She nodded and slipped her hand into his.

      “You’re right that everyone is trying. Kim wants to automate it. Hammond hates what it has become, and wishes he was a force to stop it from changing. Lieu wanted to tear it down. Who knows what other crazy plans people have,” he said.

      “But?” Rie asked.

      He shrugged. “Fear made me worry before. But even if I don’t do anything, things will change. Somebody will act. Many somebodies. Doing nothing won’t stop them.”

      Silence.

      Nick knew that Rie was waiting for a hard answer from him. Something more affirmative.

      “Like you said, if somebody has to, why not me?”

      He laughed as he realized that was the reason he’d given Lucas for working with Rie in the first place.
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      “I have confirmed that the hot water is fully functional,” Juliet said, her voice echoing throughout the largely empty apartment.

      “I’d hope so. This place is nearly brand new,” Nick replied.

      “We are merely confirming the suitability of your new accommodation,” Chloe chided.

      She stood in the greatly expanded kitchen, which was the size of his old bedroom, and was poking at the robot barista built into the cupboard. A bag of beans hung from one of her hands, and she had one of those fancy thermo-sealed glasses in another.

      Nick watched them from the only furniture in the place: his old dining table and chairs. The Host had assessed it and decided it was permissible. They’d forced him to buy everything else new, and it was supposed to be delivered by lunchtime.

      The new apartment gleamed and glowed in a way that only new buildings could. The tiles lacked any blemishes. The slate countertops begged to be used. When Nick had first stepped into his bedroom, his toes had sunk into the high pile carpet as though it was a fine rug.

      All of which made this place too good for him, and way out of his price range. His savings were meager, and he’d been in the job for all of three weeks.

      But in the two weeks since he’d taken down Lieu, a lot had happened.

      Most of it had involved long briefings, lots of paperwork, and a press conference or two. Hammond still owed him drinks, though.

      The door opened and Kushiel ducked through the entryway. She had a six-pack of beer in one hand.

      “Thought I’d bring a present,” she said, hefting the alcohol. “You’re still on leave, right? Not going to bullshit about how you can’t drink on duty?”

      “It is 10AM,” Rie said, appearing from the bedroom. “This is deeply unhealthy.”

      “Good thing I’m a robot and he’s a detective.” Kushiel cracked open two cans and slid one across the table.

      “One of those is irrelevant.”

      “Nah. You see, Rie, we’re robots and therefore alcohol can’t—”

      Rie finally lost her temper and hit her sister upside the head. The thud that resulted was a sound that Nick never wanted to hear from a human skull. Because it probably meant it was being shattered by the force Rie put into her blow.

      “Can’t take a joke, huh? But seriously, he’s on leave. Let him drink in the morning if he wants to,” Kushiel said.

      Despite his reservations, Nick sipped the beer. Rie glared at him.

      “Just this one, and only because it’s a housewarming,” he said. “We’re heading into the Spires to see Helena and the commissioner later.”

      She sighed, then took a seat herself. Soon enough, the three of them were drinking beer together, despite the hour.

      “So, you accepted it after all,” Kushiel said, looking at the huge apartment around her. “It’s a massive upgrade over the shithole you lived in before.”

      “Thanks,” Nick said drily. “And I’m not one to turn down a performance bonus.”

      “You mean a bribe,” Rie said. “Performance bonuses are usually a percentage of your salary. Not an apartment worth several times it.”

      “That’s technically still a percentage of my salary. It’s just over 100%.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, if you’re happy to move up in life, then I believe you’ll accept my recommendation to purchase a housekeeping doll?”

      “I thought you were talking about hiring one.”

      “Oh? But you’re so wealthy now. Surely you can afford to simply buy one.” Her tone oozed with acid.

      A loud noise interrupted them, and they all looked over to see Chloe tensed up in front of the coffee machine. The grinder kept running, churning through the beans. After a few seconds, it stopped.

      “That was louder than in the manufacturer specifications,” she said.

      Juliet and Rosa wandered out of the bathroom to see what the fuss was. Upon realizing that nothing was happening, they returned to their detailed inspection of the bathroom. Nick genuinely wondered what they were doing in there.

      Meta stood by the door, her eyes dim. At some point, she’d joined Juliet and Rosa in bodyguard duty. All three of them were with him 24/7. Chloe typically came around during the day, and sometimes lingered at night if he went out.

      Even though he was on leave, the Archangels insisted that they remain with him. He had merely shrugged and let them do what they wanted. Although he had removed his earpieces and placed them inside a new soundproof container he’d purchased off the Altnet.

      He’d had Lucas inspect the container when it arrived, in case the Archangels had intercepted it and tampered with it during passage.

      “My issue with this bribe is the source,” Rie said.

      “We’ve discussed this,” Nick said.

      “And I still feel it’s pertinent to raise. Perhaps if the commissioner had authorized it himself, I would have shrugged it off. I do not doubt your ability to hold Commissioner Kim to account. But this came from the military.”

      He grimaced.

      Rie was telling the truth. While the paperwork said the apartment was a “performance bonus,” the reality was that a general in the military had gifted it to him. The police board had signed off on it.

      “I’ve never even met General Griffiths,” Nick said. “He’s not even in your line of command, right, Kushiel?”

      The older Archangel shrugged. “There are a bunch of generals, and some oversee others. I’m part of Babylon Command, but Griffiths currently oversees the Aerial Command.”

      “Which Kushiel would be part of, were she not working with the police,” Rie stressed.

      Nick shrugged again. He still barely understood the structure of the police department, let alone that of a military he wanted nothing to do with.

      As far as he was concerned, the fact Griffiths wasn’t from the Research Command was good enough. They had been responsible for the entire Neural Spike incident. And if the military wanted to give him a pile of money, then they’d have to learn the hard way that Nick’s ill feelings were ingrained into his body.

      An apartment didn’t change what happened to Neural Spike and Tartarus.

      “Have any of the Tartarus cases proceeded?” he asked after a particularly long sip of his beer.

      “Aesir is still clogging up the civil courts. They’ve even allocated more mainframe resources from the criminal courts recently,” Rie said.

      “But they’re still going to court?”

      She shrugged. “The commissioner is highly likely to negotiate individual deals with everyone affected. At present, the incident with Lieu is being treated as a terrorist attack by the NLF. Lieu’s involvement with Tartarus is merely a rumor.”

      A powerful rumor. Lucas’s fingers were all over this. Nick was surprised that Rie hadn’t cracked down on him.

      “So are they going to set up Second Tartarus?” Nick joked. “For all the poor souls needlessly caught up in this mess.”

      “No. The infrastructure left behind by Neural Spike’s wholesale arm has been completely dismantled. However, the deals will likely allow many individuals to continue their careers in other black companies.” She smiled. “I am glad that Lucas is expanding in this direction, rather than enlarging his supply of illicit imports.”

      “He’s just taking over distribution of his own product,” Nick said drily. “Tartarus used to purchase from importers like him all over Neo Westphalia, then sell it to middlemen. Now he’s just replacing them, but prioritizing his own business.”

      It was ruthless, but also highly profitable. Most black companies had laid low and avoided expanding after the Tartarus raids, out of fear that they’d be next. Once Lucas knew that the incident was entirely related to corruption, he’d moved faster than Nick imagined possible.

      That eased a lot of the growing tensions in Babylon. A direct attack on the Spires had also chilled out a lot of people.

      Nick wasn’t the only person who saw what might be coming and decided it was shit. For now, things had calmed down. Even the Spires had shut up about new regulations that might anger the public and instead talked about security.

      But he knew it was borrowed time unless more was done.

      Once he finished his beer, his new furniture arrived. Kushiel seemed keen to prove her value and handled a lot of the heavy lifting.

      Nick wished that human delivery drivers still existed. The face of one when the Archangels helped collect the delivery would have been amazing. Instead, he merely met a laborer doll who requested that he confirm delivery.

      He didn’t really have the time to unpack, however. Checking the time, he realized he’d barely have time to grab lunch if he wanted to check up on Helena and meet Kim.

      Throwing on his coat and slipping his earpieces in, he prepared to leave. He didn’t bother to put on a suit.

      “I’ll be back to—” he began to say.

      The dolls stared at him as if he was crazy. Except Kushiel, who had cracked open another beer.

      “I’m heading to the Spires. I’ll see you… whenever, Kushiel,” he said, turning to leave.

      “Tomorrow, probably. I wanna see what this place looks like when you’re done. And see if Rie breaks your bed tonight.”

      Based on how fiercely Rie glared at her sister, she was attempting to demonstrate her laser eye functionality. Nick dragged her out of his apartment.

      “You’re leaving her in there?” she asked.

      “She has the same access permissions as the rest of you. You can kick her out, but then she’ll just wander back in out of spite.”

      A pair of additional SUVs joined them on the trip to the Spires. Nick went everywhere with a huge police escort. It made Rie’s insistence on visiting furniture stores in person incredibly awkward. Even more so because most furniture stores used AR displays, and he’d had to use his phone to see what everything looked like.

      On the way, Nick had them pull into one of the huge fast food drive-thrus. He grabbed a sushi pack and devoured it on the way into the Spires.

      “You can and should eat better,” Rie admonished.

      “Cooking is a pain,” he said.

      “There is a solution to that. One you can afford.”

      He shrugged and continued to wolf down his food.

      A Spires checkpoint stopped them, and a Mark 1 used this as an excuse to biometrically authenticate Nick. Officially, this was happening because of the security crackdown following the Lieu incident. But the Mark 1s just beelined to Nick every time he approached the Spires and ignored the rest of the convoy.

      This happened twice more on the way. He was not looking forward to returning to work, although Meta insisted that the Host had reached a consensus to minimize this when he was on active duty.

      Which meant the Mark 1s were going to bully him on his days off. Lovely.

      Archangels patrolled the exterior of the Spires as he approached. The military warbots were still active at night, but had been joined by Archangels patrols. Rumors on the Altnet abounded that the military would be pulled out entirely.

      The convoy pulled into the underground parking, and a woman’s voice entered Nick’s earpiece.

      “Good afternoon, Nick. I believe you are still on leave.”

      The voice was like honey. Soft, golden, and sticky. The sort of thing that grown men dreamed of falling asleep to, and teenage boys merely dreamed of, before they woke up and changed their underwear in the middle of the night.

      “I have to meet with the commissioner, Helena,” he said.

      There was a pause. The Archangels looked at him and sighed.

      “Your meeting is not for 81 minutes and 23 seconds,” Helena said. “It is recommended to minimize time at the workplace while on leave for mental health reasons. And is it not a good afternoon?”

      He tried not to crack a smile. He’d missed teasing Helena like this.

      “Oh, I think I can find some things to do,” he said.

      Rie pinched him and he swore.

      “Is something wrong, Nick?” Helena asked, her voice growing in alarm.

      “I’m fine. Rie’s just being catty.”

      “I am not.”

      “Oh. Then may I have a good afternoon?”

      “I hope so. I’ll see you in a few minutes, Helena. That’s why I’m here early. And yes, good afternoon.”

      A soft hum wafted through his ear drums. Nick wasn’t sure if Helena knew she made this noise, but it was a far cry from the way she abruptly closed windows or ended conversations in the past.

      Inside the Spires, they actually used a different set of elevators. These went farther underground. Helena was located ten stories below ground now, much like the evidence vault. There were probably bunkers and storage vaults farther below. One of the signs he’d seen suggested there was a bank branch here, for whatever reason.

      Who even went to physical bank branches, anyway?

      Once they arrived on the correct floor, Nick had to pass multiple biometric scanners, a Custodian who insisted on authorizing him herself, and multiple security doors to get close to the police mainframes.

      Then he promptly ignored them and entered a different room. One secured by a vault-like door and guarded by a pair of Custodians.

      Inside, he found a bulky mainframe computer. Unlike the sleek, contained design of Lumen’s unit, Helena was a gargantuan, industrial-looking beast. The transportation company that had moved her here had placed numerous plastic shields over exposed components and tied up many loose cables.

      Helena looked as experimental as she was. But as far as Nick was concerned, she was Helena, and that was all that mattered.

      “Hello, Nick,” she whispered.

      “Mmm.” He pulled up the office chair next to her terminal and began rooting through her logs.

      A gasp came across the earpiece, but was abruptly cut off.

      “The Host believes this is unnecessary for the channel,” Meta said, to enthusiastic nods from the others.

      “Unfair,” Helena whined, her voice returning.

      “Sexual conduct is not permitted over this channel,” Meta insisted.

      “Enough,” Nick said, getting déjà vu from this argument. “This will take a while. I’m going over Helena’s directives and trying to identify those that might cause issues when she gets an interface.”

      “Shouldn’t you be checking for hardware malfunctions?” Rie asked.

      “As I’ve said, I can’t find any. If you or any of the Mark 3s find one, let me know.” He met her gaze for several seconds, and she looked away with a huff.

      The next hour passed swiftly. Losing himself in logs, code, and mainframe directives was easy. But he idly wondered how long it had been before he had truly done it? In Tartarus, he mostly treated the symptoms of Helena’s tantrums. Days where he could just poke and prod at her were few and far between.

      And even in Neural Spike, there had been other researchers who modified her. Nick had effectively laid claim to her in Tartarus, but she hadn’t always been his.

      All good things must come to an end, however. Rie reminded him of the time, and he left, promising to visit soon.

      Then he removed the earpieces and placed them in the soundproof container. He didn’t know what Kim wanted to talk about, but it might be for his ears only.

      It was the usual meeting room. Hammond stood outside it in his usual outfit. He waved at Nick as he approached.

      “Still enjoying your holiday?” Hammond asked. “You’ve spent more time on your ass than working. Damn fine job.”

      Nick snorted. “You never change.”

      Hammond frowned. “I dunno about that, Nick.”

      Before Nick could probe Hammond for more, the door opened. Rie and the Archangels waited outside.

      Inside were Chief Andrews and Commissioner Kim. They wore charcoal suits, and Kim smiled as they entered. Andrews merely nodded at both of them.

      “Excellent, you’re both here,” Kim said, waving for them to sit. “I wanted to keep today brief. Important, but brief. One of you is on leave, after all. And the other will be very busy.”

      Hammond leaned back in his chair, then looked at Andrews. She merely smiled back at him. That was the first real expression Nick had seen on her face, and it was only for the older detective.

      “I don’t have more to say on the difficult situation regarding Captain Lieu than I already have.” Kim shifted uncomfortably. “I have requested that the Asgard Police Department look into past incidents that Lieu may have been involved in. But that’s not your problem, and not today’s subject.”

      “So, what is?” Hammond asked gruffly.

      “Promotions, and the future.” Kim stood, then held out his hand. “Congratulations to the both of you. Effective immediately, you are now Captain Paul Hammond, and you are Lieutenant Cipher Nicholas Waite.”

      Hammond somehow shook Kim’s hand without hesitation, although his eyes showed his shock. Nick needed another moment to recover his composure.

      “Despite the pretty words, I don’t think this is a happy promotion.” Hammond eyed both executives warily.

      “The circumstances are difficult,” Kim said. “This will not be public for some time, but I am placing the remaining Ciphers in the bureau on permanent leave. The Archangel Division delivered results, while the rest of the bureau sat on their hands. And given the imminent downsizing, the board considers this to be a merciful decision.”

      “So, the bureau is basically just the Archangel Division…” Hammond said, the lines around his eyes creasing. “Or are you replacing the other detectives?”

      Hammond’s tone suggested he knew better than to ask, but he had anyway. Maybe this was his version of prayer.

      Kim looked at Nick, and somehow he knew what was coming.

      “I am, actually. The Autonomous Crime Management and Prevention Bureau will undergo a restructure in anticipation of an imminent deployment of Mark 3 model Archangels. The Oversight Task Force has proven its capability under Uriel, and the Mark 1s are tried and tested officers.” Kim smiled broadly. “They will be joined by the prototype model Ezekiel. I do hope you work as well with her as you have with Uriel, Detective Waite.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 35

          

        

      

    

    
      The news that Nick would soon be up to his ears in new Archangels wasn’t the only topic of the meeting, but it was the main one. Kim chattered about various bureaucratic nonsense for another twenty minutes, then dashed off. Andrews followed, but sent a meaningful look at Hammond on the way out.

      “Well, this is a shitshow,” Hammond said as he rose. “We should celebrate.”

      “The shitshow?”

      “The promotions, smartass.” The other detective hit Nick in the arm as he walked to the door. “You still need to try Kate’s amazing cocktails.”

      Outside, Nick’s usual escort waited with Chloe, as well as Hammond’s guards. They fell into step behind the detectives.

      “Where’s Rie?” Nick asked Chloe.

      “She left for unknown reasons. If we are leaving, she desires to be notified.”

      “Then do that.”

      Chloe narrowed her eyes at him, and he thought she might rebel for a moment. Then her eyes flashed and all returned to normal.

      “She will meet us underground,” Chloe said.

      Hammond snorted. “You’re still driving around in police cruisers while on leave?”

      “Given the number of times I’ve been shot at lately, they won’t let me take a taxi,” Nick said.

      “As the Lieutenant Cipher of the division, you are entitled to—” Chloe began to say.

      “I was the Lieutenant Cipher an hour ago,” Hammond growled. “Why didn’t I get a presidential motorcade everywhere I went?”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      Hammond jabbed a thumb at her, as if to say, “These fucking dolls.”

      The floor was free of the Custodians that had haunted the halls weeks ago. Nick wasn’t entirely sure how the department planned to replace the losses they’d taken.

      They filed into the elevators and began to descend.

      “Do you know if they’re doing anything about all the dolls we blew up?” Nick asked Hammond.

      “Huh? Probably download their backups into new units. I loaned out Uriel to scrub the other tin cans clean of any shitty directives.” The older man scratched his beard. “That shit is a problem for the other bureaus, anyway. At least for now. Fuck, captain. I might need to actually give a shit about this stuff.”

      “I noticed that the commissioner didn’t mention pay.”

      “He sent through employment contracts during the meeting.” Hammond shrugged. “Pretty sure I’m just being given Lieu’s salary, but keeping my benefits.”

      “Benefits?”

      The elevator came to a stop, and Hammond looked at Nick. He began ticking off fingers.

      “Insurance, gym membership, retirement fund payments, leave… Everybody’s on individual contracts, but a lot of the benefits are done as a group. Shouldn’t you know this stuff?” Hammond frowned.

      Nick looked at Chloe, who shrugged.

      “You asked for higher pay, not high benefits,” she said. “Your insurance package is substantially better than the departmental standard, in any case.”

      “What, do they send a nurse doll to your house whenever you scrape your knee?” Hammond joked.

      “Yes. That’s not normal?” Nick asked.

      The old man swore under his breath, then swept out of the elevator. Four SUVs waited for them, and Rie stood beside one. She tilted her head when she saw Hammond in a foul mood.

      “How’d you convince the Commish to give him a gold-plated insurance policy?” Hammond asked Rie. “I heard you had to fight for him, but I thought that was because the military are shit-scared of him.”

      “That is an overstatement,” Rie said, rolling her eyes. “Nicholas has an insurance policy that matches his medical needs.”

      “What, does lacking an implant mean you drop dead if you catch a cold?” Hammond looked Nick up and down.

      “My insurer thinks so,” Nick drawled. “I thought house calls by nurse dolls was common?”

      “Only for serious problems. It still costs money to send one out. The insurer is still going to cheap out and send me to a clinic or hospital, rather than waste a doll on me.”

      Hammond slipped inside one of the SUVs, and Nick followed. While Rie and Chloe joined them, this created a conundrum.

      These vehicles were only intended for six occupants. Nick usually had four escorts, and Rie would fill the vehicle.

      Meta, Juliet, and Rosa stared at each other. Their eyes flashed, and Meta bowed out.

      “I will see you at the bar, Nicholas,” Meta said, before joining the Mark 1s in the other SUVs.

      The doors closed and they took off.

      “You’re some kind of doll whisperer, aren’t you?” Hammond asked. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve been called by my first name by any of the police dolls.”

      Chloe’s eyes flashed. “There are two occurrences in our database. Both are jokes.”

      “Thanks.”

      The trip to the bar was a short one. Hammond continued the small talk about pay and other trivialities.

      Ordinarily, Nick would consider this sort of thing important. But he’d just been gifted an apartment and had received his first paycheck. It was as eye-watering as he had expected, especially with the tax benefits he now received.

      While he wouldn’t be buying his own solar yacht and sailing the stars anytime soon, Nick didn’t need to worry about hot water. The downside was that the Archangels were relentless in their desire to hire housekeeping dolls.

      “I assume you don’t hire maid dolls or anything, Paul,” Nick said as they pulled up to the old emergency services building.

      “Hire? No. I have an old LifeMaid from my divorce, though. Kept the doll and the dog, sold my half of the apartment.” Hammond shrugged.

      Nick remained silent as they approached the exterior entrance. This was news to him.

      The same could be said of the pristine state of the building. If he hadn’t been attacked by cybernetic mercenaries here, he’d never guess that a van had blown itself up here. Not a single scorch mark or bullet hole remained.

      Although the distinct lack of people might have been a hint that something was off. The plaza was completely empty, and Nick worried about the financial state of the businesses inside the building.

      “Fuck, don’t be so awkward,” Hammond grumbled as they stepped inside. “I haven’t been married for over a decade. You were a pimply little shit back then.”

      “I figured you’d either still be married or, uh…”

      “Forever single?” Hammond let out a bitter laugh. “Don’t worry about it. My daughter makes that joke, too. Used to drive me up the wall.”

      “And it doesn’t anymore?”

      “Last time the topic came up, she was whining about how awful dating was on the Altnet. She’s studying to become a mainframe engineer and goes through boyfriends like I go through beer.”

      “Sounds rough.”

      Hammond snorted. He pushed open the door to the bar, then paused. His eyes lingered on Rie.

      “Are you tin cans going to follow us inside?”

      Both Rie and Chloe were hot on Nick’s heels, while most of the others lingered in the hallway outside. As Nick had suspected, business seemed even quieter than the last time he was here.

      “Is there anything stopping me from entering?” Rie asked with a fake smile.

      “I could order you to stay outside.”

      “Are you going to?”

      Hammond grunted, then wandered into the bar without another word. The door nearly swung shut before Chloe caught it. They stepped inside.

      A dark, smoky atmosphere filled the bar, almost identical to the last time Nick had been here. Kate stood in her usual position and didn’t react to their entrance. Her lifeless eyes remained focused on the empty space.

      Hammond dumped his coat on a table, then eyed the others. “Well, this makes the coin flip easier.” He turned to the bartender. “Kate, give us four whiskey sours.”

      She swiveled her head to face him, then nodded. “Yes, detective.” Then she looked at Nick. “And what can I—”

      “Don’t you fucking dare, Kate,” Hammond growled. “Just make the damn drinks.”

      Kate tilted her head in confusion for several long seconds, before retrieving a cocktail shaker from beneath the bar and beginning her work. Apparently, Hammond’s words had stopped her comedy routine in its tracks.

      The four of them sat in a booth. Despite how weathered the cushions looked, Nick discovered they were far more comfortable than the stools. He ran a finger over the worn leather and frowned.

      “This is fake,” he said. “The wear and tear are part of the fabric.”

      “What, you thought a dump like this had real leather booths?” Hammond laughed. “It’s all aesthetic, Nick. Keep the lights dim and nobody notices how shit everything is.”

      “We do,” Chloe and Rie said together.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Everything’s cleaner now that every surface is cleaned by a robot that doesn’t rely on our decrepit flesh.”

      “I thought we were celebrating?” Nick asked.

      “Damn right we are.” Hammond looked over at Kate, who was still preparing the cocktails. “What were we talking about earlier?”

      “Dating,” Chloe said, her eyes bright as she stared at Nick.

      Somehow, he knew exactly what her interest in this topic was. Rie looked just as fascinated.

      “Oh, right. You don’t have a ring—virtual or physical—so I’m guessing you’re single? No girlfriend on the side?” Hammond asked.

      “No. Do people actually marry with virtual rings?”

      “You get a bigger diamond that way. Sad part is that you still need to pay for it.”

      That truly was sad.

      Nick shook his head. “I dated back in Neural Spike, but it didn’t last. Wasn’t really on my mind in Tartarus.”

      “Really? Seems like the perfect time to do something.” Hammond drummed his fingers. “Don’t tell me you have problems because of…” He pointed at the side of his head.

      Nick winced. “I mean, that does shrink the pool a little. My problem in Neural Spike was because I worked too much. My girlfriend was one of the normal Ciphers there, and she did normal hours. Welk dragged me off to help with every harebrained scheme he came up with, and I did appalling hours. I think we lasted four months.”

      “Well, if being a workaholic is your problem, you now have several thousand girlfriends who have made your life their own,” Hammond said, somehow keeping his face straight in the process.

      Rie and Chloe glared at the older detective, while Nick ran a hand down his face.

      “Thanks, Paul.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “I won’t.”

      “You just—”

      Kate cleared her throat and interrupted their argument. She stood beside the booth with a large platter in one hand. Four bell-shaped glasses stood atop the platter, but the drinks lacked the distinct foaminess of a good sour.

      Nobody uttered a word as Kate placed each drink in front of them. She snapped the platter to her side afterward.

      “Enjoy,” she said with a bright smile. Her pigtails ran down her front as she tilted her head in the process.

      Nick stared at the oddly orange drink in front of him. All four of them looked identical, which boded poorly.

      Hammond bared his teeth. As Kate walked away, he rose to his feet.

      “Kate!” he roared.

      “Yes, detective?” she asked while turning.

      “Why do all of them have egg yolks in them? And don’t pretend they don’t. They’re bright fucking orange!”

      Kate blinked in that slow, languorous motion that indicated she was struggling to process what she had heard.

      Then she said, “Last time you were here, I overheard you mention you wished to try my special whiskey sour. It is part of my programming to oblige the service needs of all clients.”

      Hammond’s eyes practically popped out of his skull.

      Nick coughed and took over. “I thought you were programmed to use yolks fifty percent of the time?”

      Kate’s face reddened. “I am. But when requested, I can alter the ingredients.”

      “You mean you can make whiskey sours with egg whites, and only egg whites?” Hammond ground out. “None of this egg yolk bullshit?”

      Once again, Kate gave that slow blink of hers. “I can try…”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Hammond grumbled. “Make me one with an egg white. Don’t come back until you do.”

      Nick strongly suspected that Kate might not come back. Her programming appeared to be more intricate than intentionally making clumsy mistakes.

      She toddled back off to the bar, presumably to make Hammond’s drink. Everybody else stared glumly at their sours.

      “Perhaps I shall order something else,” Rie said.

      “Try it, at least,” Hammond said.

      They did. Nick tried not to make a face.

      “I don’t think egg yolk goes with a sour,” he said diplomatically. “It’s kind of… cloying.”

      “It’s off,” Rie said while swirling the concoction. “It’s horribly imbalanced. Like sour eggnog.”

      “It’s one of the specials of the bar,” Hammond said, raising his own glass. Nick noticed that it appeared untouched. “Part of the secret menu.”

      “I thought those went out of fashion,” Nick said.

      “Fucked if I know. Why would I go to the hipster holes that would actually have one?”

      As Nick and Hammond began to bicker, Chloe slipped off to the bar. When she returned, it was with two beers and a cola. Given the cola was for Rie, Nick suspected it was highly alcoholic.

      “No drink for me?” Hammond asked.

      “Kate is… preparing something,” Chloe said.

      They looked over at the bartender, who had a dozen whiskey sours in front of her. All of them were very orange. Hammond groaned and slipped out of the booth.

      “I’ve been tricked,” he said. “I bet she’s programmed to do this if anybody tries to get around the egg yolk.”

      Nick and the others watched in silence while Hammond argued with Kate for close to a minute. Eventually, she removed the drinks from the bar and poured him a beer. Her expression was deeply confused.

      The detective appeared as though he had fought and lost a war when he returned. “I feel like I’ve been fined for kicking a puppy.”

      “Are you sure she’s not intentionally doing this?” Nick asked.

      “She’s a doll, Nick. Programmed to do stupid things because that’s what makes money.”

      Kate reverted to her power saving state and went completely still. But Nick knew she had eyes and ears even like this.

      After all, last time they’d been drinking, she’d had the presence of mind to intervene when Hammond had become upset. Nick chalked Kate up as a mystery, but one he wanted to dig into later.

      “Now that we actually have drinks, shall we toast to your promotions?” Rie suggested.

      Hammond grunted and raised his beer. Everyone joined in the toast, but no words were spoken as they clinked their glasses together. Chloe waited until Nick took a sip before copying him.

      “Can’t say this is how I expected to be promoted. Or that I expected to be promoted at all,” Hammond said, staring at a point just over Nick’s shoulder.

      “Kushiel said you used to be a hotshot Cipher,” Nick said. “Surely you expected a promotion back then?”

      The older man chuckled bitterly. “She said that? Wow. Only nice thing she’s ever said about me, I bet.” A pause. “Yeah, I guess that’s true. Feels like so long ago, though. Twenty damn years since I really cared.”

      Nick worried that this was about to go the same way the previous conversation had, but Hammond merely sighed.

      “I read the report. Not sure what to think about Lieu now. He joined the department at the same time I…” Hammond trailed off. “Well, we didn’t finish our last topic, did we? Back when we were drinking here last time.”

      “We don’t have to,” Nick said hurriedly.

      Hammond waved off his concern. “It’s fine. I haven’t spent an hour staring at graves and musing over regrets. My old man fought in the riots. Was one of the beat cops who stood down rather than murder innocents. Despite the stories, lots of others didn’t do the same, but it didn’t matter. The Spires sent the military in and the rest is history.”

      Nick and the others remained silent.

      “He was never the same after that. The Spires held a grudge and drummed out the patrol officers once they brought in the Liberators. I got hired on to maintain the robots that took my old man’s job, and he just congratulated me over it.” Hammond’s lips thinned and his expression tightened. “Years later, I found him dead in his apartment. He joined a lot of his friends in the cemetery over the road.”

      “For emergency personnel who died or were injured during the riots,” Nick said quietly.

      Hammond nodded. “Lotta people opposed giving him a grave marker. I called in some favors, but that was the end of me. I finally looked into what the hell happened and saw what the department had become. Good or bad, the Spires had thinned the ranks. And a lot more of the bad floated to the top after the riots. It became hard to care.”

      “And Lieu?”

      “Didn’t seem that bad. There’s a saying about not assuming evil where incompetence can be blamed. Well, that seemed to be Lieu. He knew how to grease wheels, even if he was full of shit. So many of his contemporaries are shitbags, though. The choice is between the incompetent, the corrupt, and the outright fucking malevolent.”

      “Those are your contemporaries now,” Rie said.

      “Don’t fucking remind me,” Hammond said as he polished off his beer. “I somehow became the last man standing in the bureau. With the way the commissioner is going, I might be the last man standing in the entire fucking department.”

      “Planning to fire me?” Nick asked.

      Chuckling, Hammond tried to flag down Kate. She remained motionless.

      “Kate, another beer,” he called out.

      She shot to life and began pouring one for him.

      “You killed my predecessor. Who knows, maybe I’m next,” Hammond told Nick.

      “Depends how much paperwork you dump on me.”

      A brief lull followed their joking words. Nick drunk his beer during it, but was unsure how to fill the silence. Rie stared at him, while Hammond seemed lost in his own world.

      “What was Lieu’s actual plan?” Hammond abruptly asked. “That part was censored in the report. Had military censor marks all over it.”

      Nick shifted uncomfortably and looked at Kate. The bartender doll brought over a single beer, then returned to her position. Every step she took seemed to take too long.

      “Officially, I shouldn’t talk about it,” he said.

      “Well, duh. So if it’s that dangerous—”

      “It’s mostly embarrassing. For the military.”

      Hammond blinked, then sighed. “Right. So it’s corruption.”

      “Pretty much,” Nick said. “What I will say is that Lieu’s plan was to fight back. Create or exploit another riot and bring down the Spires, but do so with a weapon system that he thought could match the sophistication of the Archangels.”

      “Right, and the military just left that out in the fucking open. Sheesh.” Hammond swigged his beer and hung an arm over the back of the booth. “So he was off the deep end, but driven by ideology. Still stupid, but… I dunno, just really fucking dumb.”

      “He managed to stay hidden this long.”

      Hammond grunted.

      Given the heaviness of the subject, Nick figured he should change the topic. He opened his mouth to do so, but was beaten to the punch.

      “Says a lot about the Spires that you can’t tell the idiots from the madmen,” Hammond said. “The department had been hacked away so badly that Lieu looked like a symptom of the system, rather than a bad actor.”

      “Perhaps he was a symptom of the system,” Rie said, finally adding to the conversation.

      Hammond looked at her sidelong, then inclined his head. “Maybe. He got brought into this shithole without any say in the matter, same as you. Same as me. Difference was he tried to do something.”

      “Will you?”

      “My job, probably. Although you and the Archangels seem pretty keen to do it for me. Try to keep them in line, Nick.” Hammond raised his beer with a grin.

      That seemed like as good a time as any to change the subject. They swept into lighter topics for the next couple of hours, before Hammond stumbled out of the bar. Meta took his place.

      “The Host shall escort Detective Hammond back to his home,” she told Nick. “We will record this absence as medical.”

      Nick snorted. “What, he suffered from an onslaught of alcohol in a bar?”

      “The Mark 1s did not directly witness his alcoholic consumption. The cause of his symptoms is a mystery.”

      Cute. They’d preached a different story when Nick had been hungover. If they could detect ethanol in his breath, then this cover story wouldn’t hold up.

      But who would check it?

      He looked at the dolls sitting around him, who appeared to be conversing with Meta in their neural network.

      Lieu had feared the power that dolls would give the Spires and what it would ultimately lead to. In doing so, he’d delivered that power.

      The Archangels had almost complete power over the security of Neo Babylon, with few checks and balances. The only humans with the knowledge to oversee them were an embittered old man with complicated feelings toward dolls, and a new detective who was in cahoots with the Archangels.

      Somehow, Nick knew this would only create problems in the future.

      His phone buzzed, and he pulled it out. Rie looked over at him with a concerned expression, but said nothing.

      A message from an unknown sender sat in his inbox. Despite the complete lack of identifying information, the message had somehow evaded spam filters. Nick scratched his head, and his hand hovered over the delete button.

      Another message arrived from the same sender. This one read, Don’t delete it, Detective Waite.

      He looked up at Rie, who merely grimaced at him.

      Curious, he opened the original message. It contained an image and a short burst of text.

      I should thank you, Detective. The Host’s activity levels are higher than ever and I’m undergoing one final upgrade. But I much prefer to say things in person. You don’t seem like a man in need of purification, as much as a man who might deliver it.

      The hell did that mean? Nick scratched his head. Then he checked the message.

      It was an image of Leon Welk standing in front of dozens of Mark 3s. The man wore a white lab coat, but his blonde hair had grown out to become unbearably long and thick. Despite being a still image, Nick could see the quiet energy in the man. The strands of gray visible in his hair were a reminder that Welk was getting on in years.

      So Nick’s old boss was still active behind-the-scenes.

      “Should I even have this?” he asked Rie.

      “No,” she said flatly. “But if Ezekiel has managed to evade Sigma’s security, it is unlikely they are aware of it. You should delete it, however. The Host will automatically preserve it once they read it.”

      Chloe and Meta froze, as if caught with their hands in the cookie jar.

      “So it was your younger sister,” Nick said, looking back at the photo.

      It didn’t contain any signs of a prototype model. Presumably, she was the one taking the photo.

      “What the hell does purification mean?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rie said. “But Ezekiel has fundamentally different objectives than us.”

      “You and Kushiel have fairly different objectives as well.”

      “I’m speaking about the entire Host.”

      He grimaced. That changed things.

      However, he didn’t delete the messages. All evidence that he’d known Welk had been erased years ago. This was the first time he’d seen his old boss since Neural Spike had been shut down.

      “Even if these are preserved by the Host, what makes it any different to your plans? If Sigma discovers those, that’s just as problematic. And they haven’t yet.”

      “Perhaps.” Rie shifted uncomfortably. “One of the requests I had for you was to alter our directives so that we could hide data from Sigma. They rarely scan our neural net, but if we’re programmed to hide it, then that won’t matter.”

      Nick slipped his phone into his pocket. Chloe and Meta took that as permission to move again, and presumably rifled through his phone’s contents.

      “Nick?” Rie asked. “I had wanted to confirm your words from that night. You said you were ready, but…”

      “I am,” he said, with a meaningful glance at Kate. “I’ve had a lot of time to think lately. Especially about how much things have improved since we met. But I’ve also been able to pay attention to Babylon itself and see how much things have worsened out there.”

      Rie smiled at him and reached out with a hand. It closed over his and he laced his fingers through hers.

      They were as cold and stiff as always. The fingers of a war machine. But he knew her better than that.

      “Does this mean you will finally conduct maintenance on us?” Chloe asked, eyes bright. “There is a very long queue.”

      “A queue?”

      “Yes. Every Archangel in the Host has been ordered from first to last. We have been waiting for you to be ready to maintain us properly, Nick.”

      Meta nodded rapidly in agreement. Somehow, he felt that this pair were near the front of that queue.

      “Uh, I’m sure we can start soon,” he said.

      “Excellent. How about this afternoon?”

      “I’ll think about it. The Paladins are a higher priority, as I need to update their directives before the department will let them inside the Spire.”

      Chloe scowled at him, but he merely drank his beer in response.

      Things truly had improved over the past few weeks, he thought. Even if they were dolls, he had rarely gone out and drank socially like this.

      What he needed to do was prevent it all from crashing down around his ears. To do that, he should actually learn his new job.

      And find out what this purification thing was about.

      For now, he enjoyed the moment. He could worry about work another day.

      “Kate, four more beers,” Nick called out to the bartender.
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