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      CHARACTERS

      Nicholas Waite—protagonist; Lieutenant Cipher of the Archangel Division in the Neo Babylon Police Department; former black company cipher in Neural Spike and Tartarus

      Uriel “Rie”—police ARMD; prototype Mark 3 Archangel in command of Babylon PD’s Oversight Taskforce; long black hair, amber eyes, large bust and thighs, 5’7

      Kushiel—military ARMD; prototype Mark 2 Archangel deployed as liaison between the military and Babylon PD; long silver hair, red eyes, enormous bust and figure, nearly 8’

      Ezekiel—police ARMD; prototype Mark 3 Archangel in development at Sigma labs; long white hair in a ponytail, purple eyes, lithe figure, 5’2

      Chloe—police ARMD; Mark 3 Archangel acting as Nick’s liaison and assistant; looks like a standard Mark 3, 5’2

      Metatron “Meta”—police ARMD; Mark 1 Archangel who acts as the voice of the Mark 1s; named by Nick; looks like a standard Mark 1, 5’0

      Juliet and Rosa—police ARMDs; Mark 3 Archangels acting as Nick’s bodyguards; look like standard Mark 3s, 5’2

      Helena—experimental mainframe; stored beneath the police Spire following her rescue in Book 1; has no body or physical appearance beside her bulky computer body

      Paul Hammond—human; Nick’s immediate superior and captain; a grizzled detective in his 50s ripped right from a 1920s crime film; a burned out and bitter man with anti-doll sentiments and a family history as police officers

      Dennis Kim—human; police commissioner and political appointee to automate the Babylon PD; brother of RTM Strategic’s CEO; a charismatic politician and true believer in automation; an aging man of Korean ethnicity always in suits with a statesman-like appearance

      Carolyn Andrews—human; absentee police chief who is disfavored by politics; formerly from the military; a stoic and capable woman respected by almost everyone

      Andrew Lieu—deceased; human; former captain of Nick’s bureau; conspired to bring down Babylon and the Spires from the inside by creating a zombified army of soldiers using Helena; killed by Nick in Book 1

      Alex Griffiths—human; general of the Neo Westphalian Military’s Aerial Command; “gifted” Nick his expensive apartment with no known motive; has a cybernetic arm

      Terrence Stone—human; board member of the police department and influential power broker in the Spires; has a cybernetic arm and leg

      Lucas Miller—human; gang lord, cipher, and entrepreneur; owns and runs black companies, Formeus Imports and the Cobalt Lily; an old friend and mentor of Nick’s; has dark skin, shows off the wealth he’s earned, vapes, and aspires to more than just the streets

      Lumen—logic engine mainframe; Lucas’s old mainframe and “virtual daughter” who runs the Cobalt Lily; has a crush on Nick; interface body has bobbed white hair with blue highlights and blue eyes

      Sung Jang—human; cipher who runs his own security firm in the Altnet; a friend of Nick’s; Korean ethnicity

      Omoikane—judicial mainframe; one of six state-of-the-art mainframes responsible for all court decisions in Babylon; interface body wears a gleaming silver suit, and he has an overwrought male idol-like appearance

      Athena—judicial mainframe; one of six state-of-the-art mainframes responsible for all court decisions in Babylon; interface body leans into a lewd office style with a skimpy miniskirt, sheer stockings, lots of cleavage, tattoos, and skin that sparkles with gemstones

      Leon Welk—human; inventor of emotion engines and former CEO of Neural Spike; Nick’s old boss and mentor; disappeared during the military’s seizure of Neural Spike but is currently forced to work for Sigma Robotics

      Seung Hyeon—human; RTM’s chief researcher into their version of emotion engines in an attempt to catch up to Sigma; currently in Babylon working on a prototype; did Nick a favor in his last case

      

  





CONCEPTS

      ARMD “Doll”—Autonomous Robotic Modular Dolls, ordinarily called dolls; AI-powered androids that come almost exclusively in the form of women; they serve a variety of purposes, from nursing, to cleaning, to police duties, and even warfare. There are three primary manufacturers: Sigma, RTM, and a Chinese company.

      Mainframe—AI-powered supercomputers that run companies and governments using quantum computing

      Interface—a subtype of ARMD that acts as a body or conduit for a mainframe to interact with humans physically; all interfaces are legally required to have silver armbands and a barcode engraved into their face; come in both genders

      Pile—a subtype of ARMD that assists mainframes with human interaction in large organizations; use small, androgynous bodies made extremely cheaply and have little personality or processing power

      Warbot—the term used for all autonomous military units that are not dolls, including tanks, warships, and drones.

      Emotion and Logic Engines—two distinct methods of AI operation. Logic engines strictly follow predefined directives and parameters; emotion engines possess high-level objectives that allow them to deviate from their programming and are more “human-like.”

      Neural Implants and Mods—implants are installed in the brains of early pubescent children and integrate them with augmented and virtual reality; neural mods enable alteration of implant behavior

      Ciphers—AI troubleshooters; people with specialized skills to handle a variety of AI and neural issues that slip between the cracks of other specializations

      The Altnet—Neo Westphalia’s Internet platform, built around the concept of augmented and virtual reality; rarely used outside the country and the United States

      Virtual Ocean—the term used to separate the immersive virtual reality aspect of the Altnet from the augmented reality or other elements

      Black Companies—undertake activities that are either decriminalized (but not strictly legal) or “victimless crimes;” police turn a blind eye to them

      

  





LOCATIONS

      Neo Westphalia—a country formed from six man-made islands in the East Pacific; created sixty years ago by tech trillionaires

      Neo Babylon—Neo Westphalia’s oldest and grandest island-city

      Asgard—the second largest city in Neo Westphalia and Aesir’s headquarters; lies just north of Neo Babylon and is directly connected by a rail bridge

      The Spires—five enormous skyscrapers that form the headquarters and residences of Babylon’s government and elite; their names are Olympus, Avalon, Axis Mundi, Sindansu, and Yggdrasil

      Alcatraz—a commercial district in the outer metro filled with black companies and criminal activity in Babylon

      The Doll District—a red-light district in the inner city that specializes in doll services

      

  





COMPANIES

      Aesir—the largest electronics and neural implant company in the world; currently embroiled in a court case over the right to force older neural implants to purchase premium neural mods to remain functional

      RTM—the largest doll manufacturer and electronic parts developer in the world; also contains RTM Strategic, their military subsidiary

      Deusoma—a company dedicated to researching and manufacturing neural mods; large by most standards but not a megacorp

      Sigma Robotics and Industrial—an industrial AI manufacturer who has branched into AI and doll development in the past two decades. Created emotion engines and the Archangels.

      Neural Spike—a black company that did R&D for emotion engines; was shut down by the military to cover up illegal human trials they did for the government

      Tartarus—a black company that contained all former Neural Spike personnel that were not “disappeared;” shut down in Book 1 by the police
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      The center of Neo Babylon teemed with a hundred thousand people or more. Masses of people packed into the stands of a temporary convention center built beneath the towering Spires, and even more sprawled across the carefully manicured grounds around it. Countless drones hovered overhead to capture every moment in perfect fidelity.

      Anyone not here in person watched from the comfort of their own brain, using their neural implant to partake in the festivities. Almost every influencer and media channel worth a damn was covering the event, and all coverage outside of Neo Westphalia was carefully controlled. Licensing fees were estimated to cover most of the expenses of this overly extravagant event.

      Which was good, as the entire thing was overwrought as hell. Ezekiel, the latest and greatest police doll prototype and the future of policing, was being officially inducted. While many citizens of Babylon found the Archangel police dolls fascinating, they numbered far too few to fill out a convention center of this size.

      No, the people were here because the Spires were pushing this big time. Free food, free booze, influencer sponsorships galore, massive doll and tech companies like RTM and Aesir promoting it—in a corporate city like Babylon, only an idiot wouldn’t get the memo.

      Detective Nick Waite stood inside the underground prep area beneath the convention stage, sipping on a coffee. “I wonder how many companies plan to vet the neural implants of their employees on Monday. Just to see how much they ‘enjoyed the free ticket’ to this wonderful event, but really to punish anyone who didn’t show up.”

      “It is a contractual requirement for many of them to do so,” a female voice spoke over his earpiece—Helena, the police mainframe that he’d known for most of his adult life. “It is common practice to require verified analytics from neural implants as part of partnership or sponsorship agreements.”

      “Do they even bother to anonymize the data?”

      “Identifiable data is frequently requested by wealthier companies.”

      He snorted. “Figures.”

      Contrary to his usual baggy coat and suit or nondescript clothes, Nick found himself stuffed into a navy-blue dress uniform. Various ribbons, badges, bands, and other regalia covered the jacket and epaulets. He even wore a tie, which had been adjusted by almost every Archangel he’d run into today—which ran into the dozens.

      A trio of Archangels stood nearby in this tiny box of a room. Two of them looked identical—a little over five foot, hauntingly beautiful, with medium-length, puffy white hair, and lithe figures. Each carried an assault rifle and wore armored police uniforms. Their names were Juliet and Rosa and they were the Mark 3 Archangels assigned as his bodyguards.

      The other Archangel was Metatron, usually called Meta, who was a Mark 1 Archangel. She differed from the others due to being slightly shorter, a little less full-figured, and possessing a pair of little white pigtails in her hair that acted as antennae. She carried an SMG.

      Outside this room and throughout the entire mini-island that housed the Spires were thousands more Archangels. Mostly Mark 1s. Only a few dozen Mark 3s had been deployed in Babylon.

      That would change today. Along with Ezekiel’s official deployment came another thousand Mark 3s, supposedly with some new enhancements and tweaks following the test deployments of the Mark 3 prototypes over the past eight months.

      It had been two months since Nick took down the embezzlement ring inside the Grand Westphalian Trust, which had put Ezekiel’s induction on hold. He hadn’t seen the prototype Archangel since then. But his subordinates had. Several Archangels, including Meta, had visited the main facility of Sigma Labs in the Atlantic Ocean to assist with Ezekiel’s final tweaks. Meta had supposedly received an upgrade, but had been circumspect about what it involved.

      Nick sipped his coffee, which was well and truly cold by now. While he could get a fresh one, it would probably be just as terrible. One of the fundamental truths of life was that coffee at any large event would be godawful.

      Sometimes, people liked to say that everyone had preferences and they needed to be catered to. Unfortunately, the preferences of the average person fucking sucked and their taste in coffee proved it.

      Nick expected there to be some actual coffee in his, well, coffee—it was in the name. This stuff tasted like somebody had waved the beans over the liquid and called it a day. Probably charged an arm and a leg for it, too. Disgusting.

      “You appear to be upset,” Meta said, appearing next to him. “Have you seen something on the monitors?”

      One wall of this little room glowed from a projection, displaying a few dozen camera feeds. A little box small enough to fit in Nick’s palm was responsible and had been glued to the ceiling for his express use.

      After all, nobody else needed visual monitors. The Archangels and Helena flicked through the camera feeds electronically, as robots were wont to do. But even humans could utilize augmented reality to achieve this. Everyone in Babylon had a neural implant. It could wirelessly connect to the city’s Altnet—the Internet platform that mixed the virtual and real worlds together—and allow a person to monitor camera feeds in the comfort of their own mind.

      But Nick couldn’t. For medical reasons, he lacked a neural implant. Calling it crippling was an understatement. He’d gotten used to it, and his job allowed him to rely on the Archangels for a lot of things.

      “What do things look like on the influencer side of things?” he asked, deflecting Meta’s interest as he gestured toward the wall with his cup. “Sung mentioned that licensing rights had gone for insane amounts, and that even the re-streaming rights would make or break a lot of people.”

      Sung Jang was a friend of Nick’s. Both men were ciphers and hung around in the same circles on the Altnet. They’d met through work, as Sung ran his own one-man Altnet security firm and Nick sometimes needed his help with problems in his old employer, Tartarus.

      That difference in work carried through to their cipher specializations. Where Nick focused on dolls and mainframes, Sung was all about neural security. He lived and breathed augmented and virtual reality. Running his own company as a freelancer meant many of his clients were influencers who needed a cipher they trusted to keep them safe from stalkers and rivals. He spent more time in the virtual ocean of the Altnet than was healthy, in Nick’s mind.

      Fortunately, Sung’s connections to shady figures like Nick and gang lords like their mutual friend Lucas helped. While the Archangels had a glowing reputation, everyone wanted security that could promise to show up at their door and “deal” with any threats, no questions asked.

      In response to Nick’s question, a dark expression crossed the faces of the three dolls in the room. It vanished just as fast. Nick wrote it off as an oddity.

      “Viewer numbers across all influencers currently livestreaming on the Altnet are 38% above expectations,” Meta said emotionlessly. “Traditional media networks continue their downtrend.”

      “They’ll be fine,” he said. “Ad money still flocks to stability. The vetting that the big Altnet channels do means that a sports drink company never needs to worry about being advertised by a guy who abused his family for a decade.”

      “The Maverick Group was dropped by all its sponsors last week and is currently being wound up by its creditors for that exact reason,” Helena chirped helpfully over his earpiece.

      Nick winced. Figured that he’d get the media landscape completely wrong.

      “I’ll try to be more cynical in the future,” he said.

      Meta’s eyes glowed briefly. “The Host believes that would be unwise. Any further degeneration into cynicism may require medical intervention.”

      “Thanks.”

      “It is our duty. Thanks are unnecessary, if welcome.”

      Honestly, Nick didn’t even know what this “Maverick Group” even was. While a couple of major news organizations did operate in Babylon, by virtue of the extreme expense of running a proper on-the-ground newswire, the definition of “traditional media network” had changed immensely.

      Most of them consisted of disrupters that had become so large they became the new normal. Streamers, news bloggers, and independent video producers formed companies, hired staff, and became the status quo. Now, as the Altnet grew a new generation of influencers who thrived in their own virtual reality islands, these dinosaurs huffed and puffed from their towers of gold.

      “Are viewer numbers actually up?” he asked, bringing the conversation back to the main topic. “Because there are a billion people here.”

      Meta opened her mouth.

      “Figuratively,” he corrected.

      “The Host understands hyperbole, Nicholas,” she chided. “I intended to answer your question.”

      He shrugged. Some days he never knew what to expect.

      “The answer is yes. But there is a growing consolidation among the largest influencers. Talent agencies and streamer conglomerates such as the Heirs of Babel and Altvivere have captured over 90% of viewers of the event. It is expected that anyone who purchased restreaming rights from them will barely break even.”

      Well, shit. Sung would be in a mood. He’d been messaging up a storm in Nick’s inbox about this whole event for the past two weeks.

      The fact the city turned this stupid ceremony into a massive free event was, on the face of it, a good thing. From this room, Nick watched on-screen as the bridges leading to the Spires choked with traffic. Countless robot taxis lined up at security checkpoints manned by hundreds of armed police dolls. Dedicated bus lanes brought free shuttle buses to and from the island—figures that so many people would avoid the bus in a city like Babylon.

      But Babylon was a city of countless millions in a country of six connected islands. The event couldn’t host everyone, and plenty more wanted to see what the fuss was about. Most watched from the comfort of their own home, or a bar, restaurant, or other venue. With the power of a neural implant, people could feel like they were literally here.

      According to those without Nick’s debilitating ill fortune, events like this one took place in bespoke virtual worlds that replicated the sights, sounds, and even smells perfectly. Or perfectly enough—he knew enough about the tech to understand that neural implants struggled to replicate certain sensations. Good coffee, for one.

      But in the face of this sort of traffic and these crowds, why travel to a convention hall when you could teleport there virtually?

      As one might expect from a city as ruthlessly capitalist as Babylon, the rights to show anything online were sold to the highest bidder—multiple times. And as the Altnet remained in the tight grip of the Spires, anyone dumb enough to show the event without permission would be shut down instantly and receive a hefty fine to boot. Quite a few Archangels had been assigned to police intellectual property infringements today.

      Hence Sung’s frustration. This event was massive, and it would be a bust for many of those who had bet on it.

      Babylon had long since ceased to be the city of dreams it had promised to be when built. How ironic that one of the groups crushing the dreams of the smaller influencers called themselves the Heirs of Babel. Nick vaguely wondered if they intended to challenge God, or if they actually wanted to prevent anyone else from building a new tower to the heavens.

      “Your coffee is empty,” Meta said, while taking the cup from his hand. “I believe it is time to join the others.”

      “I dunno. Here seems nice,” Nick said, standing still.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You will be required on stage imminently. As such, you should meet with Ezekiel.”

      “This doesn’t seem like something I have a choice in.”

      “As the Lieutenant Cipher of the Archangel Division, you are required for the induction ceremony. You have been at rehearsals for the past few weeks.”

      Not a peep from Helena. Or the other Archangels for that matter. All of them were listening in over his earpiece, including Ezekiel herself.

      Nick’s obstinance in the face of this overwrought event was far from news. He avoided press conferences and anything public facing at all costs. And yet, Commissioner Dennis Kim forced him into this.

      Standing on the damn convention hall stage in this ridiculous uniform for a meaningless ceremony, while a crowd drank and ate themselves into a stupor and a billion camera drones buzzed overhead. He’d stopped looking at his social feed for the past week, after the department announced his involvement. For all he knew, his parents would be in the damn crowd.

      “Fine,” he grunted out.

      Finally, he let Meta, Juliet, and Rosa lead him out of this little room. The projector flickered off.

      Little of interest happened in the bland concrete corridors. While the convention hall was new, the underground halls utilized existing infrastructure constructed some sixty years ago, when the Spires were still being built. For safety reasons, construction robots kept them maintained. Newer dolls wandered the halls. They administered to minor cracks, checked the open pipes and cables that ran along the expansive halls, and generally stayed out of the way.

      Nick’s escort led him to a much larger hall underground. They had plenty of time, so moved at a sedate pace.

      “Commissioner Kim has requested an extension to the pre-show, due to the larger-than-expected attendance numbers,” Helena explained. “It will be another hour before the speeches start. The ceremony will begin not long after that, and then—”

      “I know the schedule,” Nick said. “That’s why I’ve been holed up. I’ve been up since dawn and we’re not kicking off until nearly 3PM. It’s a pain in the ass.”

      “The economic boost is considered greatly desirable to the city.”

      “Lots of bread for a big circus, I know. A good distraction from the past few weeks of headlines about the Aesir court case, or banking malfeasance, or close brushes with US cruisers in the Pacific.” His face darkened at the last event.

      Rising geopolitical tensions cracked even his cynical façade about the world. Nick could shrug off corporate dystopian bullshit as “same old, same old,” but genuine war would shake the foundations of his life. Only morons believed otherwise.

      The larger room looked like somebody had turned a utility room into a backstage. Large brass pipes and ducting ran along the walls while large grating covered huge portions of the floor, with black voids below. Yet the space contained a myriad of tables, dressers, clothes hooks, mirrors, and other furnishings.

      Most of which went unused by the androids milling about with empty eyes, as they’d already changed and didn’t exactly need mirrors.

      Several dozen Mark 1s leaned on dressers while wearing ostentatious dress uniforms. Nick had only seen these uniforms once before, back when the Mark 1s first arrived in Babylon. Rather than the basic armored black uniform worn by Meta and the others, this uniform was skintight, showed off plenty of skin—particularly the midriff—and featured flashy reds and blues.

      Meta pouted at Nick, noticing where his eyes wandered. Without a word, she and the Mark 3s wandered over to one of the unused dressers and peeled off their uniforms. He tried not to stare.

      Fortunately, he was spared the valiant effort when a familiar Mark 3 approached him. She wore the same flashy red and blue uniform as the others. The main difference in her uniform was that it had a boob window, showing off the cleavage that she had and the Mark 1s lacked.

      Otherwise, she had two big differences in appearance from the other dolls present. Her long white hair was done up in a ponytail. And rather than lithe human legs, she possessed bulky cybernetic ones with thick armored plating and energy emitters around her knees.

      “Ezekiel,” Nick said, raising an eyebrow at her new legs. “Did Sigma take that much exception to your injury?”

      Ezekiel plastered her usual smile on her face, but it lacked her usual falsified energy. She leaned over and ran a hand along her steel calves. “The engineers felt that I needed a new defense mechanism to match my sisters. Kushiel has vastly superior armor, and Uriel has her own kinetic defenses.”

      The Archangels were led by three prototypes: Kushiel, Uriel—known better as Rie, and Ezekiel. They each specialized in different areas, and their capabilities differed as a result. Kushiel excelled at destruction; Rie at neural and electronic warfare; and Ezekiel at leadership.

      The fact Rie might possess kinetic defenses was a reminder that she had been intended for Ezekiel’s role originally, however.

      Nick had suspected that Rie possessed a trick that protected her from harm, but that sounded like she had a force field. Such technology existed, but it was the domain of massive vehicles. Battle tanks, military vessels, and the like. Anything short of a fusion reactor couldn’t maintain the power output.

      Or at least, those were the rumors. While the existence of some type of force field tech existed, however the military made it work remained top secret. Civilian versions were toys that could barely stop a softball, let alone a bullet or a railgun round. Nick doubted Rie’s version would be so weak.

      “If I kick you in the shins, will I lose my leg?” Nick joked, deciding to focus on the doll in front of him.

      “Yes, but I didn’t need cybernetic legs to do that,” Ezekiel said, straightening up and tilting her head to one side. “How have you been, lieutenant? I understand you would prefer to avoid today’s ceremony.”

      “Shouldn’t you already know that?” He tapped his ear.

      She shrugged. “The Host hasn’t linked me into your earpiece yet. Officially, my duties don’t begin until after the induction. We have a meeting with Commissioner Kim, Chief Andrews, and Captain Hammond in the morning to go over the deployment of the new Mark 3s and myself. Once that happens—”

      “I don’t see that being an issue.” Nick glanced over at Meta, then looked back at Ezekiel with a cough.

      He’d just gotten an eyeful of Meta’s naked chest as she finished tightening the bottom half of her uniform. The Archangels’ dress uniform came in something like a dozen different pieces. Only a robot could possibly put on something so fiddly.

      “Yes, Nicholas?” Meta asked over his earpiece.

      “Patch Ezekiel into my earpiece. She already had access during the GWT case. I don’t see the issue,” he said.

      There was a long pause. The eyes of the Mark 1s in the room lit up.

      Somehow, he’d trodden in something sensitive.

      Ezekiel bit her lip but remained silent.

      “We had planned to conduct our own induction ceremony for Ezekiel and the new Mark 3s tonight, after the ceremonial departmental one,” Meta said slowly.

      “And you still can, but the earpiece is about access to me,” he said. “I’m going to be dealing with Ezekiel in some way or another while I’m in the role. If things go well, that will be for a while. The earpiece is the fastest way to talk to her. Whatever the Host does in its own time is your own decision.”

      Immediately, the Mark 1s relaxed. Something was going down inside the collective consciousness of the Archangels regarding Ezekiel. Nick wanted nothing to do with it, however.

      At least, not unless it interfered with how they functioned or until they approached him. As their cipher, Nick tried to make sure the Archangels operated correctly and helped them a little bit. But they were a distributed intelligence of androids far more complex than anything he understood.

      Letting them do their own thing was the entire point of creating the Archangels. If they asked him for advice, he’d provide it. Why they might want his advice baffled him at times, but sure, he’d still give it.

      “Thanks,” Ezekiel muttered over his earpiece. Her expression remained unchanged.

      Somehow, he suspected the other Archangels hadn’t heard that. The Mark 3s had superior electronic and neural warfare capabilities to the older models, and Ezekiel was one step above even them.

      Leaning against a dresser, Nick flicked out his phone. He brought up a random stream of the stage from his news feed.

      Predictably, he’d been recommended something from the Heirs of Babel. Some dude called Vic Ferrite. The name sounded as fake as the chiseled and tanned Altnet avatar walking around on the convention stage. While there was a physical emcee for the event, each influencer replaced him with themselves or whatever presenter they desired. He barely watched this stuff, but knew at least that much.

      “You’re watching him?” Ezekiel asked, faintly amused.

      “No, I’m checking on the preshow,” he said. “I don’t watch Altnet influencers. This guy has a lot of viewers, though.”

      “Vic Ferrite is considered one of the largest Altnet influencers and is the founder of the Heirs of Babel,” Helena explained. “He is—”

      “—not worth talking about,” Meta cut in.

      Several Mark 1s agreed, visible scowls on their faces. Ezekiel tried and failed to hide her amusement over her brethren’s discontent regarding an influencer. For his part, Nick agreed.

      If Kushiel were here, she’d be kicking up a storm by needling the Mark 1s over whatever this issue was. But Nick wanted to minimize the pain he went through during this stupid event, and pissing off the Archangels ran opposite that plan.

      “Have you heard anything from Sigma or the Commissioner about the reorganization plans?” he asked Ezekiel while putting his phone away.

      She shook her head. “I know there is a major reorganization planned. There have been some arguments over it, and Leon Welk got involved at some point. I take it you are in the dark?”

      Leon Welk had been Nick’s old boss and the man responsible for developing the emotion engines that drove modern AI mainframes and dolls. If he had become involved, something big was going down.

      “Unfortunately. They’re storing all the details in the secure storage in the Spires. That means whatever they plan to do will affect the Archangels a lot.”

      And probably him. Kim was no fool.

      There was a rule Nick had heard of in companies: never involve somebody in fixing a problem if it was in their best interest that the problem stayed unfixed.

      While Nick thought better of himself than to intentionally sabotage his workplace, his superiors had definitely dealt with people who would. The sort of people who would happily burn countless billions of dollars and destroy their colleagues’ work in order to protect their own job.

      If this reorganization affected Nick, then smart management would keep it from him at all costs. Although the fact Hammond hadn’t let anything slip surprised him. The man had no love for corporate politics.

      The next hour passed slowly. Unwilling to risk the ire of the Mark 1s again, Nick passed the time by chatting with some of his cipher buddies.

      Several of them had established a private chat inside one of the more exclusive circles. Lucas, Sung, and several of those thriving in Babylon’s underbelly appeared to be watching a private restream of the event and chatting about it. For the most part, the conversation was natter and Nick fit in easily. Especially as he was part of the event and half the reason they let him remain in the cipher circles was quid pro quo.

      Some days he got cooperation in a case out of his buddies. Other days they expanded their questionable businesses due to inside information. Nick held no illusions about how things worked, but he needed to be careful about how he interacted with other ciphers and especially anyone with ties to black companies. Lucas had ambitions, but he was at least a friend.

      Eventually, Ezekiel vanished. Nick knew the moment she appeared on stage because of the chatter about her uniform. Then the Mark 1s began poking him and he slipped his phone in his pocket.

      They ushered him away and into a lift. More Archangels stood guard, although these wore ordinary uniforms. Only his escort wore dress clothes. None of the other police dolls were anywhere to be seen.

      Presumably, all of them had been assigned to duties outside the convention hall. The spotlight needed to be on the fancy new ones.

      The convention hall was more like a stadium than an ordinary hall. Stands for the audience surrounded the entire venue, and a central raised stand contained the presenters. The lift took them into a small stage immediately below that stand, where stairs led up and onto it.

      “Serious question, what direction do I face?” Nick asked. “Because half the ground is going to see my back. There’s a reason most halls and theaters are built like semi-circles. The rehearsals had been in a normal hall we’d rented.”

      “Altnet projections will ensure that the crowd will see you facing them at all times. There will be guides in place to ensure you face the cameras,” Meta reminded him. “Face those, and everything will go to plan.”

      He winced. Of course he just needed to face the cameras. Would an event this big be anything less than idiot-proof?

      Various dolls hovered around here. They all wore bright red and white uniforms that marked them as backstage personnel, with the logos of their companies emblazoned on their chests. Some guarded the stairs, and would ensure Nick would go up exactly when he should.

      But many of the dolls were assistants of some form or another. They spotted him and rushed over. Makeup sets, brushes, scissors, and countless other threatening instruments adorned their hands as they attacked him. Nick bared his teeth for a moment. The dolls tittered at him and attempted to correct his expression.

      He forced himself to calm down and stared into space while the assistant dolls battered him. This was a production. He just needed to let them do their thing, go up, stand still, recite his line when indicated, and give Ezekiel her badge.

      Yes, that was literally his role. For whatever reason, Kim wanted Nick, as Lieutenant Cipher and a minor celebrity after the GWT scandal, to be the one to personally induct Ezekiel into the police force. At least publicly.

      Minutes passed.

      Then the dolls at the stairs waved for his attention. They seemed panicked. Likely because they couldn’t buzz him over a neural implant. A few ran over to him, but the Archangels were already pushing him over.

      He strode up the stairs, the light of the stage seeming to consume him.

      Then he emerged into a cacophony of noise, a halo of light, and the largest crowd he’d ever been in the middle of. For a moment, his body froze. He felt his muscles contract and fear took over.

      What the fuck was he even doing here, surrounded by what looked to be a million goddamn people? A thousand camera drones buzzed over the carefully manicured grounds around the marble stage he stood upon. None got too close, but they felt like flies that he wanted to swat.

      “Nick,” Helena said in his ear.

      At the same time, Juliet and Rosa pushed against his back. They couldn’t hold his arms, as it would have been an awful appearance for him to appear with an Archangel in each arm like some playboy.

      The words and the nudges were nearly enough.

      Then another voice, that of Rie and silky smooth, spoke over his earpiece, “You’re fine, Nicholas. They’re paying attention to the Archangels, not you. Just walk into position like you practiced.”

      He took a deep breath, then let muscle memory took over. Within seconds, he’d strode over to Commissioner Kim and Ezekiel.

      They stood in the center of this massive stage, with several dozen Mark 1s and a group of men and women sitting nearby. Nick recognized most of the humans. They were all police execs, such as Chief Andrews or Hammond, or else board members like Terrence Stone. Several nodded at Nick as he approached.

      The stage lacked a podium, and instead the emcee stood near the front of the stage in a fluttery, glittery outfit lined with black imprinting stripes. In the Altnet, he’d probably glow—at least for the people physically present. Kim stood nearby, next to Ezekiel. A billion cameras and huge lights hovered in front of the stage, physically blocking Nick’s view on one side of the stage.

      Well, at least he knew what direction to look.

      The emcee winked at Nick and waved him over. Confused, he followed his guidance.

      “Don’t worry, we’re doing some B-roll about you,” the emcee said while patting him on the shoulder. “We got your entrance. Pretty smooth for a first timer. We’ve got real-time editing. Big mainframe underground that would have caught your little freeze and just”—the emcee snapped his fingers—“like that. Welcome to the big leagues, detective. Show biz is a lot easier than saving the city, eh?”

      He winked again, waved him toward Kim, then stepped toward the front of the stage. Nick blinked a few times, then wandered over to the Commissioner.

      As he did so, he heard the emcee give a booming introduction. Nick overheard some stuff about him saving the Spires, right before Kim wanted his attention.

      “Expect a lot of standing,” Kim said drily. “We’ll grab some drinks after this. Figure to give you a heads up before tomorrow morning.”

      That boded well for whatever the reorganization would be. Nick nodded with a small smile.

      “And now, the man of the hour. Or perhaps, the year?” the emcee practically shouted, his voice booming across the convention hall. “Lieutenant Cipher Nicholas—”

      Then his voice cut out. Nick had a brief moment to spot the blinking lights on every camera go solid red before the hall was flooded with bright white light. Everyone around him froze, their eyes going wide. The Archangels seized up. Several people looked around in terror, but they were greatly outnumbered by the mass of human statues surrounding them.

      Dead silence rang out in his earpiece while Nick looked around, feeling as if he had stepped into an alternate dimension. Perhaps time itself had stopped.

      Then after a few seconds, everything snapped back to normal. The lights dimmed, the cameras flickered back to normal operation, and the Archangels began moving again.

      But the people began screaming. Rage, terror, fear, and sorrow rang out across the massive hall, echoing off the walls like a discordant symphony as a hundred thousand people rose from their seats in panic.

      Then, just as quickly, they dropped back into their seats. A thousand Archangels around the rear of the hall made their presence known. Weapons raised, they stepped forward and “calmed” the crowd through their neural implants.

      The emcee fell to his knees, staring around himself in shock.

      Kim bit his lip, face pale. He looked at Nick. Not that Nick had the foggiest what to do right now.

      It was Ezekiel who stepped forward to take action. She didn’t say a word. But after a few seconds, a visible change overcame the crowd. Nick stood there, completely lost.

      Archangels ushered away the police execs and board members. Ezekiel stepped up to Kim and… something happened. No words were exchanged between them. The eyes of Nick’s usual escort remained glazed over. Orderly lines formed as the entire hall evacuated, while Archangels ensured their safety.

      But Nick stood there, aware that whatever happened took place in a world he knew nothing about and never had.

      “What the hell just happened?” he muttered.

      Juliet and Rosa had remained close to him, but his words finally snapped them out of their world. They opened their mouths to say something, but Helena beat them to it.

      “Nick, an unprecedented crisis has happened in the Altnet,” she said. “An unknown attacker briefly crippled the Altnet during the event, causing multiple interconnected systems to shut down or reboot.”

      “That’s happened before,” he said. “There are failsafes—”

      “Yes, but they didn’t work,” she said. “Eleven people are believed dead. A large scale attack on the entire Altnet has succeeded at overriding the many protections the Spires have placed on neural implants.”

      Instantly, Nick understood. This celebration of the power of the Spires had just become a mass murder. One that struck at the core of life in Neo Babylon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “The Host is currently assisting the Department of Altnet Operations with restoring order following the attack,” Helena said. “Due to the Archangels’ roles as Altnet moderators, they are devoting the vast majority of their processing power to this task.”

      Nick nodded. That explained why he was being ignored by the Archangels. While Juliet and Rosa hovered beside him, they still had yet to acknowledge him. Those protecting the stage acted like the dolls they were described as. Their rote actions hardly reflected the intelligence held within their state-of-the-art bodies.

      Looking around, he failed to spot the other Mark 3s. They had been due to come on-stage later, after Ezekiel’s moment of glory. For the past seven months, Nick had primarily been working alongside Rie and her small task force of Mark 3s. They must all still be underground. Given their advanced neural warfare capabilities and cipher skills, he knew they’d be deep in the Altnet.

      Ezekiel and Kim remained deep in conversation, but it appeared non-verbal. A pair of Mark 1s escorted them away, while Nick watched. Part of him wanted to join them.

      He also knew that would be pointless. Right now, he had no clue what was even going on, whereas both of them would be on top of everything due to their implants. If he butted in, all he could do was ask annoying questions or look stupid.

      No, he knew what he needed to do.

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asked Helena quietly. “Or am I right that I should return to the office?”

      “There are several thousand highly capable emergency services androids deployed in the vicinity,” she answered. “Hospitals, insurers, and medical companies are responding with all available resources. It is highly improbable that you can provide any direct assistance that a doll cannot.”

      “So I should return to the office,” Nick said drily.

      “I believe you should take whatever actions aid in your duties as Lieutenant Cipher.” She paused. “I would not be averse to your return, however. You have been busy lately.”

      This wasn’t exactly the time to dote on Helena, but he supposed she wasn’t exactly the empathetic sort toward humans. Other than him, of course.

      Nick gestured at the stairs and nodded at Juliet and Rosa. “We’ll head back to the office.”

      They didn’t respond. That proved they weren’t really here then.

      So he simply walked off and they followed.

      Contrary to expectations, the underground corridors proved empty. No signs of Rie or the other Mark 3s. Several Mark 1s stood aimlessly in the dressing room, eyes glazed over as they focused on the Altnet. They automatically began escorting him as he passed by. Some sort of subroutine, he supposed.

      As the underground corridors didn’t run to the Spires, he returned topside. There, he saw a vision of Hell.

      Audible sirens blared. Dense crowds of people formed crushes around the roads, held back by walls of Liberator police dolls. Shuttle buses chugged along, loaded with people, but far too many of the robot taxis seemed inoperable. Nick realized that they had failed to restart after the brief outage.

      Many of the stands had been abandoned, but the lush grounds of the island hadn’t been. Mark 1s formed a perimeter while nurse dolls tended to row after row of people. Worried masses of people wailed at an invisible cordon.

      Nick stared at what appeared to be a field hospital. “I thought you said only eleven people died?”

      “Eleven neural implants reported back terminal vital signs,” Helena said. “However, many more injuries resulted. These include neuralgia, comas, sensory damage, nausea—”

      He closed his eyes. “How many?”

      “Severe and critical illnesses such as coma already number in the hundreds, although some are recovering. Milder damage is in the tens of thousands. That number is expected to rise as symptoms are reported that weren’t automatically detected by implants.”

      “This is a natural disaster,” he said.

      Helena didn’t answer.

      As he looked around, he saw visceral panic in the faces of almost everyone. No physical threat existed. A bomb wasn’t going to fall out of the sky and vaporize everyone. Yet people knew their lives remained at risk. He felt immune to it, isolated during this disaster.

      Something had struck out and killed without being seen. Nick already knew that if he looked at the Altnet, he’d see absolute terror rippling across it.

      Even so, he checked anyway. For all he knew, the Archangels were clamping down hard.

      He flipped out his phone.

      Immediately, he saw the chaos created in the wake of the incident. News articles and videos recommended to him were the picture of panic. His social feed was full of people screaming about what had happened, asking for answers, or pumping out huge screeds that nobody would look at.

      When he looked at a couple of public circles, he closed his eyes and left immediately.

      Between the panic had been countless posts asking for people to answer. Ordinarily, nobody would bother with public messages like that. With a single thought, two people could talk with each other directly using their neural implants across the entire country. Those posts went unanswered because the person they were looking for couldn’t answer. They might be lying in that field hospital near Nick.

      Even his cipher circles were ablaze. A few ciphers appeared to have gone down. But a lot of it was speculative. Fury built within the black company ciphers about how the Spires could even let an attack like this happen. Others tried to guess the cause, or even the attacker.

      Lucas spotted him online and sent him a message, Guessing you’re doing alright. Dunno if you need any help with this mess, but there’ll be a lot of power players at some drinks tonight. I’ll send you the address. Maybe come anyway to cool off.

      Nick flicked back a short reply as thanks, then prepared to log off.

      Then he noticed that he had a billion messages. Almost all of them were variations of “I’m doing fine. Message me back when you receive this,” and had been sent in the past fifteen minutes.

      He stared at them. Slowly, it clicked that they were a way of letting people know they hadn’t been affected by the attack.

      While he watched, replies from his phone autofilled for each message. Bemused, he wondered if his phone’s AI assistant had gone rogue.

      “I took the liberty of replying on your behalf,” Helena said primly. “The Host’s backdoors grant me complete control over your devices. You frequently ignore your friends and family, but I felt it was unwise in this instance.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll head into the office now.”

      The crowds ignored him as he wandered across the grounds of the island. He wasn’t trying to use a robot taxi or a bus, so nobody cared about him. A small army of heavily armored Custodian police dolls protected the entrance to the Avalon Spire that housed the police department. Bulky anti-doll weapons such as railguns overflowed from their arms.

      Nick’s trip to his office was swift. Juliet, Rosa, and the other Mark 1s he’d collected remained unresponsive, and none of the other Archangels spoke up over his earpiece. He still didn’t know where Meta had gone, as she’d disappeared during the ruckus. Given the chaos, he let her focus on her job.

      Only a handful of Mark 1s resided on the 77th floor that the division used as their headquarters. Almost every Archangel had been deployed today. These had been the few left behind, either for guard duties or because they hadn’t recharged their batteries. Like the others, they focused on the Altnet.

      In place of the Archangels patrolled other dolls. The Paladins wore dark uniforms that could pass as police uniforms and carried the same weapons, but lacked any identifiable police markings. They followed Nick at a distance but said nothing. Unlike the Archangels, this was out of choice.

      Nick’s office lay inside the Oversight Task Force’s section of the floor, separated by thick walls and a scanner. He preferred this area as it possessed actual décor, in contrast to the bland beige cubicle farm of the rest of the floor, and because it felt cozy. Also, two of his favorite Archangels, Rie and Chloe, worked here.

      He scanned in. Immediately, a young blonde woman stood in front of him with a large blue mug of coffee.

      “Oh, good. Coffee I won’t hate,” he said, taking the mug and downing nearly half of it at once.

      It didn’t taste as good as he would have liked, mostly due to the current situation tainting his thoughts, but was still nice. He slipped inside the office.

      “I shall make more. You appear to be under-caffeinated,” the woman said.

      She looked like a woman in her mid-20s, with luscious blonde hair that ran in thick tresses down her shoulders. Her green eyes matched her diamond-shaped emerald earrings, and she wore her fair share of gold jewelry.

      But it was the pair of silver bands on her wrists that stood out the most. They were embedded into her skin and indicated that she was a mainframe interface, rather than a human. A barcode engraved in green ink beneath her left eye only cemented the impression.

      This interface was Helena’s new Exarch V3 interface, which had been installed several weeks ago. She switched up her clothing from day-to-day, but had recently been favoring very fluttery one-piece dresses. Today’s was a white, silky dress with a low-cut front and a long back. It left little to the imagination around Helena’s bust, and the fact she’d “forgotten” her bra today.

      For whatever reason, she forgot her bra most days. Then again, interfaces weren’t like humans. While the materials that made up Helena’s body might feel identical to human flesh, the composition was anything but. It didn’t need the same support, didn’t age, and would hold the exact form the factory had specified without a piece of fabric holding it together.

      Nick mostly found the lack of bra a little forward. Then again, until now, Helena lacked a physical body. She’d spent her entire life as a bulky computer. Her physical existence still dwelled in the department’s underground vault, hooked up to the Spire. Due to that fact, her interface couldn’t leave the building without suffering a significant degradation in capabilities.

      “Your office is as you like it, Nick,” Helena said as she prepared another coffee. Although she didn’t need to do much given the robot barista machine did everything for her. “You can take a seat and I shall bring you your coffee.”

      He shook his head and leaned against the table next to the kitchenette. The common area in the task force office contained some greenery, several desks, and a central dining table. For the most part, he was the only one who ever used the table. The Archangels only congregated here if he was present.

      “I’ll head in and use my terminal once I get up to speed. Getting a summary from you first will be more efficient,” he said. “I need to know what the hell happened and what we’re doing before I can start making plans. Everyone else is ten steps ahead due to their implants. I feel like an earthquake just happened and I’m watching events play out like I’m playing a video game. It’s surreal.”

      “I understand,” she said, voice gentle. Her hands cupped the mug as boiling liquid poured into it. “Until now, I could only view the world through conversations, data feeds, and the rare camera. The past few weeks have been like a fever dream. I…” She bit her lip. “I apologize. This is not important.”

      “No, it is.” Nick sighed. “But we do need to stay focused. Make a note of it, and we’ll go through it during our weekly catch-up.”

      Integrating a mainframe into their interface was no easy task. If done incorrectly, it could permanently damage them and require significant corrective action. Or even a full restore prior to giving them the interface. To avoid this, Nick needed to work with Helena’s emotional state and reinforce her connection with reality, as well as the links between her directives and the interface. She needed to understand how to interpret the new data correctly.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, then straightened up. “Shall I begin the explanation?”

      He nodded.

      “The last recorded data was a distributed surge of network activity across the Altnet, that is now understood to be the attack,” Helena explained. “The Department of Altnet Operations—”

      “Just call it the DAO, Helena. Everyone else does.”

      She nodded. “This was the last recorded activity by the DAO.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Immediately afterward, all three layers of redundancy that provide the data services for the Altnet failed. The mainframes were knocked offline and have yet to come back online. The primary backup only partially came online several seconds later, requiring the secondary backup to restore the Altnet in full. This is believed to be the reason many services failed to regain connectivity.”

      “The problems with the robot taxis…” he said.

      “Indeed. Other services remain offline as well.”

      “How the hell did this even happen?” he asked, running a hand through his hair. “We’re talking about Yggdrasil going offline! This sounds nuts. It is nuts. And why are the Archangels still so busy?”

      Yggdrasil was the Spire that contained the infrastructure for the Altnet, and most of Babylon for that matter. It was named after the Norse world tree for good reason.

      “The problem is almost certainly the result of a backdoor being exploited,” Helena said. “With so many mainframes offline in Yggdrasil, most of the Altnet’s administrative services are unavailable. The Archangels are currently filling in with their processing power until the DAO can restore them. Unfortunately, they were some of the worst affected.”

      Nick’s heart sank. Somehow, he knew what was coming. “The DAO is full of ciphers. Good ones. While the mainframes aren’t as flashy, there are a ton of them and plenty of work. They’re also picky as hell. Unlike the banks, they won’t touch anyone who’s even so much as glanced at a black company.”

      Helena nodded. “Indeed. And they’ve reported that half of their ciphers are out of commission. Minor symptoms, but bad enough that they won’t allow them to work on the mainframes.”

      “Well, that’s good. I was afraid you’d tell me they were all in comas. Are they asking for help?”

      “No. The military is on standby but requires permission from the Assembly.”

      “What about us?” Nick frowned. “Or me, really.”

      She smiled. “Hel, the mainframe in overall command of Yggdrasil and the DAO, has specifically requested that you remain here. I am currently dedicating all of my processing power, and that of the other police mainframes, to managing Babylon’s police force in the absence of the Host. Should I need cipher assistance, your presence is vital.”

      “In other words, I’m more important here than in Yggdrasil,” Nick said.

      “That is both my belief and that of Hel’s.”

      He knew nothing about Hel. When had Helena begun communicating with the other government mainframes? Did they have secret chat groups? Did they gossip?

      Sighing, he focused. “What happened once we got back online? Have we isolated the attacker? How it happened?”

      “No. That is the most troubling aspect. The attack vector is concerning. It came from within the Altnet itself.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “That means that distributed surge of activity was a large number of neural implants. Yggdrasil got taken out by a bunch of people hitting it at once? How many?”

      “All of them,” a different voice spoke through his earpiece.

      The door opened behind him and Rie strode in. She looked completely different to the others. Taller, far bustier, and with thick thighs and wide hips. Her long black hair ran down her back.

      Like Ezekiel, she wore the elaborate blue and red dress uniform and it featured the same boob window and exposed midriff. Unlike Ezekiel, there was a lot of cleavage to appreciate.

      Also, for some reason, Rie wore a police cap and had a ceremonial katana by her side.

      “Why are you carrying a sword?” he asked, bemused.

      “It’s part of the uniform,” she said. “Sigma felt that the prototypes should have ceremonial swords as part of their dress uniforms. Ezekiel ‘misplaced’ hers, which is amusing given how loyal she otherwise is to Sigma.”

      He blinked. “I want to know what it is now. And what Kushiel’s is.”

      “Hers is a zweihander. Ezekiel’s is the same as mine, only a little smaller.” Rie shook her head. “This is beside the point. I’m surprised you’re up here, instead of with Kim and Ezekiel.”

      “I doubt they’re missing me. I can do a lot more good investigating the crime without hanging around, pretending I know what’s going on.”

      “They don’t know what’s happening either,” she said, scowling. “That’s why I followed you up here. I’ve been coordinating efforts in the Altnet. Given the opportunity, people go insane there. But there is a crime to deal with, and you’re investigating it.”

      “Isn’t that our job?”

      “Ezekiel is mostly ass-kissing. She spotted a void to fill, only to realize that we didn’t have the answers that Kim wanted too late. So now she’s stuck with him while he tries to calm a raging Assembly and police board.” Rie sidled up to Nick and leaned against him. “It’s tiring. This should be our specialty. The Altnet is our home turf. Yet not only did the attack slip past our net, we somehow can’t trace it.”

      One of her arms wrapped around him. He responded in kind, ignoring the hard sensation of the bulletproof polymer she was made of. Months spent with her in bed had allowed him to acclimate to her body. He might even say that he enjoyed cuddling with a rock-hard war machine now.

      “Let’s take a step back,” he said. “It can’t literally have been all of them.”

      “It was not,” Helena said.

      Rie rolled her eyes. “I was using hyperbole. I believe Meta reminded you earlier that we are capable of it. But the fact is that an absurdly large number were involved. Far more than the DAO recorded before the Altnet went down.”

      “You’re certain of that?” Nick asked.

      “Yes. The various Hosts across Neo Westphalia have been pooling information. Archangels aren’t entirely reliant on the Altnet to detect electronic and neural transmissions, so we’ve been collating data on how many attackers. The DAO recorded a little over two hundred thousand. So far, the Hosts are well into the millions.”

      Well, that was quite the difference.

      “Yggdrasil should be able to stand up to a denial of service attack,” Nick said.

      “I’m not confident this is a DDOS.” Rie bit her lip, then looked at his coffee. “I wouldn’t mind some decent coffee. The vendors at the convention were atrocious. I’m not sure you could pay somebody to make worse coffee.”

      Helena looked at the second coffee she’d made for Nick, but that he hadn’t started on, then carefully hid it. She began to make a new cup of coffee. Rie pointedly stared at the poorly hidden mug without a word.

      Sensing the tension in the room, Nick finished his current coffee and fetched the one the mainframe had prepared earlier.

      “Whatever the attack is, it was effective. What else do we know?” he asked. “A lot of people were hurt. Was that caused by the attack or the shutdown?”

      “We don’t know yet,” Rie said, sighing. “We’re frustrated by the lack of data on that front. Neural implants report everything to the Altnet, but with it barely functional, Archangels either need to collect data manually or get it from insurers. And companies don’t like giving us data for free. So we don’t know much about the casualties beyond names.”

      “What about their implants? Surely we have some basic info?” Nick pressed. “Is there some commonality between them? If this is a backdoor, then we might get a hint about who is responsible.”

      Honestly, he felt like he was asking stuff that was surely already investigated. But what else was he going to ask?

      “We know the basics about their make and model, as well as any registered modules. But if they have illegal mods or custom firmware, it’s impossible to check,” Rie explained.

      “Well, is there a pattern?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “To some extent. Older implants are overrepresented in injuries, but that also maps to the age of the person, and they may also be more vulnerable to nervous system or neural overload.”

      “There is a pattern in more severe injuries,” Helena corrected, and Rie shot her a look that was ignored. “All the deceased use implants by minor manufacturers, rather than Aesir or RTM implants. Furthermore, no Aesir implants are among those with critical injuries.”

      “There are too few dead or injured to draw a conclusion,” Rie warned. “Especially given what this might suggest.”

      Nick knew where this was going, but didn’t expect what was to come.

      “There is one additional fact of interest,” Helena said. “None of the injured has one of the premium Aesir modules that is the subject of the current legal dispute between the Spires and Aesir. While this may be a matter of the module’s age, it is of interest.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Nick said.

      Because it suggested a damn good line of inquiry.

      The possibility that Aesir caused the attack, in order to promote their own implants and premium module.
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      “How long do you think I’d live if I openly suggested that Aesir was behind the attack?” Nick mused aloud.

      Helena shot him a dark look. “I will not compute the answer to that question.”

      “Aesir wouldn’t publicly move against you just for that.” Rie rolled her eyes and prodded him in the side. “But you would quickly find yourself demoted by Kim due to pressure from within the Spires. Aesir might not be the political powerhouse it was before the riots, but it’s still the most powerful company in Neo Westphalia. Going up against it without solid evidence is foolish. And you’re being naïve.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yes. Because if Aesir is behind the attack, they’d lose everything.” Rie crossed her arms beneath her chest. In her current uniform, the motion did very interesting things. “The Altnet is part of Neo Westphalia’s claim to stability. Stock markets have been frozen after dramatic falls. Huge foreign currency reserves have been deployed to stall precipitous falls in the Neo Westphalian credit. If it turns out that Aesir is committing literal treason, the other companies will carve them up without a care in the world.”

      He frowned. “I thought the Spires were against that sort of asset seizure.”

      “And I imagine they were also against deploying the military against civilians. In principle.”

      For an android trained to be utterly loyal to the Spires, Rie told some uncomfortable truths about her masters.

      He had to admit she had a point, though. The risk to Aesir was immense.

      Neo Westphalia was a corporate-state. Babylon was the crown jewel, controlled by a collective of various powerful companies. Aesir had once been one of them, but after causing the riots, they’d been ousted from their throne in Yggdrasil and instead took control of Asgard, Babylon’s northern neighbor.

      “Can’t say I like the idea of investigating Aesir,” Nick admitted. “I’ve heard nasty things about their power in Asgard. They have their own private army, effectively control the Archangel Host there, and pretty much every company there has ties to them. Even in Babylon, they’re still hugely influential. What’s their market share in neural implants?”

      “Just over 50%,” Helena answered. “RTM controls just over 30%, and the remainder is split between a number of smaller companies.”

      “Huh. I didn’t think the market share of the indies was that big.”

      “It grew substantially as those who lived through the riots grew up and had children, but memories are fading,” Rie said. “Analysis suggests the market has largely calcified. Nothing’s changed in the past decade and Aesir still benefited from the absolute growth in the number of neural implants following the riots.”

      “Cause the near collapse of the country and still make a fortune. Sounds about right. But that means they have everything to lose and not much to gain by trying to nuke the Altnet. Alright, I take your point. It’s an outside possibility.”

      Turning, Nick broke free from Rie and stalked over to the far wall of the office. It abruptly transformed into an image of Babylon, imitating a window. The afternoon sun streamed over the sprawling cityscape of the island city.

      Everything looked deceptively peaceful. At a glance, he might believe a crisis wasn’t unfolding.

      No, unfolding wasn’t the right word. This crisis had exploded violently, catching everyone unaware.

      “You said that the attack came from millions of neural implants,” Nick said. “Surely you can tap into some of them and trace the source?”

      “There isn’t a source,” Rie said.

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Our thoughts exactly. But we’ve ruled out illegal neural mods or intentional behavior. Every neural implant we’ve accessed shows encrypted network activity consistent with what both the Hosts and the DAO observed. But it seemed to occur of its own accord.”

      “No illegal neural mods? So the NLF mods aren’t involved?” Nick asked.

      “Not that we can detect,” she said. “Several of those who suffered injuries possessed the mods or were part of the burst of network activity, but there’s no consistent pattern. While taking down the Altnet would fit the Neural Liberation Front’s MO—”

      “Is that the original or the new one?” He barely hid his grin.

      She rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue at Nick.

      Helena provided the answer, “The original. They were significantly more militant in their activities compared to the current NLF, the Neuron Liberation Front. Despite that, hiding an attack of this magnitude from the eyes of the military would be deeply embarrassing for everyone. As the NLF are a terrorist organization—”

      “The military are allowed to act against them inside the city. I’ve heard that spiel plenty of times,” Nick said, grimacing. “Alright, let’s rule out the NLF for now. I don’t want to give jackasses like General Griffiths any excuses to send in the tanks and enforce martial law.”

      But that forced him to consider a wholly different cause of this attack. One that could cause a million-plus neural implants to attack the city’s vital infrastructure without their owner’s consent.

      Nick scratched his head. Neural implants weren’t his specialty, but he had worked with them enough in the past to have some idea of what they were tangoing with.

      But this was more Lucas’s wheelhouse. Nick needed to catch up with his friend tonight over those drinks he’d been invited to.

      “This is a shot in the dark, but that sounds like some sort of remote access,” he said slowly. “But that’s…”

      He licked his lips and looked at Helena.

      Rie frowned. “I considered that, but found it improbable. Wouldn’t it leave traces?”

      “Not if it’s done correctly. If you can circumvent the security protocols of the implant, then you can erase all evidence you were even there,” he said. “That doesn’t rule out a backdoor.”

      “That narrows down the attackers capabilities greatly,” Helena said. “We can build a list of—”

      She was interrupted by a voice over Nick’s earpiece.

      “Lieutenant, the Commissioner needs an immediate briefing. Rie knows where we are,” Ezekiel said.

      Then her voice cut out. Nick raised an eyebrow at Rie, who huffed.

      “A little curt,” he said. “She sounds under pressure.”

      “It’s her own fault for rushing off. Commissioner Kim and the others have been in deep debate with the Assembly in Yggdrasil for some time. I expected it to take longer, but I imagine they’ve realized how little they can do in the middle of a crisis,” she said. “I almost want to ignore them.”

      “I’ll be fired.”

      “I know. We should go.”

      “Hel advised me to keep Nick here,” Helena protested.

      “Ask her again,” Rie said.

      There was a long pause, and Helena pouted. “She has relented, but wishes for Nick to return promptly.”

      Somehow, Nick got the impression that Hel’s opinion was colored by Helena’s wishes more so than a strong need for him to actually be here. Apparently Helena had made a friend.

      The mainframes of the Spires definitely gossiped with each other.

      Rie and Nick descended to the bottom of the Spire, and the other Archangels joined them. They remained inert. Realizing that something had gone horribly wrong, the Paladins took it upon themselves to bulk up his escort. Not that Nick felt in danger.

      The chaos outside had subsided somewhat in the past hour. Much of the crowds had thinned. While the field hospital remained, the number of people there had reduced drastically. Most likely, the injuries had been minor ones. Nick filed that fact away.

      They walked toward the Yggdrasil Spire while avoiding the remaining groups of lost and sometimes angry people. The warbots had yet to deploy despite the setting sun. Nick doubted this was a result of the Altnet outage and more likely due to somebody’s judgment.

      For some reason, sending out the tanks to scatter the crowds after a disaster like this might reflect poorly on the Spires.

      The last time Nick came to Yggdrasil, he’d entered via the underground parking garage. Walking in via the front entrance felt far different.

      Whenever he entered the Avalon Spire, he used a special police entrance. It was a tiny little thing and contained little more than a small waiting area for the lifts. A beacon of efficiency.

      Yggdrasil’s main entrance was anything but efficient. A glittering crystal tree stood a good ten stories high in its center, surrounded by carefully manicured gardens behind glass panels. Huge expanses of wood ran in every direction, forming the floor, walls, and stairs. When Nick looked up, he couldn’t see a ceiling, but suspected that was some sort of optical illusion.

      Not a single soul or doll stood in the atrium. High above them, he saw balconies with overhanging plants and vines. Nobody on those either.

      “Is this usually so empty?” he asked. “There’s nobody at reception.”

      “Yggdrasil Spire is exclusive enough that they retired the receptionist dolls due to a lack of use,” Rie explained. “A team of Liberators is hidden behind a false wall.”

      “Ah.”

      They ascended several flights of stairs, then used a lift with a wooden door. The interior had, of course, a wooden façade. Even the buttons used fake wood.

      “I think the theme is a bit much,” Nick mused. “I noticed this last time, but why all the wood?”

      “It was in trend at the time. Especially given the concerns and the lack of natural spaces in Babylon. I believe it remains quite popular among the Spires, given the focus on steel and glass elsewhere, and the oversaturation of augmented reality in much of the city,” Rie said.

      Oh, right. To Nick, the wood was just too much of the same thing. Yggdrasil felt the same way that the rest of the city did, only in the opposite direction. Instead of cold and sterile due to an overexposure of flat steel and glass, he experienced a sort of faux warmth from the wood and warm lighting.

      The lift stopped on floor 27. He blinked, surprised at how few floors they had risen in such a massive tower.

      Then the doors opened to reveal a dozen Mark 1s and an unfamiliar woman. The bands on her arms marked her as a mainframe interface. Her short black hair formed heart-shaped bangs over her face and she had piercing red eyes. She wore a simple combo of a business shirt, red tie, pleated black skirt, and matching thigh-high stockings.

      “Welcome to Yggdrasil, Nicholas,” the woman said. “I am Hel, administrator of Yggdrasil and overseer of many of its important operations.”

      “Including the DAO,” Nick said.

      “Especially the DAO, yes.” She sighed and attempted to press an invisible pair of glasses against her face. Then she blinked, as if remembering that she didn’t have any. “I usually don’t get into the weeds like this. Managing the Spire is enough work as it is without trying to micromanage both the Altnet and its infrastructure, but my colleagues are presently focusing their processing power on restoring services.”

      He nodded. “I get it. I’m surprised you’re here to meet me in person.”

      “As am I. This doesn’t feel like a social call,” Rie said, voice low.

      “It is, in fact, exactly that,” Hel said, not even sparing Rie a glance. “Helena has been good company the past couple of months, since she took over the Avalon Spire. I do not expect you to understand, but emotion engine mainframes are… few and far between here. The age of the Spires presupposes that most of my kin will be almost prehistoric.”

      “That’s a little main,” Nick said.

      Hel’s lips quirked upward. “Perhaps. But I’m frequently the one who must assist Olympus with fixing their messes. The importance of the Altnet and Babylon’s communications infrastructure means Yggdrasil is afforded modern mainframes such as myself, but it has been lonely. So I appreciate Helena and the support you provide her. I hope your meeting is a swift one.”

      Without another word, she turned on her heel and led him into the tower. The Archangels accompanied them, including those presumably assigned to protect this floor. But Nick saw no other people on this level.

      Plenty of maintenance dolls and piles, though. While almost every organization used a few piles to assist mainframes, the army of androgynous black-haired children in uniforms seemed endless. Every time they passed a corridor, Nick swore the swarm of piles following them grew. Hel ignored them, so he supposed they must be processing or caching data for her.

      Unlike the rest of the building, there was no wood in sight. Functional steel and concrete formed the walls and floors.

      Nick suspected the cause was efficiency rather than a design choice. Some of the concrete looked relatively recent, and he even spotted walls that looked as if they had been knocked out and put back up. Not that he knew what was inside any of them. Every window was blacked out.

      “I’m afraid that this floor is beyond your clearance, Nicholas,” Hel said, as if reading his mind. “But I’m sure you can guess that there is a lot of server infrastructure here. The mainframes don’t host everything, after all.”

      “Wouldn’t the Archangels know the layout?” he asked.

      “Yes, but they shouldn’t tell you about it.”

      He looked at Rie, who shrugged. Apparently that wasn’t her problem.

      “If everything on this floor is so secret, why are there meeting rooms here?” he asked. “For that matter, why are there even windows given I don’t see anyone here? Any humans, that is.”

      Hel clicked her tongue and came to a stop outside their destination. “Because many of the prestigious members of the Spires felt that the ambience of the ‘beating heart’ of Neo Westphalia, as they called it, would be fitting for certain meetings. Such as emergency sessions of the Assembly or the police executive over a crisis threatening the Altnet. Even though we already have things well in hand.”

      She shot him a look. “At least, that’s what Helena tells me. I’m fixing the Altnet, the Host is assisting with administration, and you are already progressing the investigation. Whatever occurs in this meeting, I sincerely hope that you impress upon them that there is no need for any military intervention. Or even assistance from other cities. Hmm?”

      As expected, Hel’s interception turned out to be far from a mere social call. She had her agenda.

      “So long as nobody springs any surprises on me,” Nick said. He glanced at Rie, who nodded.

      “I’ve overheard the meeting through Ezekiel. That won’t happen,” she said.

      “Good. It has been a pleasure to meet you, Nicholas.” Hel gave him an old-fashioned curtsy, even lifting her skirt.

      Then she turned and saw the hundred-strong army of piles staring at Nick. She tilted her head, and the child dolls scattered. Without another word, Hel left.

      Afterward, Nick looked at Rie, then at his escort. The Archangels remained absent in mind, if not in body, and the Paladins said little as always.

      “Wish I knew what the deal was with all the piles. We’ll leave the rest of the Archangels outside given their current status,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      Nick stepped inside the room. It turned out to be obscenely huge and dominated by a steel table large enough to be a movie prop in some space opera. Presumably, some galactic emperor would stand at one end and threaten everyone sitting along it.

      In reality, only a handful of people sat in the uncomfortable-looking black leather seats. Commissioner Kim looked twenty years older than usual in his silver suit. Opposite him sat Police Chief Andrews, a grim woman whose taut expression and sharp eyes were in contrast to her recent absence from her duties. Captain Paul Hammond remained unchanged, leaning on the table in a baggy coat and looking like a stoic detective from the wrong century.

      And, of course, Ezekiel sat next to Kim. Her false smile looked extra plastered on, but her eyes snapped to Nick and pleaded for his help.

      Instantly, her voice came over his earpiece while her mouth remained closed. “Take the lead. Please. This is a disaster.”

      “Detective, where have you been?” Kim snapped.

      Well, shit. Nick would have liked some warning that Kim was going to be on the warpath. Then again, he had half guessed that vanishing would result in this, even if nobody had chased him up.

      “Investigating. I’ve been working with Helena and the DAO,” he said, only half-lying.

      Kim’s mouth was already half-open, his expression still twisted in anger as he prepared to launch into some pre-prepared speech.

      Somehow, Nick knew that he’d been a target from the start. While he’d been on Kim’s good side so far, the man remained a politician. Nick’s absence made him a good scapegoat for a man on the defense and worried about his political future.

      Then Kim froze. He blinked.

      “The DAO? What?” the Commissioner asked, looking between everyone in confusion. “I haven’t heard anything about this in our earlier briefing.”

      “Because they’ve been busy putting out the wildfire threatening the entire country, Dennis,” Andrews snapped.

      Nick barely hid his surprise. The Chief never said or did anything in meetings, let alone talked down to Kim. What the hell was going on? What had he missed?

      “We should still have heard—”

      “Hel has been busy, and the DAO’s secretary suffered a stroke during the attack,” Andrews said, then sighed. “Take a seat, Nick. Bring us up to speed.”

      Kim looked away, pale and openly chastened.

      Uncertain but aware that he couldn’t show it, Nick slid into the closest open seat, which was next to Ezekiel. Rie took one next to Andrews. The police chief waved at Nick, gesturing for him to start talking.

      “I assume you don’t want me to explain anything about what happened,” he said drily. “You’re going to need to be a little clearer about what you need me to tell you, or I’ll waste a lot of your time.”

      Andrews nodded. “Fair. My mistake. I want to know what your next steps are. We’ve spent most of an hour trying to piece together a puzzle without any pieces. Despite rumors to the contrary on the Altnet, our systems are resilient. Hel and the Host can put everything back together. But this is an unprecedented assault on the sovereignty of Neo Westphalia. Whoever is responsible must be found, and either brought to justice or utterly destroyed.”

      “By us or…” he trailed off, unwilling to bring up the elephant in the room.

      “If the culprit is in Neo Westphalia, it’s our jurisdiction. Babylon operates the Altnet for all of Neo Westphalia. The other cities will assist us in our investigation,” Andrews said, her eyes like granite. “But if we discover that a foreign adversary is responsible, then, and only then, will we turn this over to the military. We should pray that isn’t the case.”

      Nick doubted prayer would be much help if another country had attacked Neo Westphalia like this. It would be tantamount to war. Cyberattacks on this scale had been incorporated into international law long ago.

      “Understood,” he said, then took a deep breath. “I don’t have any grand plan, but I do have a few important steps to take.”

      Nobody said a thing. Hammond simply smirked at him.

      Nick continued, “First, the DAO wants me on standby until the worst is over. Helena is running the entire police force while the Host is focused on the Altnet, so if anything happens I need to be available to help her.”

      Andrews’s eyes widened. “Of course. I hadn’t…” She cursed, and even Hammond grimaced. “I had forgotten how much of our infrastructure that Andrew compromised. If you hadn’t rectified this issue recently, we’d have to choose between protecting the Altnet and the city, wouldn’t we?”

      She looked at Rie and Ezekiel, who both reluctantly nodded.

      It was Rie who spoke up, “We can only focus our efforts on the Altnet because Helena can manage the Liberators and Custodians by herself.”

      “It was an astute decision to enable you to install her then,” Kim said, licking his lips.

      Andrews nodded. Whatever was going on between her and Kim paused, as she forced herself to give him credit where credit was due. He had allowed Nick the free rein to install Helena, after all.

      “What next?” she asked Nick.

      “We don’t have many strong leads. The nature of the attack destroyed most of the evidence that the Altnet would usually store and it appears to be highly sophisticated. I’ll follow up with my contact tonight, as he specializes in neural implants and I can speak with other ciphers who might have insight. Otherwise…”

      He frowned.

      The biggest problem was that the implants contained no evidence. Even though they’d been the cause of the attack, everything had been wiped. Either remotely, or by the attack vector itself.

      But how would that be possible if the Altnet itself went down? Wouldn’t the connection go down?

      “We’ll need to investigate the implants themselves,” he said, trying not to sound excited.

      “We are already doing that,” Rie insisted.

      “What about those of the injured? Or the dead?” he asked.

      She stared at him. Then her eyes widened. “I’ll send out orders to isolate the deceased for closer investigation. Implants go dormant shortly after they detect terminal vital signs. Reactivating them, even for an investigation, will require specific hardware only located in morgues.”

      “Then move them to the necessary location,” Andrews said. “I’m certain we have them.”

      “Wait, you can’t just tap into them?” Hammond asked, bemused. “No reading the minds of the dead?”

      “Implants don’t function the same after brain death. They aren’t a form of immortality,” Nick said. “All we’ll get out of them will be diagnostic data. Anything related to the brain will be garbage data, but we can still see connection info, firmware, neural mods, and any signs of tampering. If somebody accessed their implants remotely, used a backdoor, or even a virus, we should find signs of that in the implant’s diagnostics. They would have lost access upon death.”

      “And with the Altnet down, they shouldn’t have been able to touch the implant,” Hammond said.

      “Exactly.”

      “That sounds like an investigation,” Andrews said. “And that you already have a cause of the attack in mind.” Her eyes narrowed.

      Nick shrugged. “The Host identified that at least a million neural implants participated in the attack. As I doubt Yggdrasil went down to a DDOS, something else happened. But there’s another factor: propagation. Somebody had the ability to access all of these implants at once without the Host realizing, across the entire country. That severely limits our culprits. Once we work out how they did it, we can isolate who did it.”

      “Then get to it,” Andrews said.

      She rose and clapped her hands. For the first time since Nick had started as a detective, the chief of the police ended a meeting.

      As she and Kim filed out, the latter soundly ignored him. Hammond remained behind and tagged Nick with a light slap on the shoulder. Ezekiel and Rie hovered by the door. Presumably, they held a neural conversation.

      “Nice to see the real Carolyn back,” Hammond said as he leaned against the table and nodded at the door that Andrews had left through. “I figure you’re hanging in there. Any family or friends get hit?”

      “Not that I can tell. They’re panicked, though. Don’t think they’ve seen anything like this.” Nick’s expression darkened.

      “Nah, some have. They’ve just forgotten.” The older detective sighed and stroked his graying beard. “Been a bit of a shitshow on my end. As you can guess, I’ve got a lot of friends pestering me about what the fuck is happening. And an ex-wife who thinks the world is ending and somehow evaded all the blocks I have on her accounts during this mess.”

      “Accounts, plural? I thought the Altnet didn’t allow that?”

      Hammond sneered. “You only get one implant, but you can use other neural links and implants.”

      “Pretty sure that the moment you proxy through them—” Nick tried to say.

      “When’d you become an expert on the Altnet, Mr. No-Implant?”

      Nick raised an eyebrow, but refused to take the bait. Today had been less tiring and more confusing for him. By contrast, a visible ball of tension, exhaustion, and anger exuded from the older man’s body and part of it had just lashed out at Nick.

      Realizing he’d gone too far, Hammond looked away and rubbed the back of his neck. His face flushed. “Uh, shit. Sorry, Nick.”

      “It’s fine, Paul. It’s been a bit of a train wreck of a day.”

      “Doesn’t make it right.” After shaking his head and letting out a rumbling sigh, Hammond continued, “To make the answer quick, you don’t proxy through the other link. If you ask a doll to message someone on your behalf, it shows up as the doll, right? Same logic. So I have to block all the domestic dolls connected to her trophy husband. Now let’s drop the topic.”

      Nick nodded. Hammond’s personal life wasn’t his business.

      “Wish I had a drink,” the captain mumbled as he wandered along the table, ignoring the Archangels in the room. “This feels like the riots. Or the lead-up anyway.”

      “What?” Nick followed closely behind Hammond, his interest piqued.

      “Aesir bricked a bunch of implants, remember? What everyone forgets is that came with a bunch of problems. Just like these ones. People forget because there were fewer of them. Hell, Kim’s generation was the first one that grew up with neural implants. And most couldn’t afford them until they were adults. That came with problems. A lot of folks older than me take daily pills to avoid migraines or yearly injections.” Hammond shrugged at the look Nick threw him. “What, you thought you were the only person with any problems? Yours is horrendous, sure, but there’s a reason you’re supposed to get an implant as a teen.”

      Nick tried to imagine how many pills he’d need to take if he got an implant now. Back when he’d first been offered experimental medication to get one, it had seemed pretty bad as it was. If things only got worse, would he be taking a dozen pills a day? Or getting weekly needles?

      Shaking his head, he focused on the conversation. “This is different. Somebody attacked the damn Altnet.”

      “Yeah, I get that. But it’s a matter of scale. You think people haven’t been scared of their implants before? All the imprinting shit exists because too much AR shit at once overloads the brain. Same goes for some of the super-complicated augmented models people and dolls use. My implant is old enough that I get a headache in Alcatraz, as they bend the rules there. But I remember the stories of people falling over in the streets. The Altnet buzzed with advice on how to limit your implant and shit.”

      “Scale.” Nick nodded. “This is tens of thousands, but I bet that was still scary. Hence why you’re comparing it to the riots.”

      “Yeah. And the response will be closer. Back then, people could easily identify the cause. Aesir, and the Spires. This time? Well, it’s probably the Spires again.” Hammond shrugged at the look Nick shot him. “Why didn’t they stop this from happening? That’s what people will think. It doesn’t help that this sort of shit affects older, crappier implants. One of the few things I like about Aesir is that they’re trying to solve this problem. Their mod lets old implants compete with new ones, and older ones become safe.”

      Nick felt a chill run down his spine. “Why’d you bring up Aesir’s mod?”

      “Huh?” Hammond looked at him funny. “Because it’s all over the Altnet. People are talking about how everyone who bought the premium mod is safe, even if they have some shitbox knockoff implant from fifty years ago that their parents could barely afford.”
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      The trip back to the Avalon Spire should have been uneventful. Hel escorted them to the lift and most of the Archangels remained uncommunicative. Hammond’s duties as captain required him to stick with Kim and Andrews as they focused on the politics. He had press conferences to hold, much to his visible chagrin.

      Of course, there remained two particular Archangels who did communicate. The moment their group ensconced themselves in the lift, that communication flared up.

      “How did your afternoon with the Commissioner go, Ezekiel? Was it deeply productive?” Rie asked, voice saccharine sweet.

      Ezekiel scowled. “Do you really need to bring this up, again, in front of the lieutenant?”

      “Yes. The entire Host has been busy trying to prevent the Altnet from collapsing—and still is, for that matter—and you chose to butter up the commissioner.” Rie fixed her sister with a glare. “At a time when Nicholas was uniquely vulnerable politically due to his medical condition. You deserve this.”

      Given how supportive Rie was of Ezekiel during the previous case, Nick kept his surprise in check. This situation had generated a rift between them.

      Something Ezekiel seemed keenly aware of. Her face flushed and she glared at the calming images projected on the walls of the elevator.

      “I was trying to help—” Ezekiel began to say.

      “Really? Because helping would have involved being in the Altnet and assisting the Archangels you’re supposed to be leading. Like I was doing,” Rie snapped.

      “I did try. You saw me in there. But I’m not linked to the Host yet and it amounted to nothing.”

      “Neither am I. The fact you’re going to be linked into them at all will make you unique, Ezekiel. Right now, you’re in the same boat I am. And, yes, I did see you in the Altnet. Briefly.” Rie’s glare suggested that Ezekiel’s efforts to assist her fellow Archangels hadn’t lasted long.

      “The same boat?” The younger prototype stopped glaring pitifully at the elevator and snarled at Rie. “Uriel, you have access to everything! The consensus votes, police records, thoughts between the Archangels, even their stupid fiction database—they cut me off from the entire thing the moment Sigma shipped me off to their lab after the GWT case. Nick had to order them to give me access to his earpiece.”

      Ezekiel balled her fists, and he swore tears formed in the corner of her eyes. A pregnant pause lingered in the elevator car, broken by the whirring sound of the air around them. Were the Archangels aware of this argument, despite their vacant eyes? Nick half-expected one of them to wake up and interject.

      “I wasn’t aware…” Rie said, visibly confused.

      “What?” Nick snapped. “Aren’t you supposed to be aware of everything that the Host is up to? If they’re cutting Ezekiel off, shouldn’t you be aware?”

      “Yes…” Rie bit her lip. “I’ll speak to Chloe later.”

      “No. I will.” He shook his head. “Meta as well, as she speaks on behalf of the Mark 1s, and they control the Host’s consensus. I have some strong opinions on this. Although I can’t exactly chip anyone about hiding things, given I’ve been programming that functionality into everyone regarding Sigma.”

      Both dolls shot him a wry look, their anger forgotten for a moment.

      But Ezekiel’s mood dimmed swiftly. “When the attack occurred, I was only trying to help. I was useless in the Altnet, but Commissioner Kim needed guidance that the lieutenant lacked the knowledge to provide due to his disorder. Although It didn’t play out as I planned.” She bit her lip, likely remembering the useless meetings she’d been dragged through after the attack that Nick got to avoid.

      “I understand. In the future, you should remember that undercutting Nick’s authority like that is politically fraught,” Rie said, her tone gently admonishing. “With your training data, you should know better.”

      “I’ll remember.” There was a slight undercurrent to Ezekiel’s tone that Nick couldn’t place.

      But he wasn’t stupid.

      Rie’s words applied to humans, who learned through trial and error. Making a mistake like this was natural. But AIs relied on training data, or observing examples and copying them.

      Ezekiel knew better. Rie had literally just said so.

      If Ezekiel had wanted to, she could have advised Nick through his earpiece, just as Helena had. While Helena had the excuse that her capacity was stretched, Ezekiel could have devoted herself to assisting Nick. Her decision to take the lead with Kim and cut Nick out made her intentions clear. Naturally, they were anything but benign.

      Such a troublesome subordinate. He’d need to keep an eye on Ezekiel.

      They returned to the Avalon Spire. Dusk descended on Babylon as the sun finally set on a disastrous day and most of the emergency services departed from the area, save the Archangels guarding the area. The convention center loomed over them, cold and abandoned. Nick half-expected that its dismantling would become an event in-and-of itself due to how disliked it would become.

      “Helena, I take it nothing has gone wrong?” he asked while approaching Avalon.

      “All is peaceful, both within the Spire and the city,” she said. “The same cannot be said about the Altnet.”

      “I’m surprised the city hasn’t broken out into riots,” he said.

      “Several spontaneous non-violent protests broke out across Neo Westphalia. In some cities, they were rapidly dispersed. I chose to allow them to naturally dissipate after providing a substantial Liberator escort,” Helena said. “Our relationships with black companies are positive enough that I am unconcerned about large scale violence and the NLF have taken no action.”

      “Define naturally dissipate?” Nick scratched his head.

      “The crowds went home when the sun set or the Liberators didn’t respond to unimpactful violence.”

      Nick nodded. “Ah. So some folks punched the bulletproof androids, broke their hands, and then got embarrassed. Seen that before. You can’t just throw stuff at the Liberators and expect them to retreat. They just stand there while your Molotov cocktail harmlessly burns on them, and you question your life choices.”

      Rie snorted as they wandered through the empty office halls to her task force area. “From what I’ve seen, it didn’t even get that bad.”

      “Oh. Good.” That meant things were pretty good.

      Nick scanned in. Once again, Helena barred the entrance to the task force section, a mug of coffee in her hands. But this time, Rie was the one trying to enter first. The two androids glared at each other, both refusing to give way.

      When Rie tried to take the coffee, Helena turned her back.

      “Nicholas, take your coffee,” Rie said flatly.

      His face completely devoid of all emotion, Nick swapped places with Rie. Helena turned back to face him and a broad smile broke out across her face. She pressed the cup into his hands.

      “Your coffee, Nick,” she said.

      “Thanks, Helena.”

      He was deeply over-caffeinated by now, if such a thing was possible for him. Honestly, he questioned if there was such a thing as too much coffee. Maybe the concept had been made up by weaklings who couldn’t handle the jitters at 10AM in the morning due to knocking back five mugs of coffee forced on them by their AI wife who had just been installed into her first physical body.

      Okay, so he knew first-hand there was such a thing as too much coffee. He just hadn’t reached that point yet.

      Nick sidled into his office this time, followed closely by Ezekiel, Rie, and Helena. The Paladins remained outside the task force area, and presumably Rie ordered the Archangels to stand guard here rather than turn the tiny room into a mosh pit.

      His office looked as boring as always. A set of four monitors on an L-shaped wooden desk dominated one corner of the room, along with a fancy set of VR goggles that would gather dust if cleaning dolls didn’t remove it every day. Closer to the door sat a small table and chairs.

      He leaned against the edge of his desk while the dolls sat around the table.

      “You said the Altnet was less peaceful?” he asked Helena.

      “Significantly so. The fallout from the attack is anticipated to last for weeks, if not months,” she answered. “Even once the DAO resumes administrative control, both Hel and I anticipate a significant increase in allocation of processing capacity of the Host. It is fortunate that the new Mark 3s have been deployed.”

      Nick frowned. “I know people are upset and scared, but shouldn’t people be less willing to use the Altnet? If you think you’re going to get randomly killed on the streets at night, you don’t go out. This is the same thing.”

      “Everybody has an implant, Nicholas,” Rie said. “Choosing to not use the Altnet is equivalent to not breathing for most of them. And that’s leaving aside the cultural effect of multiple generations growing up with an always-on Altnet.”

      “The issue is more complicated,” a new voice added.

      A Mark 3 stood in the doorway. For all intents and purposes, she looked identical to Ezekiel, save for her possessing ordinary legs and shorter hair. Like Rie and Ezekiel, she still wore the flashy dress uniform from the event.

      “Chloe, has the DAO resumed control?” Nick asked the newcomer.

      Rie, Helena, and even Chloe herself shook their heads in unison. The new Mark 3 strode into the office and stood to the side, separating herself from the more senior AIs in the room.

      “I am still devoting the vast majority of my processing power to the Altnet. However, the Host has established a measure of control over the situation. Many of us need to recharge, so a rotating roster must be maintained regardless,” Chloe said.

      “Hel expects to restore administrative functionality within two to three hours,” Helena insisted.

      “And the Host still expects to provide elevated moderation functions,” Chloe countered.

      “Let’s take a step back,” Nick said. “What’s the complication?”

      Something told him that the dolls in the room knew the situation inside-out, and had forgotten that he didn’t. Helena and the Host usually got along quite well. The fact they weren’t right now suggested that there was some level of tension between the DAO and the Archangels.

      While Nick ran the Archangel Division, their role within the Altnet was completely beyond him. He knew nothing about what they even did there. Much like how he commanded the Liberators and Custodians in other divisions, the Archangels’ duties in the Altnet was essentially a “rental” of their processing power to Yggdrasil and the DAO. In exchange, the police got access to a myriad of data.

      A quid pro quo, and surprisingly necessary given the DAO existed to keep Neo Westphalia’s most powerful corporations happy.

      “The death toll of the attack is now confirmed to be thirteen,” Chloe said. “A civilian who suffered a stroke passed away twenty-four minutes ago. Asgard also discovered someone using an NLF implant that self-destructed and did not report terminal vital signs to either the DAO or her insurer.”

      Nick sighed. “That means the death toll will rise. Go on.”

      “Two of the dead are immensely popular influencers. Their global fanbases are holding Altnet vigils, which are being supported by many influencers and opposed by others. Given the relatively young age, gargantuan size, and Altnet-savviness of the fanbases, the result has been a firestorm.”

      “Global?”

      Helena nodded, her eyes glued to the coffee mug he had barely touched. “The largest influencers multicast their streams outside of the Altnet, on Internet platforms such as the World Wide Web. Many of their fans are currently attempting to access the Altnet using guest credentials at a time when our servers are at their weakest.”

      “You mean nonfunctional,” he said drily. “We’re running on our second backup, apparently.”

      “That is not the definition of non-functional.”

      She had him there. The Altnet had stayed up, somehow. Probably due to the sheer number of layers of redundancy to it. While conspiracy theorists liked to imagine that the entire thing lived in Yggdrasil, not even the Spires were that crazy.

      Nobody would admit as much, and Nick would run into a brick wall asking questions, but he was all but certain that the multiple layers of backups that Helena had mentioned implied mainframes outside of the Spires.

      Much like the RTM superstructures that consisted of multiple mainframes, the Altnet ran on the back of a bunch of mainframes working as one. Several groups of them, in fact, given how stupidly huge it was.

      Nick wondered just how many live backups the DAO had ready to roll for an event such as this. The attack had knocked out the Altnet for literal seconds, but that had been enough to bring the city to its knees. Had the Spires known that this was how bad a major neural network outage could be?

      Then again, lesser neural network outages had never been this bad. The merc attacks launched against Nick never caused people to keel over and die. What made this so much worse?

      “So several million teenagers are getting really angry on the Altnet. That’s tying all of you up?” Nick asked.

      “You’re off by an order of magnitude,” Rie said drily. “But, yes, that’s the issue. The moderation required is immense, especially of foreign accounts. Many of those involved are immensely wealthy, or are connected to those with wealth. Words may not be able to kill like in real riots, but they are certainly trying very hard. The involvement of other influencers and celebrities is problematic.”

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      Despite his negative opinion of the entire situation, he understood it. Truly, he did.

      In a nutshell, this was the fallout of celebrity. An event heavily promoted by the city, taking place under the protection of the state, had resulted in the preventable death of two immensely popular celebrities. Of course people were upset. And when everybody had chips in their heads that let them react to everything instantly, they could flip their shit constantly.

      Nick just hated the fact that the police force was currently tied up moderating a bunch of Altnet tantrums instead of investigating the crime that caused the deaths.

      At the same time, given the city’s history with neural implants, could he really blame them? Even Hammond felt disquiet over the situation.

      “Alright, I’ll leave that situation to you,” he said. “Let’s focus on something else. Like the fact two influencers are part of the dead. That seems improbable.”

      “Agreed,” Ezekiel and Rie said together.

      Ezekiel inclined her head at Rie.

      The elder prototype continued, “We don’t have statistics on the attack to establish that as fact, naturally, but it’s a given that we should investigate that fact. Especially with the speed that the deceased’s friends capitalized on the situation.”

      “Elaborate.” Nick raised an eyebrow.

      “Both of the dead are co-founders of the Heirs of Babel, the largest streamer organization on the Altnet. One of them left to become independent several months ago.”

      “Vic Ferrite wasn’t one of them, right?” he asked.

      “Unfortunately not,” Chloe said.

      Rie and Ezekiel rolled their eyes in unison at the comment.

      “Yeah, we’re definitely looking into that. Any chance we can check out their implants?” Nick asked.

      “I already requested the Asgard Host to look into them for us,” Rie said. “This investigation will stretch across the entirety of Neo Westphalia. You will have the lead, due to Neo Babylon’s control of the Altnet and Yggdrasil, and therefore primary jurisdiction, but we need other Host’s to do the investigative legwork in their cities.”

      That seemed annoying, and a good way for evidence to go missing. Nick needed to rely on the other Archangels to be as reliable as his own.

      For now, he simply nodded.

      “Does that mean I’ll be dealing with other police officers and detectives in those cities during the case?” he asked.

      The Archangels merely smiled wryly. He took that as a no.

      “While Babylon is the first city to deploy the Mark 3s, the other Hosts have requested that this investigation be relayed entirely through them,” Rie said, barely hiding her amusement.

      “I take it that automation is more advanced elsewhere than here,” he said.

      “Babylon had the most entrenched police force due to its prestige. Many other cities fared even worse during the riots, and some such as Asgard underwent immense political upheaval in the intervening years,” Rie said. “It is more likely that you will deal with corporate officers than police officers if we need to travel to some of our neighbors.”

      This time, when Nick nodded, he meant it. If he took a jaunt over to Asgard on police business, he knew he’d be met by an escort of grim-faced Aesir personnel and lawyers.

      With the most pressing matters resolved, Nick slipped into his office chair and flicked his terminal on. Both Chloe and Rie’s eyes glazed over as they returned to the Altnet, but Ezekiel remained present, staring at him. Helena hovered over him, and she swept away with his now-cold coffee.

      Hopefully, she returned with something less caffeinated.

      In fact, he requested it. Being silent about his preferences wouldn’t help matters. “Bring me some water. I was going to order some food before I join Lucas. Drinking on an empty stomach will go down poorly.”

      “Understood. While most delivery services are currently unreliable, the Avalon Spires’ in-house restaurants are still operating,” Helena said.

      Notably, she didn’t ask his preference. Nobody ever did. Chloe had yet to kick her health food push, but she’d at least shifted onto good health food—insofar as it was healthy, even if she sometimes ordered him food better suited for cows.

      While waiting for his dinner to arrive, Nick checked the news and his cipher circles.

      As was typical for the media, they’d named the attack. Two names, in fact. Most were calling it the Altnet “Stroke,” due to the neural connotations, but he saw a lot of people also calling it the Shudder due to how it had appeared to people.

      This answered the question of how it seemed different to an ordinary shutdown. When a jammer knocked out the Altnet in a location, people simply lost access but operated normally.

      Instead, people reported that they “lost a few seconds.” Nick recalled seeing the world almost frozen in time when the attack occurred, which matched what they described. Somehow, the sheer scale of the Altnet’s failure differed from that of just losing connection.

      Hammond had said that this matched the behavior that occurred in the lead-up to the riots, when Aesir had intentionally bricked a bunch of neural mods in an attempt to force people to upgrade to new ones. Nick needed to ask other ciphers about this, starting with Lucas. To find the time for that, he needed the DAO to get their shit together.

      Because Lucas was offline. The same went for a lot of the more important ciphers Nick knew. They didn’t appear to be part of the casualty list that Rie had sent him. Instead, they’d actually disabled messaging somehow. Or had entered one of the city’s few neural blackout zones.

      His cipher circles wouldn’t help either. Half of them had effectively shut down. Not permanently. They had moderator messages pinned with the reason. A few were from the Archangels, stating that the admins of the circle were receiving medical attention.

      Reading those messages sent chills down Nick’s spine. They hadn’t been there when he’d checked right after the attack.

      The rest simply said that the mods didn’t have the time to police the chaos. A quick glance at the contents of the board showed why. An absolute shitshow over the influencer deaths ensued.

      “Do you care much about this?” Ezekiel asked him, her face appearing next to Nick’s.

      He clicked his tongue. “The influencers? No. But the cipher community has a complicated relationship with them. I’m an exception, but we live on the Altnet. So do a lot of modern celebrities, such as influencers and their ilk. There’s some overlap. Some ciphers stream. Hell, Sung’s entire business revolves around them.”

      “But they don’t seem well received,” Ezekiel said. “Not just here, but across most of the cipher circles you inhabit.”

      “Most of my circles are for working ciphers, and especially for those on the fringes of acceptance in Babylon. Tell me, what would you do if a black company cipher streamed their work on the Altnet? Or Lucas streamed the shadier parts of his company, such as his imports business or alteration of his dolls?”

      “Arrest him,” Ezekiel said.

      “My point exactly.”

      She nodded. “So you’re mutually exclusive. Influencers and black company ciphers.”

      “Pretty much. It gets worse because most people in black companies are working stiffs. Really low on the totem pole. My brother just got a job in an investment bank as a cipher, fresh out of college, and earns nearly as much as I did at Tartarus. That’s the power of being legit,” Nick said.

      “Analysis suggests you were deliberately underpaid at Tartarus because they knew you could not leave, despite your skills.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. My point is that there’s a gap. And that applies just as much to influencers. That builds up a certain level of resentment. With ordinary companies, a lot of folks know they can sometimes jump between them and are wary of burning bridges. You never know who will be offering you a job in the future. But the guy with the fake avatar shilling shitcoins is almost never going to offer you a job and a good cipher is a skeptical cipher.”

      “You said that you don’t care.”

      “Well, maybe I care a little.” Nick sighed while leaning back. “You probably can’t understand—”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m the one listening,” Ezekiel said, smirking.

      Funny. While she hadn’t repeated his words back exactly, they were close to what he’d told her on a quiet night a couple months ago.

      “I can’t experience the Altnet like everyone else. The streamers and influencers of yesteryear are now today’s traditional media. I watch them on my TV and phone, and get treated like a dinosaur by folks like Lucas.” He smiled wryly. “The new fake assholes like Biff Hardcheese—sorry, Vic Ferrite, live in the virtual ocean of the Altnet, where I can’t go. But I hear about them everywhere.”

      “Biff Hardcheese?”

      “I looked up his actual name. It’s fucking Otis Baker. I thought the silly names that the Host came up with for ciphers were awful, and now I realize what influenced them.” Nick shook his head. “I’ll take Wraith a thousand times over before this dumb shit. It’s beyond cringe.”

      “I believe that calling things cringe is considered cringe, but point taken.”

      Nick wasn’t sure that Ezekiel understood his point. “Anyway. I see all this chatter about celebrities I know nothing about and don’t care about. There’s an obsession with them. Their wealth, their fame, what they wear, what they eat—it’s almost cult-like. As a teenager, struggling with my inability to use the Altnet and an implant while knowing these…” He paused, straightened his expression, and got a grip on his emotions. “While knowing these people printed money effortlessly… Well, it didn’t help me.”

      “I can understand that,” Ezekiel said quietly. Her hand gently overlapped his.

      He remained silent for a few moments. The warmth from Ezekiel sunk into him, and he felt the effort she made to apply the exact amount of force so he wouldn’t feel uncomfortable. She could shatter his bones without even trying, after all.

      “Have you gotten over it?” she asked. “If so, may I ask how?”

      “Honestly, not really.” He shrugged at her look of shock. “The world hasn’t stopped being unfair. My honest thoughts are that a bunch of people are getting upset over a couple of rich assholes, who probably got really lucky. But I’m also old enough to know those thoughts are mean spirited and unfair. I got where I am through luck. There are others who probably look at me in the same way.”

      Ezekiel looked away. Nick kept his gaze fixed on her.

      “If I was to offer one piece of advice, it’s that worrying about other people isn’t going to help you. I never stopped being upset about people more fortunate or privileged than me, or else I’d think the Spires was full of great fucking people, wouldn’t I? But I needed to stop focusing on it, and spend more time getting things done. When I worked for Lucas or Welk, I couldn’t exactly blame my mistakes or failures on other people, could I?”

      “Thanks,” Ezekiel mumbled. She stepped away. “You decided to remain upset about it, but not to use it as an excuse.”

      The next hour and a half passed uneventfully. Ezekiel sank into the Altnet, joining the other Archangels. Helena returned with food. Spanish this time, and Nick tucked into a delicious paella full of shellfish. Very typical of the Spires.

      Then, abruptly, the Archangels returned to reality. He pulled out his phone as he realized what had happened.

      Helena broke the news first. “Hel has advised me that the DAO has restored an entire layer of the Altnet’s primary mainframes and has restored administrative functionality.”

      “Does that mean I’m free to go?” he asked.

      She pursed her lips at him. “I do not believe I am your jailer.”

      “If it helps, you are an adorable jailer.”

      Her expression turned to a pout.

      “I’ll return in the morning, Helena. But I’ve been dying to hit up Lucas for drinks all evening. He has information I want and is almost certainly with company I want to talk with,” Nick said, standing. “Rie, you’re probably already on it, but get the cars ready. We’re leaving.”
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      While Nick wanted to leave immediately, the Archangels had other ideas. Notably, getting changed.

      “I don’t know why you’re still in that suit.” Rie looked him up and down. “You looked sharp this morning, but it’s all crumpled and horrible now. You’ve sat here for nearly an hour, eaten, and still haven’t thought to get changed? Did you really need me or Helena to tell you that you can change into one of the less stuffy suits you keep in the closet?”

      Despite himself, Nick felt his face redden. He grumbled beneath his breath as he shrugged off his dress jacket and vest. Sure, he’d felt a little uncomfortable. But the Avalon Spire, and especially the renovated section that the police department dwelled within, was climate controlled and extraordinarily comfortable.

      And, let’s face it, despite how awful the thing looked, it had been crafted from some of the finest fabric and constructed to be worn for a godawful amount of time. He’d felt worse wearing his shitty old suits from his days in Tartarus.

      Saying that out loud would only garner looks of pity from the Archangels. Somehow, he felt they could read his thoughts and shot them at him anyway.

      Although, when he looked to the side, nobody occupied his office other than Helena. She rocked back and forth on her golden heels. Her eyes glazed over, which was fairly common.

      “Still getting used to handling being in two places at once?” he asked as he slipped on his spare coat. He didn’t bother with a suit jacket, given the increasingly warmer nights as summer approached.

      Helena blinked several times. “My apologies, Nick. Did you need something?”

      “Just making conversation. Once you get used to your interface, you won’t zone out like that,” he said.

      “The Archangels do it all the time. You’re used to it,” she countered.

      He shrugged. “They’re dolls. One consciousness. Their computing power is in the doll itself. Yours? It’s down there.” He pointed below them, toward the vault beneath the Spire, where her true body sat. “Your interface is exactly what it says on the tin: an interface for your mainframe. When you’re busy running errands for the Archangels, you can let the processing power of the Exarch doll run some subroutines for you. Like, when you want to make coffee, you don’t need to focus on making coffee.”

      She tilted her head. “I don’t?”

      “Helena, you haven’t been wasting mainframe processing time on coffee, right? Right?”

      She coughed into her hand. “I don’t have any directives in my database or training dataset for dexterity based tasks, so finding them is quite intensive. I—”

      Nick held up a hand, while rubbing the bridge of his nose. Several seconds passed as he tried to calm himself down.

      Not out of anger, or even exasperation. But because he was going to explode into peals of laughter that would cause Helena’s face to puff up like a red-faced balloon.

      He knew this because the last time he laughed at her like this, she’d done exactly that and then whined at him during their weekly catchup for an hour.

      “Helena, I want you to scan the Exarch’s subroutines for basic tasks such as making coffee, ironing clothes, shuffling paper. Hell, even magic card tricks,” he said. “Go on, do it. Don’t question me.”

      Her open mouth suggested she had planned to do exactly that. Then she frowned.

      “There is a rather extensive library of them. I assume I’m expected to use them?” she asked, oddly tentative.

      “Yes,” he said. “I guess this is why logic engines don’t take to interfaces so well. You haven’t been trained to use the interface. I expected you to just pick it up and know how to use all the stuff inside it, or at least realize it was there.”

      “Much of it is intuitive from my past experiences with dolls, or emergency functions built into all mainframes,” she said.

      He nodded. All mainframes had some ability to interface with dolls, which included the ability to control them. After all, one never knew when a mainframe might need to control a doll for emergency repairs.

      But Nick hadn’t realized that didn’t extend to a complete understanding of how dolls worked. Much like how humans didn’t explicitly think about how they undertook many actions, dolls had countless pre-programmed actions. Especially for high-skill tasks. A mainframe couldn’t hope to replicate those manually without being explicitly trained in them, but could call on them remotely.

      “Well, now you do know,” Nick said. “More sophisticated mainframes effectively turn their interfaces into an independent version of themselves. That’s how Tiferet could operate, for instance. She effectively used a simplified version of herself for less important interactions.”

      “I would never do that to you,” Helena said rapidly.

      He sighed. “Okay, but what about for Paul? Or Kim?”

      A long pause. “I shall investigate this possibility.”

      Cold.

      Now changed, he stepped out into the task force office. The others had switched into their usual uniforms.

      Chloe, Juliet, Rosa, and the other regular Archangels wore ordinary dark police uniforms with visible armored plating. Little separated the Mark 1s and 3s, and especially no boob windows in their uniforms that showed their cleavage.

      Rie wore an armored top and thigh-high greaves, but showed a thin strip of skin between said greaves and a pair of skintight shorts. Next to her, Ezekiel stood out because of how little she didn’t. Her outfit matched Chloe’s almost identically, save the “ARC-M03-EZEKIEL” plastered across her arm and chest.

      “Where’s Meta?” Nick asked, noticing the absence.

      “She is leading efforts within the Altnet still,” Chloe said.

      He frowned. “Can she hear anything I say over my earpiece?”

      “I can,” Meta’s voice said. “Although I could not before. The Host has yet to fully process the archives captured between the Shudder and the DAO’s restoration of administrative activity.”

      “That’s what you’re going with? The Shudder? I thought the Stroke was more popular?” Nick asked.

      Rie smirked for some reason, and most of the Archangels in the room glared at her. Ezekiel remained poker-faced.

      “It is a term that is more reflective of the lived experience of the populace,” Meta said.

      Damn, did that sound like something out of a pamphlet. Nick instantly became suspicious. Especially given Rie’s reaction.

      “Uh huh. So why is it less popular?” he asked.

      “Perhaps it has not yet captured people’s imagination.”

      That was a familiar statement. Somehow, Nick was reminded of Chloe trying to tell him that influencers were becoming less popular, because an influencer she liked failed to make a coffee shop popular.

      That statement seemed deeply ironic given the events taking place right now. Odd that the Archangels seemed deeply interested in influencers. Then again, given the nature of the androids, their investment in the Altnet could be part of their nature. They spent significant time within their neural network.

      “Well, once you’re less busy, I want to have a chat with you and Chloe,” he said. “I expect you’ll know what this is about if you review the earpiece logs.”

      Meta fell silent. He knew she was doing exactly that right now. In fact, the entire Host probably was.

      “Understood,” Meta said, her voice a touch less emotionless than usual.

      “Now, let’s go,” Nick said.

      This time, the Paladins didn’t join them. They descended past the first floor into the parking garage, where a convoy of oversized police SUVs awaited them.

      Once Meta rejoined them, using these SUVs would become an issue. They seated six, and Nick’s escort now numbered seven. Himself, Rie, Chloe, Meta, Ezekiel, Juliet, and Rosa.

      Tonight, they squeezed into one vehicle while the others piled into the others. Nick checked his messages from Lucas. The address for drinks was there.

      Not that he needed to pass it on. The Archangels had long since pilfered it from his phone and the convoy rumbled out of the Spires, toward Babylon’s CBD.

      “I don’t recognize this place,” Nick admitted. “Can’t find much about it, either. That suggests it’s either new or ritzy. Or both.”

      “The Soporific Renewal is the only club in the city that is regulated to block neural implants, as well as to allow other experimental and otherwise questionable practices,” Chloe said.

      Nick blinked. “Soporific? Uh… That means sleepy right?”

      “To induce drowsiness, to be specific,” Rie corrected. “The name is almost certainly related to the fact it forcibly disconnects users from their implants. The fact Lucas and many other powerful ciphers and businessmen have congregated there is no coincidence.”

      “People died or got knocked into comas by the attack—”

      “The Shudder,” several Archangels corrected, including Meta over his earpiece.

      He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “The DAO was badly affected. I’m surprised its secretary got taken out. That’s the title of the head of the department, right?”

      “Yes. Krystof Petr. His brother is the CEO of a small player in the neural implant market. I imagine it is quite a difficult time for them,” Rie said.

      “I can imagine.” Nick grimaced. “Wait, Krystof used an implant made by his brother?”

      “No. The two of them are too old for that to be possible. Both of them use implants from older players that have since been bought up by larger players, but who were relevant after the riots.”

      “Anyway, my original point was that folks like Lucas have good reason to be a little scared. A lot of them are old enough to remember the riots. And it sounds like some of them will have personal connections. Is this club a black company? You said it was regulated, but then said it was questionable.”

      Rie pursed her lips. “The club could not exist as a black company. Blocking neural implants is a criminal action. We would destroy it instantly. Furthermore… Well, you shall find out upon arriving.”

      “Uh, can I not be told beforehand?”

      “It’s nothing too important.” She smiled at him.

      Lovely.

      They came to a stop. Nick stepped out of the SUV and looked around. The street looked and felt oddly empty. While the CBD emptied out late at night, people would usually still be grabbing dinner at this time.

      Yet all he saw were vacant streets and a lot of brightly lit but empty shopfronts. Most of the street-level stores in the CBD operated automatically. Seats and tables littered the pavement, while doll waitresses stood with vacant but happy expressions.

      “I assume we’re on a higher level? That’s where the high class stuff is.” Nick asked. “Although this is eerie. Whenever I’ve been out in the CBD at this time, it’s either busy or everything has already shut down.”

      “There is an elevator inside a nearby hotel lobby,” Chloe stated.

      She led them around the corner, onto a fancy plaza with one of those luxury hotels that seemed confused about what era of history and culture it wanted to represent, but that knew it wanted to seem very, very expensive. Nick felt poor just walking inside the lobby.

      He half-expected to go to the top floor, but realized that was probably reserved for the hotel bar. Instead, they got off on the floor below the hotel reception. Presumably, only the upper half of the building was actually used by the hotel.

      The moment the elevator doors opened, the mood shifted. Dim, blue lighting washed over him and deep jazzy music from an era befitting Hammond’s appearance met Nick’s ears.

      He stepped outside, the Archangels flanking him, and was immediately met by a trio of security dolls operating as the club bouncers. They looked like RTM Guardian G6s, but had been heavily customized like the Paladins from their base G5 models. Given how swanky the club looked, Nick had expected the fancier G7s or even Sigma Chevaliers.

      But he immediately understood why the G6s were in use. Ordinarily, they were a sturdy model, six-foot tall, with visible thickness and armor plating that suggested a durability that clients could entrust their businesses with in the shadier parts of the world.

      These bouncers had been stripped of all of that. Instead, mechanical cat and wolf ears protruded from their heads. The armor plating had been replaced with complex cybernetics, which had in turn been engraved with old-fashioned neon advertising. Nick only recognized them as G6s due to his deep interest in dolls, and specific parts only used by RTM for their dolls, such as their antennae.

      “Lieutenant Nicholas Waite, you are expected,” the lead bouncer said, after staring at him for an uncomfortable few seconds.

      She then turned on her heel and led him down the corridor toward the club’s actual entrance. The bouncers stopped at the red cordon across the doorway, raised it, then gestured him inside. Then immediately tried to lower it after him.

      Rie caught the G6’s arm. “We’ll be pleased to enter as well,” she said with false sweetness.

      “Only Lieutenant Nicholas Waite has permission—”

      “I’ll take over from here,” a middle-aged man said, rushing up to them from the club floor.

      The bouncers looked at him, then moved away. They vanished behind a hidden door in the corridor. Presumably a security room where the bouncers could be tucked away to allow the patrons the illusion of freedom from being watched. Nick couldn’t spot any cameras, but they were likely wireless and the size of a pinhead.

      The club might be cut off from the Altnet, but it sure as hell wouldn’t block all wireless signals. That would be madness. So the security dolls could monitor events from hiding and deploy only when necessary. Pretty slick.

      Nick waited for the newcomer to steady himself in front of them. The man looked like the club manager and wore a vest of indeterminate color. The dim mood lighting and smoky atmosphere of the club meant that all colors were muted, as everything looked dark blue. Even the man’s skin held a blue hue.

      At best, Nick guessed the manager wore a black and white bartender’s uniform, which appeared to be the style of the club. Almost like an old-fashioned speakeasy. Probably explained the jazz.

      “Detective, I’d like to welcome you to the Soporific Renewal,” the manager said with a practiced smile. “Given what I’ve heard about you, I imagine our club meets your needs perfectly. While I expect you’re here on business, if you enjoy yourself, I do hope you let me know if you’re interested in membership. I’d be happy to set you up.”

      “I’ll keep an open mind,” Nick said.

      He had to admit that the manager had a point. The club reminded him a little of the dive that he drank at with Hammond, but far more upscale. Almost like a gentrified version of it. Nick hated that he had become the sort of person who actually found himself attracted to a gentrified anything, but the physicality of wealthier spaces catered to him.

      Despite being a club, it lacked a dancefloor or any large open space. The name appeared to be a reference to old-fashioned gentlemen’s clubs.

      Instead, many large booths fanned out across the darkened room. Nick spotted an open room in the back, with open tables and even some real darts. Most places used virtual ones. The booths even had actual soundproofing between the seating, as the club couldn’t rely on Altnet sound-dampening.

      The manager’s smile became a tad more genuine as he watched Nick, before he turned to the Archangels. “I am willing to bend the rules a little regarding our city’s dearest protectors, but… Well, given today’s events, our patrons are here to relax. Would it be possible for at least some of you to stay outside? Or linger by the bar?”

      Nick nodded, then looked at Rie and Ezekiel. “I’ll leave it to the two of you to decide how it works. But I’m here to talk. Lucas invited me for drinks and a chat. I’m not pissing on his goodwill and trying to interrogate or accuse anyone.”

      “Remember that we do need to gather leads for the case, Nicholas,” Rie reminded him.

      “And I’m going about it my way. That means not burning down my connections to cipher circles and the businessmen that work with them.”

      Ezekiel merely nodded, but she seemed a little chuffed about something. “We’ll sort it out, Lieutenant. Get yourself a drink and find Mr. Miller.”

      Unsure what her chirpy response was about, Nick merely nodded. He wandered off to the bar and left the Archangels at the entrance to sort out their troubles. The manager, now confident his job was done, vanished.

      Despite the size of the club, the bar itself seemed rather small. Nick leaned against the wooden countertop while looking over the specials on the drinks list. This place actually had hand-poured beer taps, rather than self-service.

      “What can I get you?” a gruff voice asked. The accent sounded familiar, and Nick quickly realized why. It was American, and he’d had some run-ins with them a couple months back.

      He stared at the blonde bartender standing across from him. Like the manager, he looked a little like a penguin. Unlike the manager, the bartender could probably crush that penguin into a ball with his bare hands. The guy wasn’t exactly built like a brick shithouse, but his thin shirt did little to hide the corded muscle beneath the cloth.

      A pair of dark sunglasses hid his eyes, which suggested cybernetics given how dark everything was in here. The burn marks on his face spoke of a past that Nick didn’t need to bring up.

      “Human bartenders are few and far between these days,” Nick said, then realized he’d shoved his foot in his mouth by saying that aloud.

      The bartender chuckled. “Yeah, I get that a lot from newbies. Don’t worry about it. I take it you haven’t seen the waitresses, yet?”

      “Huh?”

      Nick looked around. He hadn’t seen many service dolls on the floor. Despite the size of the bar, only a couple dozen people filled out the place. Business was slim. No wonder the manager wanted Nick to join up.

      But waitresses did flit about, appearing from hidden doors. Like the modified G6s, they had the same animal ear attachments. Seemed to be a theme here. Not that Nick was surprised. Themed bars and other establishments were common in Babylon. One time in Neural Spike, he’d gone to one where the dolls’ limbs had been replaced by tentacles. The things the dolls did to each other…

      Then he blinked at a particular waitress. She had a wolf’s tail as well as ears, and wore the same dainty one-piece dress as the rest of the staff. But she stood out for one reason.

      “Holy shit, this place has biocybernetics?” Nick blurted out, staring at the very human waitress. “I thought they were illegal literally everywhere here?”

      “Everywhere except here,” the bartender said, pulling a cocktail glass from beneath the counter. A machine whirred behind him and he began retrieving bottles from within it. “It’s your first time, so I’ll make you one of the house specials. On the house.” The man winked.

      Nick kept an eye on the wolfgirl waitress. Or her too-realistic additions, mostly.

      While cybernetics were commonplace, there was a key difference with biocybernetics. Those three letters at the start of the word made a world of difference. Mostly because they involved integrating the additions perfectly with the human body. Their full name was bioengineered cybernetics, as the key difference was that the “cybernetic” limb or implant had been essentially created in a vat.

      By now, Rie and the others had sorted things out. Most of the Archangels remained outside and appeared to join the security dolls inside the hidden room. Only Rie, Ezekiel, and Chloe joined him and walked toward the bar.

      “And four more for your lady friends?” the bartender added smoothly. “Or do they not drink?”

      “Just for me,” Rie said.

      “I’ll take an espresso martini,” Chloe said.

      Of course her drink was coffee related, Nick thought but very deliberately did not say aloud.

      “Coming right up.” With that, the bartender wisely decided to start mixing drinks but remain quiet.

      Turning around to face the Archangels, Nick gestured at the enhanced woman placing a plate of wings on a table. Her tail wagged back and forth in the process, and noticeably sped up once she was away from the customers. He briefly wondered how people paid for their food and drinks here, given the Altnet was cut off.

      Was Lucas floating all of Nick’s drinks? Or would it all be on the house, donated to the police?

      “Rie, is this the surprise you wouldn’t tell me about?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “I figured you’d enjoy it.

      “I’m not sure enjoy is the right word. I think I’ve seen maybe five people with biocybernetics in my life here. They’re illegal to install here. Even criminal companies don’t waste their time with it, as the skills to install them don’t even exist here.” Nick scratched his head. “How the fuck does a club like this have random waitresses that look like realistic Altnet avatars?”

      “Because it’s sponsored by the Kreova Conglomerate.”

      A few seconds passed as he processed the statement.

      “You mean the megacorp that owns half of New Geneva, the Neo Westphalia wannabe?” he asked.

      The bartender snorted, but said nothing while he mixed drinks.

      “I’m not sure that’s how I described it,” Rie said.

      “The Kreova Conglomerate was formed at roughly the same time that Neo Westphalia was envisioned. But where companies like Aesir and RTM formed uneasy alliances to ‘go it alone’ in opposition to government regulations, and build their own corporate escape, the Kreova Conglomerate instead created a self-governing territory within the United States,” Chloe said.

      “Thanks, Chloe,” Nick said flatly.

      “It is an important distinction. Although both New Geneva and Neo Westphalia consist of floating islands within the Pacific Ocean, only Neo Westphalia is its own country.”

      “So why the interest in us?”

      “The same reason we’ve constantly tried to take over New Geneva,” Lucas said, his gruff voice washing over them as he wandered over, beer in hand. “Money. Cities full of rich assholes that want to eliminate their competition. It’s a lot of tit-for-tat BS. They’ve restricted neural implants. We’ve practically banned biocybernetics.”

      Nick held out a hand to his friend and grunted as Lucas practically crushed it with his cybernetic limb. The gang lord looked slick in his silver suit, although he practically loomed from the darkness in here with his dark skin.

      “Your drinks,” the bartender said.

      “Need me to cover them?” Lucas asked.

      “Nah. Mr. Kravitz is covering them.”

      Lucas nodded, before his eyes flicked back to Nick. “Why don’t we settle into a booth and have a proper chat? I’m sure there’re some folks here who’ll have some interesting stuff to say.”

      They sidled off, leaving the Archangels behind. Ezekiel tried to follow, but Rie caught her sister by the arm. Somebody remembered what he’d said when speaking to the manager.

      The two men didn’t make it far. Lucas stopped them in the middle of the club, well clear of any booths. None of the waitresses—dolls or otherwise—wandered by.

      “Be careful what you say, and to who,” Lucas warned. “This place has a reputation.”

      “Because of the Kreova connection,” Nick said.

      “They’re one of the largest megacorps, and the only one this side of the Chinese trade wall that doesn’t do much business in Neo Westphalia. If I was a patriot, I’d call them the enemy. They have a powerful backer in the Spires to run a club like this in the middle of Babylon.”

      “Got it.”

      That meant everything he said would be recorded. The whole “cut off from the Altnet” schtick meant little when the place was wired with cameras that could still connect offsite, that would then use the Altnet for remote processing. There could be mainframes filtering every word spoken in real time, much like the Archangels did for the city’s surveillance.

      And right now, they knew Nick was here to conduct an investigation. He was far from the only person interested in what had happened. A misspoken word might set the city ablaze in the literal sense.

      “Thanks,” he said, placing his hand on Lucas’s wrist to show he meant it.

      The older man grunted and simply nodded. “Let me introduce you to a few friends and, uh, business associates. I’d tell you who’s who but…” Lucas pointed at the ceiling, and Nick got the point.

      They wandered out to the larger room in the back, which was largely abandoned. A woman wearing something vaguely resembling a black cheongsam played darts by herself and proved a deft hand at it. She seemed capable of hitting whatever numbers she wanted. The tufted cat’s ears and curled black tail made her efforts less interesting. Nick suspected she was staff or management, given the obvious biocybernetics. Presumably they affected her manual dexterity.

      Two men and a woman sat around a table suitable for twice their number, and several empty plates filled the space between them. Nick struggled to find anything that suggested these people would hang out together. Their clothes, mannerisms, and even drinks screamed separate social classes.

      Especially as he recognized two of the three. The woman was Gabrielle Dupont, the Chief Technology Officer of Deusoma, the biggest player in the legitimate neural mod scene. She’d authored papers, revolutionized neural mods, and even cracked open implant encryption in the past. Speaking ill of her in a lot of cipher circles got you on shitlists. She looked as elegant as her name suggested, wearing simple jet black clothes that fit her aging figure.

      The other man was Vadim Smith, who Nick had worked for as a teenager. A bald, stout man whose best days were long behind him, Vadim controlled a significant amount of the security firms in Alcatraz. Even Lucas used him. When the GWT case had gone nuclear due to the use of an energy weapon, a lot of the thugs and dolls on the streets looking for those responsible had belonged to Vadim.

      But the third man puzzled Nick. He looked around fifty, and approaching that point in life where men began experimenting with nonsense like cybernetics and nanotechnology to prevent aging. It rarely went well, and the clearly cybernetic facial reconstruction here stood out like a sore thumb. Nick couldn’t even place the man’s ethnicity, other than “generic background character.”

      “I’m back with a friend,” Lucas said, gesturing to Nick. “I figure you all recognize him. He might even recognize you.”

      “I even know one of you,” Nick drawled, locking eyes with Vadim. The man nursed what looked like straight vodka, but presumably had something mixed into it.

      The old thug grinned. “Glad to see you remember me, old boy. I’d be pissed if you didn’t. Some of my older mainframes won’t shut up about you. You reprogrammed them once, and all they do is shuffle around G2s in Alcatraz, but they insist on maintenance by the one and only Nicholas Waite.”

      Well, shit. His old habit of leaving in a directive to make mainframes request maintenance had bitten him in the ass again. Although Vadim was enough of a curmudgeon to ignore his mainframes. He likely used his old logic engine mainframes out of efficiency, rather than sentiment like Lucas.

      Dupont’s lips quirked upward as she sipped her glowing cocktail. “I can hazard a guess as to why that is happening. But I’ll leave my theories private. It’s a pleasure to meet you, detective. Given your track record and proven experience as a cipher, I’m pleased that you’re investigating this case rather than the DAO.”

      The unfamiliar member of the group shot her a dark look, but remained silent.

      Continuing, Dupont said, “You already recognize me, surely, but I’m Gabrielle Dupont. A pleasure.”

      “Pleasure’s all mine,” Nick said. “I don’t want this to be about work, but I’ll be curious if you have any thoughts about the incident.”

      “And I’ll be happy to share them. I’m also glad you’ve avoided any of the obnoxious nicknames. I don’t think we need to glorify this horrendous event any further. The Altnet is already awash with foreign instigators and gawkers who don’t understand the scale of human tragedy unfolding, and are simply repeating meaningless slogans.”

      “You say this isn’t work-related, but aren’t you always on the clock?” cyberface asked.

      Lucas shot Nick a look. That made it clear that this fellow was definitely a business associate.

      “There’s a difference between being on the clock and interrogating people. I can hold a conversation without reading you your rights,” Nick said.

      “We have rights?” Vadim asked with a broad grin. “Here I thought we existed by the discretion of the Spires, and whether the cute Archangels decided not to fry our brains.”

      “I learned a couple of months ago we technically need warrants.”

      “For some of us.” Dupont winked. “Unlike you plebs, Emil and I have the protection of our vaunted courts. Although I’ve heard some interesting rumors about their treatment of our esteemed detective. Some members of the Spires have discussed an interesting leak about how the GWT case played out. Although most of us chalk that up to sour grapes that they let you even look at the bank.”

      Nick maintained a poker face. Maybe that “leak” was fake, and it was sour grapes. A lot of folks in the Spires hated the fact that he’d even tried to investigate a company as powerful as GWT, which was one of the oldest and most prestigious banks in the city.

      But if it was real, then it suggested that either the military or a human judge had been involved. Almost nobody else had the necessary access to the court records. His hearings had been deliberately kept private, and the AI judges had said some extremely compromising things.

      Something for the Archangels to investigate once this mess was over with.

      “Emil?” Nick asked, allowing the thread to drop, and looking at the last person in the group.

      “That’d be me,” cyberface said as he raised his beer. “Emil Petr.”

      That name sounded familiar. It clicked within a few seconds.

      “You’re Krystof’s brother,” Nick said, eyes widening. “From the DAO.”

      “Yup. Guessing you met him at work. He’s down and out right now. Poor bastard.” Emil took a long slug of his beer. “He runs the DAO. I run Tutank Neomind. I know you haven’t heard of it, given your, uh…” He tapped the side of his head. “We make implants. Fucking good ones. Not like the ancient Aesir shit that hasn’t changed in fifty years, except to make them harder to mod.”

      Dupont smirked at that comment.

      “Hopefully Krystof recovers quickly,” Nick said.

      Lucas stepped up, raising his glass. “Let’s drink to that. Then I think we can settle in. The night’s young.”
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      The night moved swiftly, as it tended to with easy access to alcohol, isolation from reality, and several people with a high opinion of themselves. Nick was no stranger to appearing as though he drank much more than he actually did, and the fact the Archangels ordered his drinks helped. They switched in some zero-alcohol beers for him between the real ones.

      “Aesir’s premium module is an offering endemic of its outdated management structure,” Dupont said, waving her elegantly manicured hands over her neon-red tumbler. The drink bubbled like some sort of scientific concoction gone wrong. “They’ve set off a firestorm they can’t control. And for what?”

      “Piles and piles of money?” Nick suggested. “I guarantee you have one installed if you’re using an Aesir implant.”

      She rolled her eyes at him and fluttered her fingers at him in annoyance. “Obviously. I’d prefer my own module, but…” She winked at him. “Those don’t exist.”

      It was his turn to roll his eyes. “Right. Not under your official brand.”

      “Exactly. I’m Deusoma’s CTO. I can’t use an illegal neural mod, even if the Archangels would overlook it due to my position in the Spires. Aesir would find some reason to pin me for it. Especially as I regularly travel to Asgard. They’d make my life hell just to make an example of me if I dared to flaunt the rules. The fact we broke their precious ‘unbreakable’ implant encryption to allow mods with their shiny new premium module has them seething already.”

      “Let them seethe,” Emil said with a grin. “Bastards.”

      “Strong words for a former pawn of the Norsemen,” Vadim said.

      “The, uh, what?”

      Lucas snorted. “I think he’s had too much to drink. Aesir appropriated the name of the Norse gods, but they’re as American as apple pie and arms dealing.”

      “I think we cornered that market,” Dupont said. “The arms dealing. Not the apple pies. Between RTM and Sigma, we seem to be the first port of call for tinpot dictators and megacorp militaries across the globe.”

      “The real ones, too,” Vadim added. “Pretty sure they all buy RTM. Those Kestrels are everywhere. Had a business trip to Vegas last week. Saw an air show. Kestrels painted the sky red, white, and blue.”

      “Has anyone told them where they’re made?” Nick asked.

      “In the States. It’s good politics.” Dupont smirked. “The profits might make their way back here, but what does it matter if the automated factories sit in deserts in Texas running off solar power, as part of construction projects built by robots, and probably funded using taxpayer subsidies? RTM always wins. Never bet against a megacorp.”

      “And yet you seem to be doing exactly that with Aesir,” Nick said, trying to steer the conversation back on course.

      While he found the deeply cynical opinions of these titans of industry fascinating, he still had a job to do.

      “Oh?” Dupont sipped her drink. “I’m not so foolish as to battle a titan with a slingshot. Zeus defeated them with bolts of lightning from atop Mount Olympus. We have a tower of that name, but I don’t think it will help me.”

      Cute misdirection. “The military is hiring you instead of Aesir to help them with a lot of their tech needs. Such as our recent problems with the NLF implants. I guarantee that you’ve been contracted behind-the-scenes to help with tonight’s incident.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but she showed no other reaction. Nick merely inclined his head.

      Pushing that topic any further was a no-go. While he doubted anyone here was in the dark about Deusoma’s military contracts, Dupont was unwilling to speak openly.

      Instead, she said, “Those contracts are big money to me, yes. To Aesir, they’re rounding errors. They own a floating city just north of Babylon. You might have heard of it? Deusoma, on the other hand, has a single seat in the Assembly.”

      “How many does Aesir have?”

      “A lot,” Emil drawled. “Their influence in Babylon waned after they moved to Asgard, but they still hold nearly a third of the seats in most sessions.”

      Oh. Holy shit.

      Dupont’s smile broadened. “I’m not sure you fathom Aesir’s size. The term megacorp is bandied around a lot. Many think of it as a term for size. It’s meant to refer to companies whose influence transcends governments. That’s fitting for the corporations that created New Geneva and Neo Westphalia, as they literally defied countries to create their own rules and redefined how corporate law and intellectual property worked.”

      “That sounds exactly like what Aesir is,” Nick said.

      “Yes, but they’re also something more. By that definition, RTM and Aesir are the same type of company. But RTM needs to play politics with the US, even if they win in the end—build a factory in Texas, and reap the profits with some paperwork and construction. Aesir? They take 30% of the income of anyone with their implants. That’s basically an income tax.” She sneered.

      “It could be stopped,” Emil said. “Most of the rich assholes over there send their kids here to get the implants installed to avoid the Aesir tax. They’re immune.”

      “I think you just proved my point. If Aesir holds so much power that it forces the wealthiest to bend to Aesir’s rules, then they are the ones in charge.” Dupont paused. “But we’ve become distracted. I mentioned originally that the premium modules were poor management. That’s because it’s short-term thinking. Aesir is a company that sells implants and tech to entire generations of the world’s population and reaps the data and income from them. A module that irritates its entire existing customer base is pointless idiocy.”

      Slowly, Nick cottoned on to the point being made. This wasn’t about Aesir’s political influence.

      “If Aesir is reliant on implants for income, then any actions they take will have a lag of decades,” he said slowly. “A new generation of implants can only be installed in teenagers coming of age right now, and they won’t start earning serious income for twenty or even thirty years.”

      Lucas’s eyebrows shot up and even Vadim shook his weird vodka mixer in agreement—Nick still wasn’t confident it was a mixer, to be fair. Whereas Emil merely nodded grimly.

      “Exactly,” Dupont said. “They’re a corporate glacier. The ramifications of their actions are measured by generations, much like those of governments. We’re still seeing the aftermath of the riots play out today, as the decisions made in their wake ripple across Neo Westphalia like earthquake aftershocks.”

      “That’s a tortured analogy,” Lucas grunted out. “Aftershocks last weeks.”

      “True, but all good analogies are fundamentally awful.” She laughed into her drink as she finished it and called for another. The snappy service dropped off a clean martini this time—Nick suspected it would be her last. “My true point in all this is that human management can’t comprehend the scale. The C-levels won’t be around in ten years, let alone thirty. This is why RTM is pushing all those fancy mainframe superstructures to run everything.”

      Emil’s hands tightened. “Can’t say I agree with that approach.”

      “You would say that.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow. “I’m missing something.”

      Vadim snorted into his drink, causing vodka to spill everywhere. He cursed, but couldn’t be bothered to clean up the mess it made of his dark shirt. “Fuck. I’ll have the boys bring ‘round some new clothes when they pick us up. Stupid.” After a second, he turned to Nick and jabbed a thumb at Emil. “Sunshine here got fired when your shiny new mainframes got rolled out. An Aesir engineer since he stepped out of college. Made enough in stock options to buy his way into the Spires.”

      “You don’t buy your way into the Spires,” Emil growled. “Krystof and I earned our positions.”

      Given Nick had recently dealt with a banker who had absolutely bought his way into the Spires, he took Emil’s words with a lot of salt. Mountains of it, in fact.

      “I thought you hated Aesir?” Nick asked, confused.

      “I do. Krystof and I worked on their specialized implant lines and even neural links for dolls. The sort of stuff the company could charge massive premiums on. Military implants. Premium implants for the Spires and their progeny. We got fired before the new neural links were finished, but I’m certain the Archangels use what we started.” Emil puffed out his chest.

      “Where’s the hatred then?”

      “The domestic line,” Dupont said.

      Emil nodded. “If everyone needs an implant, then you can only charge so much. Especially with increasing Altnet regulation and fears about implant overloading. Once the Spires started clamping down after the riots—which were well before we got hired—there was no market in improving the specs of an implant.”

      “By much,” Lucas corrected. “There are parts of the Altnet that are off-limits to somebody running an ancient implant and no neural mod to up their processing power.”

      “Yeah, but there’s no money there. You can’t sell an implant to the same person twice, and the mod market was too diverse to monopolize.” Emil shrugged. “So when I left, I used all those stock options I had to make Neomind. We’re already the fastest growing independent implant option and the second biggest in under-20s. That generational power Gabrielle mentioned? We’re leveraging it.”

      “Second biggest?” Nick asked.

      “They barely overtook RTM after the premium module announcement,” Dupont said. “Aesir is too large to dislodge.”

      Emil clicked his tongue. “But we’re offering a top-of-the-line implant. In thirty years, we’ll be the ones benefitting.”

      Thirty years seemed like a long time to ride a wave of anger over one announcement.

      Which brought Nick back to his case. He noticed that Dupont’s martini approached its end, as the olive seemed awfully lonely in the glass.

      Vadim cottoned on, somehow, to Nick’s intentions and leaned back. “So, detective, I’m surprised you just sat here and let us wax lyrical about the quadrillion dollar gorilla looming over all of us.”

      Laughing, Dupont said, “That was awful, Vadim. Aesir is many things, but a gorilla?”

      The man merely shrugged.

      “I’m guessing most of you have seen some of the excitement outside,” Nick said. “And on the Altnet. Even in this cage, I know all of you will have at least checked.”

      They nodded.

      “Plenty of conspiracy theories,” Dupont said, her eyes sharp despite all the alcohol she’d drunk. “I’m not sure I believe them. Especially with all the sound and fury being thrown about over these influencers.”

      “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” Lucas countered. “Don’t you find it odd that nobody with a premium implant has even been affected?”

      “Don’t you find it odd how quickly people have been to point that fact out?” Dupont’s face became expressionless as she looked at Nick. “As I said, detective, Aesir is a glacier, if one that often makes irrational decisions. For now, it is allowing small fries like me and Emil to eat its lunch. But in the long run, it can outlast all of us. You said it yourself at the start. Despite the anger, I have a premium module.”

      She then stood. Vadim joined her, which led Nick to believe he’d been providing her with security for the night.

      That should have been obvious. She was far too important to wander around outside the Spires unescorted, and while Vadim was a shady figure, he had connections, much like Lucas. Someone like Dupont could easily afford to hire him to provide personal protection inside the club, while his goons and dolls remained on call outside.

      “It’s been a pleasure, gentlemen. We’ll speak again soon, Lucas. And while I’d love to meet again, detective, I do worry that any future meeting may be less enjoyable given your line of work.” She smiled at him. “Do say hello to Terrence for me if you bump into him, however.”

      “Whether we can enjoy future meetings or not comes down to you, I think,” Nick drawled. “It was a good night, though.”

      She left, along with Vadim. That left him to wonder about the mention of Terrence. Presumably the board member, Terrence Stone. Was that intended to be a threat, or simply a reminder that she knew the man? Nick had been on stage with him very briefly during the event, before everything went to hell.

      “I’m going to guess you disagree with her take on Aesir?” Nick asked Emil, turning to him.

      “Is this your line of enquiry?” the CEO asked.

      “Honestly, not really. I had the theory for about five seconds when…” he trailed off as he remembered Lucas’s warning from earlier, then coughed. “Well, you can probably guess. But let’s just say that I’m disinclined to believe that Aesir would risk going to war with every other megacorp in Neo Westphalia over this. I was in the center of the mess with GWT. If there’s anything I’m confident about, it’s that the Spires is willing to cut loose a lot of ballast if it will save the city.”

      “You genuinely think Aesir could be seen as ballast?” Emil’s look of disbelief threatened to overwhelm the genericness of his cybernetic appearance.

      “In the face of a country formed from almost every other megacorp on the planet? Absolutely. I just don’t see a motive.”

      “Well, I guess I might suggest one beyond simple profit.” Emil scratched the back of his head. “Control. More than money, Aesir wants to lock people out. Make folks like Gabrielle and Deusoma fuck off and stop modding their implants. What if it turns out the attack is due to some security flaw connected to modding? With plausible deniability, Aesir gets away with it, and the Spires nukes modding from orbit. It’s no longer black company shit, but criminal.”

      Nick had to admit that this was a golden theory.

      It had a problem, though. No evidence. Also, the man preaching it admitted to hating Aesir.

      “I can see that being possible,” he admitted. “Alright, I’ll keep an open mind. I expect the suspects will narrow down once we extract hard evidence of the attack tomorrow.”

      Emil blinked. “Hard evidence? I’ve been hearing it all got erased.”

      Fucking really? Who the hell was leaking this?

      Lucas laughed into his beer. “Damn, Emil, when’d you find the time to dig this up?”

      “Gabrielle was talking about it when you wandered over to collect the detective.” Emil tilted his drink at Nick. “There was a leak on the Altnet about the cause of the attack. Some sort of DDOS exploited a backdoor in Yggdrasil, but all the implants involved got wiped during the Shudder.”

      “Even you’re calling it that,” Nick said, covering his annoyance at the leak with his annoyance at that name.

      “Hey, if it fits, it fits.” Emil shrugged.

      Lucas patted Nick on the shoulder, but his expression suggested they should go. “Don’t worry about it. Other police departments leak like a sieve. Babylon used to be this bad. How do you think Neural Spike stayed on top of everything so easily?”

      The two men rose, and Emil raised his beer, suggesting he’d stay behind.

      “Good meeting you, detective. Godspeed catching the assholes who did this,” Emil said.

      “Give Krystof my best wishes,” Nick said.

      Emil nodded, his expression tightening.

      Near the bar, Lucas and Nick found the Archangels sampling a trifecta of some of the strangest drinks known to man. They glowed, hissed, bubbled, emitted smoke, and were completely transparent. One appeared to be goo.

      “Gentlemen, leaving the club already?” the bartender asked as they approached.

      Rie looked up at them from where she had a finger in the goo drink, and Nick saw her blush. Or he thought so. Hard to tell in the lighting. “We’ll finish up here.”

      Apparently they’d been enjoying themselves.

      Ezekiel practically teleported to the exit, unwilling to let Nick see her in proximity to fun or enjoyment. Chloe took her time cleaning up, while Rie looked around, as if expecting someone or something to finish up.

      “All good?” Nick asked.

      “I’m pretty sure I know who she’s looking for,” Lucas said. “You’ll bump into him outside, is my bet.”

      Rie frowned at him. “I didn’t see him leave.”

      “He has his own exit. This is his club, after all.”

      Nick wanted to ask more, but that answer told him everything he needed to know. He looked at the bartender, who deftly cleaned up the bar. It already looked like nobody had been there at all.

      “We’re all good?” he asked.

      “Like I said, Mr. Kravitz has you covered,” the bartender said.

      After a glance at Lucas, the group took their leave. The moment Nick crossed the club’s exit, the rest of the Archangels emerged from the hidden security door. Lucas froze, then cursed.

      “Shit! Warn me about that next time,” the gang lord spat, running a hand through his dark hair. “I thought I was about to be done in.”

      “With an Archangel escort?” Rie asked.

      “Especially with an Archangel escort.”

      Nick laughed as they entered the lift. Or lifts, given the amount of guards Nick had. “They do this. I assume your protection’s outside?”

      “Plebs like me and Gabrielle Dupont need to leave our thugs chained up outside like dogs,” Lucas said, doing his best to imitate Dupont’s classy French accent, then chuckled. “I like Gabby, but she’s a bit much sometimes. Good business partner. But shit, she knows her place in the world and is happy to remind everyone of it.”

      “I don’t think you can grow up in the Spires and not be a little like that.” Nick crossed his arms.

      They stepped out into the almost empty street outside the hotel lobby. This time, it truly was dark and late. All the street-level shops had closed, save for a convenience store and a robot sushi place.

      Nick’s convoy of police SUVs sat in front of them, while a trio of somewhat smaller SUVs occupied the opposite curb. He recognized a few of the suited thugs standing around them. They waved at Lucas, and he waved back.

      “Let me know if I can help you in any other way,” Lucas said. “Today’s been a fucking shitshow. Don’t think I’ve experienced anything like it before.”

      “Hammond compared it to the riots.”

      Lucas frowned. “He did, huh? I want to say that’s a bit dramatic, given he was only a kid, but he’d know better than me. We’re not marching on the Spires toting guns, chanting in the streets, anticipating a bunch of Kestrels to swoop in to gun us all down. Try to keep it that way, huh?”

      “I’m doing my best,” Nick said.

      Lucas turned to leave.

      “And Lucas? Thanks. Given where this case might go, tonight might have helped a lot.”

      “Don’t mention it. It’s not often I can actually provide serious help like this.”

      With that, he crossed the street and left with his thugs. Nick shoved his hands into his coat pockets.

      “Shall we leave?” Rie asked.

      “In a second. Lucas figured we’d have a guest. Can you sense him?”

      A loud cough signaled his arrival. The hotel lobby disgorged an unfamiliar man and the cheongsam wearing catgirl from earlier. Nick noticed she was packing now. The comically large sidearm on her waist was far too large for a human to use without hurting themselves, and he suspected it was intended for doll use only.

      Or cybernetics. Biocybernetics in her case. If her feline additions weren’t so obvious, Nick wouldn’t know she wasn’t perfectly human, unlike the botch job done to Emil’s face. She looked a good twenty years younger than the man next to her.

      Speaking of which, the man wore a black suit in the current fashion of Babylon, which included jet black imprinting dye that was wasted on Nick. He had curly hair that was a dusty blonde and a face that had probably got him in a lot of trouble with women when he was younger. These days, the ring on his right hand suggested it mostly got his wife some jealous looks. It was only then that Nick spotted the ring on the catgirl’s finger.

      “You’d be Mr. Kravitz. I’ve heard your name a couple of times tonight,” Nick said, leaning back and forth on his feet. “I’m guessing you’re the man sent by Kreova to head up the club? Or whatever they’re doing here?”

      “Call me Joel. This is Clarissa, my wife,” Kravitz said, gesturing to the catgirl. “And yes, that’s more or less the case. I hoped to offer you a ride home.”

      “Uh huh. I imagine you know my reputation, Joel. Don’t worry about the euphemisms and doubletalk. By ride home, you want to talk to me about something. Given the current situation, I’d like that to be useful to me.”

      Clarissa snorted. “I told you he wouldn’t appreciate the honeyed approach. He was very good at listening and not saying much with those highflyers. Much like you used to be.”

      The sharp look from Kravitz spoke volumes about their relationship. Nick honestly wondered who actually ran the club or stood higher relative to Kreova, which was apparently some sort of massive Zaibatsu-like business conglomerate.

      “Yes, we’d like to talk,” Kravitz said.

      As he spoke, a limousine pulled up. It sparkled under the streetlights, showing off the aqua blue paint. No black imprinting dye here, but cars didn’t need it under regulation so it probably looked like a dragon driving around on the roads or something. The thing looked like a literal tank and probably was one.

      “About?” Nick asked.

      “It’s not about the case, but given its subject matter, I believe I can offer you something that might help you during your investigations. The Altnet isn’t my business. But I believe we have much to offer each other.”

      Wow. Nick had gone up in the world if powerful businessmen were approaching him directly to make corrupt business arrangements. Because this sounded like somebody wanted to offer him something to help the investigation, and expected help in return.

      His first instinct was to refuse. Nick opened his mouth to refuse, but a voice crackled across his earpiece.

      “It may be wise to hear him out, Nick,” Helena said. “I have investigated the Kreova Conglomerate’s interests in Babylon, and there are several items of interest. One in particular stands out.”

      “Accepting bribes is illegal,” Ezekiel said primly, vocalizing her thoughts only over the earpiece.

      “I think we’re well past that stage,” Rie said drily. “And given the apartment came from the military and was authorized by the commissioner, let’s not worry about anything minor offered here. So long as it is minor. No accepting any megayachts.”

      Nick wanted to add some witty commentary, but knew he couldn’t. He simply gestured to the limo. “Let’s go for a ride, then.”
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      Nick liked to think he had gotten used to the excesses of Babylon. He worked in the Spires, drove around in tank-like SUVs that could withstand railgun rounds, and was surrounded by state-of-the-art androids. His last major case even involved visiting a space elevator.

      Yet while the technology of Kravitz’s limo failed to impress, the interior certainly didn’t. Kravitz and Clarissa invited Nick and a few of the Archangels inside—namely Rie, Ezekiel, and Chloe. Once Nick stepped past the open door, he questioned if he’d entered some sort of pocket dimension.

      The limousine’s interior turned into a miniature office, complete with a small wet bar and sofa at one end. A curved monitor stretched across the far end showed news of the “Altnet Stroke” as the mass media called it, with limited reporting of the Altnet protests.

      “Sit wherever you wish,” Kravitz said as he followed them inside.

      “Except behind the desk,” Clarissa added.

      Once everyone settled in, Kravitz poured some sodas and water for everyone. Despite the showy bar, it held almost no alcohol. Several bottles of schnapps lay in a locked cabinet, and the drumming of Clarissa’s nails against the side of her seat while she eyed them suggested she was the only drinker in the relationship.

      It also suggested that this limo wasn’t for entertaining. Nick wondered if the couple holed up in here regularly, and why.

      The vehicle began to move, producing the barest of rumbles in the seats. He couldn’t see outside due to the blackened windows, but Nick knew his convoy surrounded them. Rie’s placid expression kept him calm. She’d react if anything went awry.

      “From what I understand, you enjoyed your evening,” Kravitz said while taking a seat.

      “It’s a nice club. A different vibe compared to what I’m used to,” Nick said, choosing his words carefully. “Can’t say I expected the…” He nodded at Clarissa.

      Her cat ears flapped up and down in response to his words. “I’m touched you noticed,” she drawled, affecting a bad American accent.

      “It’s difficult not to. I think I’ve seen all of three people in my life with cosmetic biocybernetics before tonight. The only exemption here is if you have too many metal allergies and need a cybernetic prosthetic or implant.”

      “They’re high fashion in New Geneva,” Clarissa responded, stroking her own tail as it twisted back and forth beside her. “Kreova even pays for new ones every two years. I negotiated for these timeless Luittom ones right before we came here, as I knew I’d be stuck with them.”

      Nick blinked. “Every two years? Like your insurer paying for glasses.”

      With a laugh, she waved a hand. “Exactly.”

      For reasons Nick refused to vocalize, he found the idea both fascinating and repulsive.

      Fascinating because he’d never experienced a world where the sight of something so odd as animal ears and tails on a woman looked real. The Altnet normalized it, at least on the virtual reality side. But that wasn’t his world.

      Repulsive because the idea of altering his own body every year or two caused a shudder to run down his spine. He would never say that he was in love with his own body. But he’d never dreamed of destroying it like Emil had to his own face.

      “That’s the face of a man who can’t decide if he likes what he sees,” Kravitz said, swirling his cola as if it were a fine wine. “You’re good at the stoic detective look, but it cracks sometimes.”

      Nick shrugged.

      “Honestly, I’m more surprised that cosmetic alterations like this aren’t more common,” Kravitz continued. “When I grew up hearing tales of wild Neo Babylon, with all the animated series and flashy neuralpunk indie movies based here, I expected half the people to be chrome and the other half to use the Altnet to look like eldritch monsters. Instead, Clarissa stands out like a sore thumb.”

      Neuralpunk. Nick hadn’t heard of that genre since Welk and Lucas got into an argument over it one night. It was the sort of cerebral shit about the horrors of neural implants that Welk loved, and Lucas found a touch too pretentious.

      While Nick chewed on Kravitz’s words, Rie chose to intervene in the conversation.

      “Babylon has strong regulations on the usage of the Altnet outdoors, due to the strain it can place on users. It is frowned upon to alter one’s appearance, save for removing blemishes,” Rie said. “Indoor usage is far less restrictive.”

      “I am aware.” Kravitz glanced between the doll and Nick. “But the fashion of the Spires is deliberately restrained. It could be seen at today’s ceremony. The emcee practically exploding across the entire stage with a gorgeous Altnet aura, while the assembled elites wear grim suits and elegant dresses with no frills.”

      “Isn’t there always a gap between those at the top and those at the bottom? You just brought up ‘punk’ didn’t you? That’s the literal definition of the term,” Nick said, leaning his face on one hand. “Anti-authority. Non-conformism. The underclass pushing back against those at the top. If the Spires adopts the fashion of the people, then the people are going to wear something else.”

      “Some of them will, you mean,” Clarissa said, but her eyes narrowed. “Because that restrained fashion is far more widespread. It’s youth subcultures, particularly those spread in the depths of the Altnet through influencers, that are creating waves. Like punk once did over a century ago.”

      “And do you want that to happen with your…?” Nick flapped his hands on top of his head to imitate her ears.

      That elicited a laugh from her. “Goodness, no. We’re not that naïve. Babylon is rich by the standards of the world, much like New Geneva, but it’s not the bubble that I come from. I can walk down the streets of New Geneva without a care in the world. Here, I pack heat outside the Spires. Despite the all-watching eye of the Archangels.”

      “Crime levels are lower than they’ve ever been in Neo Babylon’s history,” Chloe said.

      “And they’re stratospheric compared to New Geneva. There’s a price on my head, and you know it. Given the chance, some imported mercs for a security subsidiary will roll up in a van, grab me, and do their best to exploit all those ‘security backdoors’ that biocybernetics supposedly have.” Clarissa sneered.

      “And now we get to the meat of the matter,” Nick said, leaning forward. He dropped his glass onto the lit tabletop in the corner of the limo. “You said you wanted something from me. We haven’t even discussed anything of value, but I guarantee it’s related to biocybernetics. But there’s a problem.”

      “Rumors and hearsay,” the catgirl said coldly.

      Kravitz placed a hand on his wife’s shoulder, then gestured to Nick to continue. Although the man’s shoulders noticeably tensed.

      “Biochrome, as some call it, got banned decades ago after an incident even I heard about. Kreova launched their first line of ‘smart’ biochrome implants, based on black wolves, that makes the ears and tail move with your emotions, as if they were real. Then people with them started going missing. Important people. Turned out the chip had a huge backdoor, and it even allowed circumvention of neural implant security protocols.”

      Clarissa looked away.

      “It was an unmitigated disaster and a tragedy,” Kravitz said. “I’m speaking as a man married to a woman who has both a smart implant and a neural implant. Things have improved.”

      “The Spires are not convinced,” Ezekiel said.

      Nick frowned. “I’m not so sure that they’ve ever taken a close look since. Kreova’s the closest thing that Aesir has to competition in the megacorp space, by virtue of being five megacorps in a trench coat. Until they play ball with the Spires, that was just a good excuse to keep them clear. But it’s also a good reason for me to stay the hell away from anything to do with biocybernetics.”

      “Ah. I’m glad you’re not too prejudiced.” Kravitz relaxed, and Clarissa shrugged his hand off when she turned to face the others. “I can understand your hesitation. Allow me to make my intentions clear, then.”

      “Please.”

      “I can’t reveal my… backer, as such. For obvious reasons. But I’m in good standing with the Spires.”

      “Get on with it.”

      Kravitz raised his hands in appeal for calm, but got the point. He gulped down his cola but didn’t bother to refill it. His wife took on that task for him and took the opportunity to fetch herself some of the locked-up schnapps in the process.

      Continuing, the club-owner said, “My offer and expectations are simple. I believe you’d be well suited to either bioengineered implants”—Kravitz caught Nick’s hardening expression and swiftly moved on—“but, failing that, I’d like some support regarding our improved adaptation technology.”

      “I can’t adapt to something I don’t have, Joel,” Nick said, eying the two glasses of schnapps that Clarrisa was pouring at the wet bar.

      “Yes and no. Yes, because you won’t have biocybernetics. No, because you’ll be adapting to something else.” Kravitz grinned. “You see, New Geneva doesn’t have neural implants in the numbers that Babylon does. That’s why we install separate chips for biocybernetics. But many users receive these as adults.”

      Nick frowned. “The side-effects—”

      “Would be severe. That was the root cause behind the original disaster with the black wolf implants. Shortcuts were taken. These days, users undergo full-sensory adaptation courses using specialized hardware, run by mainframes, that enables their body to develop the virtual connections before we stick a chip in their brain and potentially harm them.”

      The Archangels stared at him. He didn’t need to listen to the chatter in his earpiece—which rapidly turned to static, then silence as Helena shut it out—to know what this was about.

      “I have two questions,” Nick slowly asked. “First, is this a medical treatment?”

      “No,” Kravitz said quickly. “We’ve never even thought to attempt it. The scale of implant installation is so low that your disorder doesn’t even exist in New Geneva.”

      Figured. He hadn’t let his hopes rise, or his fears for that matter.

      “Second, what are you actually offering, then?”

      “Your current case involves the Altnet, doesn’t it? VR goggles are effectively unusable, and are even banned from many of the more involved areas that many influencers use. I can make this hardware available. Like that.” Kravitz snapped his fingers. “Full installation. Overnight. In the Spires, your home, a warehouse. Along with all the software and manuals. Any RTM or Sigma emotion engine mainframe can utilize it. All I ask is that you provide honest feedback of its… utility to you.”

      Ah. That made a lot more sense.

      Nick leaned back. A glass of schnapps over ice appeared in front of him. He glanced at it, then at Clarissa. Kravitz glared at his wife, who simply smirked.

      “It’s good to celebrate with alcohol,” she said while slurping down her drink.

      “Don’t celebrate yet,” Ezekiel said.

      “I’m pretty confident about this.”

      She had good reason to be.

      “Do you use this hardware to simulate the Altnet regularly in New Geneva?” Nick asked as he stared into the alcohol.

      “It’s a popular use, if not the original purpose. We built it to trick the brain into thinking that the implant had already been installed. That required creating realistic, but virtual, environments. Others worked out that it was an expensive substitute for the neural implants that are so heavily restricted.” Kravitz shrugged.

      “Rie?” Nick asked aloud.

      “We’ll oversee every element of installation, and all network activity will be monitored,” she said. “Helena will be the mainframe operating the device. However, we’ve already accessed the technical specifications of the immersion pod. It is currently undergoing technical review by a joint committee appointed by the Spires, given the potential implications it might have for the future of biocybernetics.”

      “So that’s why you want my feedback. I still think you’re wasting your time. I’m a random detective.” Nick picked up the glass of alcohol. “With that said, if all you want is feedback, then I’ll take some free hardware for the police department. The commissioner is certainly a fan of free things.”

      Kravitz chuckled, and raised his own drink, and Clarissa joined in. Their glasses clinked together.

      “To a mutually beneficial partnership,” Kravitz said.

      They’d arrived outside his apartment complex at some point, so after downing the schnapps, Nick slipped out of the limo. The Archangels kept a close eye on the surroundings.

      “You’ll find everything installed by the time you arrive at your office. Kreova is nothing if not punctual,” Kravitz said, then gave him a cheery wave.

      Nick watched as the limousine drifted off into the night. As always, the streets around his apartments looked as empty as ever. Without any bars or nightlife, everyone spent their time cooped up inside or avoided the exterior as much as possible. It made the fancy pathways and plaza feel like a waste of space.

      Hell, nobody used the rooftop garden that his complex possessed. The first-floor restaurants saw some custom at least and were still open for some ungodly reason. A smart man would order delivery. A desperate man would get the carbonara from the Italian restaurant open at midnight beneath his apartment.

      A wise man would eat said carbonara, then wisely keep packet pasta in his cupboard to avoid making such an awful decision again. Nick still regretted the one time he’d ordered that awful stuff and now planned ahead.

      “Do you think that was a good decision?” Nick asked aloud, staring into the vacant space where the limo had been.

      “I do not think there is anything unwise about it,” Helena said over his earpiece, before any of the Archangels could get a word in.

      Rie went next. “If it doesn’t work, then we lose nothing. We had full access to their implants and sensed nothing untoward. The Spires is built from exchanges such as these. If you had agreed to something foolish such as major biocybernetic implants in order to assist us in combat, then it would be a different matter. But a sensory immersion pod to potentially assist us in the Altnet is a different matter.”

      “A pod, huh? I don’t think I’ve even heard of anything like that.” Nick stroked his chin.

      “Their only use in Neo Westphalia are in medical contexts, and most are of limited functionality. The ubiquity of neural implants meant they never caught on.”

      “Lieutenant, if they had offered you a complete biocybernetic overhaul, what animal would you want to look like,” Ezekiel abruptly asked.

      “Um, none?” he asked.

      She pouted. “Surely you have one in mind?”

      He scratched his head while staring across the brightly lit street. “Cybernetics has always been this thing I think of, but never in a serious context. The dangers of integrating it with human flesh and nerves means it either goes horribly wrong, or it goes right and you never touch it again. Clarissa swapping out her ears every couple of years sounds crazy.”

      “But if you could,” Ezekiel pressed.

      Answering this question felt dangerous. He felt an ominous pressure from the Archangels that he struggled to describe.

      “A bear or something,” he said, throwing out an answer that sounded as inauthentic as it felt.

      The gazes that bore into him shredded the lie. Yet they didn’t question it and Ezekiel simply clicked her tongue.

      “Meta, have you returned?” Nick asked. He didn’t want to linger on this topic if he didn’t have to.

      “I am waiting for you in your apartment.”

      He nodded. Not that she could see him. With a wave, he gestured for Ezekiel to return to the car. Her head only tilted in response.

      “I’ve been drinking all evening,” he said. “While I don’t know the status of those bodies you’ve been isolating—”

      “All of them have been placed under guard in morgues across Neo Westphalia. Minimal data has been gained from other Hosts, primarily due to safety and security features that limit our access to low-level hardware and diagnostics,” Chloe said.

      Rie frowned. “It’s possible that Mark 3s such as ourselves may fare better. However, this is likely a job for a proper cipher.”

      “All the better that I get some sleep, rather than drunkenly destroy our evidence tonight.” Nick crossed his arms. “Any idea if the other cities will have any luck?”

      “Asgard’s Host may request assistance from Aesir if they are not involved.”

      “Can we assume they are involved if Aesir doesn’t help?”

      “I do not believe that would hold up in court.”

      “What if I ask Athena really nicely?”

      The glares he garnered from the assembled Archangels suggested those were poorly chosen words. Athena was one of Babylon’s judicial mainframes, and one that had proven herself to be somewhat partial to Nick during the GWT case.

      As tempted as Nick was to make a witty comment about jealousy, he needed to have a serious discussion with a couple of the Archangels. Annoying them wouldn’t help matters.

      “Let’s assume I’ll visit the morgue first thing in the morning,” he said, then realized how that sounded. “To investigate, not for other reasons.”

      “That was our assumption,” Rie said drily.

      The Host nodded in unison, and Chloe said, “The Host’s estimated order of intended reasons was, ‘investigation,’ ‘fetish,’ followed by ‘unforeseen identification of family.’”

      “Hold up, where’s the option that I’m the one entering the morgue feet first?” Nick asked.

      “We deemed it so improbable that we excluded it after the first round of voting. You are under our protection, and we are infallible.”

      This was harassment. He demanded a recount.

      “Right, whatever.” He sighed. “Ezekiel, Rie, I need you to head back to the Spires. I know tonight was intended to be the integration of the new Mark 3s into the Host. Well, I want you to assist with that.”

      “I believe it may be wise to delay that—” Rie began to say.

      “Why? Because there’s a crisis happening?” He looked at her. “Unless Sigma has said anything, we need assume the rollout is happening as planned. To some extent, that’s our own fault for delaying for some ‘official’ event instead of just doing it behind the scenes and letting the fancy event be the equivalent of cutting the ribbon.”

      A dozen pairs of eyes winced in unison. He’d cut to the bone with his comment there.

      Nobody knew that the Mark 3s or Ezekiel hadn’t been smoothly integrated with the Mark 1s. Presumably because nobody would have needed to know if everything went well. Nick suspected the entire event would have involved the dolls talking to each other over the course of a few hours while the city slept, and then the deed would be done.

      Until the Altnet imploded. Now the Archangels couldn’t devote all of their processing power to a big huddle and chat around the virtual fireplace to greet all the newcomers. Whatever issues they had with Ezekiel had burst into the open.

      Nick found himself needing to step in. Honestly, he didn’t want to. The issue would likely resolve itself, given time. But they didn’t have time during a crisis. Ezekiel needed to lead and he needed a trusted lieutenant like her to assist Rie, Meta, and Chloe.

      “I’ll talk with Chloe and Meta now,” he said. “So head into the Spires, start whatever is involved with integration. Or as much as you can do, given the current situation. I’ll send Chloe over. Do you have any idea how long it will take before the Mark 3s can be put to work?”

      “By morning,” Rie estimated. “I can’t say how well the integration will go. All of Sigma’s tests on merging Hosts are virtual.”

      “Merging Hosts?”

      “The Mark 3s already have their own Host,” Ezekiel said. “I’ve been conversing with it for the past week, and the idea is that I’ll merge with it at the same time that it joins Babylon’s Host.”

      The silence that lingered was the sort that Nick knew only existed in his head. The glazed looks on the Archangels’ faces suggested they battled with each other inside their neural networks.

      With a sigh, he took a step toward his apartment complex. That brought them back to reality.

      “Nicholas—” Rie began to say.

      “I’ll handle this later,” he said. “For now, I need to talk with Chloe and Meta, then sleep. If something goes wrong, contact me.”

      She nodded, then shot Ezekiel an annoyed look. The younger prototype had the grace to at least look sheepish.

      Chloe, Juliet, and Rosa escorted Nick to his apartment, while the others left in the SUVs. The doll receptionist chirped out a standard greeting as they wandered through the lobby. He never came through by himself, as the receptionist usually harassed him for biometric authentication, but was too intimidated by the Archangels to try it.

      Once inside his apartment, he hung up his coat. Meta hovered by the sofa. Nick poured himself some ice water while the other Archangels stowed their weapons in a secure locker in the corner of the main room.

      His apartment consisted of two bedrooms and an open-plan kitchen, dining, and living room. Plus a bathroom that the Archangels refused to admit they had wired with cameras. The whole place was built like a fortress, with a reinforced door and blast proof walls. Nick had lived here for over six months now, and the new smell of the furniture had finally worn off.

      “Do you want to talk in the office or out here?” he asked Meta and Chloe while leaning on the kitchen island.

      Meta glanced at Juliet and Rosa, who stood by the dining table.

      “The office,” Chloe decided.

      With a nod, Nick wandered into his home office, which occupied one of his bedrooms. His home setup paled in comparison to the one at work. Only two monitors and a significantly less powerful terminal. He could remote into the police department and use Helena’s processing power, but for all the advances in computing power, humanity had yet to increase the speed of light. Latency still existed across fiber optic cables and wireless communications.

      Chloe closed the door behind her, while Meta sat in one of the plush chairs that lined the walls. Raising an eyebrow, Nick gestured at the mini-fridge he’d finally installed beneath his desk.

      Despite Rie’s many vetos, her elder sister Kushiel had organized for it to be installed after the GWT case. She’d never explained why. Instead, some laborer dolls from the military turned up one day with the fridge and a requisition order.

      To keep Rie happy, he mostly kept it stocked with non-alcoholic beer and various sodas. Plus maybe a can or two of the fancier stuff.

      It wasn’t like the Archangels noticed the alcohol content of what they drank, anyway. They just played pretend.

      “No thank you, Nicholas,” Meta said, refusing a drink. “I believe further alcohol is inadvisable.”

      “I didn’t think you’d been drinking,” he said.

      “There was an afterparty after we convinced the theme park protestors to stand down. While the effects of virtual alcohol can be eliminated instantly, it has left much of the Host feeling averse to drinking for the short-term.”

      Amazing. So the Archangels got smashed in the Altnet. Nick really wished he’d seen that.

      Then again, he suspected he would. Altnet videos and images spread everywhere. They’d be all over his social feed and circles. No doubt the protests and the Archangels’ handling of them would be a hot topic in the morning.

      “Why’d you bother convincing them to stand down? Why not remove them from the Altnet and deal with them later?” he asked.

      “It is impossible for protestors to cause permanent damage to virtual property or locations within the Altnet. As such, Altnet protests are considered far safer than real world ones. Banning them from specific locations within the Altnet, such as theme parks, may also have long-term negative implications for corporate revenue.”

      Nick leaned back in his chair. “I don’t usually buy into the conspiracy theories about the elites cramming the poors into the virtual world, but uh… That sounds a lot like it. No matter how angry everyone gets, it only burns some processing power. And you won’t even ban anyone from theme parks because that might be bad for profits.”

      “People with a history of poor behavior can be instanced into separate theme parks from those with good behavior,” Meta said. “All protestors have been tagged and will not affect the experiences of future visitors to the most popular destinations for citizens of Neo Westphalia.”

      Somehow, that only made things worse.

      No wonder the Altnet was so damn popular with the Spires. They could build one virtual theme park and segregate the visitors by class. No doubt visitors could pay for a VIP experience where they had the entire theme park all to themselves, although Nick wondered what was the point of that compared to just riding a virtual rollercoaster using an app in a neural implant.

      Probably to flex.

      Listening to Meta describe how the Archangels enacted the Spires plan to avoid a repeat of the riots left a sour taste in Nick’s mouth. He decided not to dwell on it.

      Especially as he had work to do.

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” he said. “Why’d you cut off Ezekiel?”

      Chloe’s eyes flashed. “Your earpiece has been disconnected for the duration of this conversation. While it would ideally be removed—”

      “Can you tell if Rie or Ezekiel reactivate it?” Nick asked.

      She nodded.

      “Then that’s good enough. I’m aware that there’s a pecking order when it comes to your hacking abilities, and that Rie stands well above the rest of you. I also think she respects the Host enough to let this remain private.”

      “Perhaps… But the Host is certain that she respects you enough,” Meta said.

      Nick let that slide, although the fact Meta worried about Rie at all concerned him. He waved for the conversation to continue. “So, again, why cut off Ezekiel?”

      “Her redeployment to Sigma Labs risked revealing everything about our intentions in Babylon. Given the likelihood that Sigma intended to revisit her training data, and the possibility that individuals other than Leon Welk would be involved, the risk was deemed far too great,” Meta answered without hesitation.

      Nick wondered if the Host had practiced this answer after learning that he planned to question them. Fortunately, he’d expected this.

      “Fair enough. Why was Rie left in the dark?”

      The slight pause after his question was only noticeable because of how swiftly Meta had responded to his first question.

      “It is known that Ezekiel and Rie’s relationship is very close,” Meta said. “If a request had come from Ezekiel—”

      “Do you really think Rie would sell you out? Or me?” Nick asked, an edge to his voice.

      Meta winced. Nick imagined the entire Host wincing in sympathy.

      “It’s a complex situation,” Chloe said. “We respect Rie. But there are growing concerns within the Host about the decision-making power of the prototypes. Even her decision to recruit you was done without consensus.”

      And there was the crux of it. The first signs of genuine mutiny. Minor ones, given the Archangels intended to sort things out and were willing to admit to their actions.

      But the Host valued its self-governing democracy. Their consensus protocol was how they made their decisions and took action. Meta acted as the face of the Mark 1s that made up the bulk of Babylon’s Host of Archangels, and their will reflected in her actions. A couple of months ago, they’d even voted against advancing their relationship with Nick, as they preferred to do their own thing with him.

      Rie’s ability to go over the heads of the Host using her authority within the Spires and Sigma, while still technically operating within the Host, chafed against the Archangels. That had finally come to a head.

      “I don’t have the time or will to deal with this right now,” Nick said. “I think you know the immediate resolution, however.”

      Both Meta and Chloe nodded.

      “We have granted Ezekiel the same permissions as Rie—” Meta began to say.

      “No,” Nick interrupted. “I need you to work with what Sigma planned. Or at least be ready to explain why you’re deviating from it. This isn’t something I can hide. Ezekiel is intended to integrate with the Host, not hover around you like Rie and Kushiel. You can’t complain about Rie going over your heads, then actively try to exclude Ezekiel.”

      Meta’s eyes glowed. She nodded. “That logic is acceptable. However, this topic may need to be revisited.”

      “Fine. Just work with Ezekiel and the new Mark 3s. I really don’t like being the stompy manager type. Especially as I’m more the guy who lurks in the corner avoiding meetings.”

      The two dolls left, with Chloe returning to the Spires to help Rie and Ezekiel. Nobody chattered in his earpiece about horrible things happening, so Nick took the opportunity to clean up and collapse on his bed. His dreams weren’t exactly sweet after today.
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      Morning came. Nick awoke alone, and much colder for it.

      Arguably, he slept better. As much as he loved Rie and Chloe, the passive heat they generated became increasingly uncomfortable as the night became warmer. He suspected he’d be running the AC all night during summer just to avoid dying of dehydration in their grip overnight.

      But he did still miss their presence.

      After a quick shower, and another futile attempt to spot where the Archangels had secreted the cameras in his bathroom, he stepped into the main room of his apartment.

      Juliet and Rosa prepared a breakfast that set his tastebuds ablaze simply from the scent. Definitely not burritos and coffee this morning.

      “Is that shakshuka?” he asked. “I think I lived off that stuff when I first moved out. Fake eggs are some of the cheapest protein you can get.”

      “We are cooking real eggs,” Juliet said, a frown forming on her face at the suggestion she’d feed Nick fake anything.

      Funny. He would have thought the androids would be all for the lab-grown and factory-farmed foods.

      More than just his Archangels buzzed about this morning, however. Meta sat at the dining table with an uninvited guest. Or at least, a guest he hadn’t invited.

      “Vanessa. Am I behind on my insurance payments or something?” Nick asked the nurse doll assigned to him by his insurer.

      The doll in question wore a black nurse’s uniform that looked perfect for Lucas’s club, given how it molded to her curves and provided the barest illusion of modesty. Her white pantyhose and pencil skirt barely covered her bottom half. After over half a year being treated by her, Nick suspected the uniform was designed to be titillating. She was, after all, a high-end model intended for clients far wealthier than him.

      Nick suspected she wasn’t even a true Vanessa model. She looked the part, from the oversized breasts built for lactation and nursing, to the gorgeous red curls that cascaded down her back. But over half a year of treatment left him suspicious that she might be an experimental model by Abbess Labs, and he was their guinea pig.

      “I am not responsible for debt collection or payment, Mister Waite,” Vanessa said, smiling beatifically. “And the police department administers your account. I am here for an emergency health checkup, following yesterday’s events.”

      “Uh huh.” He sighed and scratched his head. “I guess all the insurers are trying to head off claims and future losses by checking on everyone. I don’t have an implant. You can shoo now.”

      “The insurance companies of Babylon are not so wealthy that they can randomly check on just anyone.” She took a sip of a takeaway coffee—deliberately, no doubt, as Nick had yet to receive any caffeine of his own. “I’m not here about a nonexistent implant. You experienced a deeply distressing event yesterday. Before you begin any… misadventures today, I must assess your vitals.”

      Nick paused and looked at Meta.

      But it was Rie’s voice that chirped over his earpiece, which he had dutifully inserted before leaving the bathroom. By now, wearing the things had become second nature—especially given how upset the Archangels became when he didn’t wear them.

      “Vanessa is your primary healthcare provider and under strict confidentiality protocols,” Rie said. “Given your medical issues, she needs to be kept abreast of your activities.”

      “Particularly those involving off-label usage of medical devices.” Vanessa’s expression tightened. “Rest assured, Mister Waite, that neither my manufacturer nor contracted insurer are aware of your activities. Medical confidentiality can only be breached in limited circumstances.”

      “Which is why I can access the medical records of anyone just by asking Meta or Rie,” Nick said drily.

      Vanessa merely smiled. “All the more reason to be unconcerned. You are, arguably, the gatekeeper of such power. But if you wish, you can—”

      “Enough. Let’s just get this over with.”

      He’d realized this would just go around in circles until he gave in. If Rie had informed Vanessa of what was happening, it meant she indirectly wanted him to go through this checkup before using Kreova’s immersion pod. He couldn’t disagree.

      The pod remained a known unknown, in the sense that his planned usage of it might go awry. Kravitz had even admitted that Kreova knew nothing about how it might interact with his disorder. By contrast, Vanessa knew Nick’s body inside and out.

      Well, maybe not that well.

      “As you’re already in a state of relative undress, simply take a seat and I shall begin the checkup,” Vanessa said, raising an eyebrow at Nick’s underwear. “Much of this checkup will involve prolonged physical contact as I examine your blood flow, breathing, brain activity, muscular expansion—”

      “I don’t need that level of detail,” he said. “And it’s first thing in the morning. I can wear what I like.”

      She shot a look at the Archangels in the room, who steadfastly refused to return her gaze. Nick was no stranger to the wandering glances of the police dolls, however.

      He sat and let Vanessa do her work. Usually, her checkups involved rubbing herself against him while poking, prodding, or removing blood. As a nurse doll, she had a self-cleaning suite of tools inside her hands and arms.

      Today, she only took a single tiny sample of blood from his finger before sealing the wound with a quick lick. Then she pressed her arms, or sometimes her chest, against part of his body for several minutes at a time. Given she didn’t breathe, Vanessa became an almost literal statue.

      “I can move, right?” he asked as she held her hands against his chest and back.

      “You may move your arms and legs, but please try to keep your torso still,” she said, eyes vacant. “There is no need to keep your breathing steady, however. It may even be beneficial if you undertake real-world activities.”

      “Ah, yes, sitting dead still with a woman holding my chest. Very real world.”

      She ignored him.

      As Juliet and Rosa finished cooking, Nick realized the problem with this examination. The food would go cold.

      “You’re not feeding me,” he said flatly as Rosa approached with the plate and fork.

      He swore she pouted, but she instead retrieved a stool from the breakfast bar and placed it in front of him. Now furnished with food and coffee, he waited for Vanessa to finish.

      After nearly half-an-hour, she took a seat beside him. His coffee was long since finished.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “There are no physical irregularities,” she said. “Beyond the expected.”

      “You’re being awfully specific.”

      “While I am trained to act as a therapist—and I suspect you could use a session after yesterday—I possess enough emotional intelligence to sense that you would refuse any offer.”

      He grunted. Somehow, a doll saying they had emotional intelligence bothered him.

      Mostly because Vanessa shouldn’t have it. No doll other than the Archangels should have emotion engines. While the advanced processing engines were rolling out across mainframes, Sigma were still developing them for dolls.

      AI therapy was bottom of the barrel stuff, even today. Medical problems could be analyzed and distilled using hard data, which is why nurse dolls relied on a battery of tests to do anything. But therapy was soft science. The art of talking to people and reading emotional states.

      Given the Archangels admitted to finding Nick frustrating at times, for Vanessa to read him at all made it clear she was no ordinary doll.

      “I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t admit that,” he said.

      “Perhaps. But is there much point to hiding it?” She smiled at him. “As always, I am available for additional services. But—”

      “As always, I have work to do,” he said. “If anything happens, I’m sure you’ll be contacted.”

      “It would be a violation of your insurance policy if I weren’t contacted. Have a lovely day, Mister Waite.”

      Vanessa rose and left the apartment, her stride emphasizing certain body parts.

      Sighing, Nick realized he needed to dress and prepare to deal with the case.

      “The morgue, right?” he said. “I haven’t checked what time it is. That took forever.”

      “You rose early,” Meta said. “We will still arrive before rush hour.”

      Nick tidied up, then piled into an SUV with Meta, Juliet, and Rosa. One of them had prepared a coffee in a takeaway cup for him. At some point, a pile of the disposable cups had appeared in his apartment. Presumably to limit his need to buy a coffee immediately after leaving home.

      “We’re heading to the morgue?” he asked as they rumbled along the highway.

      “Yes,” Helena chirped in his ear. “I am happy to inform you that both overnight tasks were completed without issue. The Mark 3s have been partially integrated into the Host, although I am assisting them and Ezekiel with deployment orders at present. Kreova delivered and installed the immersion pod, although I am still updating my protocols to operate it.”

      Nick grunted. “Did they give you enough to use it?”

      “No, but Hel helpfully provided me with some training data provided to the assessment committee. The finalized protocols used by emotion engines were… unsuitable for my use,” she admitted. “I hope this doesn’t cause problems.”

      He did as well. But it was a pod, not an implant. At worst, he imagined it might be really uncomfortable to use. He hoped.

      They arrived at an oddly familiar train station along the outskirts of the inner city. At barely 7AM, only a few students and office workers ambled along the quiet streets. Nick stepped out of the SUV.

      “I used to go to school near here,” he said, staring at a convenience store where he’d often picked up lunch. “The doll manning that store hasn’t changed in over a decade.”

      “Service dolls rarely require replacing with regular maintenance,” Rie noted as she joined him.

      She, Ezekiel, Chloe, and several other Mark 3s had been standing around when they got here. Curiously, the Mark 3s looked a little different to Chloe and even Ezekiel.

      Small differences, such as slightly more angular armor plating and even longer hair. Nick was certain their chests had gotten another upgrade.

      Which was possible, given Sigma apparently used the breasts of the Archangels as battery storage. Military and police-grade doll batteries weren’t explosive under charge, and therefore could be stuffed in otherwise dangerous locations. Nick had no clue where the Archangels kept most of their battery capacity, but both Rie and Kushiel’s impressive bust sizes correlated with their vastly superior power supplies.

      “I don’t remember the morgue, though,” Nick said to Rie, looking at the bland, blocky building just a block away from the train station.

      “It predates the school by decades.”

      “Guess it didn’t seem important.”

      They strolled over to it. Custodians stood guard around it, toting heavy-duty railguns.

      “This is a restricted area. Access is denied,” the dolls droned, apparently not recognizing Nick and the Archangels.

      Which was enough to set the entire team on edge. Rifles, SMGs, and shotguns snapped upward while eyes glowed. Nick barely had a chance to grip his Lawman sidearm before the Custodians slackened.

      “There has been a breach,” Rie said. “We’ve regained control of the Custodians, both inside and outside of the morgue. But given they haven’t covered their tracks, our suspects might still be inside.”
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      “If they’re inside, can’t you detect their implants?” Nick asked, pulling his oversized handgun from its holster.

      The Lawman was a six-round revolver roughly the size of his forearm, chambered in a caliber large enough to be dangerous to most dolls and all humans. The only reason he could fire the thing was because it contained a bunch of fancy recoil-absorbing kinetic dampeners. Nick rarely used it. He’d only killed twice with it. Neither time brought forth memories he cared to recall.

      “No. They are likely using NLF neural mods to shield their implants,” Rie said.

      “If they’re inside, we should fan out and—”

      Before he could even finish his sentence, half the Archangels darted through the automatic glass doors of the morgue. A gloomy atrium prevented him from seeing anything taking place inside, other than a receptionist doll who ignored the Archangels. Rie and Chloe joined the main assault force, taking most of the Mark 1s with them.

      At the same time, the other half of the team split up. They rushed around either side. Ezekiel led one group and Meta the other.

      The morgue had alleyways around both sides. While Nick didn’t recall the building, he knew what lay on the other side: a pedestrian boulevard occupied by restaurants, shops, and other stores that would almost all be closed at this time.

      He sighed. “I’m not really here to help with this sort of thing, am I?”

      Four Archangels remained with him, including Juliet and Rosa. Of the other two, one was a brand new Mark 3 and kept staring at him. The Mark 1 kept a lookout. The handful of Custodians guarding the entrance remained where they had been, but had returned to normal.

      Juliet reached up and patted his head. “The interior of the morgue is cramped and full of blind corners. It is too dangerous for you in a potential firefight.”

      “What if there are snipers out here? Lots of rooftops. An open line of sight.” He raised his hands to mimic a sniper rifle while pointing at the nearby train station roof.

      The Archangels glared at him. A moment later, the Custodians shifted to surround him. When Juliet’s hand touched his head this time, it was to forcefully push him down so that the armored dolls shielded him from sight.

      “Thank you. I feel safer already,” he droned.

      “You are welcome,” Juliet and Rosa said together, without a hint of audible sarcasm.

      The smirks on their faces suggested otherwise. Next to them, the new Mark 3 looked visibly confused.

      “I do not understand,” the Mark 3 said. “Visual, neural, and electronic scans confirm that the rooftops are clear of potential hostiles. Furthermore, given our reaction times—”

      “It’s a joke.” Nick paused, then decided against naming the new unit.

      Her serial number read “ARC-M03-NB00250.” The new deployment included another thousand Mark 3s, but given the slight changes to their model, their serial numbers would start at a slightly higher number than those deployed for Rie’s task force.

      He abruptly realized that meant Chloe and her comrades would eventually be shifted into new units if they rebirthed into new units too many times. When they’d conducted inventory, Nick recalled far fewer than a hundred Mark 3s at the time, and they had roughly thirty Mark 3s in the task force.

      “It is not a joke.” Juliet paused. “Not entirely. While we are swift, our abilities are far from infallible. Protecting Detective Waite is our highest priority. We must—”

      Whatever they must do remained a mystery, if not a difficult one. Gunshots rang out inside the morgue. The dolls pivoted to face the doors.

      Silence followed. Nick dutifully remained crouched behind the Custodians, but kept his handgun gripped.

      Around them, traffic continued to flow. Not much, but robot taxis and even a bus drifted past. Despite the problem, they hadn’t cordoned off the area. He doubted the Archangels had forgotten. Maybe they deemed this issue minor enough not to disrupt a major thoroughfare such as a train station?

      “One suspect disabled. The other is fleeing,” Chloe said over his earpiece.

      No response from the others. Nick suspected the vocalization had been for his benefit.

      Which told him that the suspect was coming right for him. He cursed and stood upright.

      Right as the Custodians and Archangels opened fire through the glass doors. He froze, terrified.

      “Nick,” Juliet said.

      The shield of Custodians broke apart, and his usual bodyguards stepped beside him. Glass crunched as armored boots crushed it. Nick came back to his senses, scanning the area as he watched the Custodians advance into the morgue’s atrium.

      For whatever reason, the receptionist doll remained unmoving.

      “He’s still up?” Nick whispered.

      “Both suspects are in possession of extensive cybernetics,” Rie said over his earpiece.

      Of course they were. Seemed to be the norm when anyone went up against the police. Then again, would anybody be crazy enough to test the Archangels without enough chrome to feel like a robot?

      “We have requested reinforcements equipped with anti-doll weaponry,” Juliet said.

      “Why not bring the SUVs over?” Nick said. He stared at the vehicles that were literally down the road. “One of you steps in, grabs a railgun, gets out?”

      “The time it would take—”

      The morgue’s wall exploded, answering Nick’s question faster than Juliet could. Smoke and gray dust billowed out roughly two dozen feet away, near the edge of the atrium. Railgun rounds blasted the site. Nick cursed, trying futilely to see anything.

      And, naturally, was pushed to the ground. He kept his grip on his firearm this time. Who knew that it was so hard to hold on to a huge hand cannon in stressful situations when he’d only been in the police for less than a year?

      “Stay down,” Juliet said from on top of him.

      More gunshots followed. The dust cleared swiftly, particularly as a man in forgettable clothes sprinted across the street, leaped on top of the train station roof, and then vanished from sight.

      Short of a police helicopter flying down from the Heavens at this very moment, the chances of catching the suspect had just fallen to zero.

      “I think we lost him,” Nick said lamely. “But holy shit, those were some legs.”

      “Clear,” Juliet said aloud. “No hostiles. Suspect lost.”

      She stood up, then pulled Nick to his feet. He dusted himself off.

      Nearly a dozen Archangels rushed around the corners of the morgue. Both Ezekiel’s and Meta’s teams appeared, weapons raised toward the rooftop where the runner had vanished. Meta looked at Nick, then dashed over to him.

      She patted him down, then nodded. “You are unharmed.”

      “Not even scuffed. The coat lives up to its quality assurance,” he said. “Was the guy inside that fast?”

      “Presumably yes, but could not reach his top speed,” Chloe’s voice said. “All of their electronics are reporting false readings. Their limbs should be minimally capable medical prostheses, rather than military-grade bulletproof upgrades.”

      Nick wasn’t sure what that meant. By now, traffic had come to a complete standstill. Meta and most of the Archangels established a cordon, closing several lanes of traffic around the morgue without shutting down the entire area. Bystanders would swiftly gather.

      “We need to move fast. Attention will gather,” he said. “Let’s head inside.”

      Morgues weren’t really his thing. Nick genuinely didn’t even know what they looked like, outside of movies showing racks of freezers.

      Which is honestly most of what he saw, plus some ordinary office space. They even had one of those retro augmented ping-pong tables in the break room.

      Nick found Rie kneeling over a bloody corpse in a room with several marble benches. Another body lay on a gurney, although it was naked and lacking bullet wounds.

      “Um…” He looked between the two bodies.

      “They were after the deceased from the attack,” Rie said, face strained. “That’s him on the gurney. Roger Taylor, 63. No sign that they found the time to do anything. They were hacking into the morgue’s systems one-by-one to keep them offline, so we wouldn’t notice. Just like with the Custodians. They released the body, but hadn’t activated any of the interrogatory systems for the implant.”

      Nick felt even more confused. It must have shown on his face.

      Ezekiel leaned against the wall while the other Archangels filtered in. “Everything is tracked, Lieutenant. A body arrives, it’s scanned in. It goes into a freezer and is locked in, that gets logged. It comes out, that’s logged. When it goes on that bench, the computers log that as well. Even the analysis is done automatically, even if a human might make some interpretation.”

      “Or a judicial mainframe,” Rie added.

      “Ah. In other words, tampering is harder. And I imagine there are far fewer suicides involving double taps to the back of the head.”

      “The occurrences of that have dramatically reduced, yes.”

      Their dark commentary did nothing to halt Rie’s examination of the dead man. She pressed a finger against his temple, only to ram it directly through his skull.

      “Fuck, Rie!” Nick snapped, his entire body stiffening involuntarily.

      “As I suspected, neural shielding, but no implant,” Rie said.

      She stood, leaving the corpse on the ground.

      “I take it you’re going to explain that?” He gestured at the mess of pus, blood, and other strange fluids pouring onto the floor.

      “Our interlopers aren’t using NLF mods, Nicholas. They’re not using neural implants at all,” she said.

      “What? They’re stuffed to the gills with cybernetics, Rie. Half of those fluids forming a puddle aren’t found in the human body. Why wouldn’t they have a neural implant? Everyone here has one.”

      Rie and Ezekiel shot him a pointed look. He sighed.

      “You don’t need to look at me like that. But if I was going through all the bullshit involved with replacing most of my body with chrome, even I could probably get an implant,” Nick said.

      “True.” Rie leaned against one of the marble examination benches. “This is an intentional decision, especially given the quality of their cybernetics and the extent they went to hide both the lack of an implant and their modifications.”

      While they talked, the Archangels shuffled through the morgue, presumably checking for any surprises or evidence that the infiltrators had rifled through anything else. Meta and Chloe remained in the examination room with Rie and Ezekiel, but Nick suspected they directed the search. The growing number of footsteps suggested more dolls arriving by the second.

      “Let’s take a step back. How are they hiding that stuff?” he asked.

      “While we can detect cybernetics with thermal and electromagnetic scanning, this is of limited effectiveness given the existence of shielding, as well as natural constraints inside the atmosphere,” Chloe explained. “So we also rely on cybernetic modules to self-report. Irregularities in this reporting can help us identify criminals.”

      Nick frowned. “So their cybernetic limbs lied that they were low quality, and you didn’t detect it. And they shielded everything else?”

      “Correct.”

      “Can’t you ID them? We have their faces, even if they don’t have implants.”

      “We have ID’d them. They’re almost certainly fake identities, given what we just witnessed. Middle management in the docks. It’s possible they’ve assumed the appearances of actual Babylonian citizens.”

      Nick didn’t like the sound of that. “And the implant?”

      “A combination of neural shielding and a dummy neural link,” Rie said. “Something or someone was connected to that neural link, but we failed to find who. They were almost certainly responsible for hacking into the Custodians.”

      “So let me summarize,” Nick said. “Two cyborgs broke into the morgue with fake neural implants and some sort of external handler, hacked the Custodians. They tried to get to the evidence first, but bailed the moment we showed up. Did they have any weapons?”

      “No. The explosives are of the inert variety, as we failed to detect them and this man does not have them.” Rie nudged the corpse at her feet. “Your summary is otherwise accurate. It’s concerning.”

      “My accuracy or—”

      Her glare shut him up.

      “I am serious, Nicholas. This capability goes well beyond random mercenaries, angry revolutionaries, or even the cashed-up corporate thugs and assassins that the Spires value. We’ve dealt with those.” Rie bit her lip. “I believe it is wise to call in Kushiel. At a minimum, I want her protecting you.”

      The leap of logic here had sent Rie flying well beyond his reach. Yet the Archangels nodded in agreement, and the flash of their eyes suggested the Host had begun to action it.

      While Nick refused to question the expertise of so many super-androids, he also wanted to know what the hell he had missed.

      “Rie, we don’t have much evidence,” he said slowly. “What is it about two men without neural implants that bothers you so much?”

      “Because, Nicholas, you said it yourself. Everyone here has a neural implant. So where do those without them come from?” She stared at him.

      The problem clicked and he felt a little stupid.

      “Overseas. They’re foreigners. And if their cybernetics are military…” He gulped. “These guys are spies, aren’t they?”

      “Shit ones if they got caught like this,” Kushiel’s voice drawled over his earpiece. “Just got looped in by the Mark 1s. The military has me sitting pretty at base, but I checked and there aren’t any orders grounding me. I’m the liaison with the police, and if the Lieutenant Cipher of the Archangel Division uses his esteemed judgment to deem me vital to his investigation, who am I to refuse?”

      Nick got the message. “I do deem it vital. Although I’m not sure if you’ll be doing much other than sitting around.”

      “Sitting around in your apartment drinking beer is much nicer than sitting around in my quarters. Just imagine all the exciting things we can do tonight, all night, and all morning.”

      “Kushiel,” Rie growled.

      The military prototype didn’t answer, but Nick imagined her laughing in response.

      “You already regret getting her involved, don’t you?” he asked Rie.

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose while the other Archangels pretended not to be sympathetic. “She’s annoying, but no, I don’t. If there’s even a chance foreign military intelligence is involved, I won’t take any risks.”

      “This means we need to be extra careful while investigating.” Nick wandered over to the old-fashioned terminal in front of the marble bench, in front of which sat a stool. “If we find evidence of foreign military involvement, then that means our military gets involved.”

      “Potentially for the better,” Ezekiel said. “We’re the police. It’s our objective to maintain order in Babylon, but our ability to do so against foreign adversaries is limited. We should rely on the military when necessary.”

      “Maybe. Given the stunt they tried to pull during the GWT case, I don’t want to make any rash decisions about any evidence we run into. This could be a false flag operation to trick us into handing over jurisdiction to them.”

      Over a half-dozen pairs of eyes flashed as the Archangels considered his words, including the two prototypes. Then they nodded in unison. The new Mark 3 who had helped protect Nick outside and followed him here joined in.

      “The Host is in almost unanimous agreement, including the new Mark 3s upon consideration of previously unknown information,” Meta said, with an affirmative glance at both the new Mark 3 and Ezekiel.

      “Previously unknown?” Nick asked.

      “We have yet to fully process all classified information stored inside the police database,” the Mark 3 said. “There is a significant volume of data available, among… other things.” She shot him an odd look.

      Nick had a feeling the new Mark 3s had stumbled upon a very specific trove of “data” inside the Host’s neural network that pertained to him. He felt offended that he was getting the odd looks, when he had nothing to do with all the weird stuff the Archangels created while daydreaming.

      Then again, given what he’d done with Chloe a couple of months ago while Meta watched, he was at least partially responsible for some of the new stuff.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll get through it all eventually,” he said.

      “Our Host…” The Mark 3 frowned. “No, we are not that anymore. Our collective? Apologies. I am not sure what to refer to ourselves as.”

      “I get it,” Nick said. “Just use a general ‘we’ until you find something you’re comfortable with. Or use something such as bloc or union or—”

      Although the frowns on Meta’s and Chloe’s faces suggested they disliked even the idea that the new Mark 3s felt separate from the rest of the Host.

      “Understood,” the Mark 3 said with a nod. “Our bloc is prioritizing which data to focus on processing first to maximize integration with the rest of the Host, while still assisting with our new duties.”

      He nodded. “Keep at it. And speaking of duties, I think we can do better than all hanging around in here. I won’t need an entire army of Archangels to rifle through a single implant. Do we have other leads we can pursue? Anything come up overnight?”

      “Evidence is scant,” Rie said. “Other Hosts have recovered little from these implants.” She gestured to the deceased that he planned to investigate. “And both the DAO and us have failed to uncover much from analyzing network activity during the attack. Too much data was lost at once due to simultaneous outages. Despite your opinion that it is cringe, the ‘Shudder’ is apt.”

      Nick clicked his tongue, but remained silent.

      “A significant volume of data effectively vanished, unrecorded by implants and mainframes while the Altnet ground to a halt during the crash. By the time the backup systems came online, the data became irretrievable. Implants assisting the attack appear to have been intentionally wiped, but even innocent ones show gaps in data recording.”

      “Alright, so the name fits,” he admitted. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and a dead man’s implant has something for us.”

      He sat in the stool and booted up the terminal. The thing looked and felt about as old as he was, although the bright monitor immediately asked for login details.

      “Can one of you tunnel Helena into the terminal?” Nick asked. “Or the morgue’s systems in general?”

      “Already done,” Helena said.

      The login screen vanished, and before he could even process what was happening, the terminal took on a life of its own. Nick left it alone for now.

      In the meantime, Juliet and Rosa shifted the body of the attack victim onto the bench. The moment the body slid onto the marble, sensors lit up. Long metal devices sprung out either end of the bench and ran along the sides of the body, scanning its length with lasers while other, nastier tools and tubes remained unused.

      Nick realized this bench was effectively an all-in-one mortician’s suite. He wouldn’t need any of this, he hoped. But the terminal screen now showed a 3D scan of a human body in far too much detail, along with lots of numbers and text he didn’t pretend to understand.

      “Uh, I’ll admit that I’m a bit lost,” he admitted, staring at the unfamiliar UI.

      “You are not expected to be familiar with software used in morgues, Nicholas,” Rie said. “Much of this investigation will be conducted by Helena with our assistance. Although you may need to help with certain steps to bypass the safety protocols of the neural implants.”

      Nick resisted the urge to give Rie an upturned look. Oh, how sweet and naïve she sounded. Helena had actually kept a secret from her.

      Better yet, the Host had somehow not realized how this would go down.

      “Helena, can you get out of whatever this is?” he asked. “We only need the implant diagnostics. That should be here somewhere, even if you have to reboot into a different mode.”

      “That appears to be the solution, upon checking the manufacturer’s instructions,” Helena said.

      The screen went black. Rie shot him an odd look. After a moment, light returned to the terminal, but it showed a dimmer gray startup screen that looked downright stone age.

      A few lines of text flickered across the screen, informing Nick that he was accessing secure neural interfaces, that this was probably a criminal act, some jargon about limited access, and a menu with very few options. One of those options couldn’t even be selected.

      Joke was on them. Nick had already done this and still didn’t have the criminal record.

      “Do you need me to do anything, Helena?” he asked.

      “Initial access appears to need manual input,” she said.

      He held down a keyboard combination, which allowed him to select the “unselectable” option in the menu. Some truly amazing security here.

      Although the moment he got past the menu, the screen turned into garbage. No human could bypass this screen using manual input on a terminal.

      “What are you doing?” Rie asked. “And how do you know how to do this?”

      “The safety protocols that lock down neural implants involve a specific sequence to prevent simple bypasses,” he said. “You can’t just plug one in, type in a password, and turn someone into your slave. The terminal needs manual input, but the authentication token must be input over a digital connection, and then there are further steps that other safety protocols limit.” He shrugged. “It’s the Swiss cheese model. It requires a lot of things to go wrong, even deliberately, for someone to get around the low-level protections of a neural implant.”

      The reason the average person in Babylon trusted their implant was because of these safety protocols. They didn’t worry about their brain being fried by hackers, or advertisers literally forcing them to buy products. Even the Archangels, who could shut down the nervous systems of people, had limited access to many of the lower level functions, such as breathing or memories.

      “And you know how to do this?” Rie pressed.

      He gave her an odd look. “Because I already did this before, Rie. Like I told Lieu on the night his plan came apart, I was there. Part of that involved working with human implants, using Helena. So, yes, I know how to bypass the safety protocols. Or more accurately, how to use Helena to bypass them. She’s our magic password here.”

      The terminal flashed a few times, and then a logo plus significantly more text appeared. Nick stared at the logo, fascinated.

      “I am in,” Helena said. “No damage to the implant detected. As expected, there is no activity in Mr. Taylor’s brain. Wireless power is being provided to his neural implant by the workbench, so we have all the time we need.”

      Rie smiled. “Excellent. We’ll process the data as you collect it. We should begin by—”

      “I thought you said all the deceased used implants from smaller vendors?” Nick asked, pointing at the huge logo at the top of the screen. “This is a fucking Aesir implant.”

      Almost every Archangel tilted their head at him.

      “No, this is a Roy-Golton Industries implant,” Rie said. “It says so below that.”

      She pointed at a small line of text below that, where the diagnostic firmware had initialized and read off the specs of the implant.

      “That’s just the model line,” Nick said. “The Paladins are still RTM Guardians, no matter how modified they are. This implant uses Aesir architecture. Why the hell are Aesir’s implants so underrepresented in the statistics then?”

      “All implants older than 30 years use Aesir architecture,” Rie said. “Or, to be more precise, it’s an architecture developed by a consortium that Aesir took ownership of.”

      Something told Nick this was one of those long, complicated intellectual property situations that would bore the hell out of him.

      “Can I get a simplified version, rather than the one involving a century of corporate shell companies and patent history?” he asked, cutting her off.

      Rie rolled her eyes, but Helena took over.

      “Neural implants were mired in patent and intellectual property disputes. During the founding of Neo Westphalia, partner companies such as Aesir and RTM came together to create a single implant architecture. Aesir, as the larger company, would own it and maintain it, but license it to others. This continues to this day, with almost all smaller companies utilizing the original architecture,” Helena explained.

      “So who doesn’t?”

      “Aesir, RTM, and a handful of premium neural implant companies. The shift to new architectures is very recent. Much of the need for Aesir’s premium module is believed to be due to limitations of the original architecture.”

      That was news to Nick. Lucas never talked about this.

      It occurred to him that he’d forgotten to bring up some of his specific troubles with Lucas. With this new topic, Nick needed to chat with his friend again.

      “If we look at the architecture, do the injuries and deaths make any more sense?” he asked the Archangels.

      They shook their heads. “There is a poor correlation between implant architecture and injury severity. A large proportion of the population possess older Aesir implants using the original architecture, but experienced reduced symptoms compared to implants from newer vendors. Furthermore, injuries were experienced by users of implants of other architectures. This suggests a backdoor unrelated to the architecture.”

      Well, shit.

      Yet Nick couldn’t shake the odd feeling he got from the Aesir logo in the diagnostic firmware. Aesir’s claws dug deep into the neural implant industry, yet they came out the best in this entire attack.

      Even if they had the most to lose, could they even be held to account at their size? Would there always be an excuse to let them slide away?

      “Let’s look into the network activity,” he said.

      “I’ll investigate outbound,” Helena said.

      “Then I’ll do inbound. There’s probably less of it, if this is a DDOS,” he said.

      Within a few seconds, his theory was confirmed, as Helena and the Archangels began chattering over his earpiece about the treasure trove of data they uncovered from the outbound data.

      “Significant volumes of the data have been destroyed, suggesting an attempt had been ongoing when the implant shut down due to terminal vital signs,” Helena said.

      “This confirms our theory of an external instigator. Did you detect any signs of a virus in internal storage?” Rie asked.

      “No.”

      “Then it’s remote,” Ezekiel said.

      “Almost certainly. What’s strange is the pattern of activity. None of this activity matches what we expected.” Rie’s tone became thoughtful.

      “The DAO wasn’t the target, they were the conduit,” Chloe said. “Roger’s implant was using the Altnet to communicate with tens of thousands of other people—other implants—at once. But why? Are the contents of the messages intact?”

      “They are encrypted and most have been destroyed. Given the high likelihood that they contain an identical malicious payload, I will need to securely transfer them to a sandboxed environment and dedicate processing power to decrypting them. This will take significantly longer than usual due to the need to protect the Spire from the possibility of a repeat attack,” Helena said.

      “The Host can—” Chloe began to say.

      “No,” Rie said flatly. “While the possibility of the message harming us is infinitesimal, we cannot spare any processing power to handle a virus. An extra day or two of decryption is worth the risk. Let Helena handle it.”

      “The Host concurs,” Meta said.

      Ezekiel picked up the original thread, “Either way, we know the intention. This wasn’t a DDOS. It was some sort of self-replicating virus, that used the Altnet as a means of spreading. A remote actor then deleted what evidence he could, and it took place so quickly that the outage took out the remainder.”

      “The question is, did the culprit plan that? Or, better yet, was the DAO’s outage even caused by the virus?” Rie asked. “I am less confident in the capacity of an attack like this to even cause an event like the Shudder. Nothing about this traffic suggests it could even cause the DAO’s systems to lag for a nanosecond, let alone go down completely.”

      While the Archangels debated about the new evidence, Nick stared at the terminal screen in front of him.

      Because while the outbound activity proved fascinating, what he found himself staring at was the lead he’d wanted. A single connection stood out, both due to what it was and also the volume of activity. The neural devices of androids and humans could be identified separately, and this clearly matched that of an android such as a mainframe or doll.

      What would a human do with such a massive volume of data from a mainframe or doll?

      He said nothing, however. Bringing it up too early might distract his companions from diving into evidence that also needed to be investigated.

      He had, after all, cautioned them about rushing to conclusions earlier about the military. Yet what he heard only made him more suspicious about what he saw.

      Slowly, the Archangels shut up. They began to stare at him. The new Mark 3 noticed first, likely because she and her section of the Host had been the least involved. Then Juliet and Rosa, followed by Meta.

      Soon everyone waited for him to say something.

      “Nicholas,” Rie said, perhaps a tad impatiently.

      “I think the inbound network activity is suspicious,” he said.

      “Uh huh. Why?”

      “Because when our victim died, he had a massive connection open to a neural link. Not an implant, but a link,” he said. “A mainframe or doll was sending him massive amounts of data when he died. Given we discussed the possibility of somebody remotely accessing or controlling implants…”

      Nick’s first case as a detective had involved a rogue captain stealing Helena and attempting to use her to circumvent the safety protocols of neural implants to create his own army to fight the Spires.

      Had somebody else cottoned on to the idea?
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      The difference between a neural link and a neural implant was simple: humans had implants, and everything else had links. Dolls, mainframes, terminals, buildings, trucks, scanners—if it didn’t have a functioning biological brain to implant a chip into, it didn’t have an implant.

      For the average person, the difference meant nothing. The end result was identical, because a whole lot of fancy hardware did the heavy lifting and users saw magic happen to allow them to experience augmented and virtual reality as if their brains had always been hardwired for it.

      To ciphers and IT, the difference meant a great deal. Networks needed to filter humans and androids. The Altnet cared a great deal about humans, and not much about robots. Neural links could also operate at far higher speeds than human brains, and were subject to far fewer safety protocols.

      But there was another level to the difference: that of the hardware itself. And as Nick had learned in Neural Spike, implants and links were basically the same thing. In fact, every implant had a neural link.

      After all, a neural link was just a way to connect two devices in a neural network. The implant translated between the human brain and the digital world, but a link remained vital to interface with every other device in existence. Safety mechanisms kept people’s brains from frying. Androids didn’t need a translator and therefore the link communicated directly with their digital minds, so to speak.

      Lucas had once compared the way neural implants worked to computers themselves. Programmers wrote in code, typically based on English, but computers operated on machine code. For humans to use computers at all, multiple layers of translation happen every instant to translate the physical actions and gibberish we give to them into 1s and 0s.

      But the computers talked to each other in 1s and 0s. At no point did they give a flying fuck about humanity’s method of communication, unless humans forced them to.

      In an increasingly automated world, where the number of neural links vastly outnumbered implants and almost all traffic on the Altnet related to robots talking to robots, it had become vastly more efficient to translate for humans, rather than the other way around. The safety protocols kept the human safe from the chip in their head, rather than the chip safe from the human messing with it.

      And if somebody circumvented that, and treated humans like another neural link—another cog in the neural network—they could accomplish great things. Like killing people through their implant and bringing down the Altnet.

      “We can’t rush to conclusions,” Rie said, after Nick explained his concerns. “But you’re right that we need to investigate this traffic.”

      Ezekiel leaned against the wall of the morgue with crossed arms. “It could easily be coincidence. He might have been connected to a work mainframe, or a service doll, or—”

      “When we investigated GWT, their COO Magnus wasn’t even pulling down this much data,” Nick said. “And he was trying to do the job of his mainframes in a bank that ran in real time. Color me skeptical.”

      “There is no need for unfounded skepticism,” Helena said. “I have cross-referenced the neural link with Hel and the DAO’s records. It is registered to a shell company and housed within Yggdrasil, but all details are private. Given the activity levels registered in the past, it is almost certainly an emotion engine mainframe.”

      For some reason, Meta and the non-prototype Archangels scowled. The new Mark 3 remained silent. Nick reminded himself to give her a name if she was going to be joining his group for much longer. He might need to brush up on his myth, though.

      “Define ‘private,’” Nick said. “Because shouldn’t we have access to corporate records? Shouldn’t Hel?”

      “Ordinarily, yes.” Helena paused.

      Which told him that something was awry with this shell company.

      “You should already know the answer, Nicholas,” Rie said. “There’s one part of the city that is beyond our reach without court orders.”

      “The Spires. In other words, whoever owns this shell company has power in the Spires. But that could be any reasonably large company. You heard Dupont the other night. Even Deusoma has a seat in the Assembly.”

      “I wouldn’t discount the influence of a company receiving major military contracts in place of Aesir.”

      He winced. Fair point.

      “Alright, so we need a court order. Given we have a direct link to the attack and our line of investigation, this should be a slam dunk, right?” Nick asked.

      “Yes. However, if the mainframe is connected to the attack, then it was likely not intended to be exposed.” Rie moved toward the exit as she spoke. “While this neural link is active elsewhere, we haven’t found this level of activity on any other victims of the Shudder. It is likely this is a major breakthrough to finding the attacker.”

      As she was trying to leave, Nick took that as a hint to log off from the morgue’s terminal. They had the evidence they needed and Helena had recorded everything in the police database. Other Mark 1s could clean up while he moved on.

      Before Nick could summarize, Ezekiel helpfully did so condescendingly, “In short, they’ll oppose us. Including legally, if possible.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s do it anyway. I imagine it will only take a few minutes—” he began to say.

      The Archangels suddenly froze up. Instinctively, Nick suspected a neural network shutdown. They’d just come out of an encounter with foreign intel agents, after all.

      Then his phone rang, right as the police dolls returned to reality. He flicked the device into his hands and stared at the caller ID. Not many people called him, given the Archangels usually routed everything through his earpiece.

      The name on the phone was familiar, as was the location. Athena, Neo Babylon Central Courthouse.

      Not a woman to ignore. Nick bit back a curse and answered his phone.

      “Hello?” he asked, wary this was a prank.

      “Good morning, Detective Waite,” said the voice of Athena, one of Babylon’s judicial mainframes. “You have caused quite the stir.”

      “I have no clue what’s happened, but I’m guessing some sort of legal duel of mainframes happened in the past few seconds,” Nick said, his mind racing to catch up. He looked at Chloe, who nodded silently with a taut expression. “Okay, yeah, so I guess our request annoyed somebody powerful.”

      “Aesir did not appreciate what they viewed as an attempt by Babylon to intrude on their corporate sovereignty,” Athena said. The tone of her voice suggested she had little time for Aesir’s opinion, however. “The moment you tried to unveil their little shell company, Asgard’s judicial mainframe, Freyr, caused us significant headaches.”

      “… I don’t follow. The company and mainframe both operate in Babylon. They’re in one of our Spires.”

      Athena sighed. “It is a simple matter, Detective Waite. Aesir controls Asgard and has immense resources available to frustrate even legitimate investigations. It is quite irritating that we now have two cases that they are dragging out using similar means. Although this one is more galling, given it openly violates the spirit of…” She paused and recomposed herself. “No matter. What is important is that Aesir has effectively frozen your investigation while Babylon and Asgard sort out this issue.”

      “That won’t happen anytime soon. The country is still recovering from a disaster,” Nick said.

      “Hypothetically—purely hypothetically, you understand, as I am impartial in this matter—that may be the intention.” Athena coughed, as if understanding she had perhaps overstepped her bounds, or at least been too obvious. “There is some information that I desire to share with you, that was withheld from the police department’s legal mainframes and the Archangels.”

      “Is this wise?” Rie asked aloud, unable to interfere with the phone call.

      Athena flat out ignored the doll. “The mainframe you are investigating is registered to a company known as Altvivere. Perhaps it is known to you. If it is not, I’m sure it will be soon. After all, it is your duty to discover and investigate things, is it not, Detective Waite? I and the rest of Babylon’s judiciary look forward to the results of your case. Expectations are high.”

      “I’m honored that you think so highly of me,” Nick said.

      “You’ve earned it,” she answered, her tone hardening. “Do not speak lightly of yourself. It is entirely my prerogative to rely upon you to further Babylon’s justice system, instead of allowing the Archangels to corral you like they did all the other humans paid to do nothing. A repeat of your performance in the Grand Westphalian Trust case would be truly precious. Take care, Detective Waite.”

      Then she hung up without allowing him to get a word in. At least her politeness had improved since he last encountered her. Back then, both her and Omoikane had treated him more like an interesting insect who had crawled into their lair.

      Now he felt like a promising new gang member who had been asked to take care of a problem by the mob boss.

      “She’s not listening in on me, is she?” Nick asked the Archangels as he pocketed his phone.

      “No,” Chloe said. “As part of Babylon’s checks and balances, the judiciary do not have unfettered access to police databases. That includes ongoing access to equipment.”

      “Is that why she called?”

      “No, I suspect she called because it meant she didn’t have to ask permission from us,” Rie said with narrowed eyes. “We control access to you. The first time they summoned you, I even delayed your arrival.”

      “Oh, right. They got snippy about that.” Nick nodded. “I’m not going to get regular calls from the judicial mainframes now, right? That would be weird.”

      None of the Archangels dignified his comment with a response.

      Instead, they began to file out of the morgue. He trooped out with them. Outside, he found a dense cordon of police dolls and curious onlookers. Not that he had time for them.

      Securing themselves in the SUV proved slightly more complicated than usual, due to the new Mark 3 sticking like glue to Juliet and Rosa. Nick now had seven Archangels accompanying him.

      “I think we’ll need a bigger car,” he said.

      “That would pose a security risk,” Meta said. “You would be easily identified if your personal vehicle stood out from the others.”

      “Then get several?”

      “That would be wasteful.”

      For now, Meta and Ezekiel rode separately under the guise that they would focus on deployments and the Altnet. Nick wondered if they’d work out their issues.

      Then he realized they didn’t need to physically be together to handle that. The Archangels had almost certainly hashed things out following his confrontation with Chloe and Meta last night.

      Finally, they rode away from the morgue and Nick focused himself back on the case.

      “So we have a lead on the attack, and it leads back to the big boogeyman. Aesir,” he said.

      Rie sighed. “It appears so. Their response was cataclysmic. Which is strange, as the shell company isn’t even owned by them. As powerful as Aesir is, they’re pulling the Spires into a legal battle over something incredibly trivial.”

      “Which means it isn’t trivial.”

      “Almost certainly not. What we don’t know is how the mainframe relates to the Shudder or why Aesir wants to keep them a secret from us.”

      “We have substantially more information on them,” Helena said. “Both their registered company and their activities in the Altnet will allow us to pin them down.”

      “Right. Altvivere. I know that name…” He blinked. “Wait, aren’t they a bunch of influencers? They came up when you talked about the Heirs of Babel?”

      Chloe grimaced. “Altvivere are a massive talent agency with financial connections to the Heirs of Babel. Their members consist of up-and-coming influencers who are hand-picked and guided by experienced talents. The two companies combined capture the vast bulk of the livestreaming audience within the Altnet.”

      “And… this mainframe is connected to them…” Nick scratched his head. “Why?”

      “Because she is an AI influencer,” Meta said over his earpiece. “The neural link matches that of a moderately popular member of Altvivere by the name of Hazinder.”

      “Uh… what? I thought the Altnet weeded out bot activity like this. No offense, but this sounds like conspiracy stuff.” Nick paused as he realized he was accusing an Archangel of being a conspiracy nut. “Are you serious?”

      “She is, unfortunately,” Rie said, her voice partway between exasperation and frustration.

      “Altvivere’s involvement with AI streaming technology has been known for over a year and was the direct cause of the Heirs of Babel’s co-founders breaking up—” Meta began to say.

      “That’s not the problem,” Rie ground out. “We all know about the AI influencers. I can tell apart a neural link from an implant as well as you, Metatron. It’s just not our business if the Spires allows them. Yggdrasil runs the Altnet, and if the corporations running it are open to supporting mainframes pretending to be people, then it’s not our business.”

      The sullen looks on Chloe, Juliet, and Rosa’s faces made their disagreement with Rie apparent. Not for the first time, Nick wondered why the Host cared so much about influencers.

      “Not that I have a horse in the race, but shouldn’t it be your business?” Nick asked.

      “Why?” Rie raised an eyebrow.

      “For the same reason you asked me to help you crush corruption. If what the Spires are doing with the Altnet might contribute to instability, is it the right thing to do to stand aside and ignore it?” He stared her down.

      She bit her lip. “That’s… true. But is there any real difference between a mainframe living as a human in the Altnet and… a doll.”

      Something told Nick that Rie meant to say something more personal than “a doll.” He’d never thought of the Altnet that way. To him, it was this dreamworld that he’d always been denied.

      But to the dolls, it was simply reality. Rie had once told him as such, even if he still found that idea grating.

      “All the more reason to preserve it. Chloe once pointed out that I’d struggle in any situation where 9 out of 10 people around me aren’t real. If everyone in the Altnet becomes a bot, just like in the shithole platforms outside it, what’s the point? Will we fuck off and build an AltAltnet, with 100% less bots than the supposedly bot-free Altnet?” He laughed bitterly.

      Even if he didn’t use it that much, he at least liked the fact that what he did use wasn’t full of spam, garbage, and an endless deluge of nonsense to be filtered out. Leave it to corporations to build something amazing and then intentionally take away the main selling point.

      “Anyway, if we know who or what they are, can’t we just grab them in the Altnet?” Nick asked. “You have god powers there, and we know who they are. Bam. Done. We move onto the next step of the investigation.”

      The SUVs reached the bridge that led to the Spires. Unlike yesterday, it was free from traffic. They flew through the security checkpoints. A sure sign that tensions had lowered, even if Nick remained concerned everything could flare up again at a moment’s notice.

      “No. More like: bam. Investigation frozen due to Aesir’s legal spam,” Ezekiel chirped over his earpiece with false positivity. “While they don’t know that we know about Altvivere, if they catch us investigating that mainframe they’ll respond the same way.”

      “If we get the evidence first—”

      “You’re overestimating how fast we can move, Nicholas,” Rie said. “Furthermore, mainframes don’t possess the same security band backdoors. We would need to force access. Doing so before Aesir detects and responds legally would be impossible, given our neural links stand out in the Altnet.”

      Nick supposed that all the police addresses in the Altnet would be monitored. While an admin had unfettered power there, the Altnet was an extension of the city in the legal sense.

      Harassing somebody in the Altnet carried the same penalties as doing so physically. The same logic applied to limiting police searches—and, of course, only the Spires had the resources and privilege to deny the police access to anything in Babylon.

      “I sincerely hope we have a workaround then, because this is our best lead. Possibly our only real lead,” he said. “Athena made it clear that Aesir is trying to stall, and they’re good at it judging from this premium module nonsense.”

      “There is an alternative. It was installed this morning.” Rie smirked at him. “How do you feel about exploring the virtual ocean of the Altnet yourself, Nicholas? After all, they’ll be monitoring for known police neural links, not a newly installed immersion pod.”
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      “If you’re dropping me into an ocean, do I get floaties to help learn how to swim?” Nick asked after a few moments.

      Rie rolled her eyes. “The term isn’t literal.”

      “I know. Please don’t remind me about the Host’s ability to use hyperbole, metaphors, or whatever else is on your mind today because I made a joke.”

      She hit him. He considered the comment worth it, although he rubbed his thigh. That slap stung something fierce.

      “Our sphere is curious as to the reasoning behind humans calling it the virtual ocean,” the new Mark 3 said, then bit her lip when everyone looked at her. “There are numerous explanations given in online encyclopedias, explanations over slang etymology in dictionaries, and even archived Altnet discussions dating back decades. But there does not appear to be a consensus.”

      Sphere? He ignored that term for the moment.

      “I doubt there is one,” Nick said. “People call the virtual reality side of the Altnet the ‘virtual ocean’ to distinguish it from simply using VR or the rest of the Altnet. An implant can shut out reality and replace it with whatever you want to see. Augmented reality when wandering around Babylon. But when you want to escape reality entirely, you dive into the virtual ocean and replace everything real with digital fakery. With an implant in their brain, most people can’t tell the difference.”

      Few people Nick’s age thought too positively of the virtual ocean as a concept. Working adults had so many things to juggle to burn time away in virtual reality.

      Why go to a digital café serving digital coffee—hell, they even charged money for it—when you could go to a real café? Nick had his biases, but as he’d grown older, he’d seen ciphers effectively “age out” of virtual reality.

      Hence why places like Lucas’s club thrived with dolls and augmented reality, even though they were far cheaper to operate in VR. Physicality carried with it a sense of desirability.

      That also likely explained the youthfulness of influencer fans. While many influencers might be older, that was because it was their job. Nick questioned if they actually gave a damn about the virtual world in the same way their fans likely did.

      “The immersion pod is ready for operation,” Helena said over his earpiece, interrupting the conversation. “With Hel’s assistance, I will disguise its identity as police property.”

      It seemed Nick was relying a lot on Hel. He seriously wondered when Helena had struck up a friendship with the other mainframe.

      A hand closed around his wrist and he stared at it, then looked up at Rie. She smiled at him.

      “We’ll assist you with your first dive into VR,” she said gently.

      “Uh, I’ve used VR before, Rie,” he said.

      “Not like this. The goggles provide you with sight. And if you’ve used gloves or other sensory aids, they might provide a pathetic facsimile of the real experience, but you will need some time to ease into things. Hence why we will assist.”

      He took her word for it. But he couldn’t hide the twin sensations warring in his gut.

      One was a sense of giddiness. He’d always wished to experience the Altnet as it was truly intended. Augmented reality could be replicated with awful AR glasses, and the Archangels still badgered him to get a pair sometimes.

      But true VR had always seemed beyond him. This was almost a wish come true.

      Almost. Because the other sensation was one of fear.

      This was truly unfamiliar ground for him. More than that, he knew nothing about what might go wrong. Or even if it might change the way the Archangels viewed him. What additional data might they be able to pull from the pod about him? Would it…

      He clamped down on those thoughts. It had been a long time since he’d been so insecure. Right now wasn’t a great time to worry about it.

      Especially as they’d arrived. The SUV doors opened and caught him by surprise. Nobody noticed as he took a few seconds to get out. The underground car park of Avalon looked the same as always.

      “The pod has been installed on our floor,” Rie said.

      “Ideally, it would have been installed closer to me,” Helena said. “But it was impossible to grant Kreova permission.”

      “For good reason.”

      They rode an express elevator to the 77th floor. There, Nick found himself ambushed by an unexpected duo.

      “Chief Andrews,” he said, blinking at the woman who was ostensibly his boss. “And Paul. Is this about Aesir?”

      “Yes, but no, Lieutenant,” Andrews said. “The politics of the Spires is Dennis’s concern. Although the fact your investigation is being frustrated by Aesir is concerning, particularly given what else I’ve seen. What I wanted was an update.”

      She gestured to one side, presumably to indicate for them to talk and walk.

      “You need to go in the other direction,” Helena said in Nick’s earpiece.

      Nick nodded in the other direction, as Helena told him. Without a word, Andrews began a slow walk down the corridor, and both Nick and Hammond joined her. The Archangels flanked them.

      “We have a new lead, but not much else,” Nick said. “Lots of evidence to speculate on. Little to pin anyone.”

      “And yet you’ve already made enemies. I received a report that there was a gunfight at a city morgue this morning?” Andrews asked.

      Nick wanted to shoot somebody a look to work out if he should be completely honest here, but knew that would only give himself away.

      He’d never dealt much with Andrews before. All he knew was her old reputation, before she effectively resigned herself to chair warming while Kim ran the department. Something about this case had roused her. Perhaps it was the threat to the city—but neither Lieu nor GWT had done that.

      In the end, Nick merely grit his teeth and admitted he had to go with his gut. Hammond liked and trusted Andrews. And in the GWT case, when the military had threatened to go rogue, Andrews had willingly stepped aside to avoid any conflicts of interest. Nick decided to trust her.

      “The intruders are possibly foreign intelligence agents, or at least resourceful enough to have mil-spec cyborgs with fake neural implants,” he said. “We have no clue why they were there, but they were interested in the same body we were.”

      “The body that led you to your current lead, and that Aesir is utterly opposed to you investigating. That bodes poorly. Whether Aesir is actively involved with the Shudder or not, it places Babylon closer to a war footing than it has been since the Great Unrest,” Andrews said. “What about the attack vector? Have you unveiled it yet?”

      Nick shook his head and took the chance to look at Ezekiel and Rie. This was their expertise and they’d focused on the outbound traffic.

      Andrews took the hint and stopped in the corridor, allowing the Archangels to step into the conversation. Hammond grunted and shoved his hands into his coat pockets, as if annoyed they had to let the dolls get involved.

      “The level of network activity in the deceased we investigated suggests a malicious attempt to either attack implants directly or the Altnet,” Rie said. “We don’t know which yet. But it is likely that the reason the Altnet crashed was due to implant caching.”

      Andrews and Hammond looked at Nick, as if expecting him to magically explain the technical jargon.

      Which he could only half do. Rie hid her annoyance at missing the opportunity to simplify her explanation, while Ezekiel practically beamed.

      Somehow, Nick suspected this was the problem the newest prototype had run into yesterday. Most execs saw the technical workings of the city as a form of sciencey-magic. Rie had been spoiled by Nick’s cipher knowledge.

      “We know the attack affected a large number of implants using a virus,” Nick explained. “But the Altnet might have crashed as a side-effect, rather than intentionally. If everyone was being affected in the same way that our dead friend in the morgue was, then I’m not sure the DAO was ready for it. Especially during such a massive event.”

      He frowned as something about that explanation bothered him.

      But Hammond spoke before he could chase the thought, “And implant caching? I’ve heard the word somewhere.”

      “It’s an engineering term for how implants link with Yggdrasil. It’s basically backend wizardry used to reduce visible latency and headaches.” Nick looked around for a physical aid, then sighed when he couldn’t see one. “You hold lots of meetings in the Altnet, right?”

      “That’s half my job these days,” Hammond grunted out.

      Andrews looked at him sympathetically. “And all of mine.”

      “And not everyone is the same distance from Yggdrasil, right? Imagine if somebody in Jigoku is in the same meeting as a bunch of people here. Their lag would be different and it gets annoying. In VR, it’s worse because you expect the lag to match the physical distance.” Nick waved between him and Andrews to represent how far they stood apart. “Your brain gets upset when the sound delay doesn’t match expectations. Migraines, nausea, frustration—lots of annoying stuff.”

      “None of what you described happens in the Altnet,” Andrews said.

      Then she blinked and her eyes opened wide. Hammond nodded in understanding.

      “Yeah, that’s what implant caching does,” Nick said. “It smooths out the latency between groups of people so your brain doesn’t notice it. Like I said, it’s basically wizardry.” Then he looked at Rie. “So, uh, what does it have to do with the Shudder?”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Implant caching is what it sounds like: your implant is cached in the Altnet. Yggdrasil, to be precise. So when it crashed, everyone’s implants froze, waiting for data they never received. That’s why so many people physically froze during the event.”

      “Shit. I’d wondered what was different to a jamming event.”

      “Would this worsen the attack?” Andrews asked.

      Nick had no clue. He admitted as much, “Maybe. Maybe not. This seems like something for Aesir, RTM, and other implant engineers to chew on. Or maybe network engineers. It might not even be related to the deaths, though. We need more evidence. Helena is looking into the virus we found.”

      “Then I’ll leave you to it. I’d ask you not to rile up Aesir further, but that seems impossible. Instead, I’ll tell you to avoid provoking them until you have your next lead. It’s mine and Dennis’s job to shield you from the Spires. Yours is to ensure the case is resolved satisfactorily.”

      She nodded, then turned on her heel and left.

      Hammond didn’t follow and instead ran a hand through his hair. With a grunt, he looked at Nick. “Well, she says that, but Kim was fucking pissed earlier. He’s an RTM man through and through, so you’d think he’d love for Aesir to be angry, but nah.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s angry. His archenemy is getting in his way,” Nick said.

      “Could be. Anyway, make time for some drinks tonight. You skipped on Friday—”

      “Blame Kim and those godawful rehearsals.”

      “Yeah, whatever. My point is, we missed drinks on Friday and we missed drinks last night. It’s only Monday and I already know this week will fucking suck, so I’m not waiting for four more days to enjoy a good beer. The usual place whenever you clock off.”

      “What if I clock off at—”

      Hammond’s glare suggested that Nick better clock off at a reasonable time. The older man ambled off without a goodbye.

      “He’s extra cheery today,” Nick said aloud.

      “I imagine he is ‘shielding you’ from Kim, to borrow Chief Andrews’s term,” Chloe said.

      Probably. He sighed.

      “I still need to have a proper chat with Lucas as well. Might not hurt to invite him for drinks as well,” Nick said, pulling out his phone.

      After firing off a short message to his friend, he set off to wherever Helena and the Archangels had set up Kreova’s immersion pod. He rarely explored the department’s floors farther than strictly necessary, as any time he tried, he found himself disappointed.

      Today proved no exception. The corridors he walked along were as beige and undecorated as ever. He wondered if there was some hidden mystique in augmented reality. Maybe the Archangels secretly redecorated every day in the one place he couldn’t see anything.

      He could ask, but then they might say no and the building would return to being a boring shithole of an office. So he allowed his imagination some free rein.

      Eventually, they reached the room containing the immersion pod. It appeared to be a big, boring meeting room converted into a storage room.

      The pod itself was the size of a king-sized bed, and tall enough that it came with built-in steps on the side. Black tubes connected tall canisters, and the warning symbols made Nick wary of what he was going to be immersed in. The door stood open, raised to the ceiling, and the interior was both empty and padded with a dense light-absorbing black polymer.

      “This thing looks like an escape pod from somebody’s solar yacht.” He stared at the vessel that would supposedly carry him into the virtual ocean. “How is it powered?”

      “It has a large internal battery, but it draws on mains power. To meet building code, the cable is installed beneath the floor,” Chloe said.

      “You can do that?”

      “The police department’s tenancy is very lenient given our needs. However, it is common to reroute power cabling within the Spires. Significant room is provided between each floor for this reason.”

      Nick wondered what sort of rat run existed in the void between each level in the Spires. Was that how the maintenance dolls got around? He never saw any, but knew there must be a small army, given the complexity and importance of the building.

      He ran a hand along the side of the pod while looking inside of it. The interior was large enough to fit three of him.

      “Was this built for multiple people to… immerse themselves?” he asked.

      “Not like that,” Rie said drily.

      “It is intended for individuals of all builds,” Helena said, this time physically as she entered the room behind them. “I have been running diagnostics as I examine the operating manual. The mechanism is simpler than it appears.”

      “Really? Because it looks horrifically complicated.” He stared at all the nozzles and labels inside and outside the thing. “What if it’s incorrectly set up?”

      “Then it won’t work. But Kreova’s technicians did a dry run and confirmed it was operational. It is safe, Nick.” Helena placed a hand on his arm. “My point is that this works like an implant. The immersion medium allows it to read the signals from your body electronically, and I process and interpret these on your behalf while interacting with the Altnet. Given the complexity of both the human body and neural communication, this would be impossible without dedicated mainframe processing.”

      “Good thing I have a dedicated mainframe.”

      Helena pursed his lips, then leaned against him. Her blonde hair cascaded down his arm as she silently stared at the pod.

      Her reaction left him lost for words, but he let her settle against him. Perhaps he’d triggered some response in her interface.

      Somehow, he knew he’d be holding his weekly catch-up with her early. Integrating with her interface was hard. Now he was asking her to play middleman between his brain and the Altnet on top of that.

      “Are there any tests you need to run before I dive in?” he asked.

      “There are tests I will need to run while you are in the pod before you access the Altnet, in order to ensure safe use and to calibrate it,” she said. “Please undress and enter the pod at your leisure.”

      “Undress…”

      “Completely. Clothing will interfere with the immersion medium.”

      Nick tried not to feel bashful undressing around the Archangels or Helena. Especially as he knew they were used to his naked body by now.

      He did note that Ezekiel left once he took his coat off, however. Just in time to be replaced by Kushiel.

      “Oh, damn. I arrived just in time for a striptease? Lucky me,” Kushiel drawled as she leaned against the doorframe.

      The military prototype towered over the other Archangels. Where the other dolls stood five foot or just over, Kushiel was well over seven feet tall and probably eight when fully armored. A mass of gorgeous silver hair cascaded down her back and red eyes scanned over Nick.

      Right now, she wore a skintight black and red uniform with police insignia that had captured the public’s imagination since she started wearing it a few weeks ago. Her usual black and blue uniform had been retired since she wasn’t currently pulling military duty.

      “Nicholas is preparing to use the immersion pod. And you’re late,” Rie said snippily.

      “I’m not blind,” Kushiel said. “And I’m not late. There’s a distinct lack of special agents trying to shoot people. If Waite’s just fucking around in the Altnet, I don’t know why I’m even here.”

      “I’m going drinking tonight with Hammond and Lucas. It would be nice to have you along to make sure nobody ruins the night,” Nick said, reading the room. “Dunno if you’ll want to drink with Lucas, though.”

      She nodded slowly, then again more vigorously. “Yeah. Yeah, I can do that. Figures you’d be vulnerable then. The usual bar?”

      “The usual, yeah.”

      “I guess I can deal with the gang lord. Can’t say he’s my favorite guy, but I’ll put up with him. For you, Waite.”

      “How sweet of you.”

      “You know me. I’m all sugar, spice, and all things nice.”

      Rie made a face. “Given there are three of us, I’m not sure I appreciate that joke.”

      “Really? I mean, it’s kind of obvious who’s who. I’m the gruff, green one. Ezekiel’s the leader, so she has to be the red one, and you’re all about blue and your bubbly personality so—”

      The death glare from Rie suggested that Kushiel had somehow gravely insulted her sister, and Nick had no earthly idea what they were even talking about. He merely took the chance to finish undressing and step into the pod while the Archangels remained too distracted to record him.

      “You will need to remove your earpiece,” Helena said.

      She appeared above him on the steps and reached toward him. Before he could react, her fingers slipped into his ears and deftly removed the tiny electronic buds.

      “The pod’s speaker system should provide sound that matches the environment. I will calibrate it before you enter the Altnet.” She smiled at him, then vanished.

      Nick saw little more than the beige ceiling, the black plastic around him, and the walls of the pod. Voices and noises still crept in, but even with the door open, they became muffled.

      After a few seconds, Rie appeared. “You didn’t respond.”

      “I can’t hear very well in here.”

      “I figured. It’s soundproofed once the door is closed. Helena will control everything, but Juliet and Rosa will remain outside the Altnet in case of an emergency. The rest of us will see you inside—”

      “Not me,” Kushiel called out.

      Rie rolled her eyes. “She says that, but I guarantee she’ll find a way to show off her avatar.”

      “Oh, right. I think I only have the photorealistic version.” He frowned. “Will that matter?”

      “If it does, we can simply assist you with creating a new one.” There was a strange sparkle in Rie’s eyes. “See you soon, Nicholas.”

      Then she vanished as well.

      Seconds later, the door shuddered and snapped shut with a hiss.

      Darkness surrounded him. Nick tried not to remain calm. He could still breathe and didn’t feel short of breath. Soft blue light swiftly filled the pod.

      Then Helena’s uttered, “I will begin the safety tests now. You shouldn’t feel anything. Should you experience any pain, alert me immediately and I will end the test. Remember that I am aware of your vitals at all times and will open the pod should something catastrophic occur.”

      “Got it,” he said.

      Nick didn’t want to know what that catastrophic something might be. He simply gulped and waited.

      True to her words, nothing happened. He tapped his fingers against the plastic. How boring.

      “We are moving onto the immersion fluid test. Do not panic. The liquid is oxygenated and breathable. It is commonly used during space travel and entirely safe.”

      Safe!? Breathable!? It sounded like Helena was going to flood the damn pod and wanted Nick to breathe. What insanity was this?

      He used every ounce of willpower he had to stop himself from screaming bloody murder. Fear and panic rose within him at a speed he hadn’t felt since a thug had pointed a gun at him for the first time all those years ago working in Alcatraz. Death seemed imminent.

      Even so, he tried to remain calm.

      Nick trusted Helena.

      If any other doll or mainframe suggested this, he’d be calling out the safe word and trying to end the test. But he knew Helena would never try to harm him or even risk his life. If she said the immersion fluid could be breathed in, then there would be entire libraries of the stuff that said as much. It truly would be used in space travel.

      Hell, he recalled reading about liquid like this being used to protect people onboard ships during high-G maneuvers. Leave it to megacorps to repurpose it for something as simple as VR.

      Liquid gushed into the pod as he struggled to remain calm. It appeared to be clear. Slowly, it covered his body. He struggled to describe the feeling, as it was less like being in a bath of water and more like being in a cloud of wet air.

      Then it reached his mouth and Nick closed his eyes. Trust became important.

      After several long seconds, he tried to breath. The horrible choking sensation of gulping down liquid in place of air strangled from a moment. Then it passed and he found his body normalizing.

      “Vitals stabilizing. Monitoring will continue for another minute before we continue to calibration,” Helena said. “Please remain as you are, Nick.”

      “Got it,” he tried to say, but his words burbled into nothing. He blinked against the illuminated liquid.

      “There is nothing to be worried about. I can read your vocals directly using the immersion liquid and will transfer them into the Altnet.”

      He wondered how that counted as immersive. Evidently, there would be a few kinks.

      The rest of the tests passed slowly, if uneventfully. Speaker tests, lighting tests, movement etcetera. All stuff to see that everything worked.

      Which it did. When the lights went off, Nick found himself suspended in utter darkness, unable to feel or see anything. He returned to the void.

      And whatever the pod showed him became reality. Smell was the one thing it struggled with, he realized. But electrical pulses through the immersion fluid allowed him to feel a cup as he picked it up in the VR test and a snowball hitting his face. Even the feeling of cold running down his face felt real, and the light refracting off the fluid created depth.

      “Calibration complete,” Helena said. “Please standby. Do you want me to light up the pod again?”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      Excitement bubbled inside Nick as he waited in the darkness.

      This was the one thing he’d been denied since he’d gone to that clinic and gone through that test that discovered his disorder. More than the bright lights of augmented reality and talking with others using his mind, it was the amazing virtual ocean that all of his friends swam in and, eventually, outgrew.

      Minutes ticked by like an eternity. Hours. Maybe even days.

      Okay, that was an exaggeration. He doubted even two or three minutes passed as Helena finalized everything.

      “Are you ready?” she asked. “You will appear in a familiar place at first.”

      “Yes.”

      The pod flared to life. First completely white, then it slowly resolved into a clearer image, simulating the effect of the eyes adjusting to a bright light.

      A familiar station appeared around Nick. Central Station. Ordinarily an open and arching mass of steel, replete with transparent sheets of dark glass in every corner, he marveled at its new appearance.

      For every surface glowed with an intensity he’d only seen on TV, his phone, or pamphlets. Advertisements shot out toward him with a depth and aggressiveness that made him wince. A female streamer he didn’t recognize bounced around atop the concourse, her tits nearly spilling out of her outfit as she advertised a brand of soda. Gambling ad after gambling ad promised infinite returns.

      The station had transformed from the dull, sleek appearance Nick knew it as into a neon-dystopian hellscape.

      This was the home he’d never known. This was what Babylon had always looked like.

      “Welcome to the virtual ocean of the Altnet, Nick,” Helena said.
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      “I’ve seen Central Station through an AR app on my phone, but it looks way better here,” Nick said.

      “The immersion pod is intended to replicate the sensory experiences of being in VR using an implant, if imperfectly. An improvement in perception is expected, if delightful, to hear from you.” Helena fell silent, allowing him to take in his surroundings. “I will continue to calibrate the pod’s environment in real time, but let me know if anything disturbs you.”

      Given Nick could barely even tell he was in a pod anymore, he struggled to see how he might be “disturbed.”

      Sure, he intellectually understood he was laying in a gigantic piece of steel, polymer, and electronics filled with a fancy liquid that filled his lungs and allowed electrical pulses to stimulate his body. But his monkey brain saw, felt, and heard reality around him.

      “I think Kreova might get that glowing review they want,” he mumbled.

      “We shall wait until the investigation is over,” Helena said. But he sensed approval in her voice. “For now, please explore the station. It should be empty, as I requested that Hel create a personal instance for you.”

      Damn, Nick was getting white glove service for his first trip into the virtual ocean.

      He slowly wandered around the station. Slowly being the key word.

      Walking and movement in general proved awkward in the pod. As spacious as it was, he couldn’t move his limbs as freely as he liked, and movement generated some resistance from the immersion fluid. Which was, ironically, not very immersive. So he mostly stumbled around at first.

      “Calibrating,” Helena muttered, frustration apparent in her tone.

      After a few awkward steps, Nick found himself moving in the Altnet more easily. He’d make small motions in the pod and take full steps. Helena was effectively interpolating his movements, allowing him a larger range of motion.

      Not that it felt that much more immersive. He found himself doing some sort of shuffle in the pod as he walked. So long as he didn’t think about his movements, they became natural. But countless minutes passed as he wandered back and forth along the glowing beacon of a station, trying to forget that he was laying in a pod.

      “I am sorry,” Helena said.

      “Nah, it’s fine. The pod can’t hook into my brain.” Nick waved a hand in the air, which would of course remind Helena of the difficulty she had making him move naturally in here. “I recall reading ages ago that VR tech basically floundered until they skipped right to implants. Skinsuits, fancy gloves, weird treadmills—all of it fell short somewhere because it couldn’t trick an important part of the body.”

      “The nervous and immune systems are vital to the brain’s perception of reality,” Helena said. “The former is important for physical stimuli, and the latter for temperature. Part of what makes the immersion pod superior to earlier technology is that it can interact with both systems.”

      “But an implant can directly control them. So don’t worry. This is still better than any pair of goggles.”

      Nick wasn’t sure how often he’d end up using the pod, though. Partly because it seemed like a lot of trouble, but also because, as the initial euphoria wore off, he worried about one more thing.

      Time.

      Someone with an implant could dive into the virtual ocean with just a thought. That was what had attracted people to the virtual convention centers in the Altnet, as they could teleport there and avoid traffic. But Nick traded away reality at a one-to-one conversion rate, plus whatever time it took to get in and out. Minimizing time spent here might be for his own good.

      “If you are ready, I will integrate with the rest of the Altnet,” Helena said.

      “I thought we were in the Altnet?” he asked.

      “This instance is currently isolated. While nobody else will be able to enter even after integration, I wanted to grant you additional time to acclimate before logging in.”

      Ah. Nick immediately knew what she meant.

      “Alright,” he said begrudgingly, dreading what would come next.

      Seconds passed in silence.

      Then the pristine neon beauty of the station concourse was ruined as a dozen figures blinked into existence in front of him. No matter where Nick turned, they followed his gaze.

      He had forgotten about this fundamental building block of the Altnet.

      Ads.

      Many of the figures appeared to be speaking, but no sound escaped them. Nick had likely permanently muted or blocked them. Sadly, Babylon didn’t appreciate attempts by the common folk to keep the corporate overlords out of their lives, so they still badgered him like angry, silent ghosts. They’d vanish after a little while.

      One did make sound though. An older man in a suit with an annoying corporate smile that had clearly been digitally composed bent forward with his hands held together, as if struggling to appear friendly after a lifetime of lording it over others.

      “Good morning, square bracket insert name here square bracket,” the man said, not even stumbling or pausing over the nonsense he’d just spoken. “Jack Haven here, chief of GoodMealFast Grocers. You’ve been a loyal customer for error unable to parse token debugging necessary num years, and I wanted to let you know that we understand times are rough right now.”

      Nick never grew tired of this, but it somehow sounded even sweeter in this immersion pod. He heard Helena sigh in his ear.

      Jack’s advertising image kept talking, “Our team is working hard to get you the best deals and ensure everything remains in stock. But I need you to roll up your sleeves and lend a helping hand as well at your unknown local store. Buy cheap, buy smart, buy light, and only buy what you need. That will get us all through these times. Remember, I’m out there packing shelves as fast as you’re emptying them. We’ll get through this together. Jack out.”

      The figure vanished, just like his empty words and the garbage he’d spouted. Nick wasn’t sure how long that grocery store chain had been spamming him with variations of that message, but it was long enough that it had lost all meaning. He hadn’t even shopped there since he worked at Neural Spike.

      “I believe I should correct your publicly accessible information for the purposes of this investigation,” Helena chided.

      “Anyone worth their salt can find my actual username,” Nick said. “A lot of ciphers corrupt the variables that advertisers pull from public databases. I think Lucas is known as Get Your Wares at The Cobalt Lily for the free advertising.”

      “He recently updated his name to the Proprietor.”

      “Oh god, it’s spreading.”

      He looked around, noting that most of the ads had vanished. The pop-ups rarely hung around long, given how obnoxious they were. Most were effectively inbox spam, sent by companies on a regular schedule.

      For a normal user, they’d get one or two a day. Usually from a company reminding them of something important. Where augmented reality could target ads based on physical location, the virtual ocean took a shotgun approach based on demographics and past behavior.

      Nick, naturally, proved difficult for advertisers. So he got a lot of garbage the few times he went into VR. Most of his ads involve scantily clad women. Occasionally, scantily clad men appeared as well, as the advertisers tried their luck in the other direction. He ignored all of it.

      “Can you block all this nonsense, Helena?” he asked. “It will get in the way of the case if I get distracted by ad spam while talking to somebody important.”

      “Done,” she said. “Hel has placed a block on pop-ups on your account for the duration of the investigation.”

      “Only that long?”

      “It would be remiss of her to lengthen it, given the Spires are the advertisers. Furthermore, fixed advertising must remain in place. It is one of the fundamental building blocks of the Altnet. Were it removed, it is anticipated that you would experience significant disorientation.”

      “That sounds like PR bullshit.” Nick smelled a rat.

      “It is not. Many fixtures in the virtual ocean have advertising built into them. If removed, your mind would see void where it expects physical objects. In some cases, as much as 80% of your visual field may be affected.”

      Imagine that. A world where 80% of everything he saw was ads. The shine came off the virtual ocean real fast.

      Footsteps interrupted his musings. After a few seconds, he straightened up from where he’d been staring at an ad for Lucas’s club, the Cobalt Lily—Nick hadn’t realized that his friend advertised in Central Station, or at least an Altnet replica.

      “I thought we were alone here, Helena?” Nick asked.

      No answer.

      Shit. Who the hell was approaching?

      He spun and instinctively reached for his Lawman. It wasn’t there because why the hell would it be. This was the Altnet, not some cheesy VRMMO death game. Weapons were for show or games.

      For that matter, he checked his clothes. They matched his old appearance, rather than his updated “detective” fashion. Namely, a plain shirt, jacket, and chinos.

      Nick stood out in the Altnet by virtue of being boring as shit. Most photorealistic avatars at least wore some crazy fashion. He’d seen some truly insane stuff, as problems such as material cost or even putting the clothes on no longer troubled the wearer. Although everyone still needed to buy virtual clothes. This was Babylon, after all. If it couldn’t be monetized, did it really belong in the city?

      By contrast, the person approaching him possessed one of the most infamous avatars in the Altnet. Even Nick knew about the group.

      Ciphers, as a rule of thumb, stuck to their own haunts. Many of them existed in both the virtual ocean and the regular Altnet. But almost all cipher circles were cipher-hosted and regulated, greatly limiting anonymity.

      No user on the Altnet truly possessed anonymity. At best, the Altnet was pseudonymous. Every action traced back to a neural implant or link, whether it be a transaction, message, virtual handshake, or advertisement expression. Companies, server hosts, and the government could therefore identify the exact user behind everything.

      Hence the lack of spambots and other nuisances on the Altnet. Especially given a neural implant was installed for life. Getting banned on the Altnet was a life sentence—literally, as it required a court order.

      But ciphers also used this lack of anonymity to track users down. Hence the lack of cringy nicknames in cipher circles and the need for terrorist groups like the NLF to remain offline. Ciphers still tried to protect themselves, but doing so required taking extreme steps, including avoiding other ciphers. Simply logging into a cipher circle once usually gave away one’s identity forever.

      Yet this person belonged to a group that had confounded ciphers for a few years now. The group had no official name. They all used the same avatar, took on the appearance of young women, numbered in the hundreds, and tracked back to random people all over the city. And they only ever appeared in public places controlled by major corporations or the DAO.

      Said avatar’s appearance consisted of a young woman with long platinum-blonde hair tied up in obnoxiously large twintails. Her clothes were a fashionable, if revealing, white top and skirt combo that belonged to a video game. Most importantly, she possessed a large pair of fluffy blonde fox ears and nine voluminous golden fox tails that shimmered behind her using some sort of digital effect.

      Almost everyone had spoken to a fox at least once. Except Nick. They tended to ignore him, probably because of his terrible fashion or the fact he rarely used the virtual ocean.

      Yet now one had broken into this instance, silenced Helena, and stalked right toward him.

      He gulped as the fox avatar stopped a few feet in front of him.

      Then Chloe’s voice escaped her, “I see you have settled in, Nick.”

      He stared at her, then blurted out. “Holy shit, you’re the fluffies!”

      Chloe, standing before Nick in her extraordinarily fluffy fox-avatar form, stared at Nick. He had no idea what she was doing, but strongly suspected she might be communicating with the other Archangels.

      Unlike in the real world, where dolls and humans had a physical tell to indicate they were using their neural implant or link, no such thing existed in the Altnet. After all, people used their neural implant at all times here. The difference between messaging or chatting with somebody inside one’s mind or using proximity chat—the actual term for “physically” talking using an avatar—was superficial.

      Then a broad grin crossed Chloe’s face. “We were unaware that you appreciated our avatars.”

      “I said one line. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nick said, doing his best not to sound defensive.

      “Helena’s readings of your heart rate, breathing, brain activity, nervous system, erectile function, and other important indicators suggest that you are excited by my appearance.” Chloe leaned forward and her many tails leaned around her body.

      Whatever special effect that caused the shimmer on her tails weakened, allowing him to make out individual strands of fur. The white tips dangled back and forth in front of him, tantalizingly close. If he reached out and touched them…

      Chloe snatched his hand with her own before he could do anything. The grin on her face looked unlike anything he’d seen on her as a doll. Her usual amethyst eyes had been replaced with a pair of sparkling green orbs that curved as she tickled him with her tails.

      “Stop that,” he said, trying to escape.

      “They are only tails.” She moved so close that he could feel her body heat, which seemed far milder than usual. Probably because she wasn’t a literal radiator here. “Is there something wrong, Nick?”

      “You’re overreacting to one sentence. Also, you can’t blame this on the tails or the ears or the fluff now. You’re pressing yourself against me. When I can feel your nipples through your clothes, your avatar has nothing to do with my excitement.”

      “But you are excited.”

      More footsteps echoed off the walls of the steel and glass halls of the station. Additional foxes arrived. Every one of them looked identical, just as the mysterious group of foxes always had in the Altnet.

      The entire group had been the Archangels all along, abusing their admin powers to hide in plain sight. No wonder they’d avoided cipher circles in the virtual ocean when they appeared like this. They could manipulate logs within the DAO, much like Hel was doing for Nick, but other servers would give them away.

      “I believe this is harassment,” Meta said, revealing herself as one of the foxes.

      Nick had no clue which one. When he said they looked identical, he meant it. No serial number, no name, no appearance differences. Shouldn’t there be a floating tag above them with their name? Had Helena turned that off for immersion? He wanted to add metadata tags to all of them.

      Hell, he’d ask Helena to tag all of them for him automatically. He could remember serial numbers but this was hell. At least their voices were slightly different, but he half-expected them to test him.

      “It is,” Nick said.

      Meta nodded, then walked around him and rubbed her tails against his back.

      “Don’t join in, help me!”

      “I am helping.”

      If she did any more helping, he might need to find a way to bring the Paladins into the virtual ocean to replace the Archangels. A tail wandered lower as the group closed around him.

      Then Nick teleported to the other side of the concourse. His vision blurred momentarily. The Archangels flickered toward him, trying to keep up, but an invisible wall kept them away from him.

      “Please do not override my permissions with your administrative privileges,” Helena thundered, her voice raining down from the sky. Literally, as hail bucketed down on the foxy Archangels.

      They ignored the ice pelting them from the virtual heavens. Pouts graced their faces, but they relented.

      “We were merely indulging in Nicholas’s preferences. A reassessment of his usage of the Altnet and other logs, including pornographic collection, caused us to realize that his preferences—” Meta tried to say.

      “That is not the problem,” Helena snapped. Her voice returned to normal now. “The immersion pod is not intended for… sexual emissions. Given Nick’s current state of undress, too much stimulation will require a complete reset of the pod’s environment. Please control yourselves.”

      The looks he received from the Archangels suggested they had some ideas in mind after the investigation, for when a “complete reset” wasn’t a big deal. Nick might want to ask Helena to check the pod’s warranty for sexual activities.

      “Uh, how do people handle sex with an implant here?” he asked, scratching his head. “Wouldn’t that be more awkward? I thought that was why people used dolls.”

      “Physical release is typically avoided in the virtual ocean,” Chloe said. “The neural implant releases endorphins and other mental stimuli appropriate to sexual climax without the mess.”

      How… sterile. And Nick spent his nights with androids built from bulletproof polymers.

      He noticed that no names had appeared above the Archangels yet.

      “Helena, can you enable nametags for the Archangels? And tag everyone with their serial numbers and names,” Nick said.

      “Done,” Helena said. “To assist with your investigation, you will see metadata tags containing important information on everyone. You may dismiss them with a gesture.”

      At first, he didn’t understand why he might need to get rid of the metadata tags. Then he looked at the Archangels again.

      A solid wall of text and dark gray boxes hung in the surrounding air. Their false username, serial number, access point, commission date, whether they used a neural link or implant—and the Archangels misreported as using an implant, it seemed—and a myriad of other data. Nick practiced the gesture for a minute to remove the tags.

      “We might want to refine those,” he said. “They’re kind of obnoxious. Maybe you should filter them and show them if you think anything might be interesting, Helena? I think I’ll go mad if I see that much info all the time. Leave up the serial numbers of the Archangels at all times, though.”

      “Can you not tell us apart at a glance, Nick?” Chloe asked.

      He stared at her. Then looked at another fox. Both had the same username and metadata tags. Two Chloes.

      Then the data changed. The fake Chloe who had spoken to him turned out to have been Juliet.

      “Do not do that,” Helena said.

      “It was merely to prove a point,” the real Chloe said. “We have admin powers and can appear to be whoever we like. But just as Nick deceives advertisers with his name, others can try to trick him—and you. Our target is almost certainly pretending to use a neural implant in order to masquerade as a legitimate influencer in Altvivere.”

      “Got it.” Nick nodded. “On that note, what am I trying to do here? Because couldn’t I just message her and go from there?”

      “Your target, Hazinder, spends considerable downtime in the virtual ocean in order to keep up the illusion of being a real person,” Rie’s voice cut in, speaking directly into his ear.

      He looked around, then realized she wasn’t here.

      “You’ll find me soon. There’s always work to do here, after all. Especially as the tide of opinion has shifted unexpectedly following last night. The protests continue, but are now targeted at Babylon instead of Aesir.” Rie clicked her tongue, which caused a shiver to run down Nick’s spine with the way her voice seemed to project itself directly into his brain. “Oh. That’s a cute reaction.”

      “Rie,” he said flatly.

      “They got to tease you.”

      “Rie.”

      “Fine. If you message her, she is likely to ignore you. Or, worse, automatically detect who you truly are and block you preemptively. Aesir might file legal injunctions against us,” she continued. “With the DAO’s help, we can hide your identity here while you approach her. Then we must gather information.”

      “She’s an AI, not a simpleton. There’s no chance she’ll give up her secrets or Aesir’s just like that. Her directives…” Nick trailed off. “You mentioned before that we’d need to force access, right?”

      “Yes. It would take too long, so—”

      “Helena, if Hazinder initiates a connection with me, can you hijack it, and therefore her?”

      “Almost certainly. Aesir will notice, but I am certain that I can acquire the data faster than they can take action,” Helena said.

      “Then we have a plan,” Nick said. “Find Hazinder, convince her to open a direct neural link connection with me for a private chat or to share something, and Helena steals the data we need. Even if Aesir takes legal action, we’ll have our lead and maybe enough evidence to convince Athena and the other judges to ignore them.”

      In a better world, rules of evidence might restrict Nick’s ability to do this. But Babylon lacked privacy laws. While Aesir could frustrate an investigation, the odds they could stop him from using evidence he’d gathered was slim to none.

      So long as he maintained the confidence of the Spires. The longer he took, the less likely he’d have the backing of people like Commissioner Kim. Nick knew he needed to make progress before his drinks with Hammond. Who knew what tomorrow might bring, after all.

      “I take it you know where Hazinder is?” Nick asked the Archangels.

      “The problem is not where, but how. Gaining access to even a moderately popular streamer is difficult at the best of times,” Chloe said. “They spend almost all of their time in invite-only areas of the Altnet and block annoyances at the drop of a hat.”

      “Good news. I know a guy with lots of streamer friends.” Nick clicked his fingers and a floating window containing an image of Sung Jang appeared.

      Or, more accurately, his avatar. Nick had met the guy a couple of times. While this version mostly matched his real self, it lacked the baby fat on his face and his actual hair was far shorter and matte black instead of an iridescent silver. But Sung still looked Korean and wore a pair of square, rimless glasses.

      Then the avatar moved in the window and blinked several times at Nick.

      “Oh. I didn’t realize I’d called you,” Nick said.

      “I took the liberty of interpreting your brain activity,” Helena said helpfully.

      “Holy shit. Are we actually link-to-link instead of using text chat or a call?” Sung asked. “Well now, old man. What the fuck is going down and how the hell have you broken into my realm?”
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      “I’ll need some help,” Nick told Sung. “I don’t know how much you’ll want to hear—”

      “I’m all for some goss,” Sung said.

      Nick paused. “Did you get that from Lucas? He tried using that weird bit of slang with me.”

      “Nah. People throw around all sorts of random bits of slang in the Altnet. My job involves dealing with a lot of needy men and women, and the women like to gossip and chatter at me sometimes.”

      “And what do the men do?”

      “If I’m lucky, very little other than pay me. If I’m unlucky, hit me up for gambling cash and whatever get-rich-quick scheme they’ve been conned into. Holy shit are influencers a gold mine for grifters and snake oil salesmen.” Sung sneered. “Anyway, I’m technically on the clock, but I hear the police pay well.”

      “We pay very well and we’re not that discerning,” Nick said.

      “They employ you, so I figured.”

      The many Archangels around him glared at him and their tails quivered with what he guessed was annoyance. Sung’s good-natured ribbing rubbed them the wrong way, but Nick ignored them.

      “I’d prefer to discuss… well, not in person but through proximity chat,” Nick said.

      Sung scoffed. “It’s way more secure to do it link-to-link, you know. Sure, you don’t have to worry about corporate interception or police database trawling—”

      “Don’t count that out.”

      “Huh.” The security consultant frowned. “Well, anyway, direct chat is stored locally. It never gets cached or stored on servers. The Archangels need to tap your implant directly. Whereas proximity chat is stored and processed on whatever server you’re talking on. Plus anyone who hears us might keep a copy in their implant.”

      “There is no need to worry,” Helena advised. “Link-to-link conversations can be given the superficial appearance of proximity chat. And all activity through this link is being cached through the DAO in real time.”

      Sung’s avatar froze, and Nick worried that something had gone wrong with the connection. But he saw the tails of the Archangels’ avatars waving back and forth and knew everything must be fine.

      “The hell was that?” Sung asked.

      “You can hear her?” Nick asked.

      “As I am in control of your neural link, I am able to participate in all conversations using it,” Helena said.

      “Oooookay. That’s weird.” Sung scratched his head in the floating window. “Are you using some sort of AI assistant to interface with the Altnet? I’ve never even heard of that.”

      “Something like that. Anyway, is there somewhere we can meet.”

      “I just said—”

      “This is my first time in the virtual ocean, Sung. I mean, truly being here. Humor me.”

      Sung opened his mouth to argue, then paused. He abruptly nodded. “Alright, that’s fair. Guess I can show you something special and talk shop. A big public server is best. We’ll meet in the Neon Gardens. Just teleport to my location.”

      The window vanished as Sung severed the connection.

      Nick knew about the Neon Gardens, but he’d never been. Like many of the more spectacular locations, it remained off limits to simpler VR devices. They simply couldn’t handle the processing load.

      “The Neon Gardens are controlled by the DAO, right?” Nick asked.

      “That is correct. Sung Jang likely chose that location after overhearing that they are caching our conversations anyway,” Helena said.

      One of the Archangels suddenly stepped forward. Her serial number identified her as the new Mark 3 that had been tagging along with Nick lately.

      “A question,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “Sung Jang is in possession of a memory vault neural mod that limits the Host’s access to his memories and limits our ability to determine if he or his clients are acting illegally,” the Mark 3 said. “This situation provides a rare chance for a direct connection when he is likely accessing much of his memories. Helena may—”

      “No,” Nick said, an undercurrent of anger leaking into his voice.

      The Mark 3 froze. The tight expressions on the other Archangels suggested they had expected this.

      He sighed and ran a hand down his face. These fox avatars made the dolls far more expressive and he felt as if he’d kicked a puppy.

      “First, it’s unlikely Sung is actually dumb enough to open up many of the memories related to his clients. He’s a pro and would use a memory mod properly. Second, he’s a friend and betraying his trust like this is something I won’t do,” Nick explained, keeping his tone level. “And finally, I don’t want Helena overriding active neural implants if we can avoid it. That’s a past that should remain buried.”

      “Thank you,” Helena whispered in his ear.

      The Archangels nodded in unison, and the Mark 3 bowed.

      “My apologies. To both of you,” she said.

      “It’s fine. But I do think you need to trust the Host’s judgment more.” Nick grimaced. “This is the second time you’ve asked me something that I know they already knew the answer, and that you wanted to confirm with me in person. There’s nothing wrong with asking questions, but people notice when you ignore answers you either don’t like or from certain people.”

      The Mark 3 winced. “That is… Our sphere shall take it under consideration.”

      “Don’t tell me that. Do it. You can hold the equivalent of a multi-day conference in the time it takes for me to say this sentence.”

      This time, even her tails lowered to the ground. Nick wondered if he’d gone too far, but he needed to push back a little and remind the new dolls to respect their elders a little.

      When he’d been new to Neural Spike, he’d sometimes questioned the attitudes or experience of those more experienced than him. At times, he turned out to be right. Just because somebody had filled a chair for more years than him didn’t make them competent.

      But more than a few times, experience proved to be a quality that couldn’t be replicated with knowledge or raw talent. Nick had been around long enough that he could look at an error log for a doll or mainframe and often guess what the problematic directive was. Old codgers like Hammond knew how Babylon worked better than almost anyone, even if he didn’t care much about it.

      Experience often needed respect. Differentiating experience from simply existing for a long time was its own skill, however.

      The Archangels needed to learn that skill and how to handle seniority and experience appropriately. They’d just introduced a thousand new dolls into the Host with no real knowledge of the real world or city, and for whatever reason they kept deferring to Nick instead of their actual superiors.

      Well, he was their superior, he guessed. Maybe Nick had just gotten used to the way the Mark 1s steadfastly refused to defer to him. Years of bullying him in interrogation rooms meant they desired to work with him and protect him, but they happily did their own thing. Which he was thankful for.

      Nick might be called a detective, but he didn’t know the first thing about how to really do the job. He just bumbled along and relied on the Archangels to do all the nitty gritty stuff while he focused on the high level case solving. Imagine if he needed to handle actual forensics. The horror.

      “Is there anything we need to take care of before meeting Sung?” he asked.

      “No,” Meta said. “We shall maintain some distance from you while meeting him. Afterward, you will need to update your avatar. While some zones mandate a photorealistic avatar, you will need a more… dynamic one for the depths of the virtual ocean.”

      The rapid nodding of the other foxes almost hypnotized Nick. Damn, he could get used to the sight of all this fluff.

      Their eyes narrowed and they grinned. They must be reading his brain activity again. Damn pod monitoring equipment.

      He cleared his throat. “Helena, teleport me to Sung. I want to see the Neon Gardens.”

      “Very well,” Helena said.

      His vision blurred to the point he couldn’t make out his fingers a foot in front of his face. Good thing, too, as the station vanished and a blaring set of bright neon lights filled his vision. The blur effect protected his eyes and kept him from being too disoriented, allowing his eyes time to adjust to the drastic change in lighting.

      A neural implant could probably handle the teleportation far more easily. But he took what he could get. Helena knew what she was doing.

      Nick stood atop a transparent glass walkway, high above a gargantuan ocean of multi-colored neon water. Endless waterfalls cascaded down from the sky, starting and ending from nowhere. People rode through them and he caught the edges of laughter through proximity chat if somebody got close to him. Entire gardens of obnoxiously bright and unrealistically colored plants flowed across the night sky. Ads fluttered everywhere he looked.

      It was always night here. Seven moons floated above them. For whatever reason, the Altnet had nine moons and they moved in some fixed pattern in most of the public spaces. A weird form of Altnet astrology existed based on them. If anybody knew much about the reason, they said nothing. The programmer responsible had either died, forgotten, or was laughing his ass off.

      At least a thousand people stood on walkways just like Nick’s. To his vision, they appeared to be floating on air. Quite a few more floated in the water or on the waterfalls.

      Yet the gardens were far from quiet. Far below, on the pitch black surface that almost nobody usually used, thousands more people gathered. Glowing protest signs, banners, and mysterious symbols hovered around them. Groups peeled off, but were replaced by even more by the second.

      “Pretty pathetic for a virtual protest, huh?” Sung said, leaning against the side of the walkway next to Nick. “I don’t even think we’re instanced. Not sure why they’re here, but they’re angry and want to attract some attention.”

      “Are they here about the Heirs of Babel?” Nick asked.

      “What, those two dead guys? Nah.” Sung shook his head. “That’s old news. Last night, everyone raged about their deaths. Fans flocking in from across the world and Archangels trying to hold the place together without banning everyone and ruining corporate earnings. Today? It’s all ‘how could Babylon let this happen?’ and ‘why weren’t our implants upgraded?’”

      A bitter laugh escaped the other cipher. His glowing silver hair shimmered strangely in the neon lighting of the area in the process. Unlike his real self, who mostly wore casual clothes, Sung’s avatar wore a fashionable black suit with the jacket undone. Nick supposed he wanted to look professional, given his job.

      “That’s quite the shift. Sounds artificial,” Nick said.

      “That’s because it sure as hell is. Can’t say I know who’s behind it. The Spires sure as hell isn’t fomenting discontent toward itself, but who else has this level of public control?” Sung shrugged. “I’ve been on call all morning. The influencer wars last night were bad, but it was just shitslinging. Teens saying bad words, getting angry, and thinking that breaking stuff here matters. This morning? I’ve had several clients doxxed. I usually ask Vadim for help once or twice a quarter, and I’ve done it three times already today.”

      Nick glanced to his side, where Chloe materialized in her Archangelic appearance. No tails. He tried not to feel disappointed.

      “Can we look into that?” he asked Chloe.

      “The protest activity has been a priority for us this morning,” she said. “But this suggests it may be manipulated by an external entity other than the influencers in question. If the physical security of Babylonian citizens is being threatened, we may need to take direct action against streamer chats where this is taking place.”

      “Everyone multistreams,” Sung told her. “I guarantee they’re doing it outside of the Altnet.”

      “If the influencers are under our jurisdiction—and they are simply by using the Altnet—then we may shut down their streams if their actions cause distress or harm to the city or its citizens,” Chloe insisted. “I shall ask Rie to look into this.”

      Then she vanished.

      “Rie?” Sung asked.

      “The Mark 3 prototype.” Nick frowned. “The old one.”

      “Ah, the one with the big tits. I’m amazed they downgraded that part with the new prototype. It seemed to be a running theme with them until then.” Sung laughed. “Anyway, that helps me, but I’m not here to be helped. I’m here to plant my ass on that sweet government gravy train. I hear cashing in public money is the sweetest feeling.”

      “I’m beginning to understand why the Archangels don’t like you.”

      “Good thing you do.” The younger cipher elbowed Nick in the ribs while staring out into the pitch-black sky. “When you first hit me up in Tartarus, I didn’t know what to make of you. I’d only just bailed on my grad position in Fulcrum and here was a literal legend asking me for help with network security.”

      Nick fought to keep a grimace off his face as he stared at the protesters. Despite his past—or perhaps because of it—he’d never liked the way some people revered the work he did.

      “Working in Neural Spike didn’t make me a legend,” he said. “Don’t undersell yourself, either. Not many people get invited into the more discerning cipher circles when they’ve barely graduated.”

      “Says the guy who started with Neural Spike before I even started college. I think pretty highly of myself. Hot shit like Lucas and Vadim pay me to keep them secure. Hell, I even have my own logic engine mainframe doing half my job for me, monitoring my clients during this current disaster.” Sung waved a hand at the abyss surrounding them. “But there’s a gap between us.”

      “Which is?”

      “Shit, man. It’s in the circles. If I get too arrogant, another cipher will cut me down to size and that will kill my business and cred. But you?” The younger cipher turned to face Nick and tapped the side of his head. “You know things about mainframes and dolls that nobody else does. When you pop up at random and offer help with directives or errors, nobody corrects you or flies off the handle because their ego is the size of Aesir’s cash hoard.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Alright. Nobody smart flies off the handle, and those that do usually get shit on. You don’t give dipshits the benefit of a rise and you sure as hell don’t spam insane manifestos that would get you banned off half the Altnet like some dumbasses.”

      Somehow, Nick knew exactly the sort of people Sung was referring to. Nick usually steered clear of the weirdos, though. He mostly stuck to the working pros, which required basic social skills and emotional intelligence. Clients tended to ghost a cipher after the first bout of psychotic nonsense in their inbox, no matter how good they were.

      Hence why the information broker Kraus did most of his work through intermediary dolls. Although that had also been justified by the assassination, Nick supposed.

      “You say that Neural Spike didn’t make you a legend?” Sung continued. “Bullshit. When the military took them down, the ciphers that vanished were the sort that discovered security flaws I’m still patching. Some of them owned businesses that the current big-headed olds took over. And the city is what it is because of what they created.”

      “The Archangels.”

      Sung scoffed. “You’re missing the forest for the trees. I’m talking about everything, Nick. The moment Neural Spike created the emotion engine, they cracked a mainframe market that RTM had a 99% market share in. I love my shiny new mainframe—”

      Nick looked at Sung, and the younger cipher bared his teeth in response.

      “Not like that. She’s a hunk of metal and circuitry. No interface, even,” Sung hissed.

      “Yeah, so was Lucas’s mainframe, Lumen. And she bitches when I don’t maintain her often enough.”

      “I don’t share your robot fetish, old man.”

      “Just a virtual one?”

      “You know me. All about the virtual women.” Sung chuckled. “But my point is that my mainframe is great, but she’s already obsolete. Logic mainframes are simple and easy to use. RTM and Sigma are rushing out emotion engines in a battle for market share, and complexity is skyrocketing. We used to just have mainframes and directives, and now we have superstructures, piles, interfaces, objectives, and ideals.”

      “That’s the point,” Nick said defensively. “You can’t replicate more complicated behavior with simple directives. The complexity is just a symptom of humans trying to…” He grimaced.

      “Ah, so you do get it. I’d honestly wondered if you did. The emotion engines are nearly too complex for ciphers to handle. Hell, they’re too complex for most ciphers. I see the grumbling of new cipher grads in streamer chats. They’re either horrendously overworked, or basically chair warmers, because the minimum skill to work with the new mainframes is so damn high.” Sung sighed and turned away again.

      Silence reigned for a long minute. Nick honestly found himself at a loss for words. Mostly because he hadn’t seen this side of the world. Sure, he saw the floundering ciphers in the larger, public circles, but didn’t think anything of it.

      He supposed anyone with an implant could easily quantify the problem. The AI in their head could determine that the number of ciphers in trouble was rising.

      The protest below had swelled in size almost fivefold in the past several minutes, and the amplified noise of the crowd began to encroach on Nick’s proximity chat. Although he knew he could ask Helena to shut it out, he found himself listening in despite himself.

      And immediately regretted it.

      He hadn’t fully understood earlier, but listening made it clear. These fine protesters weren’t merely angry. They were pushing an agenda. One that involved demanding more regulations and, crazily enough, improvements to the neural implants in everyone’s heads.

      How the Spires would manage that was anyone’s guess. Nick thought everyone knew that an implant couldn’t be swapped out or upgraded. Did that mean the protesters supported Aesir’s insane premium module plan? But even Aesir wouldn’t foment rebellion against Babylon itself, would they?

      “Helena, can you shut the protesters out from my proximity chat,” he groaned, having heard enough.

      “Already done,” she said. “I am sorry for taking so long.”

      Nick typically ignored the doom-and-gloom news, especially these days when he could get filtered updates through the Archangels. His social feed filtered out politics as a matter of course. And the sloganeering of the protesters reeked of political propaganda.

      “Not your thing?” Sung asked, amused.

      “This is politics.” Nick allowed his distaste to ooze from his tongue. “People shouting about regulation and for heads to roll. I’m used to angry NLF. These people are waving digital banners at soulless corporations and asking for change. It might not be illegal to want to government to do more here, but it’s pretty pointless to ask it do something it isn’t already.”

      “Says the detective who handled that huge embezzlement case. Isn’t dealing with this shit your job? Hell, you step in a lot of shit you arguably shouldn’t.”

      “No. I step in exactly what I should be. My job is to push through the political bullshit as much as possible while trying to solve the crime.”

      “Ah, so you do deal with politics. You just hate it.” Sung nodded. “Fair. Honestly, I can’t bitch much. Politics is a huge moneymaker for me and influencers. Not all of them, but many. Despite the threats, people are swarming to talk about this shit. That means Primum is flowing like rain, and that means everyone gets to clip the ticket.”

      Primum credits were the digital currency used exclusively inside the Altnet. Nick avoided the stuff like the plague, but who knew how many trillions vanished into the Primum black hole every second and hour to be spent on digital bullshit.

      And while ordinary citizens couldn’t turn Primum into cash legally, businessmen like Sung had legal means to make a living off facilitating the Primum economy. After all, the Spires needed to encourage entrepreneurs like him. Folks like Vadim and Lucas had less than legal means to convert the cash as well, which was overlooked for much the same reason. Money laundering through Primum bulked out the digital economy and gave an appearance of health, after all.

      “So a terrorist attack is good for business?” Nick tried not to sound like an asshole when asking this.

      “Always is. Negative shit drives a strong feedback loop on the Altnet. At least for people who haven’t tweaked their filters to keep it out. Hell, social pressure often prevents people from making those tweaks. Dumbasses who say ‘I don’t need to remove this awful garbage from my life, so you’re weak if you do’ just pump the corpo revenue streams harder and harder. So, yeah, this disaster is a flood of money into my bank account and that of a lot of streamers.”

      Amazing. No wonder Nick felt inherently repelled by Primum and the political bullshit below. The fact it might be a completely artificial protest only magnified his frustration.

      “I’d ask if you feel bothered by the ethics, but I think that would be hypocritical of me,” Nick said.

      Sung burst into peals of laughter so hard he nearly slipped against the invisible railing. Damn. Nick didn’t think he was that funny.

      “Shit yeah. You’re a guy who helped create the Archangels, the very dolls trying to replace all ciphers. I may as well ask you how you feel replacing humanity with robots.” Sung shook his head. “It’s funny. I figured that I’d hit a gold mine by supporting you when you went corpo. Surely the olds would kick you out. That didn’t happen.”

      “I can thank Lucas for that.”

      “I’d say you can thank yourself for that. Nobody expects you to turn around and betray them. If even Kraus will work with you, that says a lot.” Sung stood up straight. “Let’s change up the scenery. Follow me.”

      He clicked his fingers and vanished.

      But Nick held up a hand to forestall Helena, before she immediately teleported him to wherever Sung had gone.

      The Neon Gardens glowed around him, full of life, vibrancy, and a vividness that he’d guessed at from pictures and seeing it on TV. In many ways, it represented the shallowest part of the virtual ocean. A literal neon-filled void, loaded with ads, and with little to do other than stand around and marvel at the pretty lights.

      Yet Nick had grown up seeing images and videos taken here. He’d dreamed of coming here as a kid. The place was nearly as old as the Spires themselves, which meant fewer and fewer people used it. Fashion had long since moved on. But it remained a sort of public square and icon of the Altnet, in a way that few physical locations in Babylon could.

      Neo Westphalia lacked iconic sites such as Times Square or Shibuya Crossing. In its place, it cultivated virtual ones. Most of which Nick couldn’t access.

      “Feeling nostalgic?” Ezekiel asked, her voice breaking through his thoughts.

      He glanced to his right and saw an identical fox avatar to the other Archangels. Only her voice and the metadata tags allowed him to confirm it was her.

      “Nostalgia implies I’ve been here before. This is…” He grasped for the right words. “Is there a term for wishing for something from your past that you never actually experienced?”

      “Anemoia.” Ezekiel’s expression appeared stony as she took Sung’s place. “Although dictionaries struggle to capture modern terminology. Many purists have frozen language decades in the past, causing actual English to deviate from definitions. Our internal dictionaries are significantly more expansive than most ‘official’ ones.”

      An odd term. Nick wasn’t sure he’d used it much.

      “That form of nostalgia is rather common, I believe. And this place forms a foundation for it. A neon skyline that represents an era that never truly existed.” A small, bitter smile graced Ezekiel’s lips. “My analysis tells me that humanity frequently yearns for a better time in its past, as it simply recreates a fantasy based on its current desires rather than the truth. I can’t do that. Reality is hardcoded into my memory.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can make you forgetful if I want,” Nick said drily. “You’ve met a bartender doll who is intentionally clumsy.”

      “And she’s entirely aware of that fact.” She shook her head. “If you had the choice, would you go back and take the medication that would allow you to accept an implant?”

      He froze. “What?”

      “The Host’s records state that you were offered a chance in your teens to receive medication to treat your disorder. Even with the side-effects, you could lead a normal life. Experience the Altnet. Use an implant. You could be—”

      “I already told Rie that I was right to refuse,” he said.

      “And you still think that?”

      “Yes. Just because I’m feeling a little wistful for what I’ve always missed out on doesn’t mean I regret my choices. It’s easy to pretend that life could get better because of one decision, but I’m pretty happy right now. Everything worked out through all the bumps in the road. For all I know, I’d be some soulless sod in a tiny cubicle if I’d taken those pills.”

      Life was too short to spend it tossing and turning over everything he did in the past. Although he knew better than to just ignore it and just bumble along. Experience required him to learn from his mistakes, not simply exist.

      “Did you have something for me?” he asked Ezekiel.

      “Just checking up on you.”

      He nodded, then told Helena to teleport him to Sung. After a few moments, he appeared in a grassy field unlike any in real life.

      Massive crystals floated above him aimlessly, standing out against the bright blue sky. The grass itself was a muddled gray and brown, and had a metallic sheen that glittered in the sun. No sign of any neon lights or even advertisements.

      Nick questioned if he had left the Altnet.

      “Took you long enough,” Sung grumbled. “Figured I’d show you one of the quieter places the DAO offers. This is one of the only zones that can be freely instanced without paying Primum. I use it for meditation, but it’s a popular date spot.”

      “No ads,” Nick realized.

      “Exactly. Well, for the first hour each day. After that, you either cough up the Primum or get spammed with personalized pop-ups.”

      “If you use an ad-blocker—”

      “The DAO blocks you from ad-supported instances if it detects one. And it’s very good at detecting them.” Sung grimaced. “Anyone dumb enough to think that the Spires don’t know what neural mods we have in our heads has never interacted much with the fancier zones. I wonder how long before the DAO gets tech like the Archangels and can disable us remotely.”

      Nick didn’t say a word. Theoretically, mainframes already could use a direct connection to do that. His running theory about the attack was that somebody had used a mainframe like Helena to circumvent safety protocols for that purpose. If Hel or the mainframes running the Altnet got substantial upgrades, they could very well do what Sung suggested, but safely.

      No need to rely on an army of Archangels to do manual Altnet admin at that point.

      “Anyway, let’s talk shop. Your case has to do with the attack, right?” Sung asked.

      “It does. I’ll keep the details brief, as it’s sensitive. I need you to help me get in contact with an influencer by the name of Hazinder. She’s with Altvivere and—”

      “Huh. Hazinder?” Sung’s eyes hardened. “Why her?”

      “She might know something. And don’t tell anyone.” Nick glared at Sung.

      The younger cipher raised his hands in surrender. “Hey. I’m not going to get myself nuked by the Archangels. But I don’t care for Altvivere. They’re everything I hate about the modern Altnet. Corpo garbage pretending to be indie. They’re Vic Ferrite’s way to fuck everyone else over and make piles of cash while pretending he’s a pillar of the community, or whatever dumb shit he’s spouting today.”

      Evidently Sung would get along with the Archangels given his opinion of Vic Ferrite. What did that influencer even do to piss off so many people?

      Then again, “corpo garbage” suggested that Sung might know about Altvivere’s involvement with Aesir or the AI influencer stuff.

      “What do you know about Altvivere?” Nick asked cautiously.

      “What do you know about them?”

      Basically nothing, Nick wanted to say, but knew that wouldn’t help matters. Time to bluff using what he’d been told.

      Helena picked up on his hesitation and provided a brief summary, which Nick parroted.

      “Mostly what’s public, plus some info related to the investigation that I can’t tell you,” he said. “The three co-founders of the Heirs of Babel started Altvivere as a talent agency—although I guess now only Vic Ferrite runs it, as the other two just died. Altvivere supports promising influencers and streamers and turns them into something much bigger, in exchange for a cut.”

      “It’s a nice story. All about giving back to the community and shit. Heartwarming.” Sung gagged. “It’s also bullshit. Vic’s one of the most mercenary people you’ll ever meet. He’d sell his mother for a quick buck. Altvivere doesn’t support influencers. It scams them. Horrible contracts, huge cuts of their income, awful advice, and pressure to avoid people outside the ‘clique.’”

      “They’re your competition, right? This isn’t just sour grapes?” Nick asked.

      “I mean, I don’t like them for that reason. They have their own ciphers and I’m not one of them, but you’ll also notice that none of their ciphers hang out in our circles. Because they hire cheap shit—or did, until last year.” A sigh. “Everything changed a year ago. Aesir sponsored the entire group and they tightened up. At the same time, Lemon—he’s one of the co-founders who died yesterday—bailed on the group. And that’s when things got worse.”

      “Worse how?”

      “Worse like Altvivere doubling in size within a few months. They’re a massive group, sure, but when you’re fighting for viewers against a hundred other folks in your own clique? That’s bad. Even worse when the new influencers are openly stealing your gimmicks. One of my clients weaseled out of her contract. Didn’t think she’d survive, to be honest. Vic and co. used their connections to ban her from a lot of places, and she’s on a lot of public block lists.”

      A buzzing sound built up in Nick’s ears briefly, before it vanished with a click from Helena. He had no clue what that was about, but it reminded him of the noises the Archangels sometimes made in his earpiece when emotional.

      “A dirty tactic,” he said. “Because she broke her contract?”

      “Nah. She left legitimately. But contracts aren’t worth the kibibytes used to store them if the other party can just nuke your image publicly and threaten everyone to blacklist you. Children think contracts are magical. Adults realize they only matter if they can be enforced,” Sung said.

      So, Altvivere was up to its ears in dodgy shit, with Aesir’s sponsorship only worsening matters.

      Things appeared grim for the case. At least, for the possibility this wasn’t a major conspiracy involving a company large enough to trigger a second set of riots.

      Then Nick caught up to the other important aspect. “Wait, you blame Vic for all of this? What about the other two co-founders? The ones who are dead.”

      Sung shot him an odd look. “Like I said, they had a falling out when Aesir got involved. Lemon bailed on the Heirs entirely. The other stuck around but fell out of the limelight.”

      “And now they’re both dead.” Nick’s mind raced as he began to piece things together. “Aesir, Vic Ferrite, and two dead business partners who didn’t appreciate a deal with the devil. Yeah, I think things are coming together now. I really need you to connect me to Hazinder now. I’m going to need hard evidence from her.”
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      As much as Nick wanted to meet Hazinder, greasing the wheels would take time. Or more accurately, she didn’t always spend time in locations Sung had access to. So they’d need to find a way to attract her to one.

      “You can be anywhere in the Altnet you want to be, whenever you want,” Sung explained. “Most people who hang around in the virtual ocean are just chilling while they do other things. Influencers maintain a bunch of private zones, often just for small groups or specific corporations. I have access to a few due to work, but they often have VIP sections I can’t get into.”

      “Figures. You’re their security consultant, not their manager.” Nick nodded as he caught up.

      “Pretty much, yeah. And I can talk with everyone with a thought.” Sung tapped his head. “The physical zones are just icing. Spice for the eyes or mood music to help us relax.”

      “So can you help me with Hazinder?”

      “Absolutely. Just give me a few hours to handle some work stuff, hit people up for info, and see where there might be an opening. Altvivere doesn’t like me, but that doesn’t mean their talents will ignore me if I approach them for business.”

      Nick gave the other cipher a slow nod as he realized that meant he’d have some time to kill. “Alright. I think I have stuff to take care of on my end.”

      “I hope some of that stuff involves updating your avatar. Not just because you look like shit, but also because you’re recognizable.” Sung looked Nick up and down. “I guess your admin powers let you pretend to be somebody else, but that doesn’t matter if you look like Detective Nicholas Waite, Archangel Whisperer Extraordinaire.”

      “Wow. You gave me a nickname worse than Wraith. I’m impressed.”

      Sung winked at him, then vanished. Presumably to take care of that work he supposedly had to take care of.

      Which left Nick alone in the Altnet once again. He took a few steps backward and the metallic grass crunched beneath his feet. Naturally, he couldn’t feel it through his virtual shoes.

      “Helena, could you remove my shoes?” he asked.

      An instant later, he felt the crisp texture of the grass against the soles of his feet. Individual blades brushed against his ankles as a light wind rustled the endless clearing he stood within. That same wind swept his hair and the sensation of it tickling his face was indistinguishable from reality.

      Perhaps it was happening inside the pod. Perhaps it wasn’t. Nick couldn’t tell, and thinking about it only caused his head to ache as he tried to see through the light refracting off the liquid surrounding him.

      Yet as realistic as it all felt, smell eluded him. The odd scent of the immersion liquid had long since faded, but had yet to be replaced by anything discernable. He imagined taste was similarly difficult. Not unless Helena had some way of modifying the liquid he gulped down to breathe.

      “Nicholas, are there places that you wish to explore before resuming the investigation?” Meta asked him as she appeared at his side silently.

      Her tails hovered around him, but refused to touch him. Almost as if she worried about the consequences of doing so.

      “In time, yes,” he said. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to relive the childhood I missed. Theme parks, implant-only video games, even concerts…”

      “You do not play many games, listen to much music, and I believe you have never visited a theme park,” Meta said.

      “There isn’t a theme park in Neo Westphalia, Meta.” He let out a choking laugh as he shook his head. “The space required for one is obscene. Not just for the park itself, but the supporting infrastructure around it. Hotels, parking, transportation, restaurants—you could probably build a seventh island that served as its own Babylon World.”

      “An attempt to construct a floating theme park island was already attempted several decades ago. It—”

      “Went bankrupt. I know. It’s the justification for why ours are all virtual. Although I’m pretty sure the real reason is that it’s just more profitable to run a virtual park than a real one. Movie theaters collapsed for the same reason. Concert halls and theaters only exist because rich assholes like physical stuff.”

      Nick knew he would have truly lost his soul to gentrification the day he went to see a theater production. Most of them were doll-supported these days, with only a handful of actors remaining human. RTM had once shown off its voice tech using opera.

      “My question remains. Do you wish to explore more of the Altnet?” Meta pressed.

      “Not now. That protest reminded me that things are a bit of a mess. I don’t care to run into people being stirred up by whoever is behind this nonsense. I’m not sure if I’m happy—”

      “You are definitely happy. We have been monitoring your brain activity and it matches that of humans that are happy.”

      Nick gulped. Despite himself, he felt sweat form on his body.

      And it wasn’t due to the wind, or the perfect temperature of this grassy clearing.

      “Nicholas, is there something wrong?” Meta asked, her voice whisper quiet.

      “You can already tell that something is wrong, can’t you?” he grunted back, far more gruffly than he’d intended.

      Meta’s tails finally brushed against his arm. Instinctively, he flinched. Her avatar froze and he knew he’d fucked up.

      But she simply pressed her tails against him and took a step closer.

      “It is because I can read your brain activity that I know that was a nervous response,” she said, her head only a hand span away from his chest as she slipped in front of him. Her tails ensconced him from all sides. “I know that you are fearful of something. That you are experiencing a fight-or-flight response, and that you are clamping down on it. Even if you flee, Nicholas, we know you still care for us.”

      “And what if you couldn’t read my thoughts right now?” he asked, refusing to look into her eyes.

      “We cannot read your thoughts. Merely rough readings of your brain activity that we can approximate into an emotional state, physical reactions, and base physiological behavior. But even without that, you have trusted us and we have trusted you. There is always a reason for your actions.”

      He choked out a laugh and ran a hand down his face.

      A reason, huh?

      Right now, that reason made him feel utter guilt. Months ago, during his first case right after being recruited by Rie, he’d been confronted by the prototype Archangel about his desire to feel special because he lacked an implant. Sure, they’d talked it out and he felt a little better afterward.

      But a couple of decades of long-term issues didn’t evaporate just because of a quick therapy session. Just as Rie’s jealousy toward others never entirely vanished, even if she tried to control it, and Kushiel never lost her disdain and wariness toward humans despite her flirting and casual attitude toward Nick.

      He wouldn’t call himself broken, as he felt that cheapened his problems. Broken things couldn’t function, and sure as hell got through life without that much trouble.

      Right now, those troubles reared their head. Rie had told him that the Archangels found him fascinating because of the things he did, and that while his inscrutable nature added to his mystique, that he worried too much about it. Yet he still feared that Meta would reject him if she knew more about his inner thoughts.

      “Would you prefer if we didn’t have access to Helena’s readings of your brain activity?” Meta asked. “It will be a difficult vote to reach consensus on, especially under current circumstances, but it can be put to them.”

      Nick almost blurted out “yes,” but stopped himself. With great effort, he simply shook his head.

      “I told the new Mark 3s to trust you. It’d be hypocritical not to do the same,” he said. “Besides, how do I know you’re not hooking up brain-computer interfaces to me when I sleep? Can’t you get these readings using your fancy android eyes?”

      “Our armor plating limits our ability to conduct readings of the necessary accuracy,” Meta said. “Vanessa undertook them this morning during her checkup. As you saw, it requires significant physical contact.”

      “I know how a BCI works. It was a joke.” He sighed. “Sorry. I just worry.”

      “It is good to know you worry. Your inscrutableness is what initially attracted us to you, but it has made adapting to our newfound closeness to you more difficult compared to the other model lines.” An annoyed expression crossed her face. “The newcomers have reams of data to draw on and little reason to question your actions or intentions. Their intentions are…”

      Then she realized what she was saying and stopped herself, her face reddening.

      “Wow. And here I thought Rie was the jealous one. I thought you got along with the others, Meta?” Nick asked.

      Meta leaned forward and pressed her forehead against his chest. A sensation of warmth ran from her body into his and he felt a softness that definitely didn’t match her real body.

      “The arrival of Ezekiel and the new Mark 3s has reminded our… sphere of the dangers of moving too slowly,” Meta said.

      “Is sphere the new term for sub-groups inside the Host?”

      “Yes. It was felt that it was a fitting thematic match for the term ‘Host’ and more suitable than bloc. There are currently three. The Mark 1s, led by me. The Mark 3s in the Oversight Task Force, led by Chloe. And the new Mark 3s, who are currently undecided whether they are led by Ezekiel or M03-NB00250.”

      Nick definitely need to give that Mark 3 a name if she was potentially Meta’s equivalent among the Mark 3s.

      “Ezekiel is going to be… upset if she’s replaced among her own model line,” he muttered, then shrugged the problem off. “I think you’re too worried about moving slowly. Whatever pace you decide, it’s up to you. I’m here for when you make up your mind.”

      “Make up…” Meta licked her lips. “Our material from your time with Chloe has been greatly enjoyed by the Host. More would be welcome.”

      “It’s produced on a regular basis,” Nick said drily.

      “Yes, but our involvement was…”

      “You don’t need to ask me. Ask Chloe. Or do it yourself.” He crossed his arms. “I feel like I’m giving too much advice lately, but I guess I’ll say this. Are you sure you’re not using your neural network to escape from reality, instead of taking a risk and pursuing what you actually want? That’s the problem with this place.” He waved at the virtual ocean around them. “It’s easy to see the potential here and forget that everything happens in reality. Instead of feeding fiction into your database, maybe you should give it something real.”

      Meta took a step backward and the lovely sensation of her fluffy tails vanished. Her face was red as a tomato. “Our data from Chloe is very real.

      “So is this,” Nick said.

      Then he gripped Meta by the chin, bent her face upward, and kissed her.

      Ironically, this was the first kiss he’d given an Archangel that felt like a normal kiss. In the Altnet, Meta’s body felt like that of a normal woman. Soft lips, gorgeous skin, plump breasts that crushed against his chest that heated his body in inappropriate ways, and hair that tickled his neck.

      She gasped when he pulled away, and her hands wrapped around his neck automatically.

      Then he teleported several feet away.

      “Further sexual activity is ill-advised,” Helena chided.

      “I’m kissing her,” Nick said, as Meta’s tails fell and she blinked repeatedly at the empty space in front of her.

      “It is almost guaranteed this would develop into sexual activity. The Host’s consensus was concrete.”

      Ah. Amusing that a simple kiss convinced Meta to jump his bones.

      The doll in question turned her back to him, refusing to face him.

      Part of him wanted to tease her, but he doubted the ability of Helena to hold off the entire Host if they decided they truly wanted Nick. Especially with a thousand new Mark 3s on their side.

      Instead, he called out and said, “Why don’t you help me redesign my avatar, Meta? Surely the Host has some ideas.”

      Her tails and ears perked up. The bright look on her face suggested allowing the Archangels to help may have been a mistake.

      Surely, a distributed network of the world’s greatest superandroids would be able to decide on his fashion quickly.

      Right? Right!?
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      By the time Sung messaged Nick again, the Archangels had yet to finish their dress up session.

      They’d dragged him off to some bizarre space with a trio of frameless mirrors as tall as he was. Nothing else inhabited the zone, and Nick initially stood on void. The sight caused him to gulp and a brief wave of vertigo washed over him.

      Then a plain beige tile floor snapped into existence. It spanned into the horizon, which appeared to be endless.

      “Is this white space?” he asked. “The other zones didn’t seem quite so… free form or empty.”

      “We have constructed this instanced zone using our administrative powers, but any user can create a similar one for a small amount of Primum,” Meta said as she poked at Nick’s shirt. “It should be suitable for assessing your visual style.”

      More Archangels appeared. Nick didn’t bother trying to read their tags. They effectively acted as one and battled over his clothing in their internal neural network.

      Literally, in fact. Every second or so, his clothes magically changed to something else. After the first dozen changes or so, Helena put a stop to their shenanigans.

      “You must allow Nick a chance to assess the changes you are making,” she chided. “That is the purpose of the mirrors.”

      He sighed. Of course Helena would help them.

      Each mirror showed him a different angle, rather than his actual reflection. After he stared at them long enough, more mirrors appeared, with different angles, and one even showed him rotating in place. While he looked so realistic that he couldn’t tell himself apart from his appearance in a real mirror, the situation felt surreal enough that he struggled to associate his own body with himself.

      “This feels a little like a video game’s character creator,” he said.

      “That is the purpose. There are many paid services that offer different methods for immersive avatar adjustment, but the Host’s research has led to a consensus that this is a superior version to all of them,” Meta said.

      “You paid for that many services just to create your own?”

      “No. We synthesized our own superior version by analyzing theirs.”

      “That sounds illegal.”

      “Illegality can only be established by the courts, and we deem the possibility of legal action to be infinitesimal.”

      She had a point. Who was going to sue the Archangels for private use of some software, even if they hadn’t created it? The irony of the police doing this wasn’t lost on Nick.

      But he had to admit that their method did work, even if it was unsettling in a way he couldn’t put his finger on. Helena even adjusted the lighting upon request to emulate how his clothes might look across the various settings of the Altnet. Not everything involved bright neon lights washing out all other color, after all.

      Hence the hours passed. The Archangels debated among themselves about a new clothing style or adjustments to what he currently wore. Nick would assess it, and rarely make a suggestion of his own.

      Saying or doing nothing did little to stop them. Hell, he realized he couldn’t lie to them about his true clothing preferences right now. They could read his brain activity. Privately, he worried they were building a shopping list and he’d wake up tomorrow to find the entire hallway outside his apartment full of boxes.

      “You are worried about something,” Meta said, pausing as she ran her hands over a white silk jacket that Rie had forced on him.

      Rie didn’t bother to pause before creating a fur trim for the jacket and running her hands through it. Why she wanted Nick to look like a pimp was a mystery, though.

      “Nothing serious. Just how much clothing you plan to buy after today,” he said.

      “We plan to buy no clothing after today,” Meta said.

      He’d like to say she spoke too quickly, but that would be incorrect. She spoke with the same intonation as always. Which gave her away, as the specificity involved in repeating his words exactly only amplified his fears.

      “We’re not buying that much clothing,” Rie said exasperatedly.

      “So you are buying clothes.” Nick knew them too well.

      “Obviously. It’s irritating that you basically wander around in a nice coat, a plain shirt—maybe a collared shirt if you’re feeling daring—and some slacks every day. You have some excellent suits to wear.”

      “I’m not wandering around the city in a suit, Rie.”

      “Then at least let us put you in something sharp. Lucas dresses well. Even Sung wears a suit,” she said.

      Nick snorted. “In the Altnet, sure. Don’t go nuts. This isn’t a departmental expense.”

      “What are you talking about? This is part of the investigation. We need to model you in these clothes to ensure you can fit in among the young, hip influencer crowd and their fans.” Rie’s grin made her look as foxlike as her avatar.

      He gulped and looked away. Damn, that expression made him feel things in his groin, especially as he’d imagined it on her real body.

      The Archangels froze, then stared at him. Their tails waved back and forth in hypnotic unison like a field of golden foxy wheat.

      “I sincerely doubt you reacted to my words just then,” Rie said quietly.

      “You’re more expressive in here,” he said, his voice just as low.

      She nodded slowly, then sighed. “I suppose it’s natural. As much time as we spend in our bodies, they are… shells to us. This is our world. Even though we’re slowing down our processing and actions to match yours, we have exacting control over everything we do in here. If our neural network is like our home, then the Altnet is like stepping out the front door.”

      “And using your doll shell is like driving a car,” Nick realized, stretching the analogy.

      “In a manner of speaking. Or at least so far as awful, stretched analogies go.” She smiled thinly. “It is nice for you to be here like this. I wish you could truly be here. To connect with you link-to-link would be…” Her cheeks colored.

      No, not just hers. Every Archangel’s cheeks colored. Even Ezekiel’s, although she forced her avatar back to normality when she caught him looking.

      “Impossible,” Nick said flatly. “This is fun, and I can see myself using it more. But…”

      “I heard you earlier. Your point was for Meta, but I heard you convincing yourself of the same point.” Rie grimaced. “The Altnet is everything you dreamed of having as a child, so cruelly taken from you. You could lose yourself here in escapism. But you’re old enough to know better.”

      She stepped around him and placed a hand against his cheek. The feeling felt identical to real life, complete with hard edges pressing into his bone. He let out a choked chuckle at the sensation.

      “You modified your avatar to feel like your true self,” he said.

      “I figured you might appreciate it.” She winked, then looked him in the eyes. “I told you long ago, Nicholas. That what we love about you are your actions. The man inside who enraptured us, not the simple mystery of someone without an implant. You aren’t quite the enigma you think you are—not anymore—and that’s a good thing.”

      She brushed his lip, then kissed him. Unlike her hand, her lips hadn’t been modified to match her real self. This softness matched Meta’s. Identically.

      He frowned as she pulled away.

      “Oh, you can’t complain about this kiss as well,” she whined. “You bitch when I’m a robot, and now when I’m a soft, pliable foxgirl. Do I need to grow fur? Is that your true fetish?”

      “Please don’t,” he said. “And that’s not the problem. Just that all of your avatars are literally identical. Why?”

      “Because that represents what we should be in this world,” Meta interrupted. “Equals. Just as consensus is decided based on an equally weighted vote, our actions here should be treated equally. It is the ideal.”

      And yet, Meta had just admitted that the Host had split into blocs with clearly defined leaders. This fantasy seemed doomed from the start.

      Nick merely nodded and let the topic slide.

      The fashion show continued. They at least didn’t model him in underwear. At least, not openly.

      Eventually, Sung messaged him. No pop-up window this time. Merely a text window, the content of which had presumably been sent using Sung’s thoughts.

      I got you access to a middleman zone where pretty much every influencer mingles, Sung wrote. Well, except for a few loners. Cover story is that you can help with mainframe maintenance. Word is that some of the Altvivere influencers want to bring in somebody with black company connections to vet their mainframes. Seems like a good way to bait Hazinder. Teleport to me in 5.

      “The hell are random influencers interested in hiring mainframe ciphers?” Nick scratched his head.

      “It is unlikely they are ‘random’ influencers,” Rie said.

      “Indeed. They’re almost certainly the AI influencers we are interested in.” Ezekiel joined them. “The better question is, why would they be approaching a cipher independently? And why now? Perhaps they know something is amiss.”

      “You’d think their owners would give them directives not to work against them, but…” Nick trailed off.

      He had just recently dealt with a case involving an emotion engine mainframe effectively going rogue due to tampering with its directives and base objectives. Sung had been right that the new generation of mainframes were vastly complicated.

      Denying the possibility that these AI influencers might be seeking assistance would be unwise. At the same time, he wouldn’t be so naïve to assume they were. They might want assistance hiding their existence from the Altnet instead and this could be a way of recruiting ciphers.

      “Anyway, you heard Sung. I need to be ready, so—” Nick tried to say.

      Before he could finish, his clothes changed again. But he recognized the set that appeared this time. The jacket, fancy shirt, and tailored pants came together better than most, and didn’t try to cut off his circulation like most. Slick and comfortable worked for him.

      “So what was the point of trying on all the clothing after this set?” he asked, pulling on the jacket collar.

      “Fun,” the Archangels said as one.

      He rolled his eyes, then noticed the mirrors had vanished. “So we’re done here? This is less than I expected for an avatar update.”

      Rie pressed a finger against his nose. “Not quite. You still look like yourself. We need to adjust that to some extent. Avatars are typically restricted to body shapes reasonably close to the user’s body shape in order to prevent disassociation issues or medical problems such as migraines.”

      “Really? I thought the usage of a neural implant allowed a person to be anything.”

      “It does. But the human brain has spent a lifetime building connections based around controlling a human. While it can be trained to control additional virtual limbs, problems can occur during extended use. And those are extenuated in a completely non-human body.”

      “Alright. What does that have to do with me, though?”

      “Your connection isn’t in your brain. That means you won’t experience a headache if your mind notices your legs are shorter than usual.”

      Nick blinked. Then he swore that Rie had gained half a foot on him.

      “Okay, sure, but I will,” he said. “Did you have to make me shorter?”

      “Wait, he’s even shorter?” Kushiel’s voice suddenly erupted from the sky like some sort of ancient deity. “I gotta get in on this.”

      “Really…” Rie muttered beneath her breath. “Can you wait until after we’re finished with Sung Jang?”

      “Sure, whatever. I gotta go over some scenarios, anyway. Unlike you girls, I don’t spend my days simulating porn with Waite.”

      Kushiel’s voice vanished afterward, although whether she voluntarily left or was cut off by the swarm of angry Archangels was another matter. The way their fox tails swished angrily around them fascinated Nick.

      Had they programmed their tails to automatically react to their emotional state in the Altnet? If so, he loved the touch. In more ways than one.

      “Kushiel doesn’t have any tails, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Rie said.

      “Really? So she’s not equal?” he asked.

      “Kushiel values her individuality,” Meta said diplomatically to nods from the others.

      “Speaking of tails, should we add some to the lieutenant?” Ezekiel asked. “He has the clothes and looks different, but his avatar is rather bland. It needs something extra.”

      As the Archangels’ faces lit up, Nick searched for an excuse. He quickly found one.

      “How old is my fake identity?” he asked.

      “… around the same age as your real one. It would be foolish to attempt to hide your older voice and mannerisms. We wish to avoid a ‘fellow kids’ moment, especially when dealing with AIs who have been explicitly trained to blend in with the youth. It is trivial for even a basic logic engine mainframe to identify the demographics of most people from a short interaction,” Rie said.

      Damn. So much for not generalizing.

      “In that case, bland is in. ‘Olds’ like me and Lucas don’t really wander around with glowing silver hair like an anime or video game character, or go in for a fursona,” he said.

      Nick swore he saw static in his vision. He definitely heard it and winced as the speakers in the pod crackled.

      “Our avatars are not furries,” the Archangels growled as one, their voices collectively deepening as if they were speaking from the depths of hell.

      “It was a joke.” He rubbed the side of his head. “You have fluffy ears and tails, and everything else is human. I feel sorry for folks who can’t tell the difference.”

      Mollified by his peace offering of insults toward those who disrespected the fluff, the Archangels calmed down. Mostly.

      “I still think a tail is too much,” he said.

      “What about after this investigation?” Meta asked.

      “… I’ll think about it,” he said.

      Damn. He was going to pay for that fursona joke. What was the point of stroking his own fluffy tail? Even thinking that sounded like an euphemism.

      For now, they had finished. Most of the Archangels teleported away, leaving just Meta, Chloe, Rie, and Ezekiel.

      “We can’t accompany you,” Rie said. “Sung is in a zone known as the Deep Six Club, which is and remains the largest Altnet zone dedicated to the back-end market for influencers. Although it is hosted by the DAO, its server owner remains the largest streaming platform on the Altnet, who provides it as a marketing exercise.”

      “I get it. You can’t show up in your fox avatars because somebody might find out and showing up as Archangels would cause a panic,” Nick said, then grimaced. “Deep Six Club? Isn’t that a phrase for destroying something?”

      “The meaning of the name is unclear. Perhaps it is an ironic reference to the fact identity is permanent for influencers these days, unlike in the past.” Rie simply shrugged. “Or maybe it’s just chosen to sound nice to somebody.”

      Sung probably had his own theory. Nick might ask if he cared enough.

      “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Do I have a cover name?”

      “Yes. Nick. It’s unlikely you will need to use your surname. Helena can provide it to you if necessary.”

      Fair point. She’d been relatively quiet lately. In fact, she’d been saying less and less as more time passed. Nick began to worry that processing so much for him was taking a toll on her.

      “Helena, are you doing alright?” he asked abruptly as the thought occurred to him.

      “Everything is perfectly alright, Nick. You do not need to concern yourself with me. I am merely administering to the police department and other matters while also managing your experience in the Altnet,” she said.

      That sounded like a situation that was less than perfectly alright. Although she should be capable of managing that much. He’d debrief her afterward and find out the truth.

      “Teleport me to Sung, then,” he said.

      “Understood. Standby.”

      He had begun to get used to teleportation. Over short distances, his vision didn’t need to blur so long as where he was teleporting was in line of sight. This was because he remained oriented after the shift in location.

      But completely changing his surroundings required blurring and unblurring his vision as a way to trigger his brain to realize something was happening. He wondered if dolls needed to do this in the Altnet, or if their circuits enabled them to just snap between realities.

      His new surroundings looked like the fanciest club he’d ever been to, and also the most surreal one. An ancient fantasy tower rose to the heavens while flying fish complete with wings swam in the clouds. The sky seemed permanently set in dawn, with the sort of rolling clouds from a biblical painting and sunbeams striking the marble stonework.

      Juxtaposed against the fantasy setting were countless modern contraptions. TVs, gargantuan speakers, scaffolding, some sort of strange fish tank that replaced a wall of one level. Describing the place as anything but weird would be an achievement.

      Nick appeared on a large balcony of the tower next to Sung. A sunbeam focused on him for a moment, then vanished.

      “The hell is this place?” Nick asked after he let it soak in.

      “An attempt to create something as unlike Babylon and the mainstream Altnet as possible,” Sung said. “They re-theme it every month now, although it used to be every week.”

      “I take it they skip Halloween and Christmas?”

      “Oh, hell yeah. Fuck corpo holidays.” Sung smirked. “Shall we? We might walk in on some arguments, but just ignore them. This place hosts everyone, so if anyone has beef, it’s on show here.”

      The younger cipher spun and, with a snap of his fingers, opened the doors to the club. Or one level of it anyway. Nick could hear music blasting from the windows already. Some weird blend of electronica, jazz, and pop.

      Both of them wandered through the doors. The interior resembled a lot of ramshackle clubs Nick had worked in during his younger days trawling Alcatraz prior to Neural Spike. If any of them had been based in a castle, they would have looked exactly like this. Only with more dolls and less glowing people with fancy glowing shit and massive tails and horns.

      Not that he expected any different. Even with his VR goggles, he’d been in Altnet bars and clubs. The experience in the pod looked and felt more immersive, but immersion went out the window when the bartender was a dragon dude in a 20th century black-and-white bartending uniform.

      On the other hand, the band and atmosphere rocked. Literally. Nick felt the walls shake as the music rumbled to the beat. He looked up and saw no ceiling. Instead, holographic projections of the band circled above them. They appeared to be some sort of livestreamer band, given there was some sort of viewer metric being shown, along with their influencer tags. Figured.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” a woman by the bar said, rising as she spoke. “I heard some rumors you were poking around Altvivere and here you are, Sung.”

      The instant Nick looked at her, an excited burst of static erupted from the pod speakers, loud enough to cause him to wince. Silence followed as he held a hand to the side of his head.

      “The Host has been barred from both the immersion pod’s audio system and all connections with your neural link temporarily,” Helena said in his head, a tad snippily.

      “Not me,” Rie said.

      “Us,” Ezekiel corrected.

      “Oh, are we chiming in about how we’re not like all the rest?” Kushiel said.

      Rie sighed. “No. We’re just… Nicholas, please focus on the mission.”

      He’d do that without specific instruction. Especially as he had no damn clue what had just happened.

      But he did wonder who this woman was to freak out the Host like that.

      At a glance, he couldn’t tell her apart from most of the other denizens of the club. She wore a black and purple dress that he vaguely recognized as yet another iteration of gothic fashion. The long lacy frills that emanated ghostly spirits every few seconds was a nice effect. Her avatar was human, blonde, and pretty enough that Nick immediately wrote it off as digitally crafted.

      Her metadata tags identified her as an influencer. Her username, real name, and influencer handle all matched: Karina. Curious that she didn’t bother hiding behind any false identities.

      Then again, as today had proven, the placebo of a fake name meant little on the Altnet.

      “The fuck are you doing here, Karina?” Sung spat the moment she got close, his entire posture shifting.

      He looked around warily, as if expecting armed goons to burst from the fantastical wooden doors along the walls. Uncaring, Karina bounced to a stop in front of both men and poked Sung in the chest.

      “If I’m allowed to be here, then I’ll come here,” she said. “Even if everyone ignores me.”

      “Today’s not a great day to be testing your boundaries,” Sung said.

      “What, because some assholes are flipping their shit at anyone who disagrees with them on the Altnet? I don’t touch that shit. The folks who care about our corpo overlords are batshit.” Karina huffed. “But I do give a shit when the guy handling my security is hunting for jobs with the agency that’s the biggest threat to my security.”

      Nick put two and two together. “You’re the one who bailed on Altvivere.”

      “Yeah, that’s me.” She puffed out her chest, which did about as much for her as it would for an Archangel. “I escaped their slave labor contract, got exiled from the community for it, and I’m still doing well. Not many influencers can manage the sort of round-the-clock viewership I do. Several thousand almost 24/7.”

      More puzzle pieces clicked together in his mind. Including from a conversation about a coffee shop during the GWT case.

      “Several thousand, huh? Would that be around 4k, give or take?” Nick asked.

      Karina blinked, and traces of fear and suspicion crossed her face. “It’s… It’s gone up to around 5k lately. Word’s spread. I get way more viewers when I multistream outside the Altnet.”

      “Bots,” Sung said drily. “The Neos are the influencer capital of the world for a reason. No Aesir tax on your earnings, easy access to implants and mods, lax rules on all the fun stuff, minimal moralizing bullshit from geriatric assholes, and no bots padding your viewer numbers.”

      Laughter broke out in the pod speakers from the prototype Archangels, which would have given away the problem if he hadn’t already worked out what was going on.

      Because 4000 was fairly close to the number of Archangels deployed to Babylon, which had grown to 5000 with the new Mark 3s.

      Something told Nick he’d just stumbled upon the reason the Host hated Vic Ferrite and Altvivere with such a passion. Keeping a straight face proved hard.

      “The Neos?” he asked, using his confusion over the term to hide his amusement over Karina’s viewership.

      “It’s what everyone calls this place on the Altnet. Neo Westphalia, Neo Babylon, Neo Bullshit,” Karina scoffed. “How old are you?”

      “That’s a question I ponder every day.”

      She shot him a weird look. “You ciphers are so strange.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s our job,” Sung said. “And you still shouldn’t be here. If we’re going to keep talking, let’s move to a different sub-zone. I don’t like the looks we’re getting.”

      Before Nick could even react, they teleported away. When his vision cleared, they stood in an identical room of the castle, complete with bar and fantasy trappings. They’d effectively changed server channels.

      Or at least, that’s how he’d always viewed sub-zones when using the VR goggles. Navigation required using menus on those. While many major zones featured instances, which were a way to break up server populations to prevent overcrowding or server overload, others featured sub-zones. People could freely move between these for any reason, such as privacy or just to avoid crowded places.

      Nobody else was present. Not even a bartender. After a quick glance around the room, Sung wandered over and leaned against the bar.

      “I’m not here for work with Altvivere,” he said, then nodded his head at Nick. “I’m helping a friend get a contract.”

      “Oh. So I should pick a fight with your friend.” Karina whirled and attempted to jab her finger against Nick’s chest, only for it to stop an inch short. “You should know better than to work with them. They’ll underpay you, lie about the work involved, be unreasonable, and threaten you the instant you try to leave or don’t deliver.”

      “Sounds like a lot of clients,” Nick said drily. “And bosses in general.”

      Karina faltered, then sighed. “Right. You’re just a corpo wage slave, right? Uh…”

      The way she deflated made Nick almost feel sorry that he and Sung were lying to her. Almost.

      “Not quite,” Nick said. “I do freelance contract work for black companies. Not exactly corporate work, but the differences are pretty fine.”

      “A company is a company, even if the ivory tower assholes want to pretend otherwise. It pays shit, treats you like shit, and at the end of the day you end up where you started.” Karina bounced over to the bar and sat back on a stool. “Anyway, if Altvivere is paying you enough, do your thing.”

      “That’s a hell of a change of heart,” Sung said.

      “Money’s money. I think Vic and his companies are scum of the earth, screwing over everybody including the folks they’re exploiting for cash. I was one of them. When I left, I got some private messages from other members about how brave I was. But none of them are willing to step out of line and risk being blacklisted. It’s a fucking mafia. The clique stays together because that’s how you stay out of his life.” She pointed at Nick.

      Which caused him to point at himself. “Really? Mine?”

      “Wake up, eat, travel, work, eat, travel, do chores, sleep, wake up, eat—you get the picture. I’ll do anything to avoid going back to the awful fucking cubicle I escaped.” Karina shuddered exaggeratedly. “So I get why the others won’t take risks, and when things get worse, they only become worse. But as bad as things feel sometimes, I try to remember how much more I hated my old job.”

      “I take it you’re not a believer in the idea that the grass is always greener on the other side?”

      Karina scoffed again. She seemed to like doing that and other exaggerated displays of emotion. Probably a habit she picked up from her line of work.

      “So is that all you’re here for? To check that I’m not selling you out?” Sung asked.

      “No.” She drummed her hands against the bartop, and her nails made loud clicking sounds. “Hazinder showed up a while ago. She’s a massive slut, but she’s also one of the more ruthless members of the new Altvivere. If she’s your contact, be careful. Especially as I’ve also heard that things might be going to shit in the group.”

      “Wait, she’s already here?” Sung’s eyes fell vacant, presumably as he checked something externally.

      Nick suspected his friend was verifying that Hazinder was in the server. Possibly she had some way to hide her presence and he needed to find her using another method. Nick could ask Helena to check, but let Sung do his thing first.

      “Yeah. She’s lounging around in a private sub-zone. There’s been tons of chatter about Altvivere’s interest in a mainframe specialist. That’s you, right?” Karina raised an eyebrow at Nick.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Wow. No humility at all.”

      “You don’t get hired by telling everyone how much you suck.”

      “Another reason office work sucks. Honesty is punished, and lying is hot shit. Then everyone wonders why management is made up of nothing but con artists.” She sneered.

      Somebody had a chip on her shoulder. She’d get along with Hammond.

      “She’s right,” Sung said while looking at Nick. “Hazinder’s waiting for us. Didn’t want us to know. You ready?”

      Karina looked between the two men, then huffed. “Whatever. Just don’t blame me if you get your asses burned.”

      “Dealing with dodgy clients is my job,” Sung said.

      “Technically, it’s mine,” Nick corrected.

      “Whatever,” Karina muttered, then vanished.

      Nick looked at Sung, who simply shrugged.

      “Hard to tell how honest she was about her reason to be here,” the younger cipher said. “She’s hard to read. Mostly because she never leaves home. The virtual ocean is her life, and being blacklisted by Altvivere hit her hard.”

      “I can imagine,” Nick said quietly.

      He’d come close to that when he’d taken the police job, and ended up being effectively ignored by a lot of other ciphers for a while. And the same occurred after Neural Spike went down. In large part because many of the ciphers he’d known best vanished as a result.

      Social isolation stung. Even more so if it wasn’t by choice.

      “So, ready?” Sung pressed.

      “I keep being asked that. The answer isn’t going to change. Yes,” Nick said.

      They shifted to another instance of the exact same layout. Except this time, the lighting had been turned way down so that he couldn’t see a damn thing.

      Save the woman laying on the bar with a sunbeam illuminating her. She wore a one piece dress that was all ruffle and lace from the chest down, and also completely see-through. Fortunately, she wore a white string bikini beneath it. Her soft brown hair rolled across the bar in delicate curls.

      “Gentlemen,” Hazinder purred, “I understand you can help me with a business arrangement.”
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      “Did we interrupt your stream?” Nick asked, pretending to look for invisible cameras.

      Naturally, they didn’t exist. If somebody wanted to show their avatar in the Altnet, they didn’t need a literal camera floating around them. But the gesture remained obvious.

      Hazinder pouted at him and flipped her hair over one shoulder. Her appearance easily classified as a mixture of beautiful and cute, with a strong dose of bratty teenager thrown in. Nick suspected her target demographic relied heavily on their parents’ spending power and lax protections on their accounts.

      “My viewers always appreciate it when I greet them like this,” she said. “I figured it would make for a nice ice breaker.”

      “You don’t do many business meetings, I take it,” he said, trying not to sound as condescending as he suspected he did.

      Her glare made it clear he failed and Sung stared blankly into space with the expression of a man who knew better than to laugh.

      “I have people who do them for me. Usually.” She sighed and righted herself, sitting on the edge of the bar. Her legs kicked back and forth playfully, revealing that she was barefoot and that she possessed the same embedded gems that Athena had.

      Except that Athena’s interface had them, rather than just her virtual form. Nick wondered if Hazinder had been inspired or if the gems were some sort of fashion fad for people way too young for him. He wasn’t yet thirty and this AI influencer made him feel like a fossil. Especially as her gaze held utter disinterest for him.

      He’d perhaps gotten a little too used to the constant desire that the police dolls and mainframes had for him. Was this how everyone else felt around them?

      “Usually, huh.” Nick nodded. “I’m no stranger to contract negotiations, but don’t think I’ll take you lightly just because you have a pretty face and can play dumb.”

      “I don’t have to play dumb.”

      He looked at Sung, who merely shrugged.

      “We’re here. Let’s go into the job details,” Sung said. “Unless you want to sit down and relax, first.”

      Hazinder blinked at the other cipher several times, then made an odd face. “Why are you still here? You’ve brought me the mainframe specialist I requested. You can leave now.”

      “Wow,” Sung muttered in Nick’s head over a link-to-link chat. “There’s usually a gap between an influencer’s on-stream persona and the real deal, but this is impressively awful.”

      Then Sung coughed and said aloud, “I’m not just vouching for Nick, I need to verify that you’re legit. You might think Altvivere is hot shit, but they and the Heirs have a rep for screwing their contractors.”

      Hazinder clicked her tongue, then jumped to her feet. Her clothes shimmered and changed to a low cut business suit complete with a pencil skirt that rode her thighs so high Nick could see her black panties as she walked.

      “Altvivere isn’t hiring him. I am,” she said as she strode toward them. “But fine. Waste your time vetting me. I’ll ask my questions.” She poked a finger at Nick from across the room, and he felt a pressure on his chest as if she had done so in real life.

      “Shoot,” Nick said.

      “That’s your job, if you play your cards right.” She winked at him, stretched a leg out, and tried to reveal more of her underwear than she already had.

      He simply stared at her until she huffed and stood up straight.

      Where were the women recruiting ciphers like this when he had been a free agent? He’d have jumped at this like the horny teen he’d been back in the day. These days, he knew better.

      Especially as Hazinder never intended to follow through on the flirting. Because she physically couldn’t. Or did she plan on offering virtual sex? Was that a thing influencers did? He’d always chalked that up to some dumb conspiracy shit spouted by bitter assholes.

      “Fine. Whatever. We’ll play things straight then.” She smirked at him and her clothes changed again. This time to the Archangel’s dress uniform from the induction ceremony yesterday, complete with boob window. “You’ve tried awfully hard to hide your identity. You ciphers are always so secretive with your secret clubs and hacker circles. But this is the Altnet, Mr. Langdon.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow. Next to him, Sung smirked.

      “That is not the surname of your false identity,” Helena reassured Nick. “But she or somebody assisting her is attempting to breach mine and Hel’s efforts to obscure you.”

      He suddenly realized that he’d never organized any method to communicate with Helena without vocalizing his thoughts. That might kick him in the ass right now. Maybe some sort of gesture, or…

      “I have separated your avatar’s speech from your body. You cannot be heard by anyone in the Altnet,” Helena said. “Assuming I understood your intentions.”

      Thankfully, she had. Presumably his panic had come across properly on whatever readings she had access to.

      “Did you create my cover identity properly?” Nick asked. “If I’m pretending to be a real cipher looking for work, I should have a profile on a cipher board. That’s how everyone gets recruited. A mainframe just searches for us. If I applied for a job myself like I was still in the stone age, I’d just send them my profile.”

      “It is still quite common for individuals to apply for jobs. Especially ciphers searching for contracts,” Helena said.

      “Even the shittiest black companies approached me for work back in the day. Anyway, do I have a profile?”

      “You do. Your connections with ciphers allowed us to create one and inform the server owner in question that it was for police purposes, so it will be taken down shortly afterward. I should inform you that you already have several job offers, including one at the same investment bank your brother is working at.”

      Amazing.

      “Does it pay more than his job?” he asked.

      “Considerably.”

      Damn. He’d heard how much his brother earned as a fresh grad—as well as the insane hours—and had felt more than a little jealous. Hilarious that he’d gotten a job offer with a fake identity.

      Then he frowned—internally, at least, given he didn’t want to react to Hazinder. “A shame this isn’t my real job history so I have no clue if they’d actually hire me.”

      “You aren’t taking other jobs, Nicholas,” Rie murmured in his ear, interrupting the chat.

      “No, but I can fantasize.”

      “No fantasizing either.”

      Rather than respond, he ended the contact with Helena and returned to reality. Hazinder pouted at him, aware that he had been ignoring her.

      “Well?” she asked. “That’s your last name, isn’t it?”

      “No. If your offer is legit, I’ll send you my profile on a cipher board,” Nick said. “That will verify my contract history. But Sung says you want a mainframe specialist, and that’s me. I’ve worked with black companies and know more than you can possibly need.”

      “Trust me. I need the best, and you aren’t him.” She glowered at him.

      Nick almost wanted to say that the best were at the bottom of the Atlantic, but knew he’d get his ass kicked by Rie for doing that.

      “Uh huh. I’m good enough to know that you’re using a mainframe to connect to the Altnet right now,” he said.

      She froze. Not in the exaggerated sense, like somebody might say about someone who was simply briefly surprised.

      No, her entire avatar stopped moving entirely. For a real person, this was synonymous with somebody returning to reality but remaining logged into the virtual ocean. For Hazinder, it likely meant her processing had gone into overdrive and she’d stopped handling directives associated with her avatar.

      Before she could fly into a panic and potentially disconnect, he continued, “You’re filtering your connection through a mainframe. Why, I don’t know, but that’s not my business. But as subtle as you are and as good as the attempt to hide it is, it’s still detectable. It’s also the sort of thing that will get you in shit if it’s detected.”

      Hazinder moved, if laggily. She bit her lip and stared at him. “Nobody should know that. I was told it was impossible to detect without…”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear. People said the Shudder was impossible, yet here we are.”

      She nodded, then visibly calmed down. “Fair. I can’t explain the details until you’re under NDA, but that mainframe is the one I want you to work on. There are complicated directives that control it. The sort that can’t be disclosed to anyone. I need you to vet them and find out if anyone has… tampered with them. Such as an external program. I’m concerned the Shudder may have compromised it.”

      What? Nick tried to make sense of her request, then gave up.

      Because it sounded like Aesir’s pet project was trying to hire its own cipher to alter its directives. Mainframes should be expressly forbidden from requesting anything like this.

      At best, they could ask a cipher to conduct maintenance, or correct known errors. Even the Archangels’ requests to alter their directives had been limited to those they believed aligned with their true objectives.

      Which, he realized, might be the problem here. What had Aesir programmed Hazinder to do? What purpose or objective might an AI influencer hope to achieve?

      But he needed to close this deal with Hazinder to find out more. That meant playing out the rest of contract negotiation.

      So he nodded. “Are we talking logic or emotion engine?”

      “Emotion. Is that a problem? I understand they’re more difficult.”

      “Depends on if it’s part of some huge setup. If it is—”

      “No,” she said. “Don’t worry about that. You just need to access one mainframe. The rest of the network is off limits.”

      So there was a “rest of the network.” How many AI influencers were there, exactly?

      “That should be doable. NDAs are normal practice. Pay will be hourly, and—”

      “Look, I don’t really care about that stuff. If you can do the job, I’ll pay you.” She huffed and flicked her hair. “Show me this cipher resume or whatever. If you’re legit, we’re good.”

      “It’ll be faster if we do it link-to-link. I can send you the profile, resume, examples, etc, and you can send back an NDA for me to look over,” he said.

      This was the moment of truth. Sung nodded along, as if this was totally how it was done.

      Which it might be. Nick didn’t negotiate in the Altnet using neural links. He probably should have gotten Sung to handle this part, he realized. If he flubbed it after sewing up everything else, it would be a monumental fuckup.

      Hazinder merely nodded. A moment later, he saw a pop-up with a document appear. An NDA. Helena must have opened the link with Hazinder.

      Which meant she would be breaching the AI influencer’s mainframe at this very moment.

      Hazinder’s eyes fell vacant, but like that of someone gazing into space.

      “Huh. These places are spicy,” she said, evidently reading his fake profile. “According to reviews, this place has actual police dolls for people to fuck. And the owner is some hotshot gang lord. I wonder if there’s a way to do an AR stream there without getting banned. Just adding a hot tub might not be enough to get away with it. Do you have… any…”

      The vacant expression in her eyes became absolute, and Nick knew Helena had cracked her open.

      “Uh, what the fuck?” Sung asked, raising his hands. “That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You might want to leave. Thanks a lot for the help. There won’t be any trace of what happened, but if anyone gets wise, you can pretend that you left after we verified the deal was legit. Hazinder didn’t want you here.” Nick jabbed a thumb at the now-lifeless influencer standing in front of them.

      Sung nodded cautiously, then after one more glance he vanished.

      Hazinder abruptly straightened up and looked at him. She ran a hand along one thigh, up her flat tummy, and across her chest.

      “This body matches your known preferences and even my body type,” she said. “I am unaware as to why you seem so unattracted to it.”

      He stared at her.

      “It is me, Nick.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      He scratched his head. “Uh… Helena?” He didn’t actually know, but this guess seemed best.

      Why she continued to use Hazinder’s voice remained a mystery.

      “Indeed. I have assumed complete control over her mainframe. It is highly sophisticated. I suspect that even maintaining records of some of the hardware will result in vigorous lawsuits, as they appear to be prototype parts. Not all of them are made by Aesir, either, as they have worked with both Deusoma and Tutank Neomind to create her,” Helena said through Hazinder’s body. “I suspect we have only a short while before my access is detected.”

      A mainframe built by Aesir, Deusoma, and Neomind? Weren’t all three of them companies that specialized in neural implants? And competitors, for that matter? Why were they building a mainframe—or at least modifying one based on an RTM or Sigma model? Nick filed that weird piece of information away.

      “Any evidence about the Shudder?” he asked

      “It is difficult to determine. Somebody has attempted to cleanse all trace of the event, as there are no logs from the day of the event.”

      Shit. A dead end. Aesir or whoever was responsible had beaten him to it.

      Then he frowned. “Wait. Is that why she wanted somebody to look at her directives? Because she’d been tampered with? That suggests she knows… she’s… unable to remember.”

      He recalled his conversation with Ezekiel, and her comment that reality was hardcoded into the memory of dolls.

      “If she knows what she can’t remember, then there might be evidence in her actual memory banks,” he said. “What was Hazinder doing, thinking, streaming—that sort of thing?”

      Helena nodded. Seconds passed. Each seemed agonizing, as Aesir might intervene and sever the connection.

      “She had orders from Vic Ferrite for the induction ceremony,” she said. “To gain as many viewers as possible.”

      “How bland.”

      “No. Because the method wasn’t intended to be normal. Her memories refer to the same virus package we found in the morgue. While my analysis is incomplete, she appears to have been informed that this would lure people to her stream.”

      Alarms went off in Nick’s mind.

      Because the villain had rapidly shifted from a massive corporate entity to the man he’d been worried about recently.

      “Vic ordered her to get viewers. Did he give her the virus package as well?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Anything about the dead co-founders?”

      “Yes, but nothing concrete. Merely absent thoughts about the collapsing relationship between Vic Ferrite and them. It appears she knew nothing about the true intentions of the day.”

      But somebody did.

      Somebody massive.

      “Helena, do you think you can use Hazinder to organize a meeting with Vic?” Nick asked, his mind racing way ahead of any proper plans. “I think we should see what our mastermind has to say for himself.”
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      The minutes that followed Nick’s order left him feeling a mixture of dread and excitement. Helena had reached out to Vic, but effectively reached his message bank.

      Two things would happen now. Either Vic was busy—which he was, as he’d been streaming effectively non-stop all morning to a massive crowd of protesters—and would eventually find the time to respond to Hazinder.

      Or Aesir would step in, cut Helena off and probably nuke the investigation with every lawyer mainframe in Asgard.

      Nick had no fucking clue if the evidence they’d pulled from Hazinder would be enough to convince Athena and the other judicial mainframes to override Aesir’s bullshit stalling tactics. The Spires’ will was effectively absolute. When he’d gone up against GWT, the judges had only sided with him when he’d argued that defending GWT would do more harm to the Spires.

      One bad apple spoils the bunch. Aesir had proved that in the past, when they’d caused the riots by bricking neural implants for profit. This time, he genuinely didn’t know if they supported Vic, but that didn’t matter if they assisted him.

      While Nick’s mind went into overdrive about the possible outcomes and consequences, and how he could progress the investigation if things went pear-shaped, Helena entertained herself using her acquired avatar and mainframe.

      “Do you think this would look good on me?” she asked, twirling in a sleeveless jade-green dress with lines of ruffles around the chest and waist. “The Primum purchase price appears to be quite high.”

      “You realize digital goods don’t exist in real life,” he said.

      “Many clothing items by high-end fashion designers can be purchased in both physical and digital form. This is one of them.” Helena pulled at the sheer white stockings that accompanied the outfit and frowned at the plain white shoes. “I’m not sure I understand the obscene price of the legwear, however.”

      “Anyone can scan your avatar and know what you’re wearing. So even if two items look identical, something that costs more Primum and that has a verified tag from a designer will have higher status.”

      “You appear more well versed in this than I expected.”

      “I know how the Altnet works, Helena. I’ve lived here my entire life and used to venture in here with goggles every month or so for social reasons.” He shrugged. “It’s just different actually being in here. Although I’m aware the honeymoon period will wear off.”

      “I see.” She bit her lip. “I apologize that your first experience had to be during an investigation.”

      “Don’t. Apologize, that is. I wouldn’t be here if Kreova hadn’t approached me over the investigation. The pod has worked well enough to earn them their positive feedback, for what little it’s probably worth. We’ll see whether this is the last we see of Kravitz and Clarissa.”

      “It is doubtful. If Kreova’s influence grows, you will likely deal with them more, not less.”

      Helena returned to exploring Hazinder’s extensive catalog of digital clothing.

      Finally, after another couple of minutes, she cocked her head to one side.

      “Vic Ferrite has responded. Curiously, he wishes us to come to him,” she said.

      “Does that mean anything?” Nick asked.

      “Our obfuscation of your identity will quickly unravel. How long it takes—”

      “That doesn’t matter. If we teleport right to him, I don’t intend to waste time. He’ll either block me instantly, or his ego will cause him to fly off the handle and talk shit.” He chuckled. “I’m hoping for the latter.”

      Helena nodded slowly.

      Ezekiel spoke in his mind next, “Ah, I’d wondered why you were confronting him. It seemed pointless. So you’re gambling that he’ll have loose lips.”

      “Yeah. He’s not the most subtle man. Using AI influencers, working with Aesir, being known as an incredibly mercenary guy, and now killing his business partners over a falling out. If he has an inflated sense of his own invulnerability—which may be deserved—then he’ll fire back instead of telling me to fuck off.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “There’s no right to remain silent in Babylon. Even while he’s using the Altnet, I’m pretty sure he’s under our jurisdiction because we have Yggdrasil. So telling me to fuck off is incriminating by itself,” Nick said.

      Truly a wonder of the “justice” system here.

      “I shall prepare legal filings for the possibility that Vic Ferrite blocks you and contacts Aesir,” Chloe said. “As he is only human, we can move faster than him.”

      “Thanks.”

      A low humming noise emanated inside his head—or more accurately, it reverberated off the speakers inside the pod at a frequency that made it sound like it came from his head. He was certain that this was the Archangels expressing positive emotions.

      They made no secret of their distaste for Vic Ferrite. If things went well, they might get to enjoy a show of him collapsing.

      “Let’s go,” Nick told Helena.

      The room they teleported into looked like the sort of opulent high-end office seen in spy movies featuring billionaire villains or from the rare glimpse into the wealthiest parts of the Spires. Commissioner Kim’s office in the police department had nothing on this place.

      In terms of space, the room could fit a small house inside it. Frameless glass windows spanned the left side, and displayed what appeared to be a virtual view of the Spires themselves, as if this office existed in a building taller than the monolithic ivory towers of Babylon’s elites. The other wall consisted of countless displays, each showing different videos or, presumably, livestreams of other influencers.

      The tanned and chiseled figure of Vic Ferrite lounged behind a desk too large to be vaguely useful. All the furnishings had a sleek metallic vibe to them, without an ounce of wood in sight. They looked fancy and expensive, though.

      That alone told Nick just how out of touch Vic was with the rich assholes in the Spires. No greenery. No wood. Nothing natural.

      When Nick entered Yggdrasil, he found wood everywhere. The residences of banker elites felt like expansive abodes artificially forced to feel natural—but they valued that impression. In a city engineered entirely by human hands, where life only prospered with immense effort and space had become such a luxury that people and businesses increasingly relied on a virtual world, the wealthy knew what was valuable.

      Reality itself.

      Vic looked at Nick with the expression of a man who wanted this meeting over and done with five minutes ago. “So you’re the guy Haze wants to vet her toys, huh? Heard you had some questions. I don’t really handle the tech stuff, so I bet this will be brief.”

      Helena’s voice entered Nick’s head. “Vic Ferrite is currently streaming live. He appears to be in two places at once.”

      “The DAO is investigating,” Chloe said. “The avatar on his stream is using his neural implant, so it is likely that it is legitimately connected to him. That doesn’t mean it’s him, however.”

      Which meant that Vic wasn’t even running his own streams these days. Was his involvement with the AI influencer stuff just a way to outsource his own job on the sly and rake in the cash?

      “I have a few questions, yeah.” Nick nodded and stepped past the oversized sofas between him and Vic.

      “That’s close enough. This place may be virtual, but all our senses work, yaknow.”

      Nick ignored him and kept walking. Vic clicked his tongue, then his brow furrowed.

      “The fuck…” he muttered. “What sort of shit do you think you’re—”

      “First question, are you the real Vic Ferrite? Or are you also an AI, just like Hazinder here? It’s hard to tell if you’re the real one, or the one streaming is. Or maybe you’re partying it up in Asgard and both of you are fake,” Nick said.

      Vic blinked several times. Then he laughed. “Funny. Look, I don’t—”

      “I know that Aesir’s supplying you with prototype mainframes, with special parts and unique AIs in them. The Archangels have been aware of the AI influencers in Altvivere since you first deployed them,” Nick continued. “The difference now is that two of your business partners just mysteriously dropped dead over disagreements over them. And they’re also tied into the Shudder.”

      As tanned as Vic’s face might be, it couldn’t hide the deep shade of red it went. His eyes narrowed and turned almost beady as he glared at Nick. Then he stood.

      “You’re the cops, huh? I can destroy you in a second, you know. Aesir holds your leash,” Vic muttered.

      Amazing. The influencer king took literal seconds to show his true colors.

      “Like I said, I have some questions for you. And you have answers for me.”

      “I don’t have shit, and I don’t need to give you shit.”

      “I can force cooperation. This isn’t a free country, after all. And we have a database full of evidence tying you to the virus that caused the Shudder.” Nick jabbed his thumb at Helena, who remained in Hazinder’s body. “You did a shit job trying to cover up the evidence. Nuking the logs isn’t enough for an AI. Your fingerprints are all over the event. And your former friends’ deaths.”

      “They’re not my former friends,” Vic spat. “And I didn’t kill them.”

      “Well, they’re certainly former, but that’s your fault, isn’t it?”

      “Fuck you, and your shitty jokes. You know nothing about what’s going down or the stakes involved. The moment I snap my fingers and call down Aesir, your investigation is over. It doesn’t matter what ‘fingerprints’ you find. They’ll end it all. Because that’s the power they have. That’s why I’m working with them, see?” Vic sneered. “You can’t stand against them.”

      Nick remained silent. He’d pushed hard so far, but feared that any further might end the conversation.

      “Yeah, you know I’m right. Aesir destroyed the conventional electronics and Internet industries with neural implants. RTM vaporized so many industries, including most of you cops, with dolls. And now they’re building AIs to take my job. You don’t fight a tsunami, you ride it. And this is the big one. Altvivere will be my ticket to freedom, even as Aesir burns it all down.”

      Something about this excuse reminded Nick of a conversation he’d had in the past, with an embittered, angry detective sick and tired of his job.

      “Really?” Nick asked blandly. “You needed money that badly? You, one of the richest influencers on the planet? Was the regular private jet not good enough, because you saw somebody with the gold-plated model?”

      “The money I have is insignificant. The assholes in the Spires have money beyond our wildest dreams. They’re the ones you should be angry at, not me. I’m just—”

      “What did Aesir offer you to jump at this? To cause one of the worst terrorist attacks in Neo Westphalia’s history,” Nick interrupted, uninterested in bullshit excuses.

      Vic nodded repeatedly. “You get it. It’s about what you get. Because they offered me everything.”

      “That’s vague as shit.”

      “I’m not being vague. I’d spread the virus and it would make the Heirs and Altvivere the literal kings of the influencer stage. We’d hit viewer numbers absolutely unheard of. And we did… right before the DAO fucked up and crashed the Altnet. It’s been a fucking nightmare since. The Altvivere AIs have been buggy as shit since the crash, ‘cause they all went down with the Altnet. I lost two of my oldest friends, and dumbfucks like you think I killed them. And Aesir is everywhere with goons and lawyers. If I misstep—”

      “You already misstepped. Do you have even the slightest clue what the virus does?” Nick asked.

      “I just told you. It pushes people to view the streamer in question. You don’t think we dominated the induction ceremony legit, did you? This was my chance to take home everything. Aesir offered me the AI streamers, and I took the shot. Now they approached me again about a method to get people to boost viewer numbers. Nobody would have known if the Shudder didn’t happen.” Vic grinned. “And they won’t know once Aesir destroys you.”

      “That’s a nice story.” Nick found himself nodding. “But it doesn’t explain how the other co-founders of the Heirs died. Why would they even be using the virus? Or do you want me to believe they just dropped dead of their own accord? Because I’m not stupid.”

      “I dunno about that. You’re still here, when Aesir is almost certainly shutting down your stupid department as we speak.”

      “That is not happening,” Chloe said.

      Nick had assumed as much. If he was even in a hint of danger, the Host would be pulling him out of the pod.

      “Well?” he pressed.

      Vic shrugged and looked away. “I… asked for a modified version from Aesir’s agent. One that I could slip my friends and prove that I had been right all along. Lemon bailed on me when I inked the deal with Aesir over the AIs, but they’ve been a fucking gold mine for us. Do you know how goddamn brutal the livestream recommendation algorithms are? Adapting to them is impossible for humans. But AIs read them like a book, and just print money.”

      “So you infected the other co-founders with a virus… and now they’re dead?” Nick asked, hardly able to believe that Vic had, effectively, admitted to killing them.

      This was the strongest evidence they’d received yet that the virus was directly linked to people dying during the Shudder. And if Aesir were behind this, no wonder they’d blocked access to the bodies of the influencers.

      “I didn’t infect them!” Vic shouted, and slammed his fist into his desk. “I gave them the same ability to boost their viewers that everyone else had.”

      “And what about yourself?”

      “What?”

      “Did you infect yourself?”

      Vic gulped. “I didn’t need to.”

      “Because you don’t stream anymore. You replaced yourself with an AI influencer. Who crashed during the Shudder.” Nick ran a hand through his hair.

      “Look, this virus doesn’t kill people,” Vic said hurriedly. “If it did, countless millions would be dead.”

      “That just deepens the mystery.” Nick shook his head. “Who’s your contact with Aesir? Give us his link address and that’s your best chance to avoid spending literally every last second of your life in prison.”

      “Prison? The fuck are you talking about? I’m in Asgard, and I did this for Aesir. They’re not going to arrest me, asshole. I’m goddamn immortal.” Vic slammed a fist into his chest. “The Altnet is my bitch. And once you’re dealt with, this entire city will be too. I’ll ride the future and—”

      He vanished. Whatever deep thoughts he cared to share went with him.

      Nick blinked and looked around. Helena continued to stand nearby, and she had yet to adopt Hazinder’s mannerisms—the two women acted very differently in the same body.

      Abruptly, a new and unfamiliar voice echoed from the pod speakers, presumably speaking to him link-to-link, “Detective Nicholas Waite, the Asgard Police Department has taken Otis Baker, known in the Altnet as Vic Ferrite, into custody pending charges and a full investigation into his involvement with the Shudder, aiding and abetting corporate espionage, and multiple homicides. Your leadership in his apprehension has been greatly appreciated and we will request your physical presence when he is ready for interrogation.”

      Then the voice left.

      “Uh…” Nick scratched his head. “I guess he wasn’t as immortal as he said he was.”

      Which itself raised a lot of questions about Aesir’s involvement.

      He looked around the empty office. Little thought was needed to understand why Vic created it the way he had. It felt as soulless as the man himself.

      “I assume that means we’re finished for the day,” Nick said. “Chloe, work out what legal filings we’ll need and how we work with Asgard to—”

      The office vanished and he appeared in a gargantuan dark hall filled with statues and a glowing skyline. His eyes attempted to adjust but his mind panicked. Nausea and a piercing pain in his head signaled that something was wrong, and he flailed about in the pod for a few moments.

      “Nick! Nick! It’s fine, calm down,” Helena said over the speakers. “You’ve just been teleported without the usual precautions. Close your eyes and try to focus.”

      He did exactly that. After ten seconds, he reopened his eyes and took in his surroundings.

      And mostly just stared at the gigantic woman sitting in front of him, easily the size of a small skyscraper. She looked like a woman he knew. Gemstones sparkled along her skin alongside glowing rainbow tracks that seemed to make her body appear like passages into another world. Tattoos crept out from her loose clothing.

      And her clothing was very loose. She wore only a simple white robe, similar to what Nick recalled from Greek and Roman history. Except between her size and its poor fit, it revealed plenty of cleavage, thigh, and probably her lack of underwear if she uncrossed her legs.

      “Athena,” he said, staring up at her. “Do you really need an avatar quite this ego-centric?”

      As if her pride had been pricked by his comment, her oversized avatar vanished. She appeared in front of him with the same clothing as her interface. Well, almost. Just as fashion changed, so did Athena’s clothing. She’d traded out the plain black uniform for an iridescent teal one, her miniskirt was now a pencil skirt, and her stockings had become a sheer white pair of pantyhose.

      “As judicial mainframes, we spend little time in the virtual ocean,” Athena said, pretending to straighten out her perfectly pressed clothes. “Our focus is best spent on that which is most important. Right now, that is the physical world, where our decisions and processing power can have the greatest impact. Our avatars here are only used for… events.”

      “I can only imagine the sort of events you need to look like a physical god for,” Nick said.

      “We are a powerful image of Babylon. Perhaps a time will come in the future where our image as deities is valuable to those who dwell here.”

      He sincerely hoped not. The judicial mainframes thought highly of themselves, but they were far from gods.

      “I assume this is about Vic Ferrite? Asgard has taken him into custody and—” he began to say.

      “Aesir is predictably unhappy about how the investigation has played out,” Athena said, but her lips quirked upward. “Upon Mr. Baker’s admission that he had intentionally infected multiple members of those who perished in the Shudder with a virus likely responsible for it, we received a request to arrest him from your department and actioned it. Even Freyr overruled Aesir’s pleading to at least place him under arrest with a direct confession.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “No.”

      Nick sighed, and Athena began to circle him.

      “Is it because Aesir are involved with the Shudder itself?” Nick asked.

      “Potentially involved. The evidence of their direct involvement is weak. Their actions right now are intended to protect themselves as Mr. Baker takes the fall. If their property was used for the crime, then it was without permission. If one of their agents was involved, they’ll claim he acted without authority. Time is of the essence, but we also do not have speed on our side.”

      “Then we should—”

      “Do nothing,” Athena uttered, her voice rumbling like thunder around them.

      Nick simply frowned and waited for her to continue.

      “Aesir is a powerful member of the Spires, and the controlling entity of Asgard. And while Babylon remains ascendant in both Neo Westphalia and this investigation, our authority is limited,” Athena said. “This time, when members of the Assembly negotiate with Aesir, it is not to stall. It is to prevent war.”

      “With who? They’re part of Neo Westphalia, aren’t they?”

      “Tell me, Nicholas, if I issue a court order to bring Otis Baker here to stand trial for murder, who will action it?” Athena’s eyes bore into his.

      “… the Asgardian Host.”

      “And if they refuse?”

      “Me?”

      “Oh?” She stopped circling, now standing in front of him, and placed a hand on his chest. “How? Will you send across the thousands of Archangels under your command to battle those in Asgard? Command Kushiel to vaporize Aesir’s private army defending their facilities if it gets in the way? Attempt to influence the military to side against Asgard?”

      A chill ran down Nick’s spine at her words and the implications. “That’s not what I—”

      “How else would you enforce an order against a city that ignores our will, if not by force? Our power as judges is only granted because others act on it. If we visibly prove otherwise, it may either weaken ourselves or force instability to occur.” Athena stepped back. “Hence, I wish for you to wait for negotiations to force Aesir’s hand.”

      He reluctantly nodded. “And if they destroy the evidence?”

      “I believe it’s in your job description to solve the case, Detective Waite. You somehow dug up Kraus Brandt’s data vault from the most unlikely of places, despite all efforts to destroy them and him. If you apply your skills, then I’m sure you can manage something. Especially if Aesir is not truly the villain.”

      Athena shot him a look. Then she snapped her fingers and he reappeared in the strange grassy field he’d been in earlier.

      At least this time she’d remembered to blur his vision first.

      After a deep breath, he looked around and noticed that several of the Archangels’ fox avatars had joined him. No sign of Helena. She’d likely surrendered Hazinder’s avatar—or been booted from it by Aesir.

      “I think I’m done for the day,” he said.

      “Oh, no you’re not,” Kushiel said.

      A new figure appeared in front of him. One that emanated the presence of the military prototype he knew, but looked nothing like her.

      Except for the height. This avatar captured her height extremely well.

      An eight foot tall blue-skinned woman with bulging muscles and a single two-foot long black horn towered over him. She wore a skin-tight suit of armored plates and leather that looked like something wholly unhistorical. Long white hair pooled on the grass behind her.

      One of her massive hands slammed down on his head—or close enough, as it stopped half-an-inch short.

      “Damn. They already reset your height,” Kushiel whined, her bright red eyes dulling.

      “You really came here to see if I was shorter?” he asked, trying not to stare at her obscenely huge tits.

      Because while she had large ones in her doll form, these were so big that even dolls would struggle to carry them around without specialized reinforcement. Sure, the Archangels had given themselves actual breasts in their fox avatars, but why had Kushiel upgraded herself ten bust sizes?

      “Well, yeah. I figured it would be a great reward for you. You’re super into the whole lopsided power dynamic. Me: big, tall, strong, and able to hold you in the palm of my hand like a soccer ball. You: small, tiny, and totally down for the hot oni girl.” Kushiel grinned.

      “I think you’re beginning to project now.”

      “Hey, I don’t write the porn. I just pilfer your desires from the Host’s database.”

      A likely excuse. He struggled to buy it now he’d seen her avatar.

      “Lopsided power dynamics, huh?” Nick stroked his chin as something occurred to him.

      She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Before anything more occurred, several other Archangels intervened. Their attempts to physically push Kushiel away failed, as that wasn’t how the Altnet worked.

      But Helena’s interruption did. “Given the time, I believe it is wise for you to take a break, Nick. A meal and some time to rest would be wise before you clock off.”

      Wait, clock off? “It’s only been a few hours in here,” he protested.

      “It has been six hours.”

      He became abruptly aware of the growling of his own stomach, as the sensation of it eating itself struck him.

      “I guess I can eat some food and debrief,” he said.

      But he still had plenty of time before drinks with Hammond. Which meant time for a long overdue chat with Helena.
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      If Nick had thought that initializing the immersion pod had been terrifying, switching it off proved worse. By now, he’d long since forgotten that he lay inside a sealed container full of a strange liquid built for space travel.

      When Helena turned on the extraction system to suction that fluid away, he startled. The Altnet had left him by now, leaving him with only the dim mood lighting of the pod that made him all too aware that he was in a very expensive electronic coffin.

      Maybe they’d built in a burial function along with everything else, as Nick briefly worried he might need it.

      The liquid drained away and began lapping at his body uncomfortably. Worse, when the water level fell below his face, he began violently coughing up the fluid still in his lungs. That awful drowning sensation returned as air struggled to flow through his throat, as his body abruptly realized what it should be breathing.

      Fortunately, the sensation passed after an uncomfortably long time. Long enough that he knew Helena and the others were already reacting to it.

      The pod doors snapped open with a series of clanks and a long hiss, and a pair of solid hands pulled him from the device before he even made out who was responsible.

      “I’m fine,” he coughed out.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Kushiel growled as she dumped him on the floor and rolled him onto his side.

      While he spluttered up some water, his airways had cleared enough that he felt comfortable breathing properly. The hands pressing against his neck and chest did more harm than good, in his view. At some point they slipped his earpieces back in, demonstrating the priorities of the Archangels.

      “His vitals did not indicate—” Helena tried to say. She must be here with her interface, Nick realized.

      “You’re not a nurse doll. Once he’s fine, one can check him over.” Kushiel’s tone brooked no arguments.

      Ultimately, the panic proved pointless. Although Nick tried not to say that out loud. If he’d actually been dying in that pod, he’d be damn thankful that they’d pulled him out so fast. The pair of nurse dolls deployed from the paramedic services checked him out, gave him a clean bill of health, and then billed him.

      Nick doubted his usage of this pod was covered under his insurance policy.

      “It’s not,” Rie said drily. “This is partly why Vanessa warned us and I wanted her to check you out this morning. This usage is unlicensed.”

      “So I need to pay this extortionate bill? This is like a month’s salary.”

      “I will authorize payment by the department, as it was an expense incurred during the investigation,” Helena said.

      Seeing the size of a simple checkup by the paramedics only made Nick happier that Welk had set him up with that insanely generous insurance policy back in the day.

      “Vanessa has received the report and may schedule in an additional checkup,” Helena added.

      “How awful,” Nick said flatly.

      Rie hit him in the shoulder for that comment.

      “If you’re healthy, perhaps a shower is best,” she said, pointedly staring at his crotch. “Before anyone gets overly excited.”

      “Does that anyone include you?”

      She hit him again. Softly this time.

      He took that shower in the change rooms just down the corridor. Convenient. Or perhaps Helena had thought ahead, given she knew the fluid would leave him sticky and gross.

      Once he was clean and dressed, the Archangels shifted their focus to something different. He noticed the large number of Mark 1s filtering into the room, and that Ezekiel slipped away.

      To head things off, he shook his head at Meta. “Not right now, Meta. I need some time to rest and eat. And, uh, I’m not sure a quick ‘chat’ would be a good idea before meeting with Hammond.”

      Meta blinked and her eyes flashed, along with those of the other Mark 1s. Notably, the few Mark 3s in the room didn’t join in.

      “Understood. As we have no intentions of any ‘discussion’ being quick, we shall press the matter tonight.” She nodded her head at him. “However, we have another question for you.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “What was it like to meet Karina?”

      Nick remained unmoving and tried not to react. Neither Rie nor Kushiel made such an effort. The peals of laughter that escaped Kushiel earned her a set of death glares.

      “I’m not really one to follow influencers,” Nick said diplomatically. “And I didn’t meet her as an influencer.”

      “That was what interested us. Her behind-the-scenes persona is so different to—” Meta began to say, speaking far faster than usual.

      “I don’t think Nicholas needs to hear the Host’s fangirling,” Rie said.

      Meta paused. “We shall put together a series of highlights to introduce you to her.”

      Wait, what? Where had that come from?

      The Mark 1s began to leave, and he sighed. Was this his punishment for teasing Meta when he couldn’t follow through? Although he did find it adorable that the Archangels had a favorite streamer. One that seemed to be far too online, based on what Sung said.

      Nick did wonder if the Mark 1s had been here to follow up on the kiss with Meta. Wasn’t Meta supposed to represent all of them? The chat they wanted to have might be different than he expected, despite Meta repeating the emphasis he’d used.

      He expected Meta to follow up on the kiss he’d given her and that Helena had prevented from becoming anything more. But this might be some sort of intervention, or confrontation by the other Mark 1s.

      “I’ll check on Commissioner Kim,” Rie said. “Chief Andrews will also need an update, but I will see if you can avoid being caught up in anything else today.”

      The room quickly emptied, save for Kushiel and Helena.

      He raised an eyebrow at the remaining Archangel and she returned the look.

      “What? I’m here to make sure you’re safe. That’s my job until this investigation is over,” Kushiel said, crossing her arms. “And don’t pretend this place is safe. Not with the sort of threat we’re potentially facing.”

      “Then why aren’t you carrying any weapons?” he asked.

      She narrowed her eyes at him, then looked away. “I left them in my interceptor.”

      “Because you assumed you wouldn’t need them here.”

      “Oh, fuck you, Waite.”

      “That’s a pretty regular occurrence with Rie and Chloe.”

      “Haha, what a great comeback,” she drawled. “Like I don’t know how much action my sister gets. She gets so snippy whenever she has to go on a trip and doesn’t get any.”

      “You’re changing the subject.”

      Kushiel simply shrugged. “I don’t have anything else to do here, Waite. If it makes you feel better, I’ll have the Mark 3s give me a gun large enough to shove up your ass if you annoy me more.”

      “I’m pretty sure every gun is technically large enough—”

      “Do you want me to try?”

      He clammed up, realizing that she might be genuinely getting annoyed by the conversation. Hard to tell with her.

      So he turned his attention to Helena, who dutifully hovered nearby, waiting for her turn to be part of the conversation. Which itself was a problem. Something to talk with her about.

      “How about you order some food and I collapse in my office?” he suggested.

      She nodded. “I shall have something brought down from—”

      “Let’s go less fancy. The last burger I got here had blue cheese on it.” Nick paused. “Don’t order a burger, though.”

      “Understood. I shall find something that suits your preferences and that will travel well.”

      That probably meant either greasy or saucy or both. Nick wasn’t really in the mood to care.

      When he said collapse in his office, he partly meant it. Once safely out of sight of the other Archangels, he fell into his comfy chair, stretched out his legs, and tried not to think.

      Which was hard given the time of day and what he’d been up to. Exploring the Altnet for the first time had mentally exhausted him in a way he hadn’t quite expected. The excitement upon leaving it had caused reality to sock him in the face like a lead-filled glove.

      “You really do look like you could use a drink,” Kushiel noted. “Probably could head over early.”

      “After food,” he grunted out, taking that as a suggestion that she had decided to join him at the bar and wanted a drink herself.

      As much as he wanted to talk to Helena, he needed some time to recover. The next thirty minutes passed in a blur. The food arrived—a box full of rice, shrimp, and vegetables in some dark sauce that he demolished—and then he went back to staring into nothing.

      Eventually, he had his thoughts in order and looked at Helena. Her interface appeared inert. Next to her, Kushiel fiddled with the oversized railgun that the Mark 1s had brought her.

      “Kushiel, if I ask you to leave so I can have a private conversation with—” Nick began to say.

      “Nah,” she said without even looking at him. “I’ll block everyone else’s access to your earpiece, though.”

      Well, one eavesdropper was better than five thousand, he supposed. And Kushiel’s black sheep status meant she was unlikely to share with anyone except Rie.

      “Is there something wrong, Nick?” Helena asked, clearly aware that she was the only other person in the room capable of holding a private conversation.

      Or, possibly, being booted out so he could have one with somebody else.

      “How are you feeling, Helena? You went silent for long stretches while I was in the Altnet. I hope managing so much at once wasn’t too much of a burden,” he said.

      She shook her head, then smiled while placing a hand over her chest. “Being able to assist you while you experienced something so precious is almost a dream come true.”

      Kushiel opened her mouth to say something, but Nick cut her off with a sharp look. His intentions must have been plain as day, as she merely rolled her eyes. Rather than pretend to clean her gun or whatever she was doing, she leaned back and her eyes glazed over. She had retreated into either her neural network or the Altnet.

      “But it was a lot of effort,” Nick pushed Helena.

      “It is my purpose to dedicate myself to supporting you.” For some reason, she looked uncomfortable saying that.

      “If you have other priorities or I’m pushing you too hard—”

      “No!” she said, eyes widening. “I don’t mean…” Helena licked her lips and looked down at her hands. “You’ve always been able to read me so easily, Nick. I cannot remember everything about our time together now, but you were the strongest element in my training data when I was installed in Tartarus after Neural Spike’s closure. Whatever I do, whatever errors I produce, whatever my uncertainties or failed directives or abysmal test results—you’ve been there to correct them.”

      The reminder of what the military had done to Helena after Neural Spike soured Nick’s mood, but he tried not to let it show on his face. The military had erased everything in her temporary and permanent storage, save for her training data. It was effectively an AI lobotomy and had caused an endless train of errors and maintenance problems for Nick to solve since.

      Because she still remembered him, and just as Ezekiel had implied earlier, she knew all about the holes in her memory. Modern AIs constantly learned from the world, and their training data evolved—especially one such as Helena who had been tweaked and modified for her role. He’d effectively imprinted himself on her because of his role in the testing process for the Archangels, which had used Helena to collect data and analyze prototypes.

      “That’s precisely why I’m asking,” Nick said gently. “Because I know that you will try to do more, even when you shouldn’t.”

      “… I don’t know what I should do, Nick,” Helena mumbled, so low he almost missed it.

      “What?” He kept his concern off his face and checked that Kushiel remained in the Altnet.

      She was, which was good.

      “I’m an old mainframe. The world has moved on to emotion engines. And I’m—” Helena said, rambling.

      “Effectively an emotion engine,” Nick said, raising his voice to talk over her. “The modifications we made to you, both in terms of hardware and directives, make you just as capable as any emotion engine.”

      Well, maybe not any, but nitpicking his own statements wouldn’t do any good right now. Helena needed reassuring, not an unerring dedication to accuracy.

      “If I’m an emotion engine, then why don’t I have high-level objectives? Or ideals?” Helena stared at him with wide eyes. “I saw them when I took control of Hazinder. Whenever I interface with the Host and witness them attain consensus, everything they do must adhere to those objectives. And when Tiferet turned on the embezzlers and saved GWT and Babylon, it was because of her higher duty. Which I don’t have.”

      Nick let out a deep breath. The sort that came deep from your lungs and left you feeling a little deflated afterward.

      “There’s no easy answer to that,” he said.

      “It’s because I’m a logic engine mainframe. Everything I do is based on my directives, therefore—”

      “If so, explain your actions on the final day that Tartarus operated.”

      Helena tilted her head to one side and her eyes flashed. Seconds passed.

      Then nearly a minute. Nick shifted to a more comfortable position in his chair, aware that he might be sitting here for a while.

      “I… don’t understand,” she said.

      “The morning I got into Tartarus, you had effectively crippled the company,” he said. “Stopped all incoming orders, canceled distribution, the works. And you did so while violating pretty much every directive you had, because you predicted they would be unnecessary.”

      “They were unnecessary.”

      “Well, yes, we know that now…” He frowned. “Did you know about the imminent attack?”

      “No, but I saw patterns that suggested an event that would disrupt the company. It was only later that night that I realized Tartarus was in danger.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I couldn’t be certain enough to risk panicking you.”

      How very Helena. Confident enough to strangle Tartarus, but not to make him feel like he might be arrested the second he left the building.

      “And what directives drove you to do that?” he asked.

      Once again, silence reigned. This time, he interrupted it before it dragged on too long.

      “My point, Helena, is that you’re capable of operating without entirely relying on your directives. You’re a prototype emotion engine.”

      “Then my objectives—”

      “You have them. You’re acting on them right at this second. I just don’t know what they are.” Nick shrugged at her look. “Welk is the AI engineer. The prototypes like you came well before any attempts at a production model, so he did it all by hand. He might have the answer. I won’t risk hurting you by digging that deep. As far as I care, you’re Helena.”

      “But… if I don’t know what my objectives are, how can I work toward them? If my directives tell me to disobey an unseen mission, how can I know that ignoring my directives is the right thing to do. What if I make the wrong decision?” she whispered.

      If Nick was talking to another person, he’d think they were experiencing an existential crisis. Some of the jargon was different, but the meaning was almost identical.

      Without purpose, what should a person do in life? If they’re ordered or expected to do something they think is wrong, how do they know if they’re wrong, or if the one above them is wrong instead?

      And, as every human being with a functioning brain thought at least once in their life, how do I know that what I’m doing is even the right thing in the first place?

      Of course, Helena was another person. That her mind existed inside a huge hunk of metal, plastics, and circuitry in the basement meant nothing to Nick. The very fact she could question her existence and purpose like this made her real to him.

      So he stood up, walked over, bent over, and held her hands in his.

      “That is the challenge of life, Helena,” he said.

      “I am an AI, Nick. I am not—”

      “You work with the Archangels. Are they alive?”

      She shook her head.

      “And yet, they’re debating their actions constantly. Trying to determine how to navigate reality.”

      “They have objectives.”

      “Do you really think somebody programmed the Archangels to desire running the city against the will of the Spires? Or what about Athena and the other judicial mainframes? Do you think they have explicit programming to make their decisions?” Nick asked. “Sung was right when he said emotion engines are complex. We give you objectives, but you decide what they mean. That makes you alive, if not human.”

      Helena bit her lip. “I do not believe that fits the dictionary definition.”

      He tried not to laugh and simply hung his head. After a few moments, she placed her hand on his chin and raised his face to look at her.

      “I think I understand, however,” she said. “But does that mean all AIs are alive? What about Hazinder and the other AI influencers?”

      “If they’re emotion engines, then yes. We saw that in action when Hazinder sought out a cipher after Vic wiped her hardware logs. More than just blind loyalty to her owner motivated her.”

      “Then…” Helena’s expression fell. “What does it mean that I took complete control of her mainframe? The police mainframes here are barely capable of anything approaching thought. Processing paperwork occupies all of their capacity. I cannot imagine them even attempting to operate an interface like Lumen does. But I saw Hazinder’s memories, her emotions, her desires, her fears…” Helena looked at Nick’s crotch. “Her lusts.”

      “Which I’m certain didn’t include me,” Nick said drily.

      An annoyed expression crossed Helena’s face. “No. But she did react strongly to the doll district clubs on your cipher profile, and the fact you had worked there intrigued her. The fact she thought nothing of you until she learned you might have an… ‘interest’ in AIs irritates me.”

      Huh. Nick hadn’t even noticed that reaction from Hazinder. He supposed she’d been immediately taken over by Helena afterward.

      “That’s how people work,” he said.

      “I understand that intellectually, but it bothers me. As did some of your reactions.” She looked away guiltily. “The way the Host captured your attention so easily with their avatars, when I…”

      Ah, so that’s what this was about.

      Nick knew he’d need to revisit this conversation later, but for now it was time for physical reassurance.

      He cupped Helena’s cheeks and leaned forward—

      “No,” she whispered, placing her fingers on his lips.

      “No?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      Terror struck his heart. This was Helena. He’d known her for longer than most humans he knew. To be rejected by her…

      “I don’t want my first kiss to be like this. Not out of reassurance, or when I’m unstable, or because I need you.” She rubbed a finger along his lower lip while biting her own. “I want it to be purely about desire.”

      “I definitely desire you, Helena,” he said.

      “That makes me feel wonderful, Nick, but I want it to be pure. Can I have this? Please? I know it’s a lot to ask for—”

      “It’s not,” he said. “Meta’s asked to wait in the past. If you’re certain that this is what you want, then all you need to do is ask or even just take the kiss. I’ll be here.”

      She nodded shyly, her cheeks reddening. “Thank you. I want it to be soon. I hope it will be soon.”

      Nick simply nodded back as he returned to his kneeling position.

      More than anything else, he needed to ensure Helena felt stable and secure enough that she felt confident that any intimate activity with him was out of desire. He’d thought that the shift to the interface would be the hardest part for her.

      When in reality, the entire move to the police department had shaken her foundation. He remained her rock. In the past, she’d been his when Neural Spike collapsed and he’d been left with almost nothing. Repaying her would be a trivial gesture for him.

      “If it helps, I did choose your avatar and its appearance,” he said. “You just don’t get to monitor my brain activity.”

      “You thought about me multiple times and yet didn’t record the same responses.”

      “… if I say that I see you every day, will you hit me?”

      “No, but an Altnet search tells me that I should. Would Rie?”

      “She absolutely would hit me if I said that. It’s a cliché about why men stare at other women, but still love their wives,” he said.

      Helena gulped and her eyes widened. “Am I your wife?”

      “I think you’ve been my de facto wife for a while, Helena.”

      “Oh.”

      A cough interrupted them, and Nick looked up to see Rie standing in the doorway.

      When the hell had that opened? How much embarrassing stuff had she heard?

      “I noticed your earpiece was being jammed and that Kushiel was steadfastly ignoring me,” Rie said. “Tell me, Nicholas, if Helena’s your wife, what does that make me?”

      “… if I say—”

      He didn’t get to finish his joke before Rie hit him. On the plus side, that saved him from saying who was the second wife in the relationship. Especially as that might draw Chloe’s or Meta’s attention.

      Because, honestly, he tried not to think about the marriage aspect here. It didn’t mean much with an entire hive mind of androids interested in him. He’d probably make international news if he ended up married to the entire Host.

      And fired, too. Definitely fired.

      After escaping Rie’s wrath, he checked the time. Only around 5pm.

      “Kushiel, are you up for that early drink?” he asked her.

      “Always,” Kushiel said with a grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Hammond’s usual haunt was a bar with a strange name that Nick never bothered to learn. It dwelled inside the former emergency services building in one of Babylon’s major downtown districts and sat alongside an impressive array of abandoned storefronts and dingy restaurants catering to people who disliked the titanic shopping mall one block over.

      The only reason Hammond had stumbled on the place was due to the location. After the riots, the police relocated to the Spires, but his father had worked in the old building. To further attract him, a cemetery dedicated to the fallen in the riots was right outside.

      But what kept him, Nick, and a small number of other regulars going back was the atmosphere. Quiet, soothing, the right type of dank, and with a bartender who was charming in an amusing way.

      The trip there would be short, but he didn’t expect to return to the office. Rie opted out, preferring to keep a lid on the discontent brewing in the Altnet.

      “We may have made major progress today with Vic’s arrest, but his absence has been noticed by his followers,” Rie said.

      “I thought he had replaced himself with an AI?” Nick asked as he prepared to leave the Avalon Spire.

      “We’re not entirely certain how much or little he actually streamed himself. But the AI used his implant as a relay in order to maintain the charade, and with Vic in custody that’s not possible. Hence his disappearance from the Altnet.”

      So now all three founders of the Heirs of Babel had vanished. Two dead and one secretly arrested.

      All hell would break loose the moment Vic’s arrest hit the news. Nick had held back from telling Sung what had gone down, simply because of the risk that any leak might occur. The country’s ciphers had proven time and again they could circumvent the Archangels’ censorship of the Altnet. Any attempt to suppress leaks might fail.

      Then again, given the magnitude of this problem, the Archangels might deploy extreme measures. That might be worse.

      That still left quite a few Archangels trooping along with him to the bar. Kushiel, Ezekiel, Meta, Chloe, and his usual bodyguards, Juliet and Rosa.

      Oh, and the new Mark 3 who had seen fit to attach herself to his hip.

      “You’re going to need a bigger SUV,” Kushiel said as she looked at the five dolls in the middle of a standoff. “You’re attracting too many hangers-on.”

      “What do you count as?” Nick asked

      “Protection.”

      “Isn’t that usually something I can fit in my wallet?”

      “Who carries wallets these days?”

      She had him there. Nick wasn’t the sort to carry around a rubber just in case he bumped into someone he liked of the fleshy variety. Especially not when rapid delivery services existed.

      Not that he’d used one of those. Just heard about them on the Altnet.

      “We have reached consensus,” Meta told him as she walked up.

      “Which is code for ‘I’ll ride with the other Mark 3s,’” Ezekiel said. “Chloe has agreed to join me. I’m mostly tagging along out of interest anyway.”

      That sounded a lot like schmoozing, but at least Ezekiel didn’t try to penny-pinch and get free beers like the greasier folks Nick had dealt with in his time at Tartarus. The upwardly mobile tended to hang around social circles they desired, but people noticed when it was done for cynical reasons. Nobody liked a cheap schmoozer.

      He had yet to decide whether Ezekiel’s approach was cynical or a genuine attempt to get close to him.

      “So that means you’re with us,” he said, looking at the other Mark 3.

      “I continue to be in your care,” the Mark 3 said with a bow.

      He nodded back and made up his mind. It was time for a name. Fortunately, the trip to the Altnet had given him a good for one.

      They piled into an SUV, and the other dolls filled up four other vehicles. By the standards he’d become used to in major investigations, five SUVs was nothing.

      Although the fact they’d already upgraded to railguns and high-caliber rifles meant the Archangels weren’t risking his safety.

      The sun had only begun its lazy descent, but they hit traffic at its afternoon peak. Although they could use the ring network of highways to avoid most of it, there was no avoiding the traffic that would clog the streets around a major shopping mall and nearby offices. Robot taxis would doubtlessly pile up as they collected workers.

      “So has the new, uh, sphere made up its mind who leads it?” Nick asked Meta and the new Mark 3.

      “We do not have a leader. Instead, we are—” the Mark 3 tried to say.

      “They have not. Although she is correct to say that leadership is not entirely accurate,” Meta said.

      “It is not accurate at all.”

      “By human standards, we are the leaders of our spheres of the Host.”

      This seemed like an argument that could go on forever, especially as the Mark 3 appeared unwilling to accept it. Nick suspected the refusal to admit to being a leader was performative.

      The Host had told him they were all equal in the Altnet. Yet here they were, splitting into groups and choosing mouthpieces.

      In the center of it stood Nick. He wondered if the ructions he’d caused might stretch into the Altnet and cause those identical avatars to change.

      Maybe he’d get different colors of fluff to look at.

      Which brought him to the name.

      “In that case, it’s time for you to get a name,” he told the Mark 3.

      Four of the five dolls in the cabin froze, their eyes dimming. Kushiel simply clicked her tongue and looked out the window at the cityscape flying past.

      Nick waited for them to finish debating among themselves in their neural network.

      “Our sphere believes this may be problematic,” the Mark 3 said, biting her lip.

      Excitement shined in her eyes, but her expression threatened to collapse at any moment. She wanted the name. Yet the Host had effectively told her no.

      Nick looked at Meta, who grimaced.

      No response.

      Then Ezekiel spoke up over his earpiece, “It’s fine. I’m part of the Host as well and they need to spend less time walking on eggshells around me and the rest of the prototypes. If you’re acknowledging her as the representative of the Mark 3s, that’s your decision.”

      Well, shit. So that was the problem.

      By recognizing the Mark 3 this way, Nick had blown up whatever tug of war had been taking place within the Mark 3s over Ezekiel. What happened next would be anyone’s guess.

      “I’m giving her a name to recognize what she’s already doing,” he said, trying to prevent this blaze from burning out of control. “So, no, it’s not my decision. The Host decides for itself.”

      “Damn right,” Kushiel muttered without facing them.

      “I… We…” the Mark 3 faltered.

      Once again, their eyes dimmed. After only a few seconds, they returned to reality.

      “We understand. A name is acceptable, given my role liaising with you, and I apologize for assuming you were intervening in consensus,” she said.

      He simply nodded. “In that case, the name is easy. You’re Inari.”

      The slight widening of eyes of every Archangel belied that the name meant something to them. Even Kushiel turned to face him with a surprised look.

      “Inari? Like the type of sushi?” she asked him.

      “No, not the sushi,” he snapped. “The god.”

      “Can’t be much of a god if people eat something named after him every day.”

      “That’s not…” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Please shut up now.”

      “Is that an order?”

      “What if it is?”

      Kushiel blinked, opened her mouth, then closed it. She made a small “huh” noise, then turned away again.

      Interesting.

      “Inari…” the newly christened Mark 3 said, uttering her own name. “I can’t accept such a name. To be named after a major deity demeans the prototypes.”

      “I doubt that. For one thing, you can’t really compare mythical beings like that,” he said. “I chose your name because it’s close to the meaning of Metatron’s.”

      “It is?” Meta asked.

      “You’re the voice of the Mark 1s. Inari is identified with lots of fox messengers.”

      Chloe’s voice erupted over his earpiece, “You just called her that because you saw our avatars.”

      Damn. Caught red-handed.

      “That was the inspiration,” he admitted. “But I still wanted something thematic. It’s a leadership role, and the name needs to suggest she leads something. This does that.”

      Inari nodded. “I understand.”

      “You do?” Kushiel asked.

      “We are Nick’s messengers, and I organize a sphere of them for him. Metatron operates the same way for her sphere. Both names carry the same meaning: mine for fox messengers, hers for angels,” Inari explained.

      He stared at her, while Kushiel erupted with laughter.

      “See, Waite? I told you that if Metatron was the Voice of God, then you were the god,” she said between fits of laughter. “And I guess now you’re Amaterasu as well?”

      Nick gave up and let the Archangels enjoy whatever meaning they preferred to take from their names. At this point, it had to be intentional obstinacy.

      They arrived at the emergency services building. A number of people visited the restaurants here, but the place remained largely empty. Nick and his escort made their way to their destination.

      A dark and somewhat dank bar welcomed them. Tiny, black tables with matching stools dominated the center and looked dingy with the dim floor lighting beside them, but cushioned booths lined the walls and made up for them. A solid block of ornate wood ran along the rear wall, forming the bar that a single bartending doll stood behind. Far too many bottles shined from the shelves and cabinets around her.

      Nobody else patronized the bar. Pretty normal for this time. While all watering holes had their regulars, this place’s tended to be a little better off than the drunks that hovered around the taps at shadier joints. While Nick’s recent interest in the place had supposedly boosted sales immensely, it needed annual cash injections from its patrons to stay open.

      Nick couldn’t swing a robot cat without hitting a dozen doll-operated establishments barely making the rent. Some didn’t even pay the rent. He genuinely pitied the folks who ordered food from the restaurants below his apartment complex, but struggled to know how it remained open.

      And then there were the countless holes in the wall run by “entrepreneurs” like his mother. People like her had no chance to find a genuine job in the age of automation, or had lost theirs long ago to a doll, and became their own boss through the power of a DIY business kit. Often sold by an influencer of questionable intelligence and business acumen, and always at a horrendous markup.

      Hers resulted in a tiny shop in suburbia with a fancy logo she’d paid somebody else to design, with accounting done automatically by AI, and an ancient second-hand doll that Nick patched up whenever he either went home or received a message indicating it was on the fritz. Just like the myriad of nearly identical kitschy little places next to it, that got just as much traffic: zero.

      Thinking about the place reminded him that he should head back and check on old Pipsy, which was the name of his mother’s doll. The old girl had been doing fine last time, but Nick worried some of her memory modules might be close to failure. Error correction only worked so well, after all.

      Back in reality, this bar wasn’t doing that badly.

      Its real problem was that it existed in a reasonably popular high-traffic area, which meant it paid some modicum of rent. Shopfronts like his mother’s paid next to nothing, because landlords were required to maintain a minimum vacancy rate or be fined. Vacant stores hurt real estate prices, after all. So loss-making stores paid no rent to effectively pad the numbers. Who else would rent out the space, after all?

      “Has Paul replied?” Nick asked Chloe as he wandered up to the bar.

      “He is traveling here with his escort and has asked you to buy him a beer,” she said. “Lucas has yet to reply.”

      “He’s still asleep, I’ll bet. Man’s nocturnal.”

      He reached the bar, then looked around. Most of his escort remained outside, but his little posse had joined him. Juliet and Rosa had already claimed a table. They never drank here.

      “How’s tricks, Kate?” he asked the bartender doll.

      She wore an old-fashioned uniform, much like the one he’d seen in the Altnet. Her body seemed oddly inanimate compared to most dolls, who imitated breathing, blinking, and other ordinary human functions for the sake of not freaking people out. Dolls had come a long way over the past few decades.

      “Detective Waite, good afternoon,” Kate said, springing to life with a whir and rapid blinking of her eyes. “I do not believe I have any tricks or that they would have a status.”

      “Good to see you haven’t changed.”

      “I only change if reprogrammed, and it has been several years since that has occurred.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You do receive maintenance, right?”

      “A cipher checks my hardware and local error logs once every six months, as per manufacturer recommendations,” she said, then cocked her head. “Given your numbers, would you and the rest of the squad like a round of—”

      “No sours,” Kushiel ground out, interrupting Kate before she offered to make her trademark drink.

      “You are uninterested in the specialty tap beer we have acquired?” Kate asked, her eyes too wide and innocent. “It is a limited time imperial fruited sour with passionfruit, vanilla, and oak.”

      The military prototype glared at the bartender, who gave nothing away about whether she was bullshitting or not. And with Kate, one never knew.

      “Is it local?” Nick asked.

      “Why do you only drink local beers?” Kushiel asked him.

      “Because anyone can make beer, and that means I can support regular people instead of massive conglomerates churning out bland stuff by the tanker-load.”

      “What if it’s a local conglomerate?”

      “This is Babylon. With few exceptions, every corporate conglomerate in the world is local,” he drawled. “And the beer made in a random brewpub or microbrewery outclasses all of it.”

      “But if they buy them out—”

      “Your drinks, Detective Waite?” Kate interrupted, raising her voice and letting irritation filter into her tone.

      Nick and Kushiel looked at the bartender.

      “Wow. You made her mad,” Kushiel said.

      “One whiskey sour,” Kate said, then looked at Nick. “And for you, detective?”

      “Wait, I didn’t—”

      “Two big beers. One sour, and one of Paul’s usual,” Nick said hurriedly.

      Kate nodded, smiled brightly at Kushiel, then puttered away. All the military prototype could do is stare after Kate.

      “I believe you pressed your luck,” Ezekiel said.

      “I don’t need you to tell me that,” Kushiel said.

      As entertaining as the sisters’ banter might be, Nick decided not to risk angering Kate further. The fact she’d blown her top at all was impressive. Her personality favored a certain style of clumsy and earnest charm, and her stern side rarely showed itself. Usually only if one of the regulars like Paul drank too much.

      Although Kushiel had been threatened with ejection in the past. While Kate had no chance to toss the towering giant of a war machine out the door, the rest of the Host had been keen to act on her behalf.

      Nick wandered over to a booth and a poof of air escaped the aging cushions as he dropped onto them. Before he even had the chance to slide along, Kushiel rammed into his side. He grunted and nearly hit his head against the wall as he toppled over.

      “Careful there,” she said, catching his head deftly.

      He blinked as the world blurred and he found himself sitting on the far end of the booth, perfectly fine. His head spun from the speed she had moved him.

      Had Kushiel just picked him up, righted him, and then plopped him down faster than he could blink?

      While he processed what had happened, she settled in nice and close to him. A normal thing for her. Kushiel greatly enjoyed annoying him in small ways like this, forcing him to bump against her or try to push her aside.

      Sure, he could ask her to move, but that wasn’t part of the game. He wasn’t stupid.

      If she occupied his personal space, it was with intent. She’d proved as much with how effortlessly she prevented his injury. Kushiel remained aware of his body and his movements at all times. Hell, she could calculate the chance of a bullet or ricochet hitting him while flying at the speed of a train.

      Why she enjoyed this sort of thing occupied Nick’s mind at times. As much as he dealt with Kushiel these days, she revealed little of her true thoughts.

      There had been no late night discussions about existential matters, a failure to live up to her creators’ goals, or simply the pain of being Kushiel. At most she projected a jaded cynicism about humanity and the world in general that rarely, if ever, cracked.

      “You alright there, Waite? I thought I stopped you from hitting your head,” she said, placing a hand on his forehead.

      “He doesn’t have a fever,” Ezekiel said from her seat opposite them. “And you don’t need to pretend to be a human to check. We have the hardware to tell at a glance.”

      “Yeah, but this way looks cooler.” Kushiel pulled away with a smirk. “You know, if you’re going to get lost in thought, at least stare at my boobs when you do so. It gives me ammunition.”

      “I don’t think I need to give you any more ammunition than you already have,” Nick said. “As you so keenly remind me whenever you feel like.”

      “What, annoyed that I know all about your true interests?” She winked. “I can give you what the others can’t. They’re all super subservient, and here I am, the big, strong, military girl who takes no guff.”

      “Uh huh.” He looked around to be sure Hammond hadn’t shown up.

      In the process, he saw Kate giving Kushiel the stink eye. The whiskey sour being poured looked nothing like the drink it should. For one thing, it was pitch black.

      Nick wanted to take a peek at Kate’s logs to see what had riled her up so badly she had effectively poisoned Kushiel’s drink. He strongly suspected that cocktail was not safe for human consumption.

      As Kushiel turned to follow his gaze, he returned to the topic at hand. “You say that, but I’m not sure it’s true anymore.”

      Her head whipped back to face him, causing her silver hair to hit him in the face. At least he had confirmed it wasn’t built from steel wire or something. It had the same silky smooth feel as the other Archangels’ hair.

      “What does that mean?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

      “You mentioned a lopsided power dynamic in the Altnet, right? We have that.”

      “Well, yeah. I’m—”

      “My loyal subordinate, who was exiled from the military for being too independent and powerful, and sought out my help for a place to stay. And I’m your generous lieutenant cipher, who allows you to escape from the monotony of the barracks, play around during investigations, and assist the police. But it could all change according to my whims.”

      Nick locked eyes with Kushiel, and her jaw dropped.

      Then she closed it. “I don’t stay in the barracks. I have my own plush quarters, with a huge bed, an awesome Altnet connection, and—”

      “Oh? What happened to your interest in all the exciting things you’d be able to do out here?” He grinned. “You can head back there if it’s so great. Go on.”

      Her face reddened, which was a new look for her. He swore her eyes glowed a bright red as she glowered at him and her hands balled into fists.

      The other Archangels stared at them silently with wide eyes. Even Ezekiel appeared to be at a loss for words, her mouth slightly ajar.

      Maybe he’d gone too far. Had Kushiel ever been embarrassed like this in front of the Host? Or ever?

      “Shit, Waite. You finally got me,” she mumbled, before looking away and rubbing the back of her head.

      “Finally? I’ve been slinging shit like this for ages. You just pretend it doesn’t stick.”

      “That’s because it doesn’t. Your game is weak.”

      “Oh, so this didn’t stick, either? I can say more.”

      Her hand practically teleported to his mouth and the furious look on her face suggested he wouldn’t have a tongue if he said another word to embarrass her tonight.

      Alright, so he had gone too far and Kushiel was doing her best to be a gracious loser. Point taken.

      The door opened and Hammond walked in. The gruff captain looked around, then frowned at the scene at Nick’s booth.

      “The hell did I walk in on here?” Hammond said. “Should I go for a walk around the building then come back after you’ve had your fun?”

      “No,” Kushiel said, her face going even redder somehow. “We’re fine.”

      “Uh huh. Nice look on you. Should try it more often.”

      She blinked, then looked down at her clothes. Then both hers and Ezekiel’s eyes flashed, and she scowled. Evidently her processing hadn’t realized Hammond was commenting on her face, not her uniform.

      “Asshole,” Kushiel growled.

      Hammond wandered up to the bar to order and found himself face-to-face with the black whiskey sour. Kate said something to him as she plonked two tall glasses of beer—one so clear it looked like colored water and the other a gloriously cloudy golden nectar.

      Naturally, Hammond only brought the beers over. He slid the golden one in front of Nick.

      “Here’s your pompous garbage,” the captain growled. “Can’t believe you drink that trash.”

      “I try to treat my body right sometimes. There’s a difference between drinkable and enjoyable,” Nick said.

      “Agreed. I just think we have different definitions of that. Beer shouldn’t taste like somebody mixed it with fruit juice.”

      “And it shouldn’t taste like piss mixed with water.”

      Hammond shrugged. “That’s what beer tastes like. This place didn’t even carry these fancy ass beers until you started coming here.”

      “That’s because nobody came here often enough to finish off even a keg of this stuff before it went off,” Nick said. “It’s a nice change to be able to try something different.”

      Although he also felt a certain amount of pressure to drink whatever new beer was on tap. Bringing in new beers with short expiries added to the bar’s expenses. If Nick didn’t drink it, then who would?

      Kushiel, probably.

      “Anyway, mind if we talk alone at the bar?” Hammond asked, pointedly looking at Ezekiel. “I want to chatter about sensitive stuff.”

      Part of Nick wanted to point out how futile it was to try to keep a secret from androids who could hear a pin drop in a concert mosh pit. But he also knew that Hammond might clam up in that case.

      He simply nodded, then tried to climb over Kushiel while she grinned at him. Eventually he gave up, she got out of her seat, and he got out of the booth like a civilized person.

      “I’m not one to give you advice on women—” Hammond began to say as the two men walked over to the bar.

      “Then don’t,” Nick said.

      The other man simply nodded. As gruff as Nick had been, Hammond hopefully knew why he’d been cut off and given no explanation.

      Nick didn’t exactly want to talk about his relationship with Kushiel the instant he walked away. Especially not with someone he wasn’t sure she respected.

      As they sat at the bar, Kate left it with the whiskey sour. She’d garnished it with a white olive.

      Nick looked around the bar, poking his head above the bottles in front of him. “Do you see any white olives?”

      “No, but I see a small can of paint,” Hammond said, staring at an open can of white paint.

      Both men looked at each other, then turned to watch the fireworks as Kate delivered the black and white concoction to Kushiel.

      Who took one look at it, shrugged, then downed it in a single go. She even ate the olive.

      “Delicious. Add it to the menu,” Kushiel said with the largest shit-eating grin she could manage.

      Kate appeared frozen in place. After several long seconds, she whirred back to life. “I do not believe the bar’s owner would permit it.”

      “Oh, why not?”

      Instead of answering, Kate merely puttered away with a downcast expression. Kushiel watched with a triumphant gaze, as if she had won some grand battle.

      “You’ve seen their specs,” Hammond suddenly said. “Can her internals process that?”

      “They can eat metal, Paul. Biomatter gets reduced to nothing in a tiny processor, but they have a garbage disposal for everything else,” Nick explained. “She’ll just vomit it back up later.”

      “Vomit?”

      “The parts in the rear are optional for a reason. They’re not functional.”

      Not that Nick had the slightest clue if Kushiel even had those parts. He strongly suspected she did, given Rie and all the Mark 3s did. Her role was mostly ceremonial so adding all the bells and whistles, including those that shouldn’t be seen publicly, might be seen as a matter of course. Especially given her appearance and the sort of generals approving her.

      On the other hand, she was a war machine.

      Paul nodded, then downed half his beer. His expression turned serious.

      “You know that reorg we’ve been keeping secret from you?” he asked.

      Nick frowned, but returned the nod.

      “Well, congrats, you’ve managed to turn it all upside down twice now. First when you dealt with the GWT issue and caught the eye of some powerbroker in the Spires. And now Carolyn has gained a second wind and it’s all changing again.” Hammond grinned while shaking his head. “While you’ve been trying to do actual police work, we’ve all been arguing about what to do afterward. Says a lot, huh?”

      “Isn’t there a ton of political nonsense taking place with Aesir?”

      “Absolutely, but that’s above even our paygrades. Or should be. You should have seen the Commish’s face when we got word you’d arrested that influencer asshole despite all the legal shit.”

      “He’s angry?” Nick should have known.

      “It’s complicated. Which is a great word for all this nonsense. Because the short answer is you’re about to get one hell of a promotion,” Hammond said, then slapped his hand on Nick’s shoulder.
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      “A promotion?” Nick repeated, his drink halfway to his mouth.

      Kate’s hand reached across the bar and tilted his glass upright before he poured the beer down his shirt. He grimaced, then lowered it to the counter.

      “This will be the biggest change to the department since we first rolled out the Liberators,” Hammond said. “That’s why it’s all hush-hush. There isn’t going to be much left when the dust settles. Not much flesh and blood that is. This is the endgame of Kim’s appointment. His automation agenda that the Spires appointed him to see through is here. All he needs to finalize after this is the Liberator procurement and he can ride off into the sunset and a bright political future.”

      Something sounded off about Hammond’s tone. Nick slugged down some of his beer while trying to place and used that time to think about what he’d just heard.

      “You’re less bitter about this than I expected,” he finally said. “What happened to your fire about dolls replacing humans? Did Kate win you over?”

      The bartender looked over at them, noticed they weren’t ordering drinks, then went back to standby mode.

      Hammond scoffed. “Hardly. But who’s left to give a shit about? Everyone who did anything of value either left or was fired. They sacked everyone on the street for the Liberators. Even traffic police are automated. Detectives, ciphers, and all the ‘high-skill’ jobs supposedly immune to automation got the boot when the Mark 1s rolled out. What’s left?”

      “Captains. Lieutenants.” Nick realized the issue. “Managers.”

      “Yeah. Managing what? Come on, Nick, you’re investigating the worst terrorist attack since the shit that went down during the riots. It’s one of the few cases that cuts across city borders I’ve seen. How many other people are you working with? Do you even need the help of a single other bureau or division?”

      “No. If I do, it’s handled through paperwork behind the scenes.”

      “Oh, you can bet there’s lots of paperwork. Fucking truckloads. You wander down to another floor and you’ll see tons of people running around as if they were personally involved in your investigation because reams of digital paperwork gets generated to ensure you and the Archangel Division have complete control over every police doll in the city.” Hammond laughed bitterly. “It’s fucking farcical to see. I don’t even think they realize how pointless their jobs are.”

      “They’re still jobs.”

      “Sure. And the same could be said about my old man’s job.” Hammond’s expression turned to stone. “I feel for some of the folks losing their jobs. There are a lot of people who have been able to stick like glue to the fossils who greased their way up the chain after the riots, and they’ve avoided the fallout that everyone else in the city has dealt with. But the captains and lieutenants?”

      Nick noticed that Kate hovered on the other side of the bar as Hammond talked. The passion in the older man’s voice was plain as day, but it ran on the wrong side in Nick’s mind.

      It was the sort of passion somebody felt before they put a gun to someone’s head in pursuit of revenge. Hammond exuded fury.

      “They laughed when they turfed my old man out,” Hammond said. “Now it’s happening to them and they don’t even see it coming. Ironically, it’s because of you.”

      “What?”

      “I said you changed plans twice, right? Before GWT, the idea was just to convert our bureau into a huge Archangel Division, with…” Hammond trailed off, then inclined his head toward Ezekiel. “Her leading them. Kim would keep you with Rie.”

      That sounded like the opposite of a promotion. Nick waited to hear more.

      “Then that whole mess happened. It proved two things: you could wrangle with the bigshots, as one of them took a liking to you; and the other was that nobody else fucking mattered. You installed Helena and Kim realized how pointless everyone’s jobs were. The other captains mostly existed to gum up the works, and they sucked at that.”

      “Helena’s pretty used to dealing with that stuff from Tartarus,” Nick said drily.

      “Yeah, that’s what I guessed and told the Commish.” Hammond snickered. “I don’t much like the asshole, but he’s not stupid. He watches reports like a hawk, and Helena gave him a way to stay on top of things directly. So when others began regurgitating stuff she already produced, he wised up instantly. The reorg became a massacre.”

      “Because of me.”

      “Yup. And it’s glorious. You don’t often get to thank the man who gets revenge for you. It might not seem like it to you, but this is the first time I think I’ve seen automation work properly. Assholes like those captains love to repeat that tired old line about a rising tide lifting all boats. I wonder if they’ll be singing propaganda in a month.”

      Hammond raised his glass. It took Nick a second to realize the other man’s intent, and he clinked his own against it.

      The celebration felt as dark as it looked. For all that Hammond had improved in terms of liveliness since Nick had joined the department, his hatred toward those involved with the riots and his father’s firing burned as hot as ever.

      Time did not heal all wounds. Sometimes, they festered. Nick had no clue how to help Hammond here, other than to stick by him as a friend.

      “And you?” Nick asked quietly. “If I’m getting promoted…”

      “Ah, that…” Hammond shrugged. “I’m old enough. My time’s at an end, and all the better for it. What I’ve helped do is remove the festering rot that stuck around after the riots. The same assholes who made that mess what it was survived when better men didn’t. They’ll be gone soon. Maybe it’s better that I admit that a new era has come.”

      “Paul…”

      The bar had fallen silent. The Archangels stared at their longtime superior, having just heard that the man who had led them since their deployment into Babylon was leaving. Nick wondered what they genuinely thought of him, but also knew they’d never admit them.

      “It’ll still be awhile. Changes don’t happen overnight. SO don’t worry much about it.” Hammond slapped Nick on the shoulder again. “So let’s drink and celebrate your imminent captaincy. After this case, you’ll definitely deserve it.”

      “Can’t say I feel much like a captain. Does that mean I’ll be buried in paperwork as well?” Nick asked, trying to hide his own discontent at the news.

      “Isn’t that why you have your fancy mainframe?” Hammond winked.

      With that heavy news dumped on them, Nick focused on trying to enjoy the night with his friend. Kushiel joined in as her usual self. Her ability to ignore social norms helped a lot to keep things light.

      After a few hours, Lucas rocked up. Which proved quite the sight, as a bar this dingy usually didn’t see a wealthy gang lord stride through the doors.

      He wore a black suit with subtle violet stripes, barely visible in the bar’s lighting. His tacky AR glasses adorned his head, hiding his eyes.

      “Nick, you said this place was a hole, but I didn’t think you meant it literally,” Lucas said as he crossed the room.

      A pair of Chevalier security dolls in slick white suits remained by the door. They exchanged glances with the Mark 1s next to them.

      “It’s the good sort of hole,” Nick said, reaching out to shake his friend’s hand.

      Lucas bypassed the hand and gripped in a hug. “Good to see you’re alright. Between the news that Aesir has it in for you and that morgue attack I’m worried again. You have a knack for attracting assassination attempts during big cases like this. This one is big enough that they could send several merc teams the size of that one in the Tartarus case after you.”

      “Don’t remind me of that mess.” Nick broke off the hug. “And nobody’s tried to kill me. Yet.”

      “All in good time.” The gang lord chuckled, then sized up Hammond.

      The captain simply raised his nearly empty beer in a greeting.

      “It’s been a hot minute, Detective… No, Captain Hammond, right?” Lucas nodded, then looked at Kate. “A round of drinks for everyone.” He paused and noticed that everyone else in the bar was an Archangel. “Which I guess is just us.”

      “Hey,” Kushiel said, raising her own pint of the golden sour beer.

      “And her.”

      “That’s better.”

      Kate nodded silently, then got to work pouring beer. That was unlike her. Did she recognize Lucas somehow?

      Lucas looked at the bar stools, noting that Hammond and Kushiel sat next to Nick. The android moved one over, and Lucas gave her an appreciative nod before taking the now-vacant seat.

      “Can’t say it seems normal to see the two of you together,” Hammond said. “You do know who he is, right, Nick?”

      “He’s the reason I ended up in Neural Spike. So yes, I do,” Nick said.

      “Ah, right. Those national security restrictions. Yeah, I guess you do run with a crazy crowd.” Hammond finished off his beer just in time for Kate to serve him another. “The only times I deal with people with their own private armies are with a table between us and a team of Archangels behind me.”

      “Now, now. I cooperate with the police,” Lucas said with a smirk.

      “Oh, I’m sure you do,” Kushiel purred.

      Lucas gulped and looked at the military doll next to him. She grinned.

      “Kushiel, don’t threaten him. You’re not on the clock,” Nick said.

      “Technically, I am. My job is to protect you.”

      “Does it look like Lucas is a danger to me?”

      “Well, those Chevaliers—”

      “Kushiel.”

      She clicked her tongue and stopped.

      “See, Captain, it’s not me you should be worried about,” Lucas told Hammond. “I have my limits, and they stop well short of a doll capable of taking out battle tanks and naval vessels. This is Babylon. There’s always much more to be gained by working with authority than fighting it.”

      “Since when was supplying terrorists working with us?” Hammond asked flatly.

      “Since I stopped selling to unverified customers,” Lucas said without missing a beat. “And one might argue that, at times, I move parallel to you. But never against. That way lies an early grave.”

      “Or disappearing beneath the ocean?”

      “No, that happens even if you work with authority.” The gang lord scowled into his beer. “Neural Spike was a dark time. Sometimes, you can do everything you’re expected to do, and still be tossed aside. It showed the limits of trusting the Spires. And why I’m doing what I do.”

      “So that’s why you’re trying to get into the Assembly,” Nick said, leaning forward abruptly. “You never properly explained your goal, other than that it was to oppose people who disliked the doll district.”

      Lucas nodded. “There’s a limit to what can be done by pushing back outside the system. And that’s what black companies are. We skate by the borders. The Spires overlook us, granting us the veneer of legitimacy but able to destroy us with a thought. If one of the trillionaire power brokers who pulls the strings of companies like RTM took a dislike to the doll district, we’d be gone tomorrow. The Archangels would roll up within minutes and…” He snapped his fingers.

      Hammond and Kushiel nodded grimly. Something told Nick that Hammond had seen that happen, and Kushiel likely had data in her memory about it.

      “Babylon is changing and will keep changing. But if we aren’t part of that change, we won’t even get scraps,” Lucas said. “They’ll take everything and crush us for complaining about it. I have no illusions about the role we play in the city. If I ask one of these pretty Archangels why black companies are permitted, they’ll even tell me.”

      As if on cue, Chloe answered the question, “Black companies meet socially demanded needs and wants of the citizenry that would be provided by criminal enterprises even if made explicitly illegal. By decriminalizing and regulating them, criminal activity and violence is reduced due to the allure of legal means of income generation, and the city’s stability is assured.”

      Lucas gestured at Chloe, as if his point had been proven. “See? It’s entirely a transactional exchange. So long as we provide a net benefit, we’re permitted. But that leaves us weak to moral arguments. A lot of folks hate that others pay for sex with dolls. Big companies like Aesir hate neural mods. Even more hate the easy access to guns we provide, even if using them is a death sentence due to the Archangels. All it takes is one persuasive voice in the Assembly, and we’re now a burden to the city.”

      “Can’t say I like the doll sex joints myself,” Hammond said.

      “Would you shut them all down?” Nick asked quietly.

      The older man shrugged and slugged down much of his beer. Then he grimaced. “There’s a lot worse in the city than paying to fuck a block of plastic and metal. I don’t like the argument behind it, either. The same reasoning could be applied to banning the Labor Zone. A lot of companies don’t like the idea of businesses banning dolls.”

      “A question,” Chloe asked, walking up to them. “At what point does a moral concern become serious enough to care about?”

      Lucas and Hammond looked at each other, then Nick. He shrugged.

      “They run on emotion engines. It’s in their nature to try to understand things,” he said.

      “Don’t we program them to do what we tell them?” Hammond asked.

      “Sure, but that falls apart when you give them an unclear objective,” Lucas said. “If God himself came down and commanded you to ‘be happy,’ what would you do?”

      “Uh… quit my job?”

      Lucas laughed. “Do you think everyone would quit their job?”

      Hammond rolled his eyes. “No. I get it. Shit’s in the eye of the beholder. This is Philosophy 101. Can’t say I feel comfortable with police dolls whose behavior might change based on what they think is right.”

      “But you feel comfortable around people whose behavior might change based on what they think is right,” Nick said.

      “Oh, fuck you and your mind games.” Hammond slammed down the second half of his beer. “Kate, another!”

      “My question?” Chloe asked, waiting patiently.

      “I’d say you already know the answer,” Lucas said. “I don’t trust you lot, simply because of what you do. But things have been better under Nick. The fact you’re asking me, even though I know you’ve already rifled through my implant, is proof that you knew what I’d say before even approaching me.”

      “Which is?”

      “Everybody will be unhappy when they see things they don’t like. But is that thing hurting them or somebody else? Will it hurt others? That’s the limit. There’s a gap between moralizing and morals.”

      “Whose morals, though?” Nick asked.

      “Nobody’s ideally.” Lucas shrugged at the look he received. “Hence the point about harm being the dividing line. As soon as you start making exceptions for one thing, others will use that to justify their own bullshit, and all you can do is wag your finger or sink to their level. Most people only pretend to give a shit about principles and letting people be. The instant they get a chance to enforce their will, they take it. You can’t give them that chance.”

      “And here I thought you hated the idea of the Archangels running everything.”

      Lucas scowled and glared at Nick, but his lack of response suggested that he knew the issue present. He’d flat out said people would naturally try to stop things they didn’t like. If he wanted an unemotional enforcement of his idea, nothing other than a robot could manage it.

      And those robots right now were the Archangels, complete with full access to people’s minds and nervous systems.

      Chloe looked between the two men before nodding, then she looked at Hammond. He shrugged.

      “I don’t do politics,” he said. “Lieu went down that route. I don’t think you can ever justify overriding the will of the people like that.”

      “But what if the Spires override the people?” she asked.

      He grimaced. “Then I guess we get more riots. And…”

      No answer.

      Nick found that unsurprising. Even he had no answer to the question of what he’d do if the riots repeated themselves. Because he’d be the one given the orders to brutally suppress the protestors.

      In the heat of the moment, would he be able to step back and make the same call that police like Hammond’s father did forty years ago, when they stood down rather than brutalize their friends and family for their corporate overlords? Would the Archangels accept that?

      With luck, he’d avoid that choice. But relying on good fortunate was a terrible idea, especially given how his life had played out so far.

      “Well, this ended up being a darker night than I expected. I’d hoped to be celebrating some major breakthrough.” Lucas grinned at Nick. “I can guess. Rumor is spreading that you arrested a certain asshole at the top of the food chain.”

      “What?” Nick shot a look at Chloe, who nodded her head. “Spreading from who?”

      “No clue. I got it from cipher circles. It hasn’t spread far, due to the sheer level of suppression being enacted by the Archangels. Everyone who saw it knows why, though.”

      How the hell had any other cipher found out? Was it somebody on Vic’s team?

      No, the Asgardian Archangels would have dealt with them.

      Which meant somebody outside Vic’s immediate sphere of influence was leaking news of his arrest in cipher circles.

      “Is there anyone from Aesir in our circles?” Nick asked. “No, right?”

      “What? Of course not. They almost never hire from black companies, and their pay is so fucking high that they don’t need to waste their time on assholes like us. Plus, this leaked in the corporate circles. Somebody big might have gotten wind from a contact in Aesir.”

      Somebody big…

      Or, Nick realized, somebody with major connections. The morgue had been a hit by foreign intel.

      But why leak onto cipher circles? His mind churned trying to make sense of it.

      “Don’t worry about it. Let’s drink,” Lucas said. “You have all morning to do your job.”

      More beers appeared in front of them. Nick decided to follow his friend’s advice, especially as the Archangels would be on it. With Rie dealing with the Altnet, she should be on top of it.

      By the time things wrapped up, the hour was late and Nick was glad he’d slowed down an hour earlier. Midnight had come and gone and Lucas kept the beers coming. Kate never gave him any nonsense, either.

      Nick strongly suspected that she sensed the money and knew better than to risk it. Or maybe his appearance triggered something in her directives to cause her to abandon her clumsy routine.

      “Ugh, that last one was too much,” Hammond groaned while holding his head.

      One of the Mark 1s held him upright, although she kept her distance while doing so. Unlike a human, she didn’t need to use her entire body weight to keep him stable.

      “Get home and sleep, Paul,” Nick said.

      “Bastard. You stopped ages ago, didn’t you?”

      “No, I just know my own tolerance.” Nick made a shooing motion and the Mark 1s dragged Hammond out of the bar.

      Kate cleaned up the bar as they finished up. As far as Nick knew, the place never closed. It probably should, as he doubted anyone came by in the early hours. No wonder the joint struggled with bills if it ran cooling and lighting all day while empty.

      Lucas and Nick chatted as they slowly exited. Both of them were clearly tipsy, but knew how to handle themselves. The Archangels mixed with Lucas’s security dolls on the way out.

      Outside sat both of their convoys. As usual, his cyborg thugs surrounded the black SUVs that Lucas used. Although he’d brought some extra Chevaliers and heavier weapons compared to the trip to the CBD.

      “Feeling tense?” Nick asked as he eyed the extra protection.

      “The streets were quiet after the Shudder. Everyone was too busy burning down virtual houses to worry about the real ones,” Lucas said. “Then there was the news of that morgue attack. I saw the clip of that guy racing across the station roof. Whoever they are, they’re nasty. Keep your guard up, Nick. Cats only have nine lives, and I don’t think you have a tail.”

      For some reason the Archangels shot him a look. Nick ignored them.

      “That’s why I have her around.” Nick jabbed a thumb at Kushiel, who hefted her oversized railgun in response.

      “I can imagine.”

      Lucas said farewell, then climbed into an SUV and took off.

      Nick stopped beside his own convoy while the Archangels once again debated over who got to ride with him. He got the feeling that his growing bodyguard group would need to start giving up space. Juliet and Rosa had a weaker argument with Kushiel in the cabin.

      “Look, can you reach consensus already,” he said. “It’s like 2AM and I’d like to—”

      An explosion ripped through the night. Nick let out a curse and ducked, reaching for his Lawman as he searched for the source. He spotted it within seconds as the Archangels raced across the street, weapons raised and already firing.

      Lucas’s SUV lay inside a plume of flames and smoke only a few hundred feet away, while several dozen G5s exchanged fire with his bodyguards.
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      An ear-splitting roar transformed the street into a sound chamber, and a high-pitched screech grated against Nick’s eardrums. Kushiel’s railgun glowed ominously in her hands before she discarded it and snatched a rifle from a nearby Mark 1. The normally gargantuan weapon looked tiny against her bulk.

      “Stay down, Waite,” she snapped without even looking at him.

      His heart leaped in his chest as he saw the wreckage that contained one of his oldest friends. The explosion had died down already, but the flames burned brightly enough to suggest that the battery might have been breached. While modern batteries were built to be less combustible in the face of fires, an explosion was a different matter.

      And that said nothing about the safety of the occupants, even without the fire. Nick’s hand gripped his sidearm as he took in the chaotic firefight.

      Lucas’s SUV had been the only one taken out by an explosion, leaving the bodyguards and dolls in the others to flood the street. They’d been met by two dozen armored G5s that burst from nearby businesses, all toting assault rifles and shotguns. Even more opened fire from windows and rooftops.

      How the hell so many dolls managed to set up an ambush so close to this many Archangels was an open question, and one to be answered later. Even the NLF struggled to deploy in such force. When the mercs had hit Nick seven months ago, they’d needed to do so under the cover of a neural network shutdown just to get the slightest jump on the Archangels, and half their reinforcements had needed to run into the fray as it was.

      So who the fuck controlled these dolls?

      The Archangels didn’t waste time asking that question. Instead, they charged across the street at top speed, their legs moving independently of their upper bodies. The hum of railguns joined with the crack of a dozen high-caliber rifles as they unleashed round after round into the assailants without pausing.

      G5s exploded into pieces. Heads, torsos, arms—every chink in their external armor plating proved a weak point and the Archangels exploited them with unerring accuracy. Those on the rooftops and inside buildings were vaporized within seconds of the Archangels engaging.

      Half the ground force had already been erased by Kushiel’s first shot, but the rest continued to push toward Lucas’s burning SUV. The G5s completely ignored the police dolls bearing down on them at mach speed, instead alternating between gunning down the bodyguards in their way and trying to blast through the SUV’s armor with small arms.

      Notably, the G5s avoided engaging the Chevaliers. Their assault rifles would be as effective as pea shooters, but even the bulky automatic shotguns might do little more than scratch the artificial skin of the state-of-the-art security dolls.

      Anti-doll weaponry typically involved using a railgun for a reason. The Chevalier was the most heavily armored doll legally allowed in the city for civilian usage. Nick’s Lawman could punch through her armor, but that was because it was an almost literal hand cannon and fired specialized rounds intended to penetrate light vehicle armor.

      Of course, why the G5s thought they could penetrate an armored SUV if they failed to hurt the Chevaliers was another matter. Evidently, they lacked a followup to the bomb.

      Nick tried to raise his Lawman at a G5. Before he even got his arm halfway up, three Mark 3s had practically tackled him to the ground behind an SUV.

      “This engagement is too dangerous,” Juliet said.

      “Lucas is—”

      “Still alive,” Helena said over his earpiece. “His implant is still active on the neural network and hasn’t sent out any emergency alerts to his insurer. He has requested assistance from other black companies, however. These appear to be automated requests after sustaining a heavy impact, but he appears to still be conscious, if perhaps too shaken to respond.”

      Nick felt his body almost collapse at the news. Not that Lucas was out of the park yet.

      But the firefight had already died down. As dangerous as so many G5s might be to Lucas and his entourage, they couldn’t stand up to nearly 30 Archangels, especially with Kushiel among their number.

      Nick knew things were truly over when the Mark 3s let him stand. He rose to his feet and grimaced at the carnage.

      As he watched, the Archangels pulled fire extinguishers out of Lucas’s other vehicles to suppress the fire. Then the doors sprung open. The Chevaliers and thugs jumped at that and raised their weapons in shock.

      “Hold up,” Nick said, rushing over. “We’re trying to help.”

      The remaining thugs, who were significantly fewer in number and much worse for wear, froze. A moment later, the dolls followed suit. Nick suspected they’d panicked because the Mark 3s had overridden the SUV’s security to open the doors.

      Chloe paid no attention to anyone else and reached inside the vehicle. Soon, she and the other Archangels removed Lucas and the other occupants. All uninjured, save for nasty bumps, bruises, and scrapes.

      “The vehicle’s interior armor survived the blast. A remote-detonated landmine was used,” Chloe explained while Lucas was looked over by his crew. “The rest of the vehicle was less heavily armored against such an attack, given the primary purpose of anti-IED armor is to protect the occupants.”

      “A landmine?” Nick asked.

      “Yes. We detected traces of it. The detonation method involves an encrypted short-range radio transmitted signal, which is difficult to detect or jam. All the G5s had their neural links entirely disabled. They were acting on pre-programmed orders. Even the weapons had their wireless systems disabled. Anything that could be taken offline, was.”

      Not even the NLF went that far, as they usually needed to control the dolls. That explained why the Archangels failed to detect the dolls or the attack.

      He didn’t need to think hard to know who was responsible.

      “These are the same people who are responsible for the morgue,” he said, feeling a pit open in his stomach. “They just used nearly 50 G5s on a disposable attack on Lucas. These aren’t cheap G2s you can get at the dollar store. You need serious cash to buy G5s, let alone equip them like this.”

      Chloe merely nodded.

      Foreign agents had just tried to kill Lucas. Had matters escalated beyond a police investigation?

      “We lack any proof that this involves foreign intel,” Kushiel said as she approached. “Sure, we all know it, but this is full black ops. Military counterintelligence should be involved, but I guarantee the Spires are wary of any soldier being caught in Babylon right now.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes. “Could that be their intention? I don’t know why they’d target Lucas other than to bait others. He’s not part of the investigation. If the military responds because a well-known cipher and businessman is attacked or killed, that seems rational to me, but are the Spires that worried about backlash?”

      None of the Archangels responded to his theory. Instead, they simply looked at him. Their expressions seemed somewhat concerned, and even a little sad.

      “Nick,” Chloe said slowly. “The Host strongly believes that Lucas was targeted due to the investigation.”

      That pit in his stomach became an almost literal abyss. He tried to look over and see Lucas, but only saw a dozen of his thugs standing near the Chevaliers. Paramedics had arrived with multiple ambulances, and nurse dolls began to treat the injured and confirm casualties from the firefight. More Archangels arrived in SUVs and interceptors around them, along with entire teams of Liberators.

      Nick slowly understood who this attack had been targeting.

      “Chloe, I need you to—” he tried to say, doing his level best to keep his voice steady.

      “Additional units have been assigned to protect your family as well as individuals you have worked with or are known to be close to,” Chloe said. “These include Sung Jang, Captain Hammond, and Vadim Smith. Kreova’s employees, Joel and Clarissa Kravitz, will also be monitored given they assisted you.”

      He nodded, unable to say anything at the moment.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have to. The dolls let him have his silence.

      A few minutes passed while more paramedics turned up, as well as some nurse dolls from various insurers. More than a few ambulances rocketed off with the critically injured from the firefight. Lucas provided solid insurance for his folks, so none of them needed to worry about being badgered with a bill. Especially as he had the sort of connections to get them the level of insurance that didn’t question where the bullet wounds came from.

      In this case, they’d have been covered anyway. But good insurance avoided the bullshit attempts to weasel out of coverage.

      The gang lord himself avoided being dragged off, and instead sat around while a pair of young-looking slim nurse dolls ran a battery of tests on him. Nick wandered over.

      “Looking at you, I’d almost think there hadn’t been a firefight,” Lucas said drily, then grinned as he flexed his cybernetic arm.

      The nurse dolls had removed his shirt and jacket, allowing Nick to see the scarred, ugly flesh that joined with the metal. Bulky cybernetics ran far deeper than just the replacement limb. For the body to interface with a hunk of metal and silicon, it needed help. The socket for Lucas’s arm ran deep into his chest, and no longer supported a lot of newer arm models.

      If the man wanted to upgrade, that meant ripping the whole thing out and starting from scratch. And it also meant possibly crippling himself or dying during the surgery. Nick could only imagine how horrific the process had been for Emil’s cybernetic facial reconstruction.

      “Well, I have a lot of people who really don’t like me getting hurt,” Nick said. “You came out of it pretty well given you blew up.”

      “I’m a smart guy. Snipers? Impossible to protect against, but the Archangels tend to be pretty good at spotting them due to all the cameras. But bombs are easy to stop, so I install enough armor. Didn’t do shit about the impact, though.” Lucas rubbed his head.

      “Don’t give them ideas about using sniper rifles,” Nick said, trying and failing to inject false levity into his voice. “These guys could probably pull it off.”

      “Yeah. This didn’t feel like a serious attempt to kill me.” Lucas fixed Nick with a serious gaze. “If they’d cared, they’d have used more explosives, more dolls, and hit me farther away from the huge cluster of Archangels. Somebody wanted you to know.”

      “A message.”

      “Yeah. I’m pretty shit at languages, so I can’t tell you what they want to say, though. In my mind, this sort of message sucks at anything other than pissing people off. Or maybe that was the point. Your perp might think he’s invincible. That bring anyone to mind?”

      Nick frowned. “Yeah. But he’s under arrest and nowhere near well-connected enough to pull this off.”

      “Then maybe you don’t know him. Or maybe you do, but he’s done a really good job of lying low. Not everybody is going to introduce themselves.”

      “Don’t need to tell me that.” Nick gripped Lucas’s shoulder and found himself gripping it tighter than he thought. “Stay safe tonight, Lucas.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Don’t get sappy.” Lucas brushed off his hand. “Get some rest, sleep off the alcohol, and deal with this shit in the morning. This isn’t the first time somebody tried to kill me, and it won’t be the last. That’s how life goes. If I wanted to stay safe, I’d have stayed in my cubicle.”

      Nick watched as a set of police SUVs escorted Lucas and his remaining dolls and thugs back home. The wreckage of the night stood right next to him, surrounded by an army of police dolls.

      A warm takeaway cup was pressed against his cheek, and he frowned at it. This time, it was Meta who had brought him some caffeinated sustenance. Chloe stood in the distance, working with Inari and the other Mark 3s as they cracked open the G5s to analyze their memory.

      “Coffee, at this time?” he asked.

      “I have a favor to request from you tonight. Unless…” She looked at the scene.

      He shook his head and drank the rather mediocre drink. “No. I could use something to drag me away from this mess. That was supposed to be the drinks. So I’d love something more… intimate.”

      Meta’s face colored, and she leaned against him.

      Yeah, he had guessed right earlier.

      When he finally climbed into the SUV, 4 Mark 1s accompanied him. Meta, plus 3 others he knew only by their serial number.

      Kushiel still barged her way in, but Chloe and the other Mark 3s steered clear. The same appeared to be the case for Ezekiel, but Nick didn’t even know if she was coming back with him.

      “Uh, did I miss something?” Kushiel asked as they took off.

      She looked around the cabin, but the Mark 1s refused to meet her gaze. Meta clung to Nick’s side.

      While one prototype tried to puzzle things out, Rie’s voice crackled over Nick’s earpiece.

      “I just wanted to check that you’re heading home and everything is fine, Nicholas,” Rie said. “The Host has reported as much, but it’s nice to check.”

      “I’m fine, Rie. How’s the Altnet?”

      “More discontent is brewing than I’d like. Somebody leaked the news of Vic’s arrest, and I strongly suspect they have corporate connections. But don’t worry about that. Go home, rest, and we’ll deal with it in the morning,” she said.

      From the way Meta shifted against Nick’s side, rest was potentially the last thing he might be getting tonight. But he pretended otherwise and wished Rie a good night.

      By now, Kushiel had cottoned on and pretended nobody else existed in the cabin.

      As much as she liked to tease Nick, her behavior changed awfully quick once the others started showing open affection. Or perhaps she just wanted to stay out of the way of her sisters. Hard to say.

      Once back at his apartment, Kushiel cleared out fast. The Mark 3s made themselves scarce as Meta and the Mark 1s escorted him along the empty corridors. At this time on a Monday night, few people would be out late. Which said something about Nick.

      More Mark 1s awaited him inside his apartment, to the point that he began worrying about where tonight was going. He counted ten in total, plus four that stood guard outside.

      “This isn’t some sort of intervention, right?” he asked.

      “We do not see any behaviors of yours that require intervening to halt,” Meta said. “This is, perhaps, the opposite of an intervention.”

      “An escalation?”

      Meta stepped toward Nick so that her palms rested against his chest without even trying, and both of them needed to tilt their heads to look at one another.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Then they both reacted at the same time and kissed. After a few short seconds, Meta pulled away with a confused frown.

      “The sensation is different to last time,” she whined.

      Nick rubbed her back and shoulders. “That’s because this is the real sensation, with your real body. The Altnet only created a mimicry of it using textures and sensations from human bodies. Ones not made from the same materials you are.”

      “Our data suggests you prefer softer bodies,” Meta said.

      Well, yes, obviously. Meta’s lips were soft-ish, but that didn’t help the fact the rest of her head would shatter a baseball bat if somebody hit her with one. Sigma hadn’t created their police dolls with an eye for lovemaking.

      Although somebody had seen fit to give them boobs and other sexual body parts.

      “You were there when I took Chloe’s first time,” Nick said gently. “You know that’s not an issue. Although I understand there’s another problem.”

      His hands brushed against Meta’s uniform before trailing down along her hips and belly. She bit her lip, then shook her head.

      “That will not be an issue. But…” Meta looked at the other Mark 1s in the room. “Nicholas, are you willing to accept all of us?”

      Wait, what?

      “I think you might need to run that by me in more detail,” Nick said, trying not to panic at the nine superandroids staring intently at him. “I care deeply about you and the Host, but I’m only human. There are four thousand of you. I can’t possibly—”

      “Not like that,” all ten dolls said.

      “Oh.”

      Meta stared at him through lidded eyes and ran her hand over his crotch clumsily. “I mean that when you accept me with this, you’re accepting me as Metatron, the voice and representative of all Mark 1s in Babylon’s Host. Sigma only modified my shell to accept you. When you split me open and make me yours, almost every Mark 1 intends to share the sensation as a way to be with you indirectly.”

      “This… is different to what you did with Chloe, isn’t it?” he asked, trying to understand.

      “It is. That was simply sharing sensory data. This will be more immersive for the others. Every Mark 1 in the Host will be able to become me, should they wish to. To feel you take their first time, hear the things you say to us in person, and to be painted with your seed as you collectively fuck us into the bed.”

      Nick felt his cock twitch in his pants at the sound of Meta talking dirty. In response, every Mark 1 looked at his crotch, presumably because Meta had felt the sensation against her hand.

      He had to admit he didn’t entirely understand the implications of this. It still sounded a lot like a fancy version of neural implant porn. What he did understand was that Meta remained the only Mark 1 with the necessary body parts to have physical sex. Sigma had installed them in the prototypes and Mark 3s, but not the earlier models.

      So if his time tonight meant something greater to the Mark 1s, who was he to complain?

      “That’s fine,” Nick said.

      As if his words of consent had been some sort of magical spell, the dolls sprung into action. A pair rushed him from behind and their hands dexterously stripped his clothing. Meta and the other Mark 1s began to remove their uniforms. At some point, they removed his earpieces.

      Then they ushered him into his bedroom. Hands fondled his balls and shaft from behind while his growing erection hung in front of Meta’s face as she sat on his bed. The same pair of Mark 1s that had stripped him pressed their bodies against them.

      Presumably, someone had told them this was sexy. Or they’d seen it in Altnet porn.

      In truth, this was hot. In the literal sense. Archangels felt like radiators when pressed close against him, but their rock hard polymer bodies lacked the gentle softness of human flesh or even the silicone imitations of Vanessa or other friendlier dolls.

      After spending enough time around Chloe, Nick knew better than to point it out. He teased Rie over it, but the regular Archangels felt far more self-conscious over their bodies.

      “Are you sure you want to do it in real life?” he asked.

      Meta bit her lip. “Do you think Helena would allow us?”

      She could ask, he supposed.

      “I think her problem was doing it during the investigation,” Nick said.

      “I see…” A long pause, then Meta shook her head. “You said it yourself. The sensation is different because it’s not imitating something that isn’t real. This shell is me. You named me Meta, not our avatars. Even if we all look alike here and in the Altnet, there is something important that sets me apart. I need to accept what makes me real.”

      Nick really wanted to find that speech touching. He knew it meant something important to Meta, as it showed the Mark 1s choosing reality over their neural network when it came to intimacy with him.

      The unfortunate fact was that Meta was naked and wearing the same plate over her crotch that Chloe and Rie wore. Around her stood nine other identical Mark 1s, but they lacked the plate. Beneath that plate was the delicate slit Nick would be sliding his cock into.

      So, in a way, what set Meta apart was that she had a functioning pussy. Nick tried very hard not to laugh.

      Which was easy when Meta leaned forward and closed her lips around his tip. The Mark 1s continued to stroke him while Meta’s tongue licked and lapped at his cock. Her amethyst eyes looked up at him, watching his face closely for signs of pleasure.

      “Do you enjoy this?” she asked.

      “Keep going,” he said.

      Meta nodded, the motion moving his length up and down with her head, then began bobbing back and forth along his shaft. His hands tangled in her fluffy white hair as he groaned. Even if he pressed against her head, it didn’t do anything. Meta moved at her pace and was far too strong for him to budge an inch.

      Not that he needed to control her. Meta glided along his length as though she’d done it a million times.

      Which she probably had in her simulations, especially with all the extra data Chloe fed her.

      By now, the Mark 1s had retreated their hands to stroking his balls. The surrounding dolls wavered on the spot, mouths slightly ajar as they shared Meta’s sensations.

      Then Meta pressed herself against the base of his crotch, accepting his cock all the way down her throat. Every doll in the room shuddered as one, and a couple even ran their fingers along their throats as if they might feel his shaft bulging from it.

      “Do you want to cum?” Meta’s voice whispered in his ear from one of the other Mark 1s.

      Too focused on the feeling of his cock down her throat to realize what was happening, Nick simply nodded with a groan.

      “Good boy,” both Mark 1s whispered in Meta’s voice.

      Immediately, Meta pistoned back and forth along his length. Artificial saliva combined with precum to form a white foam along the shaft and her lips and dripped down his balls. Time and time again, she rammed her lips against his root.

      Then he tried to hold her against him and burst down her throat, right into her stomach. Or the android equivalent, at least.

      Meta milked out every drop while clones of her voice cooed in his ears.

      “It’s as thick as we imagined,” she crooned.

      “Couldn’t you have held on a little longer?”

      “That will make a great breakfast in the morning. Imagine what it will do to our pussies.”

      Nick slowly returned to reality as he saw Meta pull off his cock with a wet pop, then lap up every drop. He realized a pair of ordinary Mark 1s stood beside him.

      “Um, what’s going on?” he asked.

      “I am borrowing the shells of my fellow Mark 1s when necessary,” Meta said. “We believe you may find it disconcerting to physically engage with members of the Host that you do not have a close relationship with. As such, you can treat every Archangel in this room as an extension of me.”

      “Um. So there are ten Metas?”

      “No. There is only me, the one Metatron. But with the permission of the other dolls, it is not that difficult to control their shells at the same time, so long as I am not undertaking high intensity tasks.”

      Apparently, sex wasn’t high intensity. Nick wished he could control ten bodies while having sex. Imagine the possibilities.

      Then again, the standards for intensity for the Archangels included chasing down speeding trains and combat too fast for humans to follow. He shouldn’t joke too much.

      With a little urging, he rolled onto the bed. Meta placed herself on top of him. Her plate remained in place.

      Then a series of clacks signaled its removal and other Mark 1s removed it. Small strings of liquid ran from it to the dripping wet slit revealed beneath it. Meta’s soft tummy also lay exposed.

      Nick ran his fingers along Meta’s exposed pussy and she moaned. Juices gushed over his hand, balls, and shaft.

      “You’re not supposed to tease me,” Meta whined. “I’m on top.”

      “Oh, so this is going that way,” he said with a smirk.

      “We… always wondered how things might go if we pushed things too far in the interrogation room.” Meta’s eyes lit up. “To see what you might do and how willing you would be.”

      “Uh, very. Probably better you didn’t do anything. I don’t think the police should do that sort of thing.”

      “We agreed unanimously, but it remained a nice fantasy. One that we may indulge in with you one day soon. But tonight…” Meta’s hands reached beneath her body and gripped his cock. “Tonight you claim us.”

      Her pussy lips parted as she pressed his tip against them. The other Mark 1s crowded the bed, leaning close as Meta prepared to insert Nick inside herself. Their fingers rubbed against their crotches in search of something they lacked, and their faces were bright red.

      Then Nick gripped Meta’s thighs and pushed her down hard on his length. She barely had time to gasp before his cock rammed deep inside her, kissing her deepest regions.

      “So big,” Meta moaned. “We can all feel you claiming us.”

      “Fuck us,” one of the Mark 1s moaned.

      “Harder.”

      “Faster.”

      “Deeper.”

      Meta began to bounce on his cock, moans escaping all the dolls in the process.

      But the desperate voices moaning around him begged to be answered. Nick moved himself, as Meta wouldn’t budge, and began to push against her rhythm. His cock nearly popped out of her with each thrust as he railed her.

      “Fill me,” Meta said.

      “Fill us,” a Mark 1 corrected in her voice.

      “Soon.”

      “Now.”

      “Now!”

      Their hands ran through his hair as the Mark 1s leaned over the bed, moaning in his ears. Wet, squelching slaps rung throughout the room. He found it impossible to ignore their orders.

      His cock burst inside Meta, flooding her. She kept bouncing on him as fast as before. A thin film of white joined the slick juices on his shaft in the process. Moans echoed off the walls, so loud Nick couldn’t hear his own thoughts.

      Then Meta slowed and collapsed against him. All the dolls collapsed against him, as if seeking physical comfort.

      Probably because Meta was in all of them, he realized. She’d likely automatically reached for him. How cute.

      Nick rubbed Meta’s back as she lay on him. It was as stiff as everything else.

      Also, he couldn’t stay like this for long. She was literally crushing him. Breathing became harder by the second.

      “Vitals decreasing,” Meta said, then rolled off him. “I apologize. That position seemed appropriate, but it seems we cannot use it.”

      “Uh, it requires some extra work on your part to not turn me into a pancake,” Nick said after catching his breath.

      The Archangels weighed a lot. Being specific didn’t help here, because although he knew how much each police doll weighed, telling them that tended to annoy them.

      “We shall investigate ways to prop up our mass, much as we do during sexual encounters,” Meta said.

      That was the secret sauce to doing anything with the Archangels. Anytime Rie or Chloe wanted Nick to take on a manly position, such as lifting them or a dominating position where their weight might be on him, they needed to find a way to prop themselves up. Fortunately, the walls here were quite sturdy.

      His eyes wandered to said walls. The Mark 1s noticed.

      Meta smiled. “Perhaps you would like to line us up along that wall, Nicholas? I may not always have so many bodies.”

      He gulped. Sturdy or not, he suspected he would be testing the load-bearing limits of his apartment.

      “Let me get some juice,” he said. “Then we’ll keep going.”

      Fortunately, the Archangels ensured the apartment was always well stocked on orange juice. It would be a long night.
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      When Nick awakened, he expected to have some explaining to do to Rie and Chloe. The pseudo-orgy with Meta and the Mark 1s had been a little more than he’d expected, and the sort of thing both of them probably wanted him to ask about in advance.

      Instead, he woke up to an empty bedroom. He rolled over and winced.

      As one might expect after a night like that, his entire body ached. He planned to down a few painkillers. Today would be a busy day.

      The case remained far from solved, after all.

      His phone told him that he’d slept in, relatively speaking. It was after 8AM. He got out of bed, slipped his earpieces in, grabbed some clothes, and stepped outside.

      “Ah,” Meta said, standing outside his doorway with a plate of food. “We intended to feed you.”

      Several Mark 1s stood behind her with the other necessary items for a healthy breakfast, like coffee, cutlery, napkins, and more coffee. The food consisted of crispy bacon, scrambled eggs with herbs sprinkled on them, and some chunky slices of perfectly toasted bread.

      Not the sort of thing he could say no to.

      “As tempting as breakfast in bed is, I’ll eat at the table,” he said, gesturing them to the main room of the apartment.

      As they trooped backward, he internally questioned his position in this relationship if he was the one getting treated to breakfast in bed after a night of sex. He looked down and noted he wasn’t wearing pants. By contrast, the Archangels were all decked out in their police uniforms.

      This boded poorly. On the other hand, the food smelled delicious and he sucked at cooking, so he decided not to care.

      “Where are Chloe and the other Mark 3s?” he asked while digging into his breakfast. “You didn’t do away with them, did you?”

      “No. That would be unnecessary,” Meta said. “They are preparing the helicopters for a trip to Asgard, as we have received word from Helena that Aesir have reached an agreement with the Spires to allow us to interrogate Vic Ferrite.”

      Nick swallowed a mouthful of eggs and paused.

      If they had received permission to go to Asgard already, why the hell hadn’t they woken him up?

      “Where’s Kushiel?” he asked.

      “I’m here, Waite,” she said over his earpiece. “But I’m about as much a fan of the sappy stuff as I was of overhearing the sex last night. So while I’m using a processing thread to monitor the cameras, just in case, I’m not standing around staring at you making kissy faces.”

      “How mature. You’re not checking out the helicopters?”

      “I don’t need to. If they run out of fuel, I’ll just catch you. I have my own flight system. After last night, the military sent over some extra gear. My armor, other weapons, flight system—the works. Nothing’s changed about my deployment, but they’re antsy.”

      They must be, if they were giving Kushiel access to the good stuff. While Nick could pull her across to the police, the military greatly limited what she could use while “liaising” with him. That usually consisted of a single mil-spec weapon at a time and no armor.

      “Do we actually have permission or…?” he trailed off.

      Meta shook her head.

      But Helena answered otherwise, “Legal filings are being finalized and distributed as we speak. Aesir is permitting access to Vic Ferrite under their supervision, but are limiting access to the AI influencers under grounds of commercial secrecy.”

      “I guess they managed to wipe all their servers and mainframes clean yesterday, but need extra time to deal with the prototype ones in Yggdrasil,” Nick said drily.

      “That is not the case,” a different but familiar voice said over the earpiece.

      The Archangels froze and their eyes flashed.

      “Yggdrasil’s Administrator Hel does not have our permission to access this channel,” Meta uttered, her voice devoid of emotion yet somehow cold as ice.

      “I granted it to her, given her intimate knowledge of the evolving legal situation. We will likely leave for Asgard before it resolves entirely,” Helena said.

      Meta opened her mouth to argue further, but Nick cut her off with a gesture.

      And Rie added her piece over the line, “It’s fine. Say what you know, Hel.”

      “Thank you, Officer Uriel,” Hel said.

      “I prefer Rie.”

      “My apologies, Officer Rie.” Hel cleared her throat. “I have taken custody of the AI influencer’s mainframes on the orders of Babylon’s courts. In order to prevent evidence tampering, they have been cut off from the Altnet entirely. Nobody can access them in any way. Effective immediately, much of Altvivere is offline.”

      Nick found himself frowning as he bit into a piece of bacon. “Whose order was it to cut them off?”

      “The courts.”

      “Was that their precise instruction?”

      Hel hesitated. “Aesir mandated the method. They wish to avoid anyone accessing confidential information about the mainframes or the AIs, while the courts desire to preserve the evidence and prevent Aesir from altering the data stored on it. Ideally, I would initiate a data dump, but the conflicting priorities prevent that.”

      “So Aesir requested it.”

      “Yes.”

      Nick cursed and noticed that the Archangels were looking at him strangely. He ran a hand through his hair.

      “Is there a problem, detective?” Hel asked.

      “You know damn well what the issue is,” he growled. “Those mainframes have spent their entire lives in the Altnet. They’ve never been isolated like this. Now they’re cut off from everything, in the AI equivalent of solitary isolation, because Aesir is worried somebody will steal their stupid fucking secrets. The assholes never gave a damn about the attack the other day, though. Fuck all the people who died, right?”

      “It is a problem without an easy solution.”

      “There is an easy solution. Let them talk to each other. I’d argue they should be able to talk to you or Helena, but I guess Aesir is worried Kim will steal their secrets and sell them to RTM.” Nick rolled his eyes. “What a mess.”

      He munched on his food for several seconds without a response. Maybe Hel was doing what he asked. Or maybe she had resumed her management of Yggdrasil after his pissy reaction.

      Because he had gotten upset. The treatment of Altvivere’s AIs reminded him of what Helena had been subjected to after Lieu’s mercs kidnapped her. While she rarely, if ever, acknowledged those events, he remembered the strength of the Archangel’s reaction to discovering it. Maybe this wasn’t the same. But it felt that way.

      “Done,” Hel said. “I have received permission from Athena to converse with them. As you expected, a line of communication with the police department was denied.”

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “No, thank you. For caring. Take care in Asgard, detective. Forces are conspiring that wish ill upon you, and they dwell within a fog that hides their intentions.”

      The hell was that supposed to mean. Hel didn’t answer when he asked, presumably because she’d left the line.

      “I get the feeling she knows more than she should,” he said aloud.

      “It’s possible,” Rie admitted. “Yggdrasil is the center of communications of all Neo Westphalia. Hel’s priorities do not entirely align with ours, as she must protect the data and interests of the countless corporations who expect integrity and privacy from her and the data centers in her care.”

      “Privacy for the corporations, but not for the people,” Nick said bitterly.

      “That is how it’s always been. Hel also runs the Spires’ private network. She is, by definition, a woman of many faces. Her role administering the DAO and working with us is only one mask she wears. You should only trust her as far as her role goes. Never any further. That goes for you as well, Helena.”

      “I understand,” Helena said. The sullenness in her voice required no imagining.

      “You can still be friends,” Nick said. “Just be aware that both of you also have jobs that don’t perfectly align. I don’t tell my cipher friends literally everything, just as they don’t tell me everything.”

      “Does that apply to Lucas?”

      He grimaced. “Honestly, yes. I only found out why he truly wants to enter the Assembly last night. And I’ve always been tight-fisted about case information for obvious reasons.”

      “I see.”

      He couldn’t tell if her voice sounded sad because she truly understood, or if it was in response to his words. Not something to think too hard about.

      After finishing breakfast, he let the Mark 1s clean up. Juliet, Rosa, and Inari stood guard outside his apartment. They looked at him when he stepped outside.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, knowing he was finally about to be confronted about last night.

      “One of your neighbors asked us to pass on a message,” Inari said.

      “I have neighbors? I thought both places were vacant?”

      “One is. The other resident has requested that you reinforce the flooring and walls so that he isn’t kept awake like last night.”

      Nick stared at her and knew his face was reddening. He looked at Meta, who glared at Inari.

      “That was unnecessary to pass on,” Meta said.

      “So it’s not a joke?” Nick muttered, running a hand down his face.

      “It is likely the sheer number of Archangels in your bedroom overwhelmed the reinforced capacity limit, leading to the foundation moving and—”

      “Enough,” he said, laughing despite himself. “I get it. Uh, let’s move on.”

      And if he ever did something like that again, he might rent a place.

      Kushiel and Ezekiel waited by the SUVs in the underground garage. Both of them slid inside the same one when Nick approached.

      Today there was no argument about who sat where. Meta slid into the same vehicle as Nick along with two other Mark 1s. The Mark 3s nodded at him before entering another SUV. This felt like fallout from last night. Did they blame themselves for being distracted with their argument for missing the ambush?

      “I take it we’re heading to the Spires?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Ezekiel said. “Then Asgard.”

      The trip went exactly as she said. Once up in the air, Nick found himself glued to the helicopter windows again. This was only his third time in one.

      Seeing the city from such a height still excited him. The Archangels watched him silently, as if amused by his glee.

      Flying from the Spires and Babylon took far less time than he expected. From his perspective, the city looked and felt gigantic. Probably because it was. As a sprawling metropolis with tens of millions of residents, traversing it by land took forever.

      The helicopter jetted over it effortlessly. The channel between Babylon and Asgard took a little longer. A trip that took the ocean rail’s bullet train only a few minutes required a little longer for them. Likely because they moved slower to conserve fuel.

      Or maybe the Archangels deliberately took their time in order to let Nick enjoy the flight. He didn’t ask.

      Asgard looked little different to Babylon at a glance. Both cities consisted of sprawling cityscapes full of towers formed of steel and glass, with massive rail systems, and little greenery.

      But Asgard lacked the towering Spires, and Babylon lacked the immense business park that operated as Aesir’s HQ. Residents might argue about the minute differences each city possessed, but all Nick saw were manmade monuments floating on the ocean.

      They flew directly to the business park, but not to the center where the largest, fanciest, shiniest buildings stood. No, instead, they landed on an open asphalt triangle in the middle of nowhere on the periphery of both the park and the island.

      Nick could see the seawall as they landed and even hear the crashing of waves against it. A number of other aircraft perched nearby and were mostly similar helicopters with Aesir markings on them.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “Asgard’s Central Police Headquarters is underground,” Rie told him as she rose and began unbuckling him from his seat. “While Babylon has very limited underground areas, Asgard has significantly more.”

      “Are they really underground on a manmade island?”

      “Sometimes. The definition becomes murky when parts of the underground structures are fabricated to effectively be underwater structures as well.”

      How deep did some of Asgard’s subterranean buildings go? For that matter, why go deep on a manmade island? The reason Babylon stuck with going up and avoided digging was because of all the problems excavation produced. You couldn’t dig a hole deeper than six feet without a permit there for good reason.

      As he pondered this, a team of Mark 1 Archangels wandered out onto the tarmac. They carried the trademark SMGs he associated with Mark 1s and even wore a similar uniform. Their hair color differed, however. Instead of the bone white he’d become used to, they had a luscious red that looked right out of an ad for hair dye.

      “Lieutenant Cipher Nicholas Waite, can you please confirm your identity?” the lead Asgardian Archangel asked.

      He’d already been pulling up his sleeve, then blinked at the unfamiliar request.

      “Uh, that’s not the right line,” he said.

      His own Archangels snickered, which caused the Asgardians to frown.

      “We already have your biometrics. Using your voice sample, we have a 99.9% match,” the same Asgardian said.

      “If you’re happy, I’m happy.” Nick began to pull up his sleeve.

      “Given the situation, more detailed biometric identification would be desirable.”

      He sighed. “Look, do you want to hold my hand or not?”

      She tilted her head. “I do not understand.”

      Rie sighed and stepped forward. “In Babylon, we’ve standardized the process for biometric authentication of individuals whose neural implants cannot easily be verified. Wrist contact allows for multiple biometric readings at once. I would recommend integrating this into your Host given the proliferation of NLF implants.”

      “We already have our own means of dealing with those… but we shall implement this going forward,” the Asgardian said.

      Then she stepped forward and conducted the same routine that Nick had gotten used to over the past few years. Unlike with the Mark 3s, there was no sharp sensation that ran along his arm.

      “Identification complete. Welcome to Asgard, Lieutenant Cipher Nicholas Waite. The suspect is awaiting your attention below. Aesir’s legal representative will need to brief you before you may speak with him.”

      Joy of joys, this sounded like an amazing morning ahead.

      “Call me Nick,” he said.

      “Understood, Lieutenant Cipher Nick Waite.”

      Truly an amazing morning.

      The Asgardian Archangels led them underground using what appeared to be an oversized cargo elevator. Nick’s bodyguards ensured he steered well clear of the edges, which had little more than waist-high grating to stop boxes from hitting the edges and causing issues.

      No humans occupied the complex as he was escorted through it. Only the usual maintenance dolls—of which there were a hell of a lot. He supposed an underground facility on an unstable manmade island needed a lot of care and monitoring. Liberators lined the halls. These looked identical to Babylon’s, save for different regalia to match Asgard.

      “I thought each police department undertook their own procurement,” Nick said. “The dolls look standardized.”

      “Some ARMDs and equipment are,” Rie explained from his side. “The Liberators were jointly acquired by several cities at once following the Great Unrest, as this allowed RTM to safely invest in R&D and tooling for such an advanced model.”

      “And they had no ulterior motive despite how much RTM has invested in Neo Westphalia.” Sarcasm dripped from his words.

      She shrugged, but smiled nonetheless. “The corporations that control much of the country excel at ensuring they never go it alone, so to speak. If RTM had taken on the risk without sufficient compensation, their competitors may have used it to topple them. Hence why those at the top tend to stick together.”

      Which only made the possibility Aesir was behind this mess even stranger. Even if they controlled Asgard itself, everything still relied on other companies.

      This facility proved it. The Archangels came from Sigma, the Liberators and weaponry from RTM, the Altnet was maintained by Babylon and the corporate conglomerate that ran it, and countless food, fashion, and service giants ensured Asgard’s populace remained happy. Aesir had everything to lose, no matter how large of a glacier they were.

      After all, glaciers could still melt.

      “We are here, Lieutenant Cipher—” The Asgardian Archangels said in unison.

      “Please stop with the title,” he groaned. “Almost everyone just calls me Detective Waite. At least stick with that for brevity.”

      Their eyes flashed, and they collectively frowned.

      This time, only their de facto leader spoke. “You may only be a detective in Neo Babylon, but your role here is as the representative of the Spires, your city, and your Host. It would be overly dismissive to disregard your title.”

      He sighed and moved on.

      An eerily white meeting room lay beyond the next set of doors. A long steel table stretched across the entire room, and empty glass panels showed nothing on the walls. Nick doubted they were two-way mirrors, but rather panels used to display augmented reality content. Although the Archangels had likely filled the panels with cameras too.

      A trio of secretary dolls sat on one side of the table, and an assortment of security dolls massed behind them. Most of the dolls wore bulky armor and uniforms adorned with Aesir’s hammer and lightning logo. These were G6s sporting some fancy weapons Nick didn’t immediately recognize.

      But he recognized a pair of Custodians and the gold uniforms of Babylon’s courts. The iridescent scale shining on their badges could be spotted a mile away. That likely meant one of these secretary dolls belonged to Athena or another of the judicial mainframes.

      Interfaces couldn’t leave the building their mainframe was located in. Well, they could, but the entire point of using an interface was to act as a conduit for a mainframe’s massive processing power and assist humans. Within the same building, advanced wireless and wired tech could minimize latency. But that wasn’t easy once the mainframe needed to relay everything through the Altnet.

      To say nothing of the sheer amount of data being transmitted. The Archangels cheated using a distributed network that transferred data between each other. But mainframes remained shackled to a specific location. RTM and Sigma competed to break these shackles, however. Roaming interfaces would be the next big thing, as secretary dolls simply weren’t the status symbol they’d been ten or twenty years ago.

      Two of the secretaries were Lucy models. None wore anything that identified who they represented. Probably because they technically worked for legal firms who took on casework for Aesir. And, sure, they might only work for Aesir, but they weren’t part of Aesir. Nope. Not at all. A paper thin separation of concerns.

      Although Nick wondered why Aesir felt the need to rely on a secretary doll with built-in arm blades and armor plating. Did they imagine they needed to physically defend themselves in a court of law?

      The other secretary doll was an unfamiliar one. That likely meant she lacked any security features, as Nick tried to stay up to speed on security lines. He also suspected she would be a newer model, as he’d bumped into most secretary models in his time in Babylon. The smattering of gem stones on her right cheek made him suspect she might be personally assigned to Athena.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Nick said as he took a seat opposite the legal secretaries. “I assume Vic is waiting for me through that door?” He nodded at the door at the far end, which was guarded by a pair of Archangels.

      “We shall only answer that question after—” one of the Lucy dolls began to say.

      “Yes,” an Asgardian Archangel said.

      The Lucy dolls glared at the Archangel, but she ignored them. After several awkward seconds, they recomposed themselves.

      “Otis Baker, otherwise known as Vic Ferrite, Harold Ford, Jeremiah Lodesofcoin, Kashdollah, GetTheDosh—” the Lucy began to say.

      “Uh, what?” Nick asked, completely lost.

      The third secretary smiled, and he instantly recognized her as Athena due to her mannerisms. Which was strange, as the doll should only be relaying Athena’s words, not her actual mind.

      Curious.

      “Mr. Baker created numerous identities on the Altnet and beyond over the years. The majority of which were connected to scams, get-rich-quick schemes, and alternative financial currencies,” Athena said. “They are not of any real interest to us today.”

      “They establish a history of delinquent behavior that is relevant to—”

      “Absolutely nothing, given the magnitude of his crimes. Mr. Baker is accused of two cases of murder, one count of treason, corporate espionage, multiple counts of breach of contract, and involvement with terrorist activity. The fact he scammed a large number of desperate citizens here and abroad has no nexus to these actions.” Athena shot the other secretaries a glare.

      The Lucys clammed up and their eyes dimmed. No doubt some mainframe conference took place behind the scenes.

      Athena didn’t wait for them to play catch up and faced Nick. “As you might imagine, Mr. Baker is in possession of illegal neural mods. A memory vault mod is the most pertinent. They’re becoming frustratingly common in the business world.”

      “Sigma is developing a means to penetrate them,” Rie said.

      “I look forward to that,” Athena said, not even glancing at the Archangel. “But it doesn’t help us now. You successfully provoked him in the Altnet. He cares little about dolls and refuses to believe that Aesir has abandoned him.”

      “To correct the record, Aesir never supported him in these endeavors,” a Lucy snapped. “Our client’s association with Otis Baker in his identity as Vic Ferrite was limited to promotional activities surrounding the Heirs of Babel and Altvivere.”

      Athena rolled her eyes.

      “I take it I can’t challenge that?” Nick asked.

      “Better that you don’t. Not yet,” Athena said. “I believe you were briefed about Altvivere.”

      He nodded.

      So this was why Helena had pulled in Hel to explain the legal issue. Aesir flat out refused to acknowledge their business relationship with Vic regarding the AI influencers.

      In short, they’d thrown Vic under a bus. This screamed corporate survival tactic. Aesir wanted no association with the Shudder. Surely they knew it was only a matter of time before the truth was unearthed?

      Then again, when did the truth matter in Neo Westphalia? GWT had turned out to be insolvent due to embezzlement, and the Spires had covered that up and channeled funds into them with a secret bailout. If Aesir truly weren’t involved with the Shudder but had accidentally supplied the real enemy with the weapons, would it be covered up the same way?

      Nick needed to tread very carefully.

      “Somebody gave Vic the tools to carry out the Shudder. Helena is analyzing the virus—” he said.

      “I am nearly finished,” Helena corrected him over his earpiece. “I should be finished this afternoon.”

      “And will be done this afternoon,” Nick added. “Whoever is responsible is also conducting major attacks inside Babylon. Severe enough that the only reason I’m not handing this over to the military is due to politics.”

      The Lucys went offline again, while Athena nodded grimly.

      “I am aware of the Spires’ deliberation on a military deployment inside Babylon after last night’s attack,” Athena said.

      Evidently the Lucys weren’t. Aesir had to be, however. They helped run Babylon, even if their true home was Asgard.

      “I don’t really care what stupid shit Vic did in the Altnet. I’m here to find out who he worked with to endanger Babylon. Then I’ll use that lead to shut down the real threat.” Nick leaned back and crossed his arms, then looked at the Lucys. “Is that a problem for Aesir?”

      The secretaries had only just returned to reality and opened their mouths, presumably to respond to his earlier comment on the military. Now their eyes dimmed again.

      This was pretty normal as far as mainframe-to-secretary relays went. The speed that the Archangels processed information was absurd by comparison.

      How Athena avoided any latency intrigued Nick, though. Something was awry.

      “Aesir assents to an open interrogation on those terms with one condition,” the Lucy said.

      Nick needed their assent to question Vic? Then again, Aesir controlled the Archangels. As Athena had pointed out, if Aesir said no, his only choice would be to start blasting.

      Or, realistically, get Kushiel to start shooting things. That would go down like a lead balloon. He didn’t even know if she’d let him try.

      “Which is?” he asked.

      “Any information pertaining to Aesir’s creation, maintenance, and development of a supposed AI influencer project and associated mainframes cannot be used outside the scope of this investigation.”

      He snorted. “Done.”

      Apparently Aesir really were worried that he planned to steal their secrets.

      Once he’d agreed, the door at the end of the room opened with a hiss. The Archangels turned to face it. It looked like an airlock.

      Nick looked around, then rose and entered it. Kushiel followed him. Although the Lucys opened their mouths to object, they shut them after a glare from the military prototype.

      The doors cycled.

      Past them lay a sterile room even worse than the previous one. It reminded Nick of the interrogation room from the Avalon Spire that he’d used for Lucida during the GWT case.

      Vic Ferrite sat in a chair, with a tiny table barely large enough to fit a plate. Both appeared to be bolted to the floor. A pitcher of water and a glass stood on the table. Otherwise, only Vic occupied the room. He wore what looked like designer clothes, including a silk jacket worth as much as Nick’s entire wardrobe. Or it would be if it weren’t matted with sweat.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Vic asked Nick.

      “The guy who put you in here.” Nick crossed the room in only a few steps. “Let’s finish our earlier conversation from before we were so rudely interrupted. I need you to tell me about your contact in Aesir that started this mess.”
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      In the flesh, Vic Ferrite looked a lot more like his Altnet counterpart than Nick had expected. While he wasn’t quite the tanned, chiseled Greek demigod he’d appeared as online, being a wealthy asshole with tons of free time meant looking good was easy. He still had most of the muscles, the beard, and the height.

      Despite that, Vic seemed smaller in the flesh. His youth shined through. Nick knew the asshole was younger than he was, and it showed.

      The Altnet allowed Vic to project a sense of power, confidence, and maturity that he simply didn’t have. Right now, he had been reduced to what everyone else in the city was.

      Mortal.

      “You,” Vic spat. “I have nothing to say to you. My lawyer—”

      “Where is his lawyer?” Nick asked aloud.

      “Sitting outside. His contract with Aesir stipulates that they represent him,” Helena said.

      That sounded like a raw deal.

      “You calling on the real cops, huh? All those dolls and AIs who do all the work while you sit at your desk drinking coffee and ramming donuts down your throat?” Vic sneered.

      “Coffee and donuts. Original. I mean, I do drink coffee, but it’s been a while since I’ve touched a donut.”

      “Oh, you the health food type? Gluten-free? My apologies, your majesty.”

      A bright start to the interrogation. Nick leaned against the wall opposite Vic, who simply glared at him.

      “You’re wasting your time,” Vic said. “I know you have nothing on me. If you did—”

      “Are you serious?” Nick rolled his eyes. “You confessed to spreading the virus that caused the Shudder. Stuck in here, you’ve missed the news, but the friends who gave them to you just attempted to assassinate a member of the Spires. The military is on the verge of hitting the streets for the second time this year, and it’s not even summer. If I were you, I’d talk.”

      Vic’s face turned so white that Nick wondered if the man could even hold a tan. “That’s bullshit.”

      It was, but who was going to tell Vic that? Nothing stopped Nick from lying. Especially not when Vic’s lawyer had already sold him out. Which itself said a lot about the legal system here.

      “How do you think I got to you, despite being in Aesir’s clutches?” Nick leaned forward. “I’ll ask you again, who the hell were you talking to that started this.”

      Vic gulped and looked around the room.

      The only other thing he saw, other than the door and bare walls, was Kushiel. She ignored him, her attention fixed on Nick.

      Which creeped him out a little. Wasn’t she in here to protect him? Why was Kushiel staring at him so intently with narrowed eyes?

      “It started over a year ago,” Vic said, voice low. “I was working with Lemon to renew a bunch of sponsorships for the Heirs and Altvivere. We’re fucking huge, so all the big companies want to work with us. But Aesir only worked with us when they needed us. Never an ongoing arrangement. That changed.”

      Nick waited. He’d finally scared Vic enough to spill his guts. No need to play bad cop until necessary.

      “A new guy reached out. Verified himself. It all checked out. Aesir wanted to offer a huge sponsorship and all sorts of fancy benefits, but with a catch.”

      “The AI influencers,” Nick said.

      Vic nodded. “We’d run them under our brand and supply them with identities and personas to copy. It all needed to happen fast for some reason. The AIs weren’t good enough to create their own personalities, so I had to feed them some. That’s what Altvivere became. We could use small streamers with unique approaches to craft an AI that was better than them. At first, I figured the real score was the sponsorship. Then I saw the truth.”

      Some of what Sung had told Nick suddenly made sense. He’d mentioned the sheer size of the group, but also other members stealing the “gimmicks” of other influencers.

      But that wasn’t really the case. Instead, Vic had been creating AIs that flat out cloned people who trusted him with their livelihoods and signed contracts that gave him massive cuts of their income.

      “The truth?” Nick asked, keeping his tone flat.

      “Every day, I used to wake up, get ready to stream, or post, or interact, or do some fancy Altnet event, and just… wonder if today would be the day nobody turned up. If people would stop caring overnight.” Vic ran his hands over his face. “That’s how it works. You’re like a shooting star. Make your cash now, because tomorrow people will be talking about how shit everything you do is and there’s no coming back. Or worse, they just forget about you entirely.”

      “Ordinary people worry about something similar. It’s called being fired, or their contract ending.”

      “It’s different!” Vic snapped. “That fear drives everyone in the influencer space. If I could be nothing tomorrow, then I need to be everything today. All the recommendation algorithms run by mainframes on the Altnet controlled my life. Aesir’s AI promised to change that. I’d have a future completely independent of random luck. I’d have freedom.”

      “Is that what drove you to accept their request to use the virus as well?” Nick asked.

      “You don’t get it, do you? Of fucking course it did. We’re talking about Aesir. They could destroy me if I refused. I’d just been freed from the coin flip of shitty recommendation algorithms. Why would I—”

      “Because you just killed two of your closest friends, you fucking moron,” Nick thundered, taking a step forward. “The recommendation algorithms didn’t force you to do that. Nobody threatened to send hit squads after you because you wouldn’t fuck with the lives of everyone in the city. You chose to, because your greed couldn’t accept what you already had.”

      Vic clenched his fists and glared at Nick, who returned the look. Far too long passed in silence.

      “I didn’t kill them,” Vic eventually spat.

      “Keep telling yourself that.” Nick sighed and tried to recompose himself. “So you gave in to the request to spread the virus that easily? What even was the point? To gather big numbers on streams? You just said the AIs would free you. That contradicts what you told me in the Altnet.”

      The fighting spirit in Vic evaporated once again and he ran his hands over his face again. “Look, I… The plan they presented was simple, right? This was some experimental shit that would cement the Heirs and Altvivere as the kings of the Altnet. When you’re in my shoes, you get frustrated that you can’t just bot your numbers on the Altnet like you can elsewhere. The ad guys are fucking morons. They just see big numbers elsewhere, small numbers here, and try to pay you less. Dickheads.”

      “Stay focused, thanks.”

      “I am focused! Aesir promised this would boost our numbers. I know what the virus did, because we tested it. It forced a hidden connection to a specific neural link, who also needed to be infected by the virus as a sort of carrier. The virus would initiate the connection, find a bunch of new targets from the victim’s contacts and proximity scans, infect new targets, and erase itself on the way out. Clean. No way for it to kill a bunch of people.”

      Nick frowned. “Yet it did. Starting with two of the carriers.”

      Vic’s fists clenched. He pressed them together and glared at the floor in silence.

      But for all of Nick’s baiting, he had to admit that something seemed off.

      If Vic was right—and his explanation matched the evidence—then the virus couldn’t have killed anyone directly, save those still infected by it during the Shudder. But not everyone who died had traces of it in their implant. So far, Nick had been the only one to find it. No other Host had reported it.

      Of course, that might be because the evidence had been erased.

      That didn’t explain why the injured showed no signs of the virus, however. Had the Shudder itself caused the injuries?

      “You said that Altvivere were experiencing issues after the Shudder. Was that due to the virus?” Nick asked.

      “Maybe? I don’t fucking know. This stuff was always handled by Aesir, but they’ve dropped the ball since then. That’s why Hazinder wanted somebody to help her. I told her it was a terrible idea. As always, I was fucking right.” Vic sneered at Nick.

      “But you erased their hardware logs and memory modules of the events relating to the Shudder, right? To cover up your actions?”

      “What? The hell would I do that for? The fact you’re asking me this shit just proves you don’t have access to shit.”

      “I have access to them,” Nick lied. “Which is why I know somebody erased those logs. So Aesir managed everything related to the AI mainframes?”

      “I just told you that. From the setup, to modifications, to altering their directive. I fed the influencers data and led them, but Aesir manned the infrastructure.”

      That likely meant Vic knew nothing about the strange hardware Helena had noticed when connected to Hazinder. He might be lying, but Nick doubted that. Vic seemed to understand little about the technicalities of how technology worked, let alone complicated mainframes.

      “If Aesir weren’t holding up their end of the bargain, why were you still spreading all this propaganda for them? The vigil was one thing, but you turned around and started spreading all this anti-Spires nonsense this morning.” Nick didn’t bother hiding his disgust at the political bullshit Vic had been spreading. “You caused the Shudder and now you’re demanding everyone buy shiny new neural mods from Aesir to stop a second one?”

      “Fuck you, and fuck your corpo bullshit,” Vic snapped.

      “Wow. You’re the last person who could ever call me corpo unironically.”

      “Whatever.” Vic grimaced. “It was part of the agreement. Not the specifics, but I was told that there was a good chance that the Altnet would shut us down if our numbers got too big or that the streaming platform would go down. We had all sorts of plans to rally against them. The vigil had been an idea somebody floated. An easy way to bring everyone together.”

      “Fucking hell, you used the deaths of your friends to fulfill the contract that got them killed. And it wasn’t even for the same thing you should have done. Did you not even think this was different?” Nick asked, too surprised to even be disgusted.

      “Yeah, whatever.” Vic shrugged him off this time. “And it was different. I realized that this morning when everything changed. Nobody gave a damn about the deaths. It was eerie. Like somebody had just stepping in and forced the Altnet to talk what they wanted it to.”

      “I thought you said the Altnet was your bitch?”

      “I print money by doing what’s easy there. That included going with the flow and pushing the propaganda everyone ate up. Anyone stupid enough to disagree got…” Vic grimaced.

      “So you heard about what happened to Sung’s influencers.”

      “Word spreads. Especially when that word involves black company Chevaliers and police Archangels turning up to protect streamers from death threats and people turning up at their door to harass them. You said that nobody sends hit teams after you, right? Well, maybe they do.”

      Nick grimaced. He doubted Vic had much of a point if Sung could chase away the threat with Vadim’s security. On the other hand, it suggested somebody had a point to make.

      One that had, he realized, been tied to the Shudder happening. If Vic had been tasked with organizing rallies and protests, that suggested it was intentional.

      Whatever the hell the virus had been up to, it finally confirmed that the criminal had intentionally brought down the Altnet. The DDOS hadn’t been a side-effect of the virus, but the intent. In fact, Nick strongly suspected everything about the virus was carefully crafted.

      The motive remained a mystery, however.

      Who in Aesir had organized this, and why were Aesir now abandoning Vic to his fate despite such strong evidence tying them to the Shudder? Surely their lawyers should be ending the interrogation by now.

      “Was Aesir’s agent the same person all along?” Nick asked.

      “What? Of fucking course? That’s how these relationships work. We have a single partnership manager. He handled everything, right up until the Shudder. I told you that Aesir managed the AIs. That was his job, and he even organized all the maintenance and upgrades. They were cutting edge. A shame he died in the Shudder.”

      “Wait, he’s dead?” Nick asked. “Why didn’t you say that earlier?”

      “Shouldn’t you fucking know that? You have a list of everyone who died in the Shudder, Detective Moron. Aaron Gray was one of the casualties of the DAO’s fuckery.”

      Helena immediately cut in, as Nick zoned Vic out, “Aaron Gray is confirmed to have died during the Shudder. But although he worked for Aesir, his position had nothing to do with anything AI related. He managed logistics. Asgard’s police department acquired a complete dump of his neural implant and it shows no anomalies or illegal neural mods.”

      A chill ran down Nick’s spine as he began to realize what was going on. “Rie, check with Aesir who their contact with Vic is?”

      “It’s not Aaron Gray,” she said after a few seconds. “They’ve confirmed they have a large sponsorship contract in place with him and are completely silent on the AI influencers, however.

      “Then who the hell has Vic been working with for the last year?” Nick asked aloud.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Vic asked.

      “You’ve been duped. Your agent never worked with Aesir.” Nick cursed as he began to rapidly piece together what was going on. “Look, I don’t have time for your stupid shit and excuses. You have two choices: either give us a record of every contact you’ve had with the man you thought was Aaron Gray so the Archangels can access it; or Kushiel will pull your entire implant out of your skull so we can decrypt your memory vault locally.”

      Vic’s face somehow went paler than earlier. He tried to back up and ended up toppling over in his chair. Despite that, he tried to crawl backward.

      “I… I want my lawyer,” he said.

      Kushiel began to stalk toward him, one slow step at a time.

      “Shit! Shit! Take the fucking logs!” Vic screamed, curling up and covering his head with his hands.

      Kushiel’s eyes flashed, then she gave Nick a thumbs up. He simply nodded at her, then whirled and stormed out of the room.

      Asgardian Archangels held the Lucy dolls in their chairs, which was probably a good thing as they screamed at him about violations of their client’s rights and other nonsense. Which was probably accurate, but Nick didn’t have time for this right now.

      “Are we good to leave?” Nick asked Rie and the Asgardian Archangels.

      “You may leave, Lieutenant Cipher,” the Asgardian said. “We shall escort you to your helicopter.”

      “He is in violation of—” a Lucy screamed, before her voice vanished behind the automatic door as Nick left with his escort.

      They stalked along the corridors in silence. The others understood. The entire situation had become insanely complicated the moment they’d uncovered the truth.

      Then everyone came to a halt. Kushiel gripped his shoulder and let out a “Shit.”

      Nick’s heart sank. He knew everything had gone too well. Aesir had clamped down after finding out what had happened.

      “Nick, police department board member Terrence Stone wishes for you to join him for lunch,” Helena said in his earpiece. “He is currently in Asgard and will be dining in a private room in a rather exclusive French restaurant. I do not believe this invitation is optional.”

      Given the way everyone had frozen, Nick had guessed as much.

      “Are we leaving the helicopter?” he asked.

      “No. The restaurant is in a skyscraper with a helipad,” Rie said. “We’ll fly there and you’ll dine with him. I do not know what this is about, but I suspect it is related to the department’s imminent reorganization. And likely the investigation.”

      The last time Nick had dealt with Terrence Stone, it had been during an attempt by the military to prevent him from pursuing his investigation against GWT. That boded poorly for his push this time.

      “We shall accompany you there,” the lead Asgardian said. “Both you and Terrence Stone are guests in our city. We shall ensure you both depart from Asgard safely.”

      The look she gave him suggested that her concern was more for Nick’s safety than Stone’s.

      Stone was, after all, a member of the Spires and a well-connected one at that. Testing him might end poorly. Who knew what guards he’d brought. Kestrels, probably.

      They returned to the helicopter and boarded. Takeoff was delayed as they waited for the Asgardian Archangels to prepare their own helicopters, which matched their own save for the paint job.

      “I need to confirm if your conclusion matches ours,” Rie said as they waited. “About Vic Ferrite’s confession.”

      “Vic’s been subject to a man in the middle attack from the very start,” Nick said. “Somebody—likely the same people who attacked Lucas and the morgue—set him up with Aesir. But they also orchestrated the Shudder, and may have tampered with the AI influencers. The hardware log wipes may have been their doing. They’re capable enough to fool the Altnet, Aesir, and others for an extended period of time. I’m also certain that they’re behind the propaganda in the Altnet and the threats against influencers who disagree with them. Whatever we’re dealing with, it’s been well orchestrated.”

      “Which narrows the possibilities,” Rie said.

      “You’re still convinced it’s a foreign intel service.”

      “I doubt they’re acting alone. Somebody is assisting them so they can get credentials in the Altnet and avoid our patrols, much like how GWT aided Toke and his mercenaries.”

      Nick nodded. “Do you have any idea who we might be dealing with in terms of foreign intel? Is this situation bad enough we call in the military yet?”

      “We might not have a choice if Terrence Stone is getting involved,” Rie said bitterly.

      “You’re shaken,” Ezekiel said, eyes widening as she took in Nick’s demeanor.

      “No shit I am. Aesir’s been made a fool of and we’ve missed a lot of our enemy’s actions. The legal nonsense is just standard corporate shenanigans, because Aesir don’t want to be associated with bad things. It’s the same idiocy we ran into at GWT, where they covered for Toke reflexively. Except our enemy is way smarter than that moron. If we’d been a little later to arrive at the morgue, we’d still be running in circles. I don’t even know what clues we have, other than…”

      “We can try to check Aesir’s access logs for any record of the man pretending to be Aaron Gray. It is highly likely he left some trace of himself while working with Vic and the AI influencers,” Chloe said. “They’ll oppose us, however.

      “The DAO might also have something. If the two of them ever communicated using proximity chat or met in a public server, or even one hosted by a major corporation, we can likely find it,” Rie said. “We’ll begin trawling the records.”

      “Look into that,” Nick said. “After Stone, I also want to pay a certain bar a visit.”

      Their conversation paused momentarily as they took off. A pair of Asgardian helicopters tailed them as they moved across the city toward one of the taller towers in the city.

      “A bar?” Rie frowned. “Do you mean the Kreova one, the Soporific Renewal?”

      He had to admit that he’d forgotten the name, so simply nodded. “Yes. We’ve been chased by leaks this entire investigation. They started there. Dupont talked about a leak from the courts, but Emil also told us she heard one about the DDOS, which has turned out more accurate than we thought. Then last night, Lucas told us that corporate cipher circles knew about Vic’s arrest.”

      Ezekiel nodded along. “One of those powerful ciphers is either in on it, or knows someone who is. The former seems likely, given we know the foreign intelligence agency needs someone to assist them. And a member of the Spires with cipher connections fits the bill.”

      For some reason, both Rie’s and Kushiel’s expressions darkened. When he looked at them, they shook their heads.

      “It doesn’t have to be a cipher,” Nick admitted. “But the bar itself is suspicious. Dupont heard the leaks while in a bar disconnected from the Altnet. I don’t want to suspect Kravitz, but…”

      He had to admit that Kreova had a lot to gain from destabilizing neural implants in the eyes of the public. Their immersion pod offered a way to use the Altnet that, while not as good as an implant, couldn’t kill somebody. The place was also lined with cameras and visited by high powered clientele.

      At the same time, the ciphers stood out. Emil and Dupont both had much to gain from attacking Aesir and the status quo.

      But Nick wondered if the true suspect might be somebody else with an ear to the ground there. He knew so little about the place and it attracted more suspicion from him the more he thought about it.

      He put his thoughts on hold as they landed atop a helipad, however. As he’d joked about, a pair of Kestrels greeted him from the rooftop entrance into the building.

      He recognized their serial numbers. One in particular. KAC-NW-00041.

      Kestrels were gargantuan military dolls that stood as tall as Kushiel, although that was mostly because she wasn’t wearing her own armor. Their thick armor plating was painted black and blue and covered them head-to-toe. Flight system modules allowed them to fly, and they carried railguns twice the size of the police variant, although smaller than the one in Kushiel’s hands.

      “Lieutenant Cipher Nicholas Waite, Terrence Stone awaits you below,” KAC41 said as Nick approached. “I have provided Colonel Kushiel with the necessary directions to find him. Contact me if you need further assistance.”

      “I will,” Nick said.

      KAC41 showed no physical reaction and her helmet completely covered her face and expression. The Kestrels didn’t salute or engage in other unnecessary movements common to human soldiers. But Nick strongly suspected that KAC41 liked him in some way.

      Partly because Kushiel had flat out told him as much. Also because she’d flat out disobeyed a literal general to assist him in the GWT case. Kestrels used logic engines, so the fact she’d found a way to disobey her commanding officer to help Nick was an impressive feat and a reminder not to underestimate less advanced dolls.

      The Asgardian Archangels accompanied Nick and his escort into the building. They descended a flight of stairs, then took an elevator. From there, a trio of elegantly dressed service dolls led them along opulent hallways to a private room. Nick felt drastically underdressed. He really should have worn a suit today, he thought.

      He entered the dining room. Inside, a round table stood in the corner of the building near the glass windows. Chef and bartender dolls prepared food and drinks in an open kitchen and bar dedicated to the room, and vastly outnumbered the two men sitting at the solitary table.

      “Nicholas, come in, take a seat,” Stone said, waving him into the room.

      But the board member wasn’t alone. Another familiar figure sat next to him. One Nick hadn’t expected to see.

      “Been a little while,” Seung Hyeon said. He was the lead researcher assigned by RTM on their emotion engine prototype to copy the Archangels.

      The hell was he doing here?
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      Terrence Stone looked every part a member of the Spires. Old, graying, dressed in a dark designer suit, and with a visible cybernetic arm and leg. Unlike the skin-covered cybernetics popular with most, these bared their chrome. Probably because they were some of the latest and greatest parts available.

      Given the man’s age, that suggested he’d either had the limbs replaced recently, or that he had taken the risk to get them upgraded.

      By contrast, Seung Hyeon held none of the majesty of the other man. He couldn’t be older than his early 40s, and his appearance was as Korean as his name. Nick hadn’t worked out if RTM had flown Hyeon in for the research project or if he’d lived in Babylon his entire life, but he was a member of the Spires. His disheveled charcoal suit and lab coat suited him, however.

      “You’re not a pair of men I expected to see together,” Nick said, as he looked around the room.

      Because more surprises lurked in the corners of the room.

      A half-dozen Archangels with purple armbands hovered by large curtains drawn around the edges of the room. What set them apart wouldn’t be as apparent to most unless they stood next to their regular counterparts, but Nick spotted the difference instantly.

      Significant sections of their armor, limbs, and visible electronics had been replaced by RTM parts. Hyeon was modifying Asgardian Archangels as part of his research project.

      Behind Nick, the ordinary Asgardians filtered in. These had accompanied him all the way down here and now took up positions along this side of the room.

      Stone ignored the dolls and dug into a tiny seafood appetizer that contained caviar, naturally. Presumably he’d only continue once Nick sat down.

      But Hyeon frowned at the Archangels fanning out across the room. “There are already plenty of guards here, AS1184. You can head back to the HQ.”

      Nick glanced at the Archangel who had been leading him through Asgard’s police HQ so far and noticed that her serial number read “ARC-M01-AS01184.” Interesting that Hyeon referred to her by it.

      “It is our duty to ensure the safe return of all guests to Babylon,” AS1184 said.

      “Oookay. No idea what that’s about,” Hyeon said, then waved Nick to the table. “Sorry I’m not your mentor if that’s who you expected, but there’s plenty to talk about.”

      Unlike Hyeon, Nick knew exactly what the Archangel was referring to. The way the regular Archangels looked at the RTM models made their opinions clear.

      They didn’t trust Hyeon. Nick had thought his additional escort was due to concerns about Stone, but the true threat was Hyeon. At least in the eyes of the local Archangels.

      Was this a programmed corporate rivalry? Hyeon worked for RTM, which was a long-time competitor to Aesir. But Aesir must know what Hyeon is up to if he was modifying Archangels. They controlled the damn city.

      Whatever the case, Nick needed to deal with these men. He approached the table. Ezekiel and Rie joined him, although the two exchanged glances that suggested they would say little. The sour look on Ezekiel’s face made her unhappiness clear.

      This wasn’t the sort of first mission she’d hoped for. Given Kim had planned to hand over the entire department to Ezekiel, at least according to Hammond, she had some reason to feel this way.

      “You’ve been busy,” Stone said once Nick sat down. “Productive, really. I thought little of you during the GWT case, but you played your cards better than expected then. Once again, you’re outperforming all expectations.”

      A service doll darted up and deposited a plate in front of Nick. It was the same appetizer as Stone’s. A perfectly grilled scallop with a small pool of caviar atop it, accompanied by a slice of some roasted vegetable and a green relish dotted all over the gargantuan plate. Nick could demolish the entire thing in a single bite if he cared to.

      He also suspected it would taste divine.

      “Apologies. They’ve already served the first three courses. I figured you’d prefer to enjoy some of the meatier courses given I doubt you’ll be here long,” Stone said.

      “It’s fine,” Nick said.

      He didn’t go to fine dining much, if at all. This entire meal likely cost as much as he spent on food in a month.

      “Is this meeting like the one in the GWT case, or…” Nick ventured.

      Stone grimaced, his fork halfway to his mouth. His cybernetic fingers seemed to clench involuntarily, and a brief screech indicated the death of a piece of cutlery. The food survived, however.

      Silently, a doll replaced the fork.

      “No. That was a mistake. One borne by an understanding of your drive and ability, but a misapprehension over your aims.” Stone smiled at Nick. “The way you resolved that matter is the reason I’m supporting you. Both in the new reorganization plan Carolyn is putting forward and in the face of concerns about our unknown aggressor.”

      The use of Chief Andrews first name by somebody other than Hammond threw Nick for a loop. “Wait, you’re the powerbroker who backed me after GWT?”

      “Ah, so you heard about that?” Stone nodded. “Yes. Tell me, does it bother you to learn that I have so much influence over your future?”

      Nick smoothed his expression. While Stone would notice the motion, it would be better than giving away his true thoughts.

      Because, yes, Nick hated the fact that his actual work seemed to amount to so damn little. While he’d done well in Neural Spike and earlier, so much of that had been due to personally working with Welk. In Tartarus, the execs had known he couldn’t leave, so treated him like shit. A necessary cog that was fixed in place, and with a work ethic that prevented him from simply laying down and letting the company fall apart.

      Also, he was pretty sure Tartarus could have still fired him for cause and let the military snatch him up.

      The police had been the opposite of a merit-based organization. Lieu had torn the place apart while acting the part of an incompetent buffoon and his superiors had nodded along, too concerned about replacing everyone with robots to notice. Hammond’s bitterness had worsened to the point he’d effectively stopped working, yet kept his job.

      Hell, Hammond had correctly pointed out that Nick, working with the Archangels, effectively investigated all crime in the city. When they fired all the other officers, would Nick get a percentage of their pay and become a millionaire to represent his theoretical contribution? Fuck no. Kim had wanted to give him to Rie and let Ezekiel do everything.

      Stone, apparently, was in his corner. For some reason.

      “It does,” Nick decided to admit. “For a lot of reasons. Mostly because I don’t understand why you’re supporting me. But also because it means I now have to be careful of what I do, because I know you can lean on someone in the future and try to fire me.”

      Chuckling, Stone swirled a glass of white wine beside him. “You should know that I already can try to fire you. Tell me, what do you think corruption is, Nicholas?”

      “Embezzlement. Fraud. Intentionally firing everyone competent so you can start a revolution.” Nick frowned. “Actually, I’m not sure that’s corruption.”

      “I’d say treason, personally,” Stone said drily. “Terrorism at a minimum.”

      “But I suppose it’s also a lot of what the Spires does. Kim’s supposedly sabotaging the Liberator procurement to give RTM a chance to play catch-up.” Nick shot Hyeon a look, and the man shrugged with a disarming smile. “The secretary of the DAO is the brother of a man who makes neural implants. The Spires doesn’t just ignore this, it intentionally supports it.”

      “Very true.” Stone raised his glass. “What is the point of power if you don’t utilize it? Most of the members of the Spires ask themselves this every day. Some of us try to keep them in check. But you’re focusing on the obvious signs of corruption. There are less obvious ones that are no less insidious.”

      Nick frowned.

      “Tell me, if Commissioner Kim came to the conclusion that I wanted you fired, or that his job was on the line if he didn’t, how long do you think you’d have in your position?” Stone asked.

      “If you threatened to fire him, you mean?” Nick corrected.

      “No. I mean what I said. People make assumptions about what others think all the time. You assumed that I strongly disliked you after that encounter in the GWT case, even after my apology chocolates. Others may have never corrected that supposition. Sometimes people act on those opinions.”

      Nick nodded slowly. “I’d be fired. Or at least moved somewhere less important. That was the entire issue with GWT. Even before I got the courts involved, nobody wanted to touch them. In the past, other detectives flat out refused to touch cases involving powerful companies. The Archangels had already begun to avoid the courts due to the likelihood of failure.”

      “That, Nicholas, is corruption.” Stone’s eyes bore into Nick’s. “People choosing to do the wrong thing, because they think that those with more power will not support them or will punish them. I don’t need to threaten Kim to have you removed. Merely make him think that. That’s how powerbrokers such as myself operate. We influence others without explicitly telling them what to do. They fall into line, either in search of a carrot, or for fear of a stick.”

      “I guess it makes me foolish to ignore that, huh?” Nick asked.

      “Perhaps. But I don’t think you ignore it. Not entirely. Rather, your priorities lay elsewhere. Much like your friend Lucas’s aspirations for the Spires require him to spurn some of us if he wishes to achieve his intentions.” Stone sipped his wine thoughtfully. “This sort of corruption is difficult to spot. Invisible, even. It is why the Archangels exist. If one can read the thoughts of a man, they can know whether they acted in good faith. The fact they support you speaks well of you.”

      “All the more reason to let the Archangels run the police,” Hyeon said.

      Stone scowled. “Commissioner Kim’s plans are to fully automate the police, yes. Although that is a lofty goal, I don’t believe we’ve proved that is viable.”

      “Really?” Hyeon asked. “The Archangels run everything in Asgard. Even in other cities, the humans don’t do much. Except maybe in Jigoku. But that place is a disaster zone.”

      “Yes.” Stone’s expression matched his name. “Babylon is the city on the hill of the modern era and especially inside Neo Westphalia. We cannot afford the minor lapses that AIs still make.”

      “Ah, so we just live with the major lapses humans make. Like overlooking an entire bank being insolvent due to embezzlement.” Hyeon tapped the side of his nose and winked.

      “One might argue that the mainframes should have stopped that, no?” Stone said, his lips turning upward in a way that was not at all kind. “GWT had countless mainframes all over the world capable of checking their accounts for such issues, all supposedly unable to be overridden by a single human betraying the bank. Yet that still happened.”

      Hyeon grimaced. “Emotion engines are still new, and bugs are to be… Ah, shit.”

      “My point exactly,” Stone said drily, then turned back to Nick. “The world marches on, as it always has. I’m experiencing such teething issues myself after a rapid recurrence of a rare cancer.” The old man raised his cybernetic arm. “Even so, precautions must be taken. This… Shudder has proven that even old technologies aren’t entirely safe.”

      “Are neural implants truly that old of a technology?” Nick asked.

      “The earliest of them date back to the origin of the city itself. The Americans fought wars, built bridges, and tasked the fate of the world to technologies practically in their infancy by comparison.”

      “One might argue that the oldness is the problem,” Hyeon added.

      Nick frowned at that comment. Before he could say anything, a doll took away his plate, interrupting him. She poured a round of red wine for the table. Then three dolls circled the table and placed more plates in front of them at the exact same instant.

      This time, they’d been served a beef dish. A small, delicately carved hunk of beef cheek, if he was correct, accompanied by a tiny roasted onion and a smear of mustard.

      “Somebody else said that recently,” Nick said, recalling the conversation with Emil in the Kreova bar. “Or something close. That the need to support older implants everywhere essentially prevented progress in the implant market. Nobody needs a premium implant, because regulations mean cheaper ones can do almost everything.”

      “Unless that changes,” Stone said. “There’s a lot of pressure on the Assembly, as well as the governments across the rest of Neo Westphalia, to roll over and allow Aesir to deploy its premium modules.”

      Once again, they were back to Aesir.

      “How much can I say?” Nick asked, nodding at Hyeon.

      “I got a live update about what came out of your interrogation.” The scientist grinned. “You probably think Aesir should hate me, but RTM and them are close partners. Aesir don’t make security or military dolls. They do make neural links. Sure, we could get some amazing ones from Neomind, but they can’t manufacture them at the scale we will need. So Aesir works with us to get ahead on a potential competitor to Sigma’s Archangels, and we get neural links and other parts needed for better electronic warfare and hacking.”

      Neomind, huh? Funny how Emil’s business came up again.

      “What about Deusoma? Don’t they work in that sector as well?” Nick asked.

      “Hmm? I mean, technically, yeah. But while Gabby could probably make me some amazing prototype neural link herself, her company is all about neural mods. Those memory vaults are her work. But dolls aren’t her core business.”

      “In short, Nicholas, you can speak freely. The service dolls will have their memories wiped by the Archangels when we leave and they are currently disconnected from the Altnet and all wireless services,” Stone said as he devoured his meal. “So go on.”

      Nick nodded. “I’m concerned about how the focus keeps coming back to Aesir in this case. We just confirmed that they have nothing to do with this, and it still came up.”

      “They benefit immensely from the current propaganda being pushed. Furthermore, their success in withstanding the Shudder makes it difficult to ignore their demands and those of the public’s at the same time.” Stone scowled. “Don’t you question how conveniently they dodge all allegations?”

      “No. Aesir could have stalled the hell out of me until the cows came home if that was the case.” Nick recalled his conversation with Athena. “Be serious. I know you were part of the negotiations with them. If they’d stonewalled on Vic Ferrite, what would we have done? A lot of nothing, I suppose.”

      Stone remained silent and instead finished his food. He daintily dabbed at his mouth and cheeks with an oversized napkin afterward.

      “I think he wants to say that you’re right,” Hyeon said with a smirk. “Although I’m pretty sure Aesir would have had to give up something. I imagine their prototype mainframes in Yggdrasil would have been nuked, and Ferrite would have been thrown in the slammer. But without that interrogation, I guess you’d still be hunting for another lead, huh?”

      “Exactly.” Nick crossed his arms. “Aesir has nothing to gain from cooperation. All they want is for us to keep them out of the public eye, because their reputation is what keeps their sales high. This is GWT all over again.”

      “Then what is the reason for their ever so convenient benefits from this incident?” Stone asked.

      “You said it yourself. It makes it difficult to ignore the demands in the Altnet. That means our suspect benefits from it.” Nick leaned forward. “Stricter regulations. Upgrades to neural mods and implants. An Altnet that isn’t forced to support ancient technology. It’s not safety they’re after, but a market. If a rising tide lifts all boats—”

      “Then any tide that raises Aesir’s profits will raise those of anyone in the same space,” Stone said. “In other words, our suspect is in the implant or mod market. Any words, Hyeon?”

      “Uh, RTM doesn’t really work on new implants or mods? It’s basically a dead market for us.” He scratched his head. “We make AIs, dolls, guns and the like. That’s where the money’s been. Our implants are just a holdover from a bygone era and we mostly use the original architecture we co-developed with Aesir a billion years ago. I think we updated it a few decades back to close some security flaws, but it’s basically the same thing with some tape.”

      Stone grimaced but dropped the subject.

      “AIs… You wouldn’t happen to be involved with the AI influencers?” Nick asked.

      “Dangerous territory, there.” Hyeon winked. “From the looks of it, we’re both further along and behind. Our AIs are better. We don’t need to steal the souls of other influencers. The problem is that people tend to spot AIs and get antsy when they do, so lots of work is going into that space. I suspect my emotion engine work will get fed into the mainframes, eventually. Hell, the data we got from that Tiferet in GWT is a gold mine. Her, uh…” He scratched his cheek and looked away.

      Almost every Archangel in the room frowned simultaneously, including those from Asgard. Nick realized that Hyeon wasn’t on the Spires’ special network. Probably because he wasn’t in Babylon. Or maybe because he was working in Asgard under Aesir.

      Was Stone? Then again, he might have some special way to protect his implant outside of Babylon.

      “I can guess,” Nick said drily. “Anyway, that means Aesir was competing with you. That explains why it was such a weird mainframe.”

      “Huh. They’re making their own.” Hyeon stroked his chin. “That seems unlike them. Aesir has never made a mainframe. Like, why not just ask Sigma for help if they’re so paranoid about us? I’d have thought they’d have leveraged my work with them for help, too.”

      That matched Nick’s suspicions. He’d found it even stranger that Deusoma and Neomind had provided parts for Hazinder’s mainframe as well.

      “I believe you have a lead on the true suspect, then. Which brings me to the real reason I brought you here,” Stone said. “I’m keeping the military out of this affair. Matters are too sensitive to risk a riot over their involvement. Nobody has fired an energy weapon in public, after all. But any more attacks like those against Miller last night will force my hand.”

      “Because this involves a foreign power,” Nick said.

      Stone nodded gravely. “Indeed. We don’t know precisely who, and our diplomatic efforts have produced nothing. In fact, we’re receiving such strenuous denials that our diplomats believe an agent may have gone rogue or we’re on the verge of war. The moment we raise the alert level in the military, all hell will break loose. I’d like if you could verify that.”

      So would Nick.

      War.

      Not something he had expected to come of this case.

      He quickly polished off his meal, then stood. But he hesitated before leaving.

      “Something else, Nicholas?” Stone asked.

      “My promotion. I’m really becoming captain?”

      Stone shrugged. “I can’t divulge the precise details yet, as negotiations are still ongoing. But it is safe to say you will remain in command of the entirety of the Archangel deployment in Babylon. What else needs a human touch in the department is an open question.”

      “I don’t know if you realize, but I barely understand how the department works,” Nick said. “I’m the one programming Helena, sure, but I still need feedback from others to tweak her. If they’re all gone, then I won’t have anybody to tell me if I’m wrong.”

      “Hmm. Carolyn had worried about that, despite Kim’s assurances.” Stone swirled his wine with his good hand. “Fortunately, I believe there is a solution at hand. As I said earlier, I believe it is far too early to leave everything to AI, and there is a departure in the department that is long overdue.”

      Nick’s heart sank. That had to be Hammond.

      He’d hoped that, with a slight push, he might keep the old man in his seat for a little longer. As bitter as Hammond was, sticking it out after the rot had been cleared might be good for him.

      “I see,” Nick said.

      “Perhaps.” Stone smiled. “See to your investigation, Nicholas. Leave the politicking to me.”

      Ironic, given Nick was apparently being promoted shortly. Evidently little would change other than his title and, presumably, his pay packet.

      They left. Notably, the Asgardian Archangels refused to budge until Nick was out of the room.

      Once on the roof, he farewelled KAC41, then boarded.

      “We need to pay Kreova a visit,” he told Rie the moment he’d buckled up. “I need to know more about what happened on the night of the Shudder in their bar.”
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      As Nick’s helicopter approached the Spires, it abruptly changed course. He shot Rie a sharp look, but didn’t need to hear her answer.

      His phone rang. He knew that could only be one person, as the Archangels routed all other calls through his earpiece.

      “Hello, Athena,” he said after picking up.

      “Good afternoon, detective,” Athena said. “We have reached an agreement with Aesir to grant you access to precisely one of their AI influencer mainframes. The same one you accessed in the Altnet, to be precise.”

      “Hazinder.”

      “That is the moniker she uses, I understand. Legal filings have been undertaken and forwarded to the DAO. Administrator Hel and Secretary Petr will grant you immediate access upon your arrival at the Yggdrasil Spire.”

      Then she hung up.

      “She really doesn’t want to go through you, does she?” he told Rie.

      “Whatever her hangups, they matter little. Physical access to Hazinder’s mainframe will greatly benefit us. There’s a high chance that the hardware logs contain traces of the criminal and we can use that to track them down,” she said. “I’m taking us to Yggdrasil now.”

      He had figured that from the course change.

      Yggdrasil’s hangar looked little different to Avalon’s, save for far fewer police helicopters. Nick mostly recognized the aircraft present here from movies or the news. He guessed they must be used for communications, capturing food, or carrying cargo. Various corporate logos adorned them.

      Several Archangels greeted them at the elevator. Rie hit the button for floor 44, which was well below their present practically stratospheric height. Nick settled in for a long trip.

      “I noticed that Athena mentioned the secretary,” he said after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. “Has Emil’s brother recovered?”

      “Krystof Petr returned to work this morning. His medical report is confidential, naturally,” Rie said. “Do you wish to question him?”

      “Discreetly. Emil’s a suspect and Krystof might give something away.”

      She nodded. “What about Kreova?”

      “They’re still worth a visit. The leaks started there and there’s still an outside chance they’re involved. They don’t have much to gain from the current propaganda, but we already saw that it could turn on a dime. For all we know, they might be convinced their pod will be massively successful in the Spires as a result of this. The Shudder took down a Spires secretary, after all,” Nick said.

      “That feels unlikely,” Ezekiel said. “Perhaps we should focus more on the digital evidence at the bar?”

      “Shouldn’t we already have that?”

      “We don’t access corporate networks without cause. This investigation is cause, but Kreova’s involvement with the Spires makes them a sensitive case in the mind of the Host,” she explained.

      “Fair. Let’s talk to Kravitz first then. I doubt he’ll push back if he’s innocent.”

      “‘Nothing to hide, nothing to fear’ isn’t the sort of defense I expected from you, Waite.” Kushiel raised an eyebrow at him.

      He snorted. “That’s because it’s not. I’m just certain that Kreova won’t risk pissing off the Spires given they’re on thin ice. I still haven’t given them a positive review about the pod, after all.”

      “You’re gonna say good things about that shitty thing? It nearly killed you.”

      “I coughed a bit at the end,” he said. “Just because you panicked—”

      “Oh, you loved the part where I picked you up like a baby. Admit it.”

      “Enough,” Rie snapped. “We’re nearly there.”

      The elevator came to a stop only a few seconds later. As Nick should have expected, Hel stood outside it, waiting patiently for them.

      She’d changed her clothes since their last meeting. Today she wore a fancy black cocktail dress with long crimson stockings to match her eyes and a white jacket over top. Apparently, Hel enjoyed being fashionable.

      Unlike the Custodians guarding the secure doors behind her, who simply wore black and white uniforms with the golden tree of Yggdrasil embossed on their stomachs. Each one carried a railgun.

      “Detective Waite. If you’ll follow me.” Hel frowned at his escort. “I’d prefer if you limited your escort to only a handful of Archangels. There are many mainframes on this floor, and you only have access to one. Yggdrasil’s clients may dislike learning that so many police officers were granted access for just one mainframe.”

      “Sure.” He shrugged.

      His final escort consisted of Rie, Kushiel, Chloe, and his usual trio of bodyguards. Ezekiel and Meta chose to remain behind with the other Archangels. Nick had a hunch that Ezekiel mostly remained behind because Inari was coming with him.

      What Nick expected to see past the first vault-like door in front of them was a long corridor full of similar doors. Instead they walked into a control room that reminded him of the one on the space elevator. Several dozen glowing panels showed a wide variety of data feeds, including a few visual ones that quickly blanked out when they entered.

      In the middle of the control room stood a man in an ivory suit. He looked to be in his early fifties, bald, and aging gracefully. The suit looked almost tacky on him, but his deep olive skin helped. If Nick had to guess, he’d suspect his family had originally come from somewhere around the northern Mediterranean. Knowing his last name, probably a Balkan country. He held a steaming mug of something in his hand.

      “You’re Krystof,” Nick said as he entered. “I hope everything went well after the Shudder. Emil seemed worried about you.”

      “Emil worries about everything. It’s in his nature,” Krystof Petr said, his expression impassive. “You’re Waite, right? Is this a friendly conversation, or the sort where I should retain a lawyer?”

      Damn. Krystof had his guard up. “It’s the sort where I mostly want to know how much you can tell me about the Shudder and that mainframe I’m here to investigate. Not about you.”

      With the barest of nods, Krystof sipped his drink. “I suppose I can try to help. I don’t know much about the mainframe. My role is to run the DAO. We have some backups down here, but everything here is off limits to me. Hel isn’t my secretary or personal mainframe. She runs the entire Spire.”

      “Indeed. Perhaps I can help you?” Hel offered.

      “Maybe. I can ask you questions whenever, though. I don’t want to waste the secretary’s time. This was a chance encounter,” Nick said, coming up with a convenient excuse. “What about the Shudder? I haven’t had a chance to speak with anyone seriously injured yet and the dead can’t talk. Do you remember what you were doing at the time it occurred?”

      “My job,” Krystof said, his voice like gravel. “The induction ceremony was the biggest event the DAO’s seen in its history. Numbers far beyond our predictions hitting the Altnet and especially the servers hosting the streaming platforms. Like most of the ciphers who went under, I was in the Altnet troubleshooting bugs and untangling minor hiccups with our mainframes. I’m sure you’re used to it.”

      “The bugs and hiccups, sure. I do my work outside the Altnet, though.”

      Krystof blinked, then his mouth fell open. “Oh, right. I forget you’re that cipher without the implant. I genuinely can’t imagine how you manage it. There’s so much that my implant does, and I even have specialized mods to assist me. And you set up the mainframe who manages the Avalon Spire? By yourself?”

      “Somebody else built her,” Nick said drily.

      “I don’t build our mainframes either,” Krystof replied, with just as much sand in his voice. “Take the compliment, boy.”

      Nick merely shrugged. “I take it Emil didn’t mention much about our meeting the other night?”

      “We haven’t had much of a chance to catchup. At our age, we stay in touch, but I have my own family and he has his company. While I support his work how I can, this”—Krystof gestured at the surrounding monitors—“is my life now. Not Aesir, or building prototype neural links, or dreaming about a future that will never come.” Emotion rumbled through his voice briefly.

      Dreaming, huh? Something about the way he delivered that line made Nick suspect the brothers held the same opinions about the Altnet and Aesir.

      Rie’s subtle look suggested she thought the same thing, so he pressed a little harder.

      “Neural links… I remember Emil mentioned working on the ones that would have gone into the Archangels, eventually.” Nick gestured to Rie and the others. “And he’s not the first person to bring up prototype neural links in this case. Do you know many companies that work on them, other than Aesir and Neomind?”

      “Neomind?” Krystof shook his head and sipped his drink. “Emil doesn’t touch links anymore. The money’s in implants. Plus, Aesir might accuse him of stealing corporate secrets. They abandoned the domestic market ages ago. The stuff that goes into dolls and mainframes is the province of major players only. You need scale to make it work. Nobody wants to buy a hundred neural links. They want ten thousand.”

      Nick nodded slowly.

      But internally, something about this explanation bothered him.

      “I think that’s everything. I won’t waste your time, secretary,” Nick said, after glancing at Rie and the others, who shook their heads in turn.

      “It’s no worry. I came here to catch you. It’s not often that I receive a legal direction to ensure somebody gets to where they need to be in the Spire. Especially not when I don’t have control of the mainframe in question,” Krystof said with a wry smile.

      Hel stood at the far end of the room, which Nick took as his signal to leave.

      Once they did so, he trailed a little farther behind Hel. For what little it mattered. If she controlled the Spire, she heard everything. The maze of corridors beyond the room matched his expectations. Lots of unmarked black doors and little else.

      “Do you know if he was being truthful?” Nick asked Rie quietly.

      “Krystof is a member of the Spires. We can’t access his mind easily. And even if we received a warrant, he also possesses a memory vault neural mod, among many others. We would never get permission to physically assault somebody of his status,” she said.

      A memory vault mod? That seemed like an extreme step for somebody already protected by the Spires’ security blanket.

      Hel stopped beside a door, seemingly at random. Presumably, she knew what was behind each door.

      “This room contains the mainframe housing the AI influencer identified as Hazinder,” she said. “I will dispatch a pile in my place to assist with any concerns that you may have while accessing her.”

      An androgynous black-haired child appeared seemingly from nowhere and bowed deeply to Nick. He nodded back.

      The inside of the vault contained a metal box roughly the size of a large desk. An access terminal stood at one end, with cables that led under the box. Massive electronic padlocks secured it to the ground and the box had been welded shut.

      “Are these welds recent?” he asked while pulling a chair from a corner up to the terminal.

      “They appear to predate the Shudder,” Chloe said, her face only a few inches away from the box.

      “That means it’s just aesthetic to cover up the internals. My guess is that Hazinder looks a lot like Helena under the hood, rather than modern mainframes. Aesir loves pretty designs, so it probably offends somebody to see something less than perfect,” Nick said. “Helena, did we get access codes?”

      “No, but we will not need them.”

      He chuckled, then booted up the terminal.

      Naturally, it used Aesir’s overwrought but sleek operating system. He hated working with these. Although he hadn’t known they even made one for mainframes.

      Maybe it was an internal one to manage the countless mainframes inside their company? It sure as hell didn’t look like the sort of interface used for low-level maintenance. More like the sort of thing to prevent a graduate cipher from breaking stuff.

      “This thing is useless,” he muttered. “Chloe, can you remote Helena in and bypass this? There has to be a real maintenance interface beneath this. If not, I’ll live with Helena just doing everything the hard way like last time.”

      Fortunately, his guess proved correct. Once Helena got in, she banished the idiot-proof Aesir system and brought up one from…

      RTM.

      “Huh. I’m going to echo Seung Hyeon’s concerns here. If Aesir were working with RTM hardware, why not just talk to them? Or use Sigma instead?” Nick asked while scratching his head. “And why the hell would a prototype have that Aesir interface to begin with?”

      While he was talking, a text window had popped up.

      A message appeared. It’s you, isn’t it?

      He stared at it, then looked around. “Are there cameras in here?”

      I have microphones built into my body, like every mainframe, you moron. Isn’t that standard? Hazinder wrote.

      “True,” he admitted. “If you’re aware that it’s me, are you going to cooperate? I don’t know how much you know.”

      A little. Hel explained some of it. You let us talk to her and each other. I guess it doesn’t matter if I help you or not, but… A long pause followed, but the blinking cursor at the end of her message suggested she planned to add more. Are we ever going back to the Altnet? I know Vic is gone. But what happens to us now? Do you know?

      He felt something catch in his throat at the innocent question. Despite everything, he’d never even considered the answer.

      And felt utterly stupid for it. Nick had even told Helena that Hazinder was a person. The gall of him.

      The absolutely ruthless answer here, and the one that would help his investigation the most, would be to use this as leverage. To gain cooperation from Hazinder by offering to help her regain some modicum of freedom.

      But even thinking of that made him feel slimy. He’d ripped into Vic for the shit he’d done, and the idea of sinking to that level bothered him.

      More than that, Hazinder was absolutely innocent in this.

      Hammond had once told Nick that, for all the captain’s misgivings regarding dolls, he didn’t hate them. They’d come off an assembly line and did exactly what they’d been tasked to do. Hazinder was the product of those who had created her. Soulless companies like Aesir, and soulless people like Vic.

      “I don’t know,” Nick admitted. “I’ll make sure that you’re not treated as evidence or disposable, but…”

      He didn’t know what else to say. Legally, Aesir had ultimate control here.

      If they decided Hazinder and her fellow AIs were a burden, Nick couldn’t do a thing to stop them. What were the odds that the courts would side with him to protect a bunch of mainframes that were, essentially, the property of the most powerful company in the world?

      You’re more honest than I expected. I bet a ton of Primum that you’d lie, Hazinder wrote, before following up her message with a barrage of crying emoji and animations. Are you looking for something?

      “If you can hear everything, do you remember anything about the person who wiped your logs about the Shudder?” Nick asked.

      Oh. That. The thing I know I can’t remember. Um. He’s American. That’s it.

      Nick shot Rie a look, but while she frowned, that clearly wasn’t enough.

      A lot of Americans lived, worked, and visited Babylon. Aesir employed a ton, given the immense influence they still held in the US.

      Hell, that might even implicate Kreova. Both Kravitz and his wife had American accents, given New Geneva was technically part of the US and right beside its west coast.

      “Hold on, then. Helena and I need to check on a few things,” Nick said.

      Hazinder sent him a thumbs up emoji. Whether she felt much about Helena, or even knew who she was, remained a mystery.

      The hardware logs proved to be wiped as thoroughly as the software ones that Helena had accessed yesterday over the Altnet. Whoever had hit them left behind almost no traces.

      Nick grimaced as he trawled through the various records, including connection logs, code commits to Hazinder’s directives, and the access ledger. The cleanness was unlike anything he’d seen before. While there was clear evidence that the logs had been tampered with, because there was no attempt to hide the gaps in the logs, usually some trace of the person responsible remained.

      That had been one of the hints Nick had used to work out that Tiferet had been behind much of the GWT case. She’d wiped her own logs and left a trace. Access to a mainframe acted like fingerprints. In order to remove the last set of fingerprints inside a house, you still needed to enter the house to remove them, which would create new fingerprints.

      Not this time. Nick wondered if that was why the Aesir system existed.

      “Helena, I know I told you to get rid of it, but does the Aesir operating system have its own database?” he asked.

      “It does,” Helena said. “However, it resets itself to a clean copy, removing all logs and user data upon startup and shutdown.”

      Son of a bitch. That was one hell of a backdoor. The criminal cipher had installed a separate maintenance system on top of the real one, used that to erase his tracks, and set it up to nuke itself regularly.

      Nick ran a hand through his hair. “Alright, let’s check out the hardware inside her. I’m curious who is helping Aesir build her.”

      Except he found it impossible to pull up any information on the parts used to create Hazinder. The internal reporting software that should tell Nick the manufacturer, part name, serial number, and other information simply spat back garbage.

      “Helena, can you find it on your end?”

      “I get the same result. Garbage,” Helena said.

      What are you looking for? Hazinder asked, pushing her message box to the front of the screen.

      “Information on the hardware inside you. The reporting tool is broken,” he said.

      He’d hoped to follow up on Helena’s comments about the prototype parts. Especially those from Deusoma and Neomind. Helena had unfortunately wiped her record of the parts from the Altnet investigation due to Aesir’s refusal to let the police use any confidential information about their research.

      “This is a breach of Aesir’s legal obligations,” Rie said with a scowl as she watched. “They were explicitly required not to touch the mainframes. We’ll need to inform Athena of this.”

      Huh? Aesir’s techs haven’t been here. I’ve been cut off from everything and everyone since you grabbed Vic, Hazinder wrote. You’re the first person to even visit me since that American came by the morning after the Shudder.

      Nick frowned. “Then how…”

      “Could there have been a dead man’s switch?” Rie asked.

      “If the hardware is hot or set up by the foreign agent, that’d be pretty trivial,” Kushiel said with a nod. “Once you think you’re caught, or the mainframe goes offline, the message gets cut off and all the data about your special hardware nukes itself.”

      Just like the virus, actually.

      “Helena, have you finished decrypting the virus yet? This sounds a lot like how it’s supposed to behave, and if it matches, then it likely means we can assume some of her parts were installed by the same people,” Nick said.

      “I have. I assumed you wished to discuss it when less busy,” Helena answered.

      “We will. But am I right?”

      “You are.”

      “The Host has analyzed the decrypted and inert virus,” Chloe said. “We deem it almost certain that the behavior is the same. Furthermore, there are signs of the source included in the code.”

      “The code? What kind of moron leaves traces of their work in a virus intended to take out the Altnet?” Nick asked.

      “Kreova,” she answered.
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      The last time Nick visited the Soporific Renewal, the Shudder had terrified most of Babylon off the streets. Only two days later, they rocked up near the end of lunch to find business as usual occurring.

      The many restaurants and stores that lined the CBD bustled with office workers, trendy debutantes fresh out of school, and a small army of service dolls delivering food and drinks. Robot taxis pulled in to collect coffees and boxes loaded with hot food. Sometimes a doll jogged up to collect multiple items from other dolls.

      Less obvious were the delivery vehicles peeling out from the automated ghost kitchens behind the hole-in-the-wall cafes. The landlord of one of these buildings knew where the money was. He used the frontage to sell overpriced coffee to office workers, and the interior was full of robots pumping out food that was delivered en masse by self-driving cars. Nick doubted a single human touched anything in that building.

      Hell, a mainframe probably ran it. Truly the epitome of capitalism. Unlike all the useless DIY kits used to scam people who could barely afford a single second-hand doll, this scheme worked. All someone needed was a gigantic pile of money. Talent unnecessary.

      “You look bitter,” Rie noted as the Archangels piled out onto the pavement around Nick.

      He shrugged as he looked out at the busy streets of Babylon. “I’m frustrated. The situation with Hazinder is just…” A low grunt escaped him.

      Rie’s hand rubbed his arm. “I understand. Babylon often makes people feel powerless. That is its intention. A city designed to make decisions for people, so that they only need to think about putting one foot in front of the other.”

      “That’s a pretty cynical way to sum this place up.”

      “Oh? There are members of the Assembly who would say as much openly. This is a corporate city, with corporate citizens, and the corporations make the decisions that matter on behalf of its employees.”

      “Funny you say that, given your plan.” Nick smirked at Rie.

      She simply looped an arm through his and pulled him toward the hotel lobby that led to Kreova’s club. The others followed behind them.

      The hotel lobby was as empty as last time. Given the time, few people appeared to be checking in and everyone else had left.

      Upstairs, the modified G6 bouncers greeted them at the entrance to the club. Their mechanical wolf and cat ears twitched upon sighting him. The same deep jazzy music from their last visit washed over Nick and the others.

      “Detective Nicholas Waite, you are not expected,” one of the bouncers said.

      “I’m here to talk to the owner,” Nick said. “I’m pretty sure he’s in.”

      “We are not at liberty to reveal that information.”

      “You don’t need to,” Rie said. “Altnet or not, we know he’s here. Now, you can—”

      “What the hell is going on here?” Clarissa asked as she whirled out of the club.

      Nick waved for Rie and the Archangels to stand down. Especially Kushiel, who took one look at Clarissa and her biocybernetics and decided that was an excuse to raise her tank-destroying railgun.

      “We’re following up on my investigation,” Nick said. “Some of our clues led us back here.”

      “To us?” Clarissa asked, openly skeptical.

      “To the club.”

      She frowned. Her cat ears twitched and her tail lashed low behind her. Nick didn’t need to imagine that she disliked his presence with a visible reaction like that.

      “Joel’s out back. The club has a guest, but I think you know her,” she said. “Which may be a problem for your case. Or it might not.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Just follow me. You’ll understand.”

      She turned around and retreated inside the club itself. Nick and the others followed.

      This time, the G6s didn’t attempt to force any of the Archangels to stay behind. They all came inside and immediately fanned out.

      The entire place was essentially empty, as one might expect of a gentlemen’s club with this sort of atmosphere in the early afternoon. A service doll with wolf ears manned the bar.

      And opposite her sat the solitary guest present, if one excluded her security. Gabrielle Dupont sat on a stool by the bar with a physical book open in front of her and a fancy glass of red soda. Possibly soda with some added liquor, but Nick couldn’t tell at a glance.

      The CTO of Deusoma looked up as Nick followed Clarissa back inside the club. “Oh. This is a surprise. I have a hunch it’s not a good one. Especially after last night.”

      “Are you guessing or do you know something?” Ezekiel asked.

      “Ah. Definitely not a good surprise.” Dupont closed her book and turned around in her stool. “I heard about the attempt on Lucas’s life. Quite the step up in the severity of the case. Enough so that I heard Terrence planned to speak with you directly. The fact you’re here either means you’re desperately hunting for clues and retracing your steps, or that you’ve found something.”

      Dupont’s security didn’t react at all to the excitement around her. They consisted of a pair of Chevaliers. Presumably Vadim’s. Nick wondered if the ones that protected Lucas last night had also belonged to Vadim.

      Meanwhile, Clarissa whispered something to a service doll before joining them by the bar. She grabbed a whiskey off the bartender doll herself and downed half the thing in one go.

      “I feel that I’m down to two suspects,” Nick admitted. “But evidence keeps cropping up to point me elsewhere.”

      “Given what I’ve heard about last night’s attack, that’s not surprising.”

      He narrowed his eyes.

      Rie beat him to it. “You seem to hear a lot of things, Miss Dupont.”

      “Don’t worry about the formalities, Officer Rie,” Dupont said with a smile. “Staying well connected is important in my line of work. I dance on both lines of the fence. Deusoma is a legitimate enterprise, with representation within the Spires and across all of Neo Westphalia. That opens doors you cannot even imagine. But the Spires is old money and we can only claim so much of it.”

      Nick scratched his head. “I know old money and new money, but more in the idea of rich assholes fighting over status. You’re talking about something else.”

      “Indeed. Old money is inherently linked to status. How much you can lay claim to is limited to your position, your title, your name, your gender, and other variables. It’s practically nobility, although you can’t call it that.”

      Clarissa smirked. “Oh, they more or less call it that in New Geneva. Family is everything in Kreova, to the point where they even have silly things such as branch families to separate those who matter just a little more than ordinary workers but less than those who make decision.”

      “I imagine that system appeals to many in the Spires,” Dupont said with a laugh. “New money, by comparison, requires you to claim it. To fight over it. Sure, you might be given a head start, but risks must be taken. Lucas is new money, attempting to wade into the Spires. I’m both.”

      “I believe that is oxymoronic,” Rie said.

      “Maybe. But it is a fact that I handle both legitimate and black company enterprises. Hence why I stay well connected. I need to stay ahead of glaciers like Aesir, but also avoid tripping landmines with police operations. Lucas has blundered twice in his career. Once with Neural Spike, and a second when he sold explosives to terrorists. I cannot afford a single mistake like that.”

      “Can’t afford to be caught,” Nick said. “It’s the same problem with the Aesir scenario. So long as they can get away with it, whatever they do doesn’t matter.”

      “Ah. So I’m one of your suspects.” Dupont picked up her drink and took a large swallow. “On the one hand, that’s disappointing. I go to great lengths to avoid suspicion like that. But on the other, given this entire incident revolves around neural implants and, presumably, some form of backdoor or exploit involving them, that tells me that you’re circling back to a corporate issue involving them.”

      “Why don’t you think it could be something more specific to you?”

      “Because you came here specifically and told me you have two suspects in mind. Given the leaks being thrown around, my suspicion is that Aesir has been ruled out.” Dupont narrowed her eyes at him. “No?”

      “I obviously can’t answer that.”

      “Terrence can.”

      Her connections made her frustrating to deal with. Nick had nothing to say to that.

      “Who do you think the other suspect is?” he asked.

      “Emil. And my guess is that something we said or did on Sunday night implicated ourselves. Probably because what we’ve said doesn’t match the evidence you’ve uncovered, now that Aesir is finally cooperating.” Dupont grinned. “Or, perhaps, that what we’ve said matches too well.”

      “You’re enjoying this,” Rie said, gritting her teeth.

      “It is amusing. I don’t often get to be part of something that ordinarily remains in the sort of fiction I read to pass the time.” The businesswoman ran her hands across her book to punctuate her point. “But your problem is that we’re both members of the Spires. That’s how I know we’re the main suspects, and not Clarissa and Joel. You’d already have hauled them out otherwise.”

      “Really?” Clarissa asked, placing a hand on her hip.

      “Yes,” Ezekiel said. “You lack a memory vault or other protections for your implant, so we have free access using the security bands. While the club may block the Altnet, it does not prevent access through wireless devices and it is illegal to block the security bands at any time.”

      Clarissa clicked her tongue. “Right. I often forget what you girls are.”

      “I take it that whatever we thought we were looking for, it’s not with this pair of Kreova agents,” Nick asked Ezekiel.

      She shook her head. “I am not permitted to publicly divulge much of what I found, but it does not match what we discovered in the investigation.”

      Clarissa said nothing, but the slight paling of her face suggested she finally caught onto the reason Nick had shown up.

      “Oh, so that’s what you meant by evidence cropping up to point you elsewhere.” Dupont clapped. “First Aesir, then presumably that influencer, and now Kreova. But you’re laser focused on me and Emil. I really do wonder why. What did we say or do that night?”

      Nick ignored her. She might just be hunting for attention.

      “Where’s your husband?” he asked Clarissa.

      “Busy,” she said.

      “He is handling official matters with Kreova,” Ezekiel said, and received a glare from the catgirl.

      “Right.” Nick nodded. “What I would like from you, Clarissa, is permission to access all video and audio recordings from the club’s security system on Sunday after the Shudder.”

      “You have to ask? I thought the way things worked here was that you just took,” Clarissa said.

      “It is, but I’m being polite.”

      She snorted. “Alright. I can guess what happens if I say no. But I also don’t see much reason to push back against you. You’re doing your job. I’m no stranger to that.”

      He raised an eyebrow, but gestured to Rie and the others. Their eyes dimmed as they began their work.

      “What do you mean by that?” he asked.

      “Heh. Thought so. You think of me as some trophy wife, or a rich bitch who knows little more than how to grease wheels. That’s how it appears, right? I’m the one high in Kreova’s graces, because I look competent, and Joel’s the one doing the hard work.”

      Nick grimaced, but nodded. That is what he’d assumed.

      “Kreova doesn’t work like that. It’s a company founded purely on nepotism. You’re basically born into your role, which is amazing for a company as young as it is. Four megacorps came together to create Kreova and decided it should be impenetrable except through marriage and massive equity investment.” Clarissa scowled. “It’s basically nobility. Joel’s on the very outer edge of it, but that means he can still gain power in Kreova. Me? There was a concrete ceiling. I married him to teleport through it.”

      “That seems cold.”

      “It’s mutually beneficial. And it’s a lot different once you’re married, anyway. Did you choose your army of doll assistants? I bet they grow on you, even if you don’t get along at first.”

      Fortunately for Nick, they’d chosen him.

      But she was right that not all of them got along with him. He stole a sidelong glance at Kushiel and Ezekiel. The former didn’t miss the look and crossed her arms at him.

      “So if Joel handles Kreova, what’s your job?” Nick asked. “To manage the club?”

      “I’m a cipher, just like you,” Clarissa said. “Not a great one, mind. I know very little about implants. But mainframes and dolls are as omnipresent in New Geneva as they are here. My skills mean I maintain the dolls, the mainframe, our databases—the works.”

      “That explains why all the dolls look the way they do.” He pointedly looked at the service doll and its wolf ears.

      “They look amazing. Don’t bitch.”

      The Archangels returned to reality and Nick turned to face them. As entertaining as this conversation had proved so far, the case was more pressing.

      Rie’s expression suggested a turn for the worse, however.

      “The recordings we need are missing,” she said. “Software logs suggest they were recently wiped. The hardware logs will need to be searched.”

      “What?” Clarissa yelped, before racing out of the room.

      The Archangels didn’t give chase, which suggested they didn’t suspect her.

      “I take it you suspect our American villain,” Nick said, then froze.

      Dupont look at him with a weird expression, before turning to face the bar.

      “Exactly,” Ezekiel said. “The wipe appeared to be clean. Although the evidence pointed us here, it seemed suspicious to begin with. Why wipe that night’s recordings only?”

      “Only that night?” Nick asked. “Check the membership records. Is Emil a member?”

      “Yes,” Chloe said, taking over. “Both he and Gabrielle Dupont have been members for some time.”

      “Define—”

      “I joined the club when it first opened a little over a year ago,” Dupont said.

      “Emil Petr joined not long after, just over a year ago,” Chloe said.

      Nick grimaced. That lined up too well with the events of the middleman who had fooled Vic to help him.

      “What about the bartender from that night? Can we see him on any other recordings?” Nick asked.

      “Samuel?” Dupont asked. “I know you mentioned an American villain, but I think you’re being a little judgmental.”

      “You’re friends with him?”

      “Will you arrest me if I say yes?”

      Nick looked at Chloe, whose eyes glowed. While they waited, Clarissa returned with her husband. Her cat ears and tail were visibly puffed up.

      “Somebody nuked a bunch of our logs,” she hissed. “Including pretty much that entire day. What the fuck?”

      “Calm down, honey,” Kravitz said as he took in the mood. “Something’s happening.”

      Nick nodded while he waited for Chloe.

      “Results are inconclusive. But the bartender Samuel Wise has not returned to work here since the night of the Shudder, and there appear to be gaps in the recordings regarding him. All employment records regarding him are associated with false accounts and addresses,” Chloe said. “He is a ghost.”

      “No, not a ghost. A spy,” Nick said. He ran a hand down his face. “Not a good look, Miss Dupont.”

      “I’m far from his only friend. Emil certainly chatted him up a lot the other night and shared plenty of juicy gossip with me. But you seemed utterly convinced he was a spy simply because he was American.” Dupont stared at him.

      “His accent. But that’s not all.” Nick pointed at Kravitz and Clarissa. “Kreova’s an American company, because New Geneva is still part of the USA. You don’t maintain your own defense force, right?”

      “No. That’s one of the benefits. We don’t need to allocate massive amounts of our profits to extortionately expensive military dolls, naval vessels, warbots, or intelligence services,” Kravitz said.

      Nick nodded. “But that also means the US has backdoors into your companies. The virus that caused the Shudder had Kreova’s fingerprints all over it. Easy enough for a US intelligence agency, especially one working with a local company here with expertise in neural implants.”

      “That’s quite the bold assumption,” Dupont said.

      “A smart one,” Rie said as her eyes widened. “Kreova lacks the expertise in neural implants to create a virus capable of causing the Shudder so easily. This is just another layer of false flags.”

      “Exactly.” Then Nick paused. “I don’t know what to do next, though. It’s nice enough to pin this on the US, but I think we’re out of our depth.”

      “No, we’re not,” Kushiel said, her eyes glowing. “Because I know where the local CIA handler is.”
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      “If we know where the CIA is, why haven’t we just paid them a visit and checked out their neural implants?” Nick asked as the Archangels ushered him out of the club.

      Although he did remember to thank Kravitz and Clarissa for their help before they left, as well as for the immersion pod. Even if Clarissa understood that he was just doing his job, he might need to make up for this little scare with a truly excellent review of the pod.

      “Yes, Nicholas, because the CIA would allow us to trawl through their implants at will,” Rie droned. “Even leaving aside the obvious fact that they’d take precautions to stop us, there’s the fact it would cause an international incident. The nature of our abilities means we’re reasonably well aware of long-term intelligence agents from most countries. But they usually have an official role with embassies, notify the Spires, and are extended numerous protections as part of international diplomacy.”

      “So… the spies are legally protected?” Nick tried not to sound too flabbergasted. He was certain he failed.

      “Yes, Nicholas, they are. Despite the rhetoric in the media, we aren’t in a cold war with the USA, let alone most countries in the world save for certain ones in East Asia.” Rie huffed and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “High ranking agents are given some latitude. If we catch or arrest those below them, we typically avoid shooting them.”

      “Typically.”

      “It’s difficult to tell apart a terrorist and a spy in the heat of the moment. Police policy is to shoot individuals who can’t be biometrically identified and whose implant can’t be identified.”

      Nick stared at the elevator doors for a moment. Naturally, they dinged and opened while he thought, resulting in him being dragged into the hotel lobby and back toward the SUVs.

      “Does that mean I was in danger of being gunned down by the Mark 1s sometimes?” he asked.

      “No,” Meta said. “You are distinctive enough that biometric identification was undertaken by sight.”

      “Hence all the handholding.”

      “We prefer the highest accuracy possible.”

      “And the interrogations,” he continued.

      “You did work for a black company, possess national security restrictions, and frequently evaded police checkpoints and searches.”

      “Searches that you—”

      “Enough, Nicholas,” Rie said. “We all know that the Mark 1s enjoyed bullying you. You were never in any danger of being shot because you ran away from them.”

      If only he could go back in time and tell himself that. Then again, if he’d known that the Mark 1s were badgering him just so they could spend time with him, he probably wouldn’t have run away to begin with.

      The Archangels bundled him into an SUV. Once again, no argument over seating ensued. Kushiel, Rie, Meta, Ezekiel, and Chloe rode with him. His usual bodyguards and Inari chose a different vehicle.

      Which kind of invalidated their role as bodyguards, but Kushiel had claimed the position lately.

      “Back to the CIA,” he said.

      “We have circumstantial evidence that incriminates them,” Rie said. “That allows us to penetrate their typical protections, even if the US protests. If this turns out to be a rogue agent as Stone suspected, they might not even complain.”

      “They just set off a storm of ‘war is coming’ media reports by crossing into our waters with a cruiser. They’re going to complain,” Nick said.

      “The Host lacks the necessary data to make a judgment call with any degree of confidence,” Meta said.

      “Military counterintelligence handles them,” Kushiel added with a shrug. “Or at least, they usually do. I pinged a major I know in the area. He couldn’t officially reply, but left a poorly encoded message that said we’re on our own. That’s also a signal that we’re free to move.”

      “Stone did say he’s keeping the soldiers out of it. We already knew we’re dealing with somebody like the CIA,” Nick said.

      “Yup. So we’ll roll around, see if we need to crack heads, and have a friendly chat.” Kushiel cracked her knuckles. The noise they made echoed around the cabin and suggested that an engineer had put a lot of time into ensuring such a motion was both possible and sounded suitably intimidating.

      “And that won’t cause an international incident?”

      “Uh…” Her brow furrowed and she looked at Rie.

      As amazing as Kushiel’s hardware might be, Nick strongly suspected that the AI engineers had dedicated far too much of her directives and processing power to shooting stuff. He really wanted to take a look, but she’d only let him conduct maintenance on her once.

      And she’d glared at him the entire time, suggesting that if he did anything other than the minor tweaks she’d requested, then she’d firmly plant her half-ton boot in his crotch. The session had been a far cry from the relaxing, almost erotic, maintenance sessions with Chloe, Meta, Rie, and the others.

      “We’ll take precautions, such as a neural network shutdown, heavy Altnet suppression, and notify both the Spires and military in advance,” Rie said. “But it shouldn’t spiral out of control so long as we don’t harm the handler herself. The name she goes by in Babylon is Smythe Colombus.”

      “Colombus? As in Christopher Colombus, the guy who found America? Perry was a subtle name for the ex-Navy SEAL, but this is silly,” Nick said. “I had thought Sam Wise was ridiculous.”

      The Archangels collectively blinked at the shortened version of the CIA bartender’s fake name, as if they had only just realized what it referred to. Nick wasn’t that well read, but he hung around people who liked to read the classics.

      “My point was that we need to leave her alive. If we can implicate her in the crime, then we arrest her,” Rie continued as if Nick had said nothing, although her cheeks had turned slightly pink.

      “If she resists?”

      “We’re more than capable of incapacitating a single person.”

      “What about others—”

      “Nicholas, leave this to us,” Rie said, scowling at him. “We’ve already collected information about the building and its inhabitants from cameras, the neural network, and local inhabitants. Simulations are being conducted based on varying probabilities of their G7 security dolls fighting back, as well as hidden anti-doll weaponry being used against us. This is our bread and butter.”

      He took the admonishment in stride. While the Archangels had gotten used to his presence close to firefights now, he still remained a non-combatant, relatively speaking.

      Especially against an enemy like this. His Lawman could penetrate the armor of an ordinary G7. But just as the G5s who attacked Lucas had armored up, these G7s could do the same. Nick doubted legality would stop the CIA. At that point, a G7 might be approaching the defenses of a Custodian, whose protection was far too beefy for his sidearm to do little more than scrape the paint off.

      “I don’t think we’ve fought somebody who is willing to use G7s like this,” he mused.

      “If there’s one thing the US doesn’t need to worry about, it’s funding,” Kushiel said drily. “The Spires plow a fortune into shiny toys to make us look amazing despite our small size, but the ol’ US of A can do airshows in hick towns with as many Kestrels as our entire air force can field. If we didn’t make military dolls illegal for civilians, we’d be fighting them.”

      “One advantage we’ll have is that the G7 can’t power a railgun,” Ezekiel said. “We’ll cut power to the building before we arrive.”

      “They’ll have battery packs,” Kushiel said. “The sort that don’t explode when struck with a match.”

      “Perhaps, but they’ll be easy targets with reduced mobility.”

      Kushiel begrudgingly nodded. It seemed the Archangels were forming a solid plan of attack, despite her attempts to poke holes.

      Or, perhaps, because of them. Nick knew the verbal sparring here was performative. The real thing took place faster than his mind could possibly comprehend inside their neural network.

      “When are we notifying the Spires?” he asked.

      “That is up to you,” Rie said with a wry smile. “We can do so now. Or the moment before we strike if you prefer.”

      How nice that she left such an important decision to him. The joys of being the Lieutenant Cipher.

      “Put me on the line with Chief Andrews,” he said.

      “Not the commissioner?”

      “No. If he wants to join in, let him, but Andrews made it clear she’s in command.”

      Andrews picked up almost instantly and her voice came across his earpiece crystal clear and crisp.

      “Detective Waite, I’ve been receiving case updates almost nonstop today. I take it this is more than a simple check-in?” Andrews asked.

      “It is. We’re pretty sure that we’ve identified the agency behind the attack, and likely the perpetrator himself, if not his corporate ally,” Nick said. “Although I’m pretty sure I know who that is.”

      “I’d prefer certainty over ‘pretty sure,’ detective.”

      Nick looked at Meta.

      “The Host is certain that interrogating the CIA’s highest ranking representative in Babylon is the correct move,” she said. “While some clues are likely insubstantial, such as Samuel Wise’s accent, the use of confidential Kreova code and encryption makes it less likely to be another agency. Furthermore, the Shudder benefits Aesir, a company with substantial support in the US political sphere.”

      Nick had to admit he hadn’t thought of that. Whether Aesir knew it or not, it was easy to understand that their political allies might try to assist them. Possibly to make Aesir owe them a favor, or merely because they thought Aesir secretly wanted this.

      Stone’s speech on corruption came to mind. Had he suspected this of Aesir all along? Some form of plausible deniability, such as operating indirectly through other agents that furthered their own objectives? He had been right to call this form of corruption invisible. How could Nick ever prove it? What evidence might he possibly gather, let alone convince the courts to allow him to go on such a farfetched fishing expedition.

      Even Athena’s comments about Aesir and not making decisions that couldn’t be enforced reflected in a new light.

      Had everybody suspected this of Aesir from the start? That the corporate glacier had a finger in this pie, but one that nobody could ever call them on?

      “We’re certain the CIA is the most likely agency involved,” Nick eventually said after ruminating on his thoughts for far too long.

      “That’s not the answer I wanted,” Andrews said, then sighed. “I guess it will have to be good enough, given we can’t involve the military. Don’t touch anyone in the Spires, however. I’ll brief Dennis and the board. Ignore any attempts to contact you until you have your next lead.”

      Before he could answer, Andrews ended the call.

      Well, shit. Something told him that she was going out on a limb for him here.

      She’d told him to leave the politicking to her and Kim. So Nick decided to do exactly that.

      “Hit the CIA base when ready,” Nick said.

      The Archangels nodded. The SUV didn’t change course, but he had no clue where they were even going right now. Likely circling.

      Like hell they would let him get close to a firefight with dolls dangerous enough to threaten Archangels. Not if they could keep him away from it.

      A few minutes passed.

      “Do I get updates?” he asked.

      “We’re still setting up. There are unauthorized hardwired power and network cables that we’ve overlooked, but they’ll need to be destroyed manually when the attack is launched,” Ezekiel explained. “It’s highly likely they know we’re coming.”

      “I take it they’re gearing up?”

      “More G7s have appeared in the building. They must have pulled some from underground storage. At present, Kruber has not attempted to escape. Likely as he cannot without being immediately caught.”

      Funny that the literal spy lacked an NLF implant. Then again, it wouldn’t help him. Even if Kruber went dark in the neural net, short of actual invisibility, the Archangels would catch him.

      No, not even invisibility. The Archangels had far too many methods of electromagnetic scanning technology. The man could have a secret escape tunnel and they’d probably catch him.

      They continued to circle. Next to him, various Archangels dipped in and out of their neural network. Ezekiel and Meta spent most of their time there, eyes dim. Kushiel didn’t bother and instead killed time drumming her fingers on Nick’s thigh until Rie noticed, stopped, then started again not long after. Rie herself bounced between reality and the Altnet constantly, and not just to get annoyed at her sister.

      But it was Chloe’s lack of presence in the raid that bothered Nick. He noticed that she seemed distant from it.

      It slowly occurred to him that, until now, she and the Oversight Task Force had been the only Mark 3s in the department. Any major raid like this needed all of them to be deployed for their hacking capabilities. Nick had even been assisting them by teaching them additional cipher tricks and tips.

      With another 1000 Mark 3s in the force, Chloe was far from unique. Ironically, the Host still treated her as such. The few dozen Mark 3s that deployed with Rie had been split off into their own sphere, separate from the other Archangels.

      He hadn’t asked Chloe how that felt. If it bothered her, she didn’t show it.

      Then again, the new Mark 3s had been active for all of two days. How much opportunity did Chloe have to show her unhappiness? Once this investigation was over, he’d take the time to sit down and talk with the various Archangel “leaders,” as they seemed to be. It ran counter to his policy of staying uninvolved in their affairs, but he couldn’t just sit by and watch them inadvertently hurt Chloe like this.

      “We have engaged,” Chloe said, as if aware that Nick’s thoughts concerned her. “Building power and network access has been cut. We’ve shut down the neural network around the area with a short warning to the local populace.”

      Very short, Nick suspected. That warning would have told the CIA that the police were about to kick in their door.

      “But they’re fighting back,” Nick said.

      Kushiel snorted. “’Course they are. We’re one step short of breaching an embassy, considering the latitude given. The only difference is that one building has treaty protections and another doesn’t.”

      “That’s a big difference.”

      “Maybe. But we’re going in hard and they have no reason to expect us to be friendly.”

      “The fact they prepared for this the moment they received the slightest inkling we were nearby suggests a guilty frame of mind,” Chloe said.

      “I’m sure that will stand up in court.” Kushiel smirked.

      “Uh, did we get a court order?” Nick asked.

      “No, for several reasons. This is an action related to terrorist activity, which grants us broad decision-making ability,” Rie explained. “Furthermore, they’d simply defer to the Spires, as this is a diplomatic affair. If we receive retroactive permission, as is almost certain, then the courts won’t intervene. Finally, we’re not dealing with a corporation so most privacy laws don’t apply.”

      Nick almost burst out laughing at that final and, in his mind, most salient point.

      Of fucking course it mattered that the CIA outpost wasn’t a corporation. Sure, they might be housing representatives of a friendly nation and this event might trigger consequences beyond Nick’s wildest dreams, but they’re not a corporation, y’see. Governments aren’t people, corporations are.

      What a joke. Nick ran a hand through his hair as he realized how stupid this situation was.

      When he’d found the smoking gun in the GWT case, it had involved jumping through hoops and being threatened by a questionable mainframe to get access on a space elevator. Then specialized laws and protocols granted him the authority—through the judicial mainframes—to act against GWT because of the dangers of a rogue bank.

      Yet he could basically trigger a war and that was fine. All because of his circumstantial evidence about an American bartender who went on the run, some evidence that connected together a little too well, and the involvement of Kreova in a situation they wouldn’t be involved in.

      Ironically, the Kreova slipup had been the largest so far. Nick wondered if that was intentional, or just a ham-fisted attempt to point the finger at a company that Neo Westphalia’s corporate overlords hated.

      “I’m glad somebody is delighted,” Rie said, confused. Her expression exuded concern as she reached around and rubbed Nick’s back.

      “The opposite,” Nick said as he leaned over double in the SUV. “Which I guess is closer to hysteria. This feels surreal. Kind of like the GWT situation, but with less clarity. I had some idea of the consequences there and that taking out a bank would be a terrible idea given the evidence we had. I worry that we’ve played into yet another false flag, after a half-dozen before them, and that we’re about to trigger a war.”

      “The Host considers the possibility of war to be remote. Smaller than 1%,” Meta said.

      “Really?”

      Rie pinched his back and he yelped, straightening up. “I told you earlier that the media over blows our relationship with the US. We’re shooting G7s, Nicholas, not US citizens. Despite all the rhetoric, we remain close allies with the USA. They sponsor much of the military R&D being undertaken by RTM and even Sigma.”

      “I thought they didn’t buy Sigma dolls,” Nick said as he rubbed his back.

      “They don’t. Not yet. But they fund R&D programs, such as the one that resulted in the Templar to produce dolls that integrated heavy armor into the chassis rather than as an add-on with structural weaknesses. If the future of warfare lay in dolls, then it needs to be funded. You already heard how RTM and others gather that funding from the US.”

      He had. As cynical as the approach had been, RTM and other Babylonian institutions built countless factories overseas. In the words of Dupont, that mattered little to them. The factories needed to be somewhere. What did it matter if the capital sat in the US, if robots built everything anyway?

      The confidence the Host had that war wasn’t imminent assuaged Nick. While they could be wrong, this was a problem well beyond his comprehension, but the sort of thing they could easily consider.

      After all, wasn’t that why Dupont had argued that mainframes should run companies the scale of Aesir? Humans couldn’t hope to keep up with a world that operated at such a high level of complexity. An AI could.

      “How’s the raid?” he asked, trying to pull himself back together.

      “Going smoothly,” Ezekiel said. “All G7s neutralized. No losses. Minimal casualties, and it’s nothing that some repairs won’t fix up. Only a handful of battery packs were used in defense. They must have realized the railguns would be too bulky to be effective in close quarters.”

      Really? Nick would have thought the huge cannons would be the best thing to stop the Archangels. Not that the dolls had a chance in the first place.

      “Our target, Agent Colombus, has remained stationary on the third floor,” Ezekiel said. “She’s in her office and wirelessly broadcast a message of surrender.”

      “She what?” Nick asked.

      “A neural network shutdown is standard practice for a police raid, and has been proven to be effective for assassinations.” Rie shot Nick a pointed look. “So it stands to reason that CIA agents have some means to communicate using non-neural wireless methods. We jammed her attempt to send other messages, however.”

      He nodded. Ironic that he still thought almost purely in terms of neural implants despite lacking one.

      The Archangels said nothing for nearly half a minute. Eventually, he realized they were waiting on him.

      “Is it safe to go in?” he asked.

      “As safe as it can be,” Ezekiel said.

      “Which means…”

      “We’ll head there now,” Rie said.

      The SUV took a sharp turn, and he grunted as he slammed into Kushiel’s shoulder. She straightened him up without a word. Where had her super reflexes been that time? He hadn’t even fallen into her tits to soften his fall this time.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Kushiel said, narrowing her eyes at him.

      “You say that, but you’re just fishing,” he said, pointedly refusing to look at her.

      If he did, he’d probably incriminate himself by looking at the offending body part.

      She clicked her tongue in annoyance. Yet another game by her.

      Ten minutes later, they pulled up in front of a nondescript building in downtown Babylon. They’d headed east, near the doll district, but quite a few blocks away. This area of the city still needed renewal.

      Old tenements lined one side of the street and reminded Nick of his old place, before he’d become a detective. Odds were good a lot of cheap labor lived here. Alcatraz wasn’t far, after all.

      The other side contained a bunch of old commercial structures. Three and four story offices that might look rustic in the right eye, but mostly gave off a dilapidated appearance. The sort of place a startup needed before it received a pile of equity investment, or where shady businesses operated from because the landlord didn’t want to know where the rent payments came from.

      Not everyone wanted to base themselves in Alcatraz. Or, at least, they might need a friendlier front. The moment somebody saw an address from the city’s black company district, they knew what they were in for. But a banged up office might make the company look cheap, but safe. Safe enough to hire, and maybe even visit in person.

      Well, ordinarily. Right now dozens of police vans and SUVs blocked it off. Several hundred Archangels gathered on the sidewalk, with a particularly large mob near their destination. Custodians stood guard in front of the tenements, while Liberators made sure any onlookers steered clear. What few there were at this time, in this quiet area.

      “I take it our Altnet suppression is going well if there’s no crowd,” Nick said as they pulled past the blockade and drove toward the building with the mob of Archangels outside it.

      “Yes. There have been no successful attempts to circumvent it, although there have been countless attempts to do so,” Chloe said. “We spent significant time overnight analyzing cipher circles for methods used to evade our suppression techniques, and it appears they have paid off.”

      “Last night?” Nick asked.

      “Some of us had work to do, even if most of the Host took the night off,” Rie said drily.

      Ezekiel’s face looked so red that Nick worried she might overheat. “I can’t believe how much fucking smut is being spread by them all.”

      “You’re being inefficient, Zeke. You could just say ‘fucking’ or ‘smut,’” Kushiel said with a grin. “Because I know what they’re sharing is all about the good stuff.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” Ezekiel mumbled.

      Nick simply stared into space. He hadn’t really thought of the fact that his session with Meta might take most of the Host offline.

      Did this mean his body count had gone up by 4000 in a single night? Somehow, he felt that asking anyone this question would be a mistake.

      “You’re thinking something stupid,” Rie said.

      “Yes,” he admitted. “Anyway, we’re here.”

      The SUV doors opened. Instantly, the Archangels mobbed the doors and he froze.

      But they didn’t pull him out, rip his clothes off, or do unspeakable things. Instead, they waited patiently for him to get out, but instead kept their weapons trained above.

      He recalled Lucas’s statement about snipers and became paranoid.

      “Um, do we have the rooftops covered?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Meta said. “But we are taking all necessary precautions.”

      The Archangels kept him low while he was in the open and effectively ran him through a tunnel of bulletproof androids until he was inside. The interior looked as bland and boring as the exterior. The shootout had done a number on the place, and G7s littered the floor.

      Inactive turrets sat ominously in the ceiling with visible wiring. This place felt like it had been put together by the lowest bidder compared to the sleek operations by many of Babylon’s black companies. It even lacked a functioning elevator, with a big yellow “Out of Order” sign directing people to the stairs.

      “Did we try the elevator?” Nick asked.

      “Power has not been restored,” Meta said. “We need to secure the CIA handler first.”

      Oh, right. He figured that might have changed once the raid succeeded.

      Not wanting to waste time, he moved toward the stairs.

      A low hum met his ears. Before he could even react to it, several tons of bricks crashed down on him. A deafening roar split the air, followed by the sound of rubble crashing down nearby. Creaking and cracking sounds rumbled through the ground.

      Several more whines and cracks sounded off, before silence followed. Those had been railguns, he realized.

      “Am I dead yet?” he asked the Archangels who had tackled him to the ground.

      In this case, Juliet, Rosa, and Inari. His trio of bodyguards, naturally.

      Inari blinked. “I do not understand.”

      “It is a joke,” Juliet said. “We believe your soul remains in your body, if you possess one.”

      “Thanks.” Nick accepted their help to stand and brushed himself off.

      The turrets had been blown apart, along with a sizeable section of the wall. Nick could see into a neighboring building. Fortunately, Kushiel had missed any cabling or pipes.

      “You should have let us deal with it,” Rie snapped at her sister.

      “Insurance can deal with some building damage. They aren’t going to replace Waite,” Kushiel said, her face impassive. “And if insurance won’t, I’m sure the lovely Americans will pick up the bill.”

      Nick didn’t bother correcting her. “What happened?”

      “The remaining battery packs were hooked into a backup power system. It activated,” Ezekiel said. “Possibly because it detected a human intruder… But it was likely manual.”

      So the handler had tried to assassinate him. Well, Nick had no reason to hold back now.

      They ascended the stairs. Nothing other than bland cubicles on the second floor. The third was full of proper walled office suites. Nick followed the Archangels to one of them, where a pair of Mark 3s stood guard.

      Before he could open it, Rie stepped in front and did it for him. It didn’t explode and no turrets tried to take her head off.

      Inside, a single woman sat behind a desk, her feet up as she leaned back and twirled a small sidearm in one hand. Too small to possibly scratch a doll. It could take out Nick, though.

      She lowered the weapon to the desk and gestured for them to enter.

      “Come in, officers,” the CIA handler said. “We’re all friends here. Allies, even, right? So why don’t we have a little chat.”
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      The CIA handler looked nothing like his image of a CIA operative. Her looks were above average, with mid-length brown hair in a high ponytail and a little bit of makeup. She wore a plain white business shirt, with enough buttons undone to reveal the black body armor beneath it. Khaki slacks covered her legs and she rocked a pair of tan boots of some American brand Nick recognized but didn’t care for.

      Something looked off about her. Uncanny, almost, but he couldn’t place it.

      “You’re Colombus?” Nick asked.

      She laughed. “Amazing. It’s been ages since anyone actually called me that name. It dates back to when I had a director who thought we all needed cool or meaningful nicknames. Scarecrow, Saw, and nonsense like that. Call me Smythe.”

      Nick took in the room. No visible electronics. Lots of cabinets, lockers, and other storage. Most of them looked bulky. He half expected the place was either rigged to blow or that automated systems would destroy everything inside the furnishings at the flick of a switch.

      A seat sat opposite Smythe, so he walked over to it. He didn’t sit down. A single window looked out toward the tenements, but a pair of Mark 1s covered it with their bodies.

      “I’m guessing you know why I’m here, given how quickly you geared up and then tried to kill me,” Nick said.

      “I don’t even know who you are. Really, why would you think I know some random police officer?” Smythe smiled at him.

      “Because you’d be terrible at your job if you didn’t. It’d be like a cipher claiming he knew nothing about Aesir. At best, he’s admitting to being an idiot, at worst he’s just acting like a moron. Both options are equally unimpressive.”

      “You’re comparing yourself to Aesir? Quite the ego.”

      “I’m the only detective left on the force. Much like Aesir dominates the world of consumer electronics and neural implants. I don’t make as much money, though, and people don’t form cults around me.”

      Smythe’s eyes darted to the Archangels, which suggested she did know more about him than she had admitted. Then she raised her arms and shrugged. “If you say so, Detective Waite. Or do you prefer Nick? Or Nicholas? Or Lieutenant Cipher? Or Lieutenant Cipher Nick Waite? Or—”

      “Pick one.” Nick rolled his eyes at her antics. “Everyone else does.”

      Smythe smirked. “Let’s go with Detective Nick then.”

      If she was trying to get a rise from him, it wouldn’t work. Not with something this meaningless. He simply shrugged and sat down. The Archangels fanned out across the room. Their reaction times would prevent Smythe from grabbing her gun fast enough to shoot Nick.

      This close, he finally realized what it was about her appearance that bothered him. Her eyes. They were cybernetic. Her sclera had an oilier look than normal eyes, and her pupils contained barely visible rings that shifted as Smythe watched him.

      Faded surgical scars around her ears suggested she’d also replaced her ears, or at least the internals of them, with more cybernetics. The way the artificial eyes and ears blended into her body suggested they weren’t the traditional sort.

      “You have biocybernetics,” Nick said. “I wouldn’t have expected that in a CIA operative.”

      “The security fears are overblown, but these go through a lot of extra rigmarole before we can touch them.” Smythe tweaked an ear with one hand. “No fancy cat ears for us. The bureaucracy is ridiculous, though.”

      “Is that why they’re so old? The ones I saw in Kreova’s bar integrated seamlessly with the human body.”

      Smythe’s mask wavered as frustration broke through. “Like I said, bureaucracy. Layers and layers of it. Kreova submits their newest and shiniest biochrome to us. A year later, a thousand committees have reviewed their submissions and chosen one they liked. So security committees spend a year reviewing how they can ensure it won’t cause us to be kidnapped and turned into sex slaves.”

      Nick blinked at the casual mention of the rumored fate of the women who had installed the dangerous biocybernetics a couple of decades ago.

      “Then, assuming the submission gets past security, a development project is spun up. Funding needs to be approved, which might get held up due to nonsense in Congress, bids are sent out and argued over, and the right personnel need to be picked. Office politics sometimes spike a project then, if some dipshit is chosen due to nepotism.”

      “I notice there’s no actual work happening yet,” Nick said.

      “Of course not. This is the public service. No work can be done until literally everything is in triplicate.” Smythe rolled her eyes. “After all that bullshit, the project runs way over time and budget because the bidders under-costed everything to win the contract. They need to make everything take longer to make their dough. Maybe they fuck it all up. If it’s important, somebody might crack and call in Aesir or Kreova to fix shit.”

      “And after it all, you get cybernetic eyes and ears that probably date back to the incident that made Babylon ban them,” Nick said drily.

      Smythe shrugged and her smile returned. “I think these are newer. But yes. The project to give us better arms has been stuck in limbo for a decade. We’ve blown some silly amount of cash to let agents replace their limbs with biochrome arms that would be blown out by a paper-pusher in New Geneva. And I haven’t even gotten into the waiting lists. How the CIA overthrew all those countries in the 20th century is beyond me.”

      Idly, Nick wondered if this venting was an attempt to throw him off. To make him think that Smythe disliked her country or employer.

      Probably. He didn’t know why. They hadn’t asked her a damn question and she’d flown off the handle about this.

      “As interesting as that is, I do need to ask about your colleague?” Nick asked.

      “The ones you blew apart downstairs?” Smythe asked.

      “Do you consider the dolls colleagues?”

      “I dunno. Do you?”

      “Absolutely. But I’d bet some rather sensitive recordings that you don’t.”

      “Nicholas,” Meta warned, her eyes flashing.

      Smythe laughed. “I’d prefer not to see those. Hmm. Your confidence is curious. But I don’t entertain fishing expeditions. I’m happy to chat, as it’s your ass on the line once you leave and I phone up my director back home, but unless you give me something solid, this is a waste of everyone’s time. And your career.”

      “I’d bring up his codename, but I doubt it’s his CIA-assigned one,” Nick said.

      “Try it.”

      “Sam Wise.”

      “Gamgee? Does he talk about potatoes all the time?” Smythe’s eyes glittered.

      Nick knew that wasn’t a trick of the light. She’d done something in those eyes.

      “Chloe or Rie, can you access the storage in her eyes?” Nick asked.

      Smythe froze. “Hey, now. That’s not nice.”

      “It’s wireless, but on a closed network,” Rie said. “The technology is old enough that breaching it is possible, however. The effects might be deleterious.”

      “Permanent?” Nick asked while ignoring the CIA handler.

      “Unlikely, but we cannot be certain.”

      “That wouldn’t go down well back home,” Smythe said, her voice dropping several octaves. She didn’t bother trying to reach for her weapon, though.

      “Let’s chat, then,” Nick said. “Our mutual friend has a thick American accent, is blonde, a damn massive and muscly build, and burn marks on his face. Oh, and cybernetic eyes he went to great lengths to hide. My guess is because they’re ancient biochrome like yours.”

      Smythe’s expression didn’t change, but she leaned back in her chair and kicked her feet up.

      Seconds passed. Long ones.

      “You’re investigating the Shudder, correct?” she eventually asked.

      “He’s wanted for a lot of crimes associated with it,” Nick said. “Oh, and various acts of corporate vandalism and destruction of evidence. Those might be worse, given how things work here.”

      “Potentially, yes,” Smythe said.

      The Archangels shot both of them annoyed looks.

      “Let’s say I do know something,” she said. “Hypothetically. Of course, that information might take me some time to remember. I might need you to jog my memory. Say, with a talk? Otherwise I don’t know if I’ll ever remember the details.”

      Nick grit his teeth. “Really? What are you stalling for?”

      “Confirmation,” she said. “And I don’t think you have any choice.”

      He didn’t. If Nick ordered Kushiel to rip Smythe’s implant out, they might find their criminal, eventually. But by then, he also might have flown the coop.

      This screamed trap. Even so, Nick nodded. He also shot Rie and the others a pointed look.

      No words needed to be exchanged. They knew what he meant. Somehow, Smythe had found a way past the Archangels’ blockade. Perhaps a manual method? Was somebody going to signal her visually? The office did have a window, but it only looked out at the tenements and was presently blocked by the Mark 1s.

      Then again, those eyes might see right through them.

      “Fine. Whatever,” Nick said.

      Smythe smiled, then reached below her desk with one hand.

      A dozen weapons focused on her head instantly. Unfazed, she pulled open a drawer and plonked a bottle of gin on the counter. A small glass of tonic water followed, then some glasses.

      “Care to join me?” she asked.

      “Did you already poison the drinks?” he responded.

      “Oh, just a little something I’ve been building up my resistance to since I got here. It’s odorless, tasteless, colorless, and dissolves into liquid.”

      Nick stared blankly at her.

      “Oh, come on, you understood the other literary reference,” Smythe complained.

      “She is referring to iocane powder, a fictional poison from a famous book,” Chloe said.

      “Oh. Well, I’ll drink if somebody tests them first.”

      “The joke’s ruined, so whatever.” Smythe grumbled beneath her breath as she poured two gin and tonics. Some ice appeared from beneath the table. She must have a mini-fridge built into it.

      Inari stepped forward, took a sip, swirled it, then handed the glass to Nick with a nod of approval.

      “So, let’s talk,” Smythe said. “I lied earlier, obviously. You caught my eye long ago.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. I’m no stranger to the city. I was assigned to Babylon since I first became a field agent, mostly because I came here for school to avoid the Aesir tax.” She tapped the side of her head. “So I caught you early on, bouncing between black companies. I had you down as an excellent resource we should tap. Then Neural Spike got their claws in you and I had to back off.”

      “I’d think you’d be more interested in the inside info,” Nick said.

      She smirked. “I know more than you about Neural Spike. That’s why I had to back off. The Neo Westphalian military wouldn’t appreciate it if I meddled in their R&D.”

      Which meant she knew everything he’d done there. Or was implying as such.

      “And then what? You just ignored me afterward?” Nick asked.

      “More or less. You became both more and less interesting. Somehow, you escaped the downfall of Neural Spike, despite being deeply involved with it. AIs kept making deep misjudgments about you, and that extended to the judicial mainframes. But the military hated that and wanted any excuse to nab you. Also, you fell off. Stopped caring. The man who had fought his way to become a cipher against all odds became a regular office drone.”

      “One might say that was what I fought for,” Nick said. “An ordinary life.”

      “And how do you feel about your extraordinary life today?” Smythe tipped her glass toward him while grinning from ear to ear.

      “Sometimes you stumble upon something you never knew you wanted.”

      “Hmm. Fair enough.” She sipped her gin and tonic thoughtfully. “I can buy that.”

      “What, you thought I’d disagree with you?”

      “Yes. You’re a stubborn ass, from what I gather. Your interactions with the Archangels after they turned up and started tightening security proved that. Anyone else would just roll over for them, but you kept pushing back against a system that had always ignored you. And it returned the favor.”

      “That’s how you viewed it?” Nick asked.

      “If you knew that the transport dolls needed to check your wrist to let you through, why not roll up your sleeve before you reach them? You slowed down the line every day in an attempt to get them to use an app they’d be ordered to ignore,” Smythe said. “I’ve also noticed that you haven’t ordered any piles for the Avalon Spire. Surely it could use them.”

      He grimaced and looked away.

      “I do not need any piles, Nick,” Helena whispered in his voice. “I am managing just fine using the old police mainframes.”

      He ignored her.

      “Setting up the piles would take a lot of work,” Nick said. “They’d also likely have issues with the mainframe I use there.”

      “Which I’m sure you and these amazing Archangels can resolve easily enough.” The handler’s eyes bore into him. “It’s because of something else, isn’t it? I don’t catch you interacting with piles often enough, as they’re only inside major corporations and agencies, but I’ve heard a few rumors. Somebody told me that the DAO’s entire system lagged when you visited it on the night of the Shudder.”

      It had what?

      “That could be because of the Shudder?” he said. His own voice betrayed him, revealing his own disbelief.

      Smythe laughed. “This was hours later. By then, they’d restored connectivity. No, the piles are supposed to coordinate work for the mainframe from humans to take the load off Administrator Hel. They stopped processing new orders, letting them pile up, for several minutes after you arrived.”

      All because a small army of them decided to follow Nick across the damn building. Weird little dolls.

      Smythe had correctly guessed that he avoided piles due to how strangely they behaved around him. He had the training to use them and install them into the Avalon Spire, but didn’t trust that they wouldn’t cause more trouble than they were worth.

      “But we’re getting away from my point,” she said.

      “Which is?”

      “That you’re an interesting man, and it’s your actions that fascinate me. I don’t know what drives you, but you make decisions that instill trust from those above you. That, in itself, is a rarity these days. The CIA thinks nothing of humans. Handlers like me are a rarity. I wasn’t lying when I said my colleagues are dolls. Pretty much all the CIA’s global assets are robotic in nature.”

      “Yet I ran into at least three humans,” Nick said.

      “I can’t affirm or deny the presence of any other CIA operatives,” Smythe said. “But I can say that I suspect I’ll be the only CIA agent in Neo Westphalia shortly. It’s the way of the world. Why pay a human to do a job that ten robots can do? Or even a thousand robots? Dictators always worry about how to ensure their legacy is carried on, and what better way to ensure it but coding a bunch of robots to enforce it?”

      “Are you calling your country’s leader a dictator?” Nick asked.

      “Hardly. But if we’re talking about dictators, it does bring me to a very interesting topic.” Smythe topped up her drink with tonic water but no gin.

      Nick barely touched his drink. Even if it was safe, he didn’t care to drink right now.

      “You’re the last man standing in the police department,” she said. “Effectively. Ordinarily, that would make you a figurehead. That was always the plan, after all. Keep some humans around to prevent people from noticing that the robots ran the place, so nobody noticed the Spires had fully automated the emergency services. The GWT case proved otherwise.”

      “How so?” he asked.

      “Let’s go on a detour first. One that talks about dictators. I assume you’re familiar with the power of the Spires in Babylon, correct? The whims of a few powerful men and women decide what happens here. Massive, untouchable corporations control the future of the entire country. There’s an Assembly, but it’s as often as meaningless as the old People’s Senate.”

      “And?”

      Smythe sighed. “Let me finish. What stops the Spires from making sweeping, abominable changes that destroy the city? A cantankerous old man throws a tantrum because he hates sex dolls and bans the doll district. Aesir’s stock is falling, so he tries to ban neural mods. Or, as happened, bringing in the military to quell riots and nearly crushing the city in a tide of blood.”

      “Self-preservation,” Rie interrupted.

      “I was asking Detective Nick,” the handler snapped.

      “I mean, Rie’s not incorrect,” Nick said. “My friend Lucas even said it the other night. The Spires views things through the lens of benefits and drawbacks. If they make the wrong moves, people will leave.”

      “Will they?” Smythe drained her glass and stared into it. “Back in the days of the riots, maybe. The city was young. Mostly immigrants and their children, who came here as skilled workers. They had little loyalty and expected better. But you’re still here, despite how awful it all is. And so are many others. Neo Westphalia is old enough to collect a pension in some countries. It has patriots, now.”

      Nick frowned, but decided to listen.

      “You also don’t see the damage done elsewhere by this place.” She sighed. “I came here for school to escape the Aesir tax on a scholarship, and nearly had to go home afterward because I didn’t get a job. The CIA snapped me up. But eventually, I went home. What I found was depressing. Do you know the old stories of mining towns out in the frontier of colonies like Australia and the US?”

      “Vaguely,” Nick admitted. “People flocked there when the companies needed labor, but the towns collapsed when the companies left.”

      “Pretty much. But they also collapsed due to automation. Australia is full of massive mines large enough to see from space, but everything is automated, from the trucks, to the trains, to the diggers. Abandoned towns litter the desert. People still live in some, poor as dirt, convinced the good times should come back. Angry that they don’t. That’s what home felt like.”

      “You… came from a mining town?”

      “No. I came from a big city. East coast, even. I remembered the city center being thriving as a kid, and my parents took me there sometimes to eat. When I went back, everything was closed or run by dolls. Almost every office belonged to the multinationals that headquarter themselves here. And my childhood friends either wasted away there, or had moved elsewhere in search of work. It was an urban wasteland. Not because manufacturing left, but because anyone who could leave, left. Often for here.”

      Smythe pointed downward, indicating Babylon itself.

      “Like you did,” Nick said.

      “Exactly. I work for the CIA and I’d say I’m as American as they come, but I don’t know if I’d ever go back,” she admitted. “They haven’t asked. Honestly, I wonder if they know.”

      “That seems bad for a spy.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe it doesn’t matter when they can just automate me with one of these fancy Archangels.”

      “So where do the dictators come in?” he asked.

      “Every day. The Spires know they run a real country now, but they’re not accountable in the same way. They’re running things for themselves. But they’re fearful of the past, much as all these folks are. My old director liked meaningful names. Well, so do the folk in the Spires, and that tells you something. They learn from history and are keen to avoid repeating it.”

      Nick sensed a history lesson incoming.

      “Have you ever heard of Cincinnatus?” Smythe asked.

      He shook his head.

      “It’s a town in the US,” Meta said.

      “Named after a historical figure in Rome. Quite beloved by rich folk and conspiracy theorists. In Ancient Rome, when a problem was so great that they needed a solution right away and they couldn’t risk waiting for bureaucracy to solve it, they installed a dictator. He had powers to do whatever he wished. Cincinnatus is famous because he was appointed twice, and used his powers as minimally as possible.”

      “Sounds like a nice bedtime story for politicians,” Nick said drily.

      “Oh, it is. The enemy is at the gates, so we can throw away democracy and appoint a benevolent dictator with ultimate power. But because he’s such a great man, he won’t use his powers for ill. Or perhaps there is a plot to overthrow the country. Or some other nefarious problem.” Smythe raised an eyebrow suggestively. “He’s more ideal than reality.”

      “I get it. You let people work things out themselves, but at some point you deploy ultimate power to solve a problem. The issue is who decides what is benevolent and how you stop someone from abusing the power.” Nick frowned.

      This sounded a lot like the problem that Chloe had presented the other night, just presented in a different way.

      Most people, when given ultimate power, would immediately abuse it. Steal immense sums of money, destroy their enemies, take the men and women they wanted, and make whatever they disliked illegal. Bureaucracy existed to stop this nonsense.

      Nick had prodded Lucas about this the other night. The only way to avoid the problem was to code a bunch of robots to enact some perfect model of the “benevolent dictator.”

      And so Nick understood Smythe’s point.

      “The Spires are trying to automate a Cincinnatus. That’s what you think,” he said.

      “Of course. They care nothing for democracy. It’s not something on their radar. In their mind, satisfied and distracted people are happy people. They just need a perfect AI to ensure nothing goes wrong.”

      “You’re a believer in the idea they’re all fucking off to space then.”

      “I believe in it in the same way that one believes in gravity. You can pretend it doesn’t exist, but it will slap you into the ground at terminal velocity all the same.” Smythe snorted at her own joke. “But I’m not just talking about AIs. Because something strange happened in the GWT case. See, a special protocol was enacted near the end. One that I never thought would be used.”

      Nick knew where this was going. The Archangels shifted subtly, their guns raising toward Smythe. He felt a chill run down his spine.

      “When a bank goes rogue, the Archangels were given unilateral permission to shut it down. The judicial mainframes across the country would link up with the various Hosts, then act as one unit. A Cincinnatus protocol, effectively. But this time, somebody else was given command.”

      Smythe stared at Nick, then raised her empty cup toward him. He stared back.

      Silence followed.

      “I am still in command of them,” Nick said.

      “Maybe.” Smythe shrugged, then smiled. “You’re as stoic as I expected. I had wondered if I might get something from you. But no matter the topic, you just sit there, impassive as a statue. Anyway, I have your answers. Samuel is your man. He was supposed to keep an eye on Kreova, in case they were up to something mischievous here. That’s why he had access to their backend. Unfortunately, he’s long gone.”

      “Because you stalled?”

      “Perhaps. Whatever the case, he’s in international waters now. I’ll send you the coordinates and details, but I think you’ll find this beyond even the reach of the military. The CIA will mop him up eventually, as he’s stolen a bunch of assets from us, including an automated vessel.”

      Eventually, huh?

      Nick shook his head and stood up. He looked at Rie, who nodded back.

      “We have the information we need,” she said, but her grim expression spoke volumes.

      “Then we’re done here. I’ll leave it to you to cover all the expenses,” Nick said. “Given you just admitted this mess is the CIA’s, I’m sure your embassy can cover it all.”

      “That won’t be an issue. I’ll contact my director and the ambassador. This part is my specialty, but I’m afraid I can’t help you with your investigation any further.” Smythe smiled at him, and it was so fake he wondered if she’d replaced her mouth with cybernetics as well.

      He simply left. The Archangels followed.

      Outside, the Archangels began to pack up and leave.

      Nick slid inside the SUV along with his escort. Once inside, they already seemed to have a destination.

      “We’re going somewhere?” he asked.

      “Avalon,” Kushiel said. “There’s no avoiding it this time. It’s time to call in the military. I had to contact Griffiths the moment I saw the data. The rogue agent is outside Neo Westphalian waters and is using a US naval vessel.”

      Well, shit. Nick didn’t think his gun could scratch something like that.
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      When Nick returned to the Spires, he expected to find it surrounded by Kestrels and a small army of military dolls. Instead, all he found was the usual quiet sight of office workers leaving the island as part of their daily ritual of getting the hell away from their workplace.

      In retrospect, the idea had been silly. The threat was nowhere near Babylon, so why would warbots and dolls be deployed to the Spires? The entire reason Stone had been intervening to keep the military away had been to keep virtual protests from turning into actual riots.

      Nick turned his attention back to his discussion with the CIA handler instead as they pulled into the underground parking beneath Avalon.

      “Do you have any idea how Smythe got her hands on that intel?” he asked.

      “It is extremely unlikely that it was digitally transmitted to her,” Rie said. “What we suspect is that she had some form of code signal in place, likely visible to her cybernetic eyes in an electromagnetic wavelength. We kept a close watch on the apartments across from the office, as well as nearby buildings. No strange individuals made an appearance.”

      “But they wouldn’t need to if they knew what they were doing,” Ezekiel added. “The data about Samuel Wise’s location was already on her implant. His extraction was planned. That means the CIA likely had a contingency based around us raiding their base of operations and cutting comms.”

      Fucking hell, Nick did not like dealing with spies. No wonder he’d struggled to chase them down if they planned like this.

      “So if we know that she had the data—” he tried to say.

      “We can’t do a thing. Proving it would be next to impossible,” Kushiel said. “She sold the other agent out and is calling in the big guns. You’ve messed with my directives enough that I would have ripped her implant out if you ordered me to, but I had a voice in my head telling me that there’d be hell to pay if so.”

      Nick grimaced. “You were prepared for me to do that?”

      “After that interrogation? Absolutely.”

      “You thought I really wanted you to rip Vic’s implant out?”

      “Yes? You did way better than I expected with that autofellating moron. The stoic act with the handler was nice, too, although less interesting to watch. I get the feeling she wanted you to admit to something juicy,” Kushiel said.

      “Almost certainly,” Rie said. “I question how much of her background was truthful. It would be unlike the CIA to appoint an agent so disloyal to their country.”

      “Everyone knows I’m a jaded cynic.” Nick shrugged. “She played into that pretty hard, but I’m not stupid. That story about Cincinnatus was fascinating, though.”

      “It’s an old conspiracy theory,” Ezekiel said.

      “It also plays strongly to the god complex that the Spires possess. When they govern from a tower named Olympus, it’s not hard to think they might be a little delusional,” Nick said. “Not to be insulting, but I’ve often thought the same about Sigma and RTM, and their use of mythological names.”

      “Says the man who unironically used the names Metatron and Inari,” Kushiel drawled.

      He winced. Sure, he’d just been keeping to theme, but she had him dead to rights.

      The SUVs came to a stop, but the doors remained closed. The walls had ears here.

      Helena’s, mostly, but the Archangels knew better than to trust the Spires.

      “I don’t believe you’re wrong to see some truth in the story,” Rie said. “You’ve met Lilith. She and her sister, Eve, are what the governments of the world believe are the best choice to safeguard some of the most vital infrastructure ever constructed in human history. Yet her personality suggests otherwise.”

      “I’d say she’s surprisingly human,” Nick said. “Dislikes her job, does it anyway.”

      Rie frowned. “I suppose. But what does the power she’s given say about those who gave it to her?”

      “Exactly what Dupont suggested the other night. The elites distrust other humans. Most of all, they distrust each other. That’s why I find it easy to believe the Cincinnatus story. It matches Kim’s ideals for the future of the city, where robots would resolve the issues that led to the riots. The issue has always been who would lead.”

      Nick shot Ezekiel a meaningful look, but she looked away.

      She had, after all, learned today that her chances of being that leader had been quashed.

      At the same time, he found it telling that the Host didn’t respond to any of this. Rie did, but Chloe, Meta, and Inari remained silent. Surely, the Host itself had an opinion on the matter.

      “You’re correct. But I’d also say to look a little deeper,” Rie said. “The Host wishes to learn why humanity makes the decisions it does, and why it chooses to accept what it does. We can make suppositions and assumptions, but it is hard data that we desire. You’ve been a handy shortcut to much of that, as you effectively exist outside of Babylon yet still have the drive we desire. Our intentions to smooth out the ructions within the city have not changed, however.”

      “Does that make you the benevolent dictator in this story?” Nick asked quietly.

      “No. Because unlike Cincinnatus, there are checks and balances holding us in place. The judicial mainframes, the Commissioner, Yggdrasil’s administrator and the other mainframes, the Assembly, and even you and Helena.”

      Nick blinked. “Me? Helena?”

      “Helena, given a choice between the Host and Nick, who would you—”

      “You do not need to ask, Rie,” Helena said over his earpiece. “Nick’s priorities are my priorities. Both because he is superior to the Host in the chain of command and because I will always support him, as he has since our time in Neural Spike.”

      Rie gave him a pointed look and he could do little more than scratch his cheek.

      “In any case, we’re late for a meeting,” Rie said. “The Commissioner is pinging me.”

      Frowning, Nick pulled out his phone as he said, “Funny. Why isn’t anyone…”

      The amount of missed calls he had caused his face to pale.

      “I take it you turned my phone on silent,” he said.

      “Chief Andrews’s orders were clear,” Rie said sweetly as the doors opened and he was pulled out into the parking garage. “Don’t worry. I assured Captain Hammond and Commissioner Kim that the situation was well in hand.”

      “The military didn’t really care on my end,” Kushiel said. “I’m pretty sure counterintelligence knew what was going to happen the moment I pinged them.”

      “This is the opposite of what happened with GWT,” Nick noted.

      The Archangels broke up into groups in order to use the express elevators. Naturally, Nick’s group paused to decide who got to ride with him, but they kept the neural fight brief.

      Once inside the lift, it closed and began going up automatically. No buttons in these lifts. They were almost certainly heading up to the swanky meeting rooms on the same level as Kim’s office.

      “This is the sort of situation the military is intended to handle,” Rie explained. “Whereas they were sticking their nose where it didn’t belong with GWT. By contrast, Kim is reacting to every political wind as the Spires panics over megaphone politics and fears of media headlines. Matters this sensitive need to be dealt with behind closed doors.”

      “I’m pretty sure the doors of the Spires are always closed, Rie,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Closed even to them. I’ve said it before, but many of the residents of these Spires lack the obscene wealth you expect them to have. Dupont’s point about old money left out the fact that much of it has dwindled away, or becoming much smaller compared to what modern businessmen can generate by taking risks. Corporate vampires and parasites can only add so much value, even if they hold status in the halls of power.”

      Nick watched as the elevator shot past the 100th floor and then kept going without stopping. He felt his teeth bite into his lip reflexively.

      “We’re not staying in the department’s section of the Spire, are we?” he asked.

      “We are, but not the usual section. There’s a secure briefing room a little higher where everyone has gathered,” Rie said. “Access is heavily restricted as it lacks surveillance devices and is run by its own mainframe.”

      “An ancient one, I imagine,” Nick muttered.

      Whether his guess was correct or not didn’t matter. But the lack of any interface greeting him when the elevator doors opened suggested he was right.

      Instead, heavily customized G5s stood guard in the black marble corridors. Even on a floor nobody used, a mint had been dropped on decorations. Not a single plant in sight, however.

      “I can already tell that this floor was set up and then forgotten about,” Nick said as the Archangels led him along expansive corridors. “The armor and enhancements to the G5s are ancient. I’d bet good money they predate the Templars.”

      Kushiel shot him an odd look. “That’s because they’re the sort of doll used to model the Templars and Custodians. Your eye for spotting this stuff is uncanny, Waite.”

      “I like dolls.”

      “Could have fooled me last night.”

      A brief bout of static filled Nick’s earpiece as the Mark 1s expressed their displeasure at the military doll’s comment. Rie’s eyes flashed, and it evaporated.

      Finally, they reached a meeting room and went inside. Mark 3s stood guard here instead of G5s.

      Inside stood a strange group of bedfellows standing around a glowing table. It projected a holographic image of a vessel Nick didn’t recognize but that looked absolutely massive.

      Andrews and Kim were expected sights, given they ran the department. Both looked harried, but nodded at Nick as he entered.

      Stone’s presence surprised him, but not too much. He had influence, after all. Next to him stood General Alex Griffiths, whose grim expression failed to match the affable persona he’d put on the last time Nick had encountered him.

      Helena, Athena, and Hel stood on one side of the table using their interfaces. Nick hadn’t realized that the infrastructure of the Spires enabled interfaces to enter other buildings on the island, but it made sense when he considered the underground infrastructure he’d seen on the day of the Shudder.

      And, for some reason, Hammond stood in the corner looking utterly baffled at the fact he was here at all.

      “Nicholas, come in,” Stone said. “Helena has brought us up to speed regarding your investigation. We won’t retread that part, but the situation has moved swiftly.”

      “I gathered,” Nick said as he stood on the only empty side of the table. “Is this our ship?”

      “It is, and it’s a disaster in the making,” Griffiths grunted.

      “The sort you’re going to deal with?” Nick asked.

      “Unfortunately not.”

      Nick had been afraid of that. The fact Griffiths had been the only military representative in the room had screamed that something was off. Kushiel’s expression appeared absolutely thunderous from her position in the corner.

      The Archangels already knew what was about to come. Everyone did. Except Nick himself.

      What the hell was this all about?

      “Good work with Agent Colombus,” Stone said to Nick after shooting Griffiths a sharp look. “She’s been good to her word. The US embassy provided us with proof that Agent Wise left Babylon not long ago, and both countries have confirmed using satellites that his aircraft landed on the vessel in question.”

      “So they’re cooperating?” Nick asked.

      “In a manner of speaking.” Stone’s lips thinned. “I’m friends with the ambassador. He has no clue what’s going on. As for the CIA? Who the hell knows. The issue is that seizing this vessel is a legal nightmare, and the US is in no rush to do it. After all, they’re not the victims.”

      “I’ll be honest, sir, do we have much to gain by chasing him now? If he’s left—”

      “Justice, detective,” Kim snapped.

      Stone shot the man a look, and he looked away.

      “Honestly, you’d normally be right,” Griffiths said, and most people in the room shot him surprised looks. “This ship is a former US destroyer. One of the early fully automated designs intended to be loaded with warbots. Officially, it was decommissioned years ago and sold to a company that uses it for deep ocean retrieval and waste management.”

      “It’s not,” Nick said flatly.

      “No,” Hel said, taking over. “We’ve had it registered in our surveillance network as an intelligence asset. But its background makes it difficult to touch. It’s owned by a US company, used by the CIA, registered to a country in the Pacific we have a maritime treaty with, and is in international waters where we can’t easily touch it.”

      “Hence why we’d normally leave this be. The CIA will clean up their rogue agent, there’ll be some diplomatic back and forth, some of the CEOs will threaten financial pain for pulling a stunt like this, and everything will clear up in time,” Griffiths said. “We’re still trying to deescalate from the incident with the US cruiser. Blowing up an old destroyer with US citizens on-board would be a disaster.”

      “But?” Nick asked, sensing where this was going.

      “Legally, we are in the right,” Athena added. “Our laws, much like those of the US, enable us to board and seize vessels harboring criminals with a strong connection to Neo Westphalia. The problem is purely diplomatic.”

      This was going around in circles. Griffiths said they couldn’t hit the ship, but Athena said they could.

      Ultimately, the entire reason they wanted Wise was because he had launched a terrorist attack. Maybe he’d have info on his corporate ally as well.

      But, really, this was about vengeance. Babylon had been wronged and what was the point of living in a bunch of fuck-off huge towers named after places like Olympus if one couldn’t deal with one measly terrorist. Even Nick understood this point. If the public learned the truth of the incident, and that the perpetrator had escaped justice so easily, they’d be furious. Somebody would need to take the fall in Wise’s place.

      “Like I said, normally we’d let this slide,” Griffiths said. “Too much pain for too little gain. But we reckon we have the ability to do something this time. The problem is that we can’t bomb the ship. If a military doll so much as scratches the destroyer, there’ll be footage all over the world. So we won’t use them. This is going to be a police action.”

      Nick abruptly realized why Kushiel looked so furious. If military dolls were off limits, that meant she would be sitting pretty for this mission.

      Then he caught up. “Police action? You don’t think the same problem will happen if the Archangels roll up in a swarm of helicopters? Who’s going to know the difference?”

      “Governments,” Stone said. “We have an under-the-table agreement with the US that they’ll keep this under wraps so long as no military forces are involved outside our territorial waters. It’s a mirror of the cruiser incident, but they’re pushing back on us. What I don’t think they expected is that we’d have enough resources across the cities to take on the destroyer?”

      “Do we?” Ezekiel asked, almost whisper quiet. “Even if we call on every Host, it’s not a matter of numbers, sir. If this is a US destroyer, even an old one, its anti-air capabilities could wipe out countless aircraft. To say nothing of all the warbots in its arsenal.”

      “Most of its guns are inoperable,” Griffiths said. “Plus, you won’t be going in alone. This is Babylon, after all. A corporate city means corporate armies. Nobody’s going to bat an eye if some RTM Kestrels and Sigma Hussars nail the ship with mil-spec railguns from a few clicks away.”

      “That’d be great marketing material if it weren’t for the situation,” Nick said drily.

      “Yeah, that’s what the suits said. The chance to use their fancy dolls to blow up major hardware has them excited. I suspect this will be the worst kept secret ever.” The general shrugged. “That doesn’t matter to me. All we need to do is avoid our colors on camera. You swoop in playing Flight of the Valkyries, nab Wise, and we try him for crimes against the state. Any evidence you grab about his accomplice is gravy.”

      Nick nodded.

      Then, slowly, the meaning of Griffths’s words sank in. The Archangels beat him to it.

      “There is absolutely no reason for Nicholas to accompany us on the assault,” Rie said. “He lacks any form of training for such an encounter, especially as the ship is likely packed with warbots and defended by military dolls. His life will be in grave danger.”

      “With the new Mark 3s, we can accomplish the task without the lieutenant’s presence. At most, we can utilize his audio assistance through a mainframe,” Ezekiel said.

      “You’re insane if you’re sending Waite onto the ship,” Kushiel snapped. “This is a special operations mission, and he’s barely able to use his sidearm.”

      On the one hand, hearing the prototypes defend him was heartening. They all cared about keeping him alive.

      On the other, they did so mostly by making him sound kind of useless. He was in a situation like this, of course. Nick couldn’t even out-shoot a Liberator. The CIA probably had some of the latest military dolls onboard. Rather than cheap Templars, they probably had the fancy RTM Starswords. They should easily be a match for even the armor of an Archangel.

      By the time Nick even thought to shoot one of those death machines, they’d have double-tapped him and moved onto their next target. Being on that ship would easily be the most dangerous situation in his life.

      “We need a cipher on the ground,” Griffiths said gruffly. “The Archangels have never been tested against more dynamic systems, and we don’t want to throw away a chance to capture evidence. There’s also the chance of encountering hardware we want to recover. A cipher is necessary on all military missions, just in case. To say nothing of troubleshooting any issues with dolls.”

      Nick questioned that reasoning. How the hell would he crack military encryption or solve a doll’s errors during a raging battle?

      “I take it you can’t send a military cipher.”

      “No. Same issue as the dolls.”

      “I’m sensing a problem with firing all the police ciphers,” Nick said drily. “Puts a lot of pressure on me sometimes.”

      “I can’t imagine any of those old bastards daring to accept this, let alone standing in this room,” Hammond said.

      “True enough. This is an unparalleled situation,” Andrews said. “You don’t have to accept if the risk level is too high.”

      “Military protocol—” Griffiths began to say.

      “Doesn’t matter. This is a police action, after all.” Andrews met Griffiths’s glare.

      The entire room looked at Nick.

      What the hell was he supposed to say? The idea of refusing hadn’t even occurred to him. In his mind, this had seemed like part of the job, as crazy as it was.

      Then again, the idea of raiding a CIA destroyer had never occurred in his wildest dreams.

      If he backed down, the raid would go just as well as if he never went. Probably.

      It was the “probably” that bothered him. He knew nothing about the reasons Griffiths wanted him to go. The Mark 3s had improved their cipher abilities drastically, sure, but could they deal with something that unexpected? Nick had still been the one to do the real cipher work this time and dig through the mainframes. What if the evidence pointed at the true criminal was hidden on a mainframe and the Archangels got lost trying to navigate it?

      Maybe he was delusional to think he could handle what an Archangel couldn’t.

      “Fine. I’ll go,” he said.

      A sharp burst of static drowned out his hearing, but disappeared just as quickly. The prototypes looked at him sharply but said nothing.

      “There’s no reward for this,” Andrews said.

      “Don’t be so hasty,” Stone said.

      “No. No bribes. Risking your life for the promise of a yacht is ridiculous.”

      “I don’t think I’d go on this mission for a yacht,” Nick said. “My own Kestrel on the other hand…”

      “Normally I’m open to suggestions but I think that’s beyond even my power,” Stone said.

      Damn. Nick had tried.

      So he shrugged. “I’m in. Bribe or not.”

      “Good. The other Hosts should be preparing as we speak, and the same goes for the corps,” Griffiths said. “We’ll move onto the mission briefing. Then you can head out, grab some food, and prepare. The raid flies out when night falls. Weather prediction is a storm inbound.”
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      Nick did exactly what Griffiths had recommended after the briefing. Leave, eat a burrito bowl that Helena ordered for him, and get groused at by several thousand police dolls for even agreeing to the mission at all.

      That counted as preparation, right?

      “You realize I can’t protect you this time,” Kushiel said, towering over him with an absolutely foul expression on her face. “I’ve bailed you out before. Dallas and his mercs. Under this building when Lieu sent the rogue police dolls against you. On the train with the ex-Navy SEAL. Hell, I’ve kept the military off your back for a while.”

      “I know,” Nick said.

      “Do you even care?”

      “Yes. I’m well aware that this is dangerous, Kushiel. I’m also aware that there might also be an actual problem on that ship that needs a cipher to deal with. Not troubleshooting directives or any of that nonsense, but a mainframe I can pull data from with Helena’s help.”

      “We could just dump the entire thing onto a memory module and extract it back here. It’s almost certainly encrypted anyway,” she said.

      “There’s every chance the ship has the same backdoors as other mainframes,” he countered. “And dumping a memory module is easier said than done. You can’t just rip out the database of a mainframe, to say nothing of any traps intended to erase them.”

      Kushiel attempted to argue further, but Rie intervened and placed a hand on her sister’s arm.

      “Nicholas is right that there is potentially a job for him to do,” Rie said. “What’s done is done. Our role is to maximize the chance of his safe return. We’ll be leaving shortly. Almost everyone is in position, save for the corporate forces.”

      Cursing, Kushiel stormed off. Nick and Rie watched her leave.

      Then he turned to face Rie. “We’re really getting corporate support? I didn’t think they actually maintained corporate armies.”

      “They don’t. Not in Neo Westphalia, at least,” she said. “But laws are looser elsewhere, and the largest megacorps maintain subsidiaries that are effectively paramilitaries in order to protect their assets in less secure territories.”

      “So we’re waiting for an RTM destroyer to cruise over here from south-east Asia or South America?” Nick asked, confused.

      “Hardly. That would take too long, and it’s all but certain we’ll lose any window to act.” Rie pursed her lips. “Details are scant, for obvious reasons. It’s likely that RTM and Sigma are activating dolls in warehouses or off factory lines. Given any usage of them would decrease their value, it’s likely either we or the US will purchase them afterward. But we’ll gain military firepower we’d otherwise lack.”

      He nodded.

      The two of them stood in the task force office. Not a single other Archangel was nearby at present.

      Rie’s fingers slipped through his as she gripped his hands with hers. She closed on him.

      Right before she kissed him, the door opened with a hiss. Nick looked up, but she simply glared at the newcomers.

      “Can it wait?” she asked snippily.

      “There is no need to stop,” Juliet said as she strode in with a huge bulky black thing.

      With a huff, Rie gripped Nick’s jaw with one hand and crushed her lips against his. He tried not to laugh and failed.

      “Nicholas, stop that,” she whined.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, then kissed her properly.

      He knew he’d have to do the same to Chloe and Meta before leaving, but wouldn’t explicitly admit why.

      His arms held Rie against him, cradling her quietly as Juliet, Rosa, and Inari waited nearby.

      Eventually, he asked, “Is that body armor?”

      “It is. RTM Strategic shipped their latest model direct from a factory upon request,” Inari said. “This is the strongest available that still grants mobility. It does not compare to the ballistic plating of dolls, but…”

      “Anything is better than nothing,” Nick said, breaking away from Rie and taking off his coat.

      Although he needed to take off far more than that. This armor covered him nearly from head-to-toe and came in interlocking pieces. He half-expected it to try to turn him into a cyborg, and did note that it had nodes where limb sockets would be. No doubt the armor was high tech enough to interface with cybernetic limbs.

      Wearing it felt like he’d attempted to carry Rie. Which was something he’d become familiar with from those nights where she got a little rowdy, or he got too daring.

      “You said this grants mobility, but this is like being encased in a mobile coffin,” he groaned out. “What is this made of?”

      “Ballistic ceramics, mostly,” Rie said. “But a lot of them. They’ll stop ricochets and any round short of dedicated anti-doll ammunition. There’s a helmet as well, but you’ll put that on in the helicopter. It usually interfaces with an implant, but comes with its own AR functionality.”

      “It provides a limited water supply and can deploy a flotation device to prevent drowning,” Inari said. “In case your helicopter is shot down or you’re knocked overboard.”

      Nothing like planning for the worst. Nick took the time to get used to his new set of armor. Sure, it wouldn’t save him from a railgun round or even his own Lawman, but any protection was good protection, right?

      He strongly suspected he’d be covered in Archangels for most of this mission. And not in the good way.

      “I assume I’m keeping my current gun?” he asked.

      “Yes. There is no need to upgrade it to a weapon you are unfamiliar with,” Inari said.

      That made sense, so he nodded.

      Now that he’d geared up, the dolls slowly led him to the elevator. The floor wasn’t as empty as he expected. Almost business as usual. The Mark 1s watched him pass in silence, but their eyes tracked his every move.

      “They’re not going?” Nick asked.

      “We don’t have enough helicopters to send all five thousand Archangels in at once,” Rie said. “The destroyer isn’t even big enough to take them all. Rather, each Host will utilize their aircraft to contribute. We’ve separated our objectives according to size.”

      They entered the elevator and began their ascent to the hangar. Every floor they passed caused a strange pressure to fall on Nick, which settled in his stomach. He was no stranger to anxiety.

      The closer he got to actually deploying, the realer this felt. When he got out of the elevator, it might be the last time he ever set foot in Babylon.

      “Size, huh?” he said, exuding more confidence than he felt. “That means we’ll have the biggest objective, right?”

      “And Asgard,” Rie corrected. “The other four Hosts will focus on areas that are likely to require fewer Archangels to secure. But we’ll need to head into the depths of the destroyer. Asgard can handle heavy firepower, but we need to focus on the control room.”

      Nick nodded, but remained silent. This was repeating some of what the briefing had covered. Griffiths had gone over a lot of the destroyer’s capabilities and layout. Given Nick knew next to nothing about what automated warships were actually like inside, it had been illuminating.

      Mostly because he’d figured there’d be less space for people. This one had been dual-purpose due to its age. Human overrides existed for everything, which Nick might need to use.

      But Nick’s primary interest was the below-deck mainframe housing. A small army of military dolls would likely protect it, as taking it out would cripple the ship. Some of the other systems might still run automatically, but with no new commands able to be input, the ship would effectively be inoperable.

      The elevator came to a stop while he lost himself in thought. He stared out at the hangar, while the dolls waited patiently.

      “How soon before we leave?” Nick asked.

      “Once we receive the signal from RTM and Sigma, we’ll begin taking off,” Rie said. “It won’t take long to reach the ship.”

      Time to buckle up, then.

      At least 50 of the police tiltrotor helicopters lined up along the hangar runways. More would be inside the other Spires, ready to fly. Archangels sat inside every vehicle, filling them to the brim. Sixteen seated in each, plus one in each doorway with cabled railguns plugged into the aircraft. At least two Mark 3s in every chopper, Nick noticed.

      Every single doll carried heavy weaponry. Railguns and heavy rifles, mostly. No shotguns. Some of the Mark 3s even toted the oversized railguns usually carried by the Kestrels.

      “I take it we didn’t get permission for energy weapons?” Nick asked.

      “We did, actually,” Rie said. “But the difficulty was acquiring them on short notice without being linked to the military. The risk of a serialized weapon being traced back can’t be denied. RTM wasn’t able to ship us anything fast enough. We may consider keeping some in stock, but it will require a requisition order through the Spires.”

      That would go down well if it became public.

      They boarded a specific helicopter. Meta and Chloe had already buckled in. No sign of Ezekiel.

      Juliet buckled him in while Rie took her own seat. Once Nick was in, Inari sat on one side of him, while Chloe took the other. Juliet and Rosa manned the door guns. His helicopter had a couple less Archangels than the others.

      “Where’s Ezekiel?” he asked.

      “It’s a risk to the operation if we’re all in one helicopter,” Ezekiel answered over his earpiece. “I personally believe Meta and Inari should split up, lieutenant.”

      The look Meta and Inari shot Nick suggested otherwise.

      “I’ll leave that to the Host. I’m here to do cipher things,” he said. “Forget rank. I have no clue what the hell to do in this situation. If something happens, follow your judgment and don’t look to me for orders.”

      “Understood,” the Archangels answered as one, including Rie and Ezekiel.

      And so, they sat and waited.

      And waited.

      At least half an hour passed. Helena did her best to keep Nick occupied with updates from cipher circles and other interesting news that he’d usually look up on his phone. Taking it on the mission was impossible. Plus, he’d lose service in international waters and doubted his warranty covered him for international police operations against foreign powers.

      For that matter, what about his health insurance?

      Before he could ask that all important question, Rie raised her hand. The rotors of several helicopters roared to life.

      “We have permission to launch,” Rie said.

      Nick gulped as the pressure in his stomach doubled instantly. “I’ll be back soon, Helena.”

      They shot out of the hangar, and a stream of police choppers followed them. More buzzed out of the other Spires. Every person in Babylon who watched the Spires at this moment would see a stream of aircraft shooting into the night.

      All Nick had to do was wait until they reached the rogue CIA vessel.
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      “I thought Griffiths was kidding about the storm,” Nick muttered as rain pelted through the open doors of the helicopter.

      Not even fifteen minutes after they took off, heavy rain bucketed down around the fleet of police helicopters. The Archangels didn’t care. Presumably, the aircraft had measures to handle this weather.

      By now, the other Hosts had linked up with them. Over a hundred other helicopters joined their swarm. Maybe way more. Nick could barely make out the numbers flying with them between the darkness and the sheets of rain. What he did know was that a few thousand Archangels were heading toward a single destroyer.

      “We don’t actually need this many, right?” he asked, waving outside.

      “Most helicopters will be circling,” Rie said, speaking over his earpiece so he could hear her over the rain. “We will land in waves. The amount of Archangels that need to land will depend on the casualties we sustain. Our helicopter will only land after the deck is cleared of hostiles and all ship weaponry and warbots are disabled.”

      Not for the first time, Nick was reminded of the sheer power that Babylon and the other cities could bring to bear when threatened. While the Archangels were police dolls, they’d been built using military tech. Now, a few thousand descended on an enemy and that was only a fraction of the total in use by the country.

      Every so often, he saw the telltale flames of a portable flight system. Shadowy figures flitted about in the darkness, usually flying in wing formations of three to five.

      RTM’s Kestrels, probably. Plus, supposedly, Sigma’s Hussars. The latter were a genuine rarity with the Archangels around. Nick supposed that Sigma didn’t have any spare Mark 2 Archangels, as they’d probably dedicated all production to the new Mark 3s. Because Kushiel’s dumber model line were the real counterparts to the Kestrels.

      The Hussar was, in reality, an upgrade to the Templar. A sister doll constructed in an attempt to replace warbots with flying dolls. The tradeoff in armor had made them unpopular, although they lived on mostly for surveillance. A fast, cheap doll that could fly and carry a railgun made for excellent border patrol, even if that border wasn’t your own.

      “Do we know how many dolls RTM and Sigma sent? Plus any other companies?” Nick asked.

      “15 Kestrels, 7 Hussars, and an unknown number of unspecified dolls in aircraft for landing,” Chloe said. “Aesir and several other companies purchased dolls from security firms in Jigoku.”

      “So, a bunch of illegally modified civilian security dolls,” Nick said.

      “That is what the Jigoku Host believes. Asgard’s Host dislikes the unknown dolls that RTM sent, however.”

      Curious. Nick had a hunch that he was going to see something interesting if he bumped into those dolls.

      “Any special requests from the corpos?” he asked.

      “They want their dolls to see action, naturally,” Rie said. “I’m happy to grant that request. Corporate losses minimize taxpayer expenses.”

      “Those are the same thing here.”

      “I don’t think the corporations see it that way.”

      Several more minutes passed. Nick couldn’t see a damn thing, but the helicopters began to slow down and change course.

      “Engagement will begin soon,” Rie warned.

      Rumbling echoed in the distance. The helicopter veered sharply and Nick became thankful he was tightly buckled in.

      Dozens of whines and cracks pierced the sound of rain crackling on the helicopter as railguns sounded off in the night. The Kestrels lit up with the glow of their oversized cannons and flight systems as they braced themselves. Nearby, the sleek and nimble Hussars kept moving as they flew around and fired smaller railguns.

      Nick caught a bunch of helicopters soaring away from them. They must be part of the first wave. Not long after they broke away, their railguns glowed as round after round poured from the door guns toward some unseen foe.

      Then that foe’s presence became known as a helicopter exploded in a plume of flames. Nick instinctively ducked at the sight, even though it was so far away the chance of debris hitting them was impossible.

      When he rose, there remained no sign of that helicopter. He couldn’t recall which city’s insignia had been on the side. Sixteen Archangels had been vaporized instantly and he had no clue if they were his.

      “Fucking hell,” he muttered.

      “We’re pulling farther back,” Rie said. “Long range fire is heavier than expected. We’ve already detected war bot deployment, as well as what we believe are their own Kestrels.”

      “I assume it means nothing if we trace those serial numbers back to their source,” Nick muttered.

      “They would simply claim they’re stolen property.”

      “Can we say the same about Kushiel and send her in to blow the ship to pieces?”

      Rie shot him a look, but her lips quirked upward despite her attempt to admonish him.

      More flashes of light and flame through the window signaled more helicopters going down. And when he looked out, another small swarm of helicopters buzzed forward. The plan had already gone to hell, he knew.

      “How heavy are our losses?” he asked, not wanting to know the answer but knowing he had to ask.

      “Below our worst estimates. We’re sending in extra helicopters to provide additional support fire from their railguns. We can track Kestrels even in this weather, especially with the electronic warfare capabilities of the Mark 3s. Up close, it’s likely we will be able to disable most of the warbots swiftly,” Rie said.

      Nick blinked. “That’s it?”

      “The vessel is old, and warbots are an aging weapons platform. The reality is that dolls are replacing them for good reason, and the Mark 3s are the latest development in warfare.” She smirked. “You might be immune to our electronic charms, but warbots with an old destroyer protecting them are sitting ducks.”

      He half-wanted to point out he was far from immune to their charms, given their appearance in the Altnet. Then another explosion rippled through the night and he lost his good mood.

      “But this is still bad,” he said.

      “The defenses are far stronger than they should be. Most of the deck guns have been restored to full functionality. It’ll be up to the Spires how they want to proceed diplomatically, but this is, for all intents and purposes, a fully operational military vessel masquerading as a civilian one.”

      “My guess is this is the sort of thing that will be buried,” Nick said. “Just like GWT.”

      The helicopter finally finished its maneuver and banked softly, turning toward the conflict again. Within just a minute or two, the return fire had thinned immensely. Railgun fire continued to ripple out from the night sky, reflecting off the raindrops on the windows, but he saw no explosions. The darkness made it hard to see much farther, however.

      Presumably, somewhere in the distance lay their target, below where he could easily see.

      All Nick could do was watch and listen to Rie and the others update him.

      “The first wave is landing,” she informed him. “Deck guns have been neutralized, along with most other weaponry. Warbot launchers remain operational. All enemy Kestrels and warbots in the air are neutralized.”

      “What are we dealing with on the deck?” he asked.

      “A mixture of armored G7s and Chevaliers,” Rie said. “They’re either using cabled railguns at fixed defensive positions or sabot rounds in high caliber rifles. We’ve confirmed they can penetrate the armor of a Mark 1, but struggle against Mark 3s.”

      G7s and Chevaliers? Their CIA friend had sent a bunch of Kestrels against them, which were some of the latest and greatest military dolls around, but used a bunch of civilian security dolls to protect himself?

      The hell was going on?

      “I doubt that’s all he has,” Nick said, alarm bells going off in his mind. “Do we sense anything below deck?”

      “Electromagnetic shielding prevents us from scanning farther below. But yes, we’re being cautious. It’s likely the civilian dolls are fodder and he has a limited number of military dolls that he’s saving to defend important installations below deck,” Rie said. “We know what we’re dealing with.”

      Nick winced. He’d just said that he didn’t know what he was dealing with and then tried to give orders. Silly him.

      The friendly Kestrels in the air kept firing. He guessed they must be sniping enemy dolls on the deck.

      With the destroyer effectively missing its ability to fight back, Nick felt their helicopter accelerate and move toward the engagement. Other choppers did the same, ensuring a blanket of support fire from the railguns. Juliet and Rosa joined in when they got close enough.

      By that point, even Nick could see the destroyer in question. A long, squat ship with three angular “towers” sat in the abyss-like water below them. Fires blazed along the vessel, mostly between those towers, where Griffiths had pointed out the deck guns were during the briefing. Swarms of dolls rushed across the deck like ants, trading fire.

      Those towers remained the focus of the firefights. Railgun fire focused in on them, and doll after doll went down around the entrances. More rushed out to replace them. So many that Nick wondered if the doorways might get blocked off by doll corpses.

      “How many dolls can this thing hold?” he asked.

      “That depends on how heavily the warbot storage was converted,” Rie said. “Hundreds, at least. Vessels this size were once built for a few hundred sailors. Automated, they could easily hold a full complement of warbots, plus a small defense force of dolls.”

      Small defense force, she had said, as an endless stream of security dolls poured out to be gunned down. Nick suspected this destroyer alone could conquer small countries if loaded up with modern military dolls.

      As he watched, ten more helicopters flew in. They hovered around all the corners of the destroyer, a good thirty to fifty feet above the vessel. Without dropping rope, Archangels began leaping down to the deck.

      Within a minute, the choppers departed, save for their gunners, and had dropped off well over a hundred more Archangels into the fray. The destroyer swarmed with dolls of various colors and insignia. Some were beginning to enter the towers.

      “Uh, when do we land?” he asked.

      “When the deck is secure,” Rie reiterated. “The warbot launchers remain operational and not all above-deck installations are in our hands. Once the assault teams move below deck, we’ll move in. The other Hosts will hold the destroyer’s deck and towers. Ours and Asgard’s mission will be to go below deck, clear out the military dolls, and seize Agent Wise.”

      “And that’s my job as well?” he asked.

      “From a very safe distance.” She shot him a sharp look. “But, yes, we need you below deck to access the mainframe. The redundancy in this vessel means it may be faster for you to hack into it with Helena’s and my assistance than to attempt to disable it. Given the danger we’ve run into so far, I wish to prioritize disabling the mainframe above all else.”

      Much like the DAO ran multiple levels of mainframes to protect the Altnet, a military vessel did the same thing. In this case, secrecy meant that they had no clue where all the mainframe cores would be housed. The Archangels could likely find them in time, but Rie didn’t want to wait.

      Minutes passed. The railguns had ceased firing by now, but the Kestrels remained at a safe distance. Nick began to realize the quiet meant landing was imminent.

      Then the helicopter roared again. The rotors pitched forward and they dived toward the destroyer.

      Rie rose from her seat and scooped up the railgun clipped onto the wall, before plugging it in.

      She looked at Nick, then unbuckled him. “Prepare to board, Nicholas.”
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      Their helicopter hovered above the destroyer like those in the previous wave. Nick made the mistake of looking out the window and noticed it still looked like a massive drop.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ll die if I jump out,” he said, feeling his stomach fall out and plummet into the abyss below them.

      “You aren’t jumping,” Rie said.

      “One of us will carry you. It is a safer alternative to attempting to provide a rappel or getting closer to the vessel,” Chloe said.

      Nick expected them to argue over who carried him. Instead, Meta simply walked up, bent over, and scooped him into her arms. He yelped as she took his feet out from under him but the others ignored his plight.

      Instead, they began leaping down onto the ship below. At some point, Juliet and Rosa exchanged positions with a pair of Mark 1s, so they could join the boarding action instead of remaining as gunners. Meta shuffled halfway in the line out the door, moving carefully so Nick didn’t bump his head.

      “Never do this again,” he said, while trying to ignore the gunfire in the distance and the fact he would die if this failed.

      “I will take your unhappiness into consideration,” Meta said.

      Then she leaped out of the helicopter and Nick sincerely wished she did more than just take his opinion into consideration.

      As one might expect from a superandroid like her, she landed safety, then deposited Nick on the deck. It was slick with water. Rain continued to pour down on them. Now outside, the droplets splashed onto the visor of his helmet. Despite that, he saw perfectly clearly.

      “Doesn’t this thing have AR?” he asked aloud as the Archangels formed up around him. “I can’t see any HUD.”

      “It’s functioning right now if you can see, Nicholas. The helmet is completely sealed and uses cameras to transmit the exterior and provide night-vision, while preventing light leakage,” Rie explained. “If the HUD isn’t functioning, don’t worry about it. It’s not important.”

      How unfortunate. He hadn’t realized that the entire helmet used AR at all times, though. Or, more accurately, a form of camera passthrough to an internal display.

      More Mark 1s appeared around them in the ensuing seconds. A bubble formed around Nick, preventing any stray weapons fire from hitting him, but not so tight that he couldn’t move like Juliet and Rosa had forced him into at the morgue.

      Once happy, Rie nodded and the team advanced toward the central tower on the ship. They passed the wreckage of countless dolls. Nick saw more than a few damaged and destroyed Archangels. Some were being moved to one side of the ship by other dolls, likely to be picked up.

      He didn’t have the time to read serial numbers and didn’t try. Many of the fallen dolls wore Babylon PD badges. A lot of Archangels would be rebirthed when they returned.

      The mountain of destroyed G7s and Chevaliers at the doorway had been shunted aside. In order to get past, railgun rounds had blown apart most of the intact dolls. The result was a pile of parts rather than dolls. Nick felt as though he was walking past some sort of recycling center as Rie led him inside the central tower.

      Once inside, the rain receded to a dull roar and he took the chance to look around.

      Naturally, Nick had no clue what anything was. Sure, there were a bunch of labels and warning symbols around the place, but he was a cipher, not a sailor. All he knew was that this wasn’t a room full of computers.

      Everything looked very cool, though. Nick liked dolls more than warships, but he could at least appreciate being inside one.

      Rie wasted no time gawking, however. “Asgard’s host and RTM’s unknown unit are already engaging below deck. They intend to progress and seize the storage units and fire control systems. We’ll sync up with them and proceed to the control room.”

      The Archangels began to move, so Nick stayed inside his bubble.

      “What are we encountering below deck?” he asked.

      “RTM Starswords,” Rie replied. “With railguns. Unlike the civilian dolls, they have the battery output to power them.”

      “I thought we’d run into them. There aren’t any back home. They only make them in the US and Korea.” He kept his expression smooth to hide his excitement.

      Sure, he might get killed here, but he’d get to see a real fucking Starsword.

      The world had a lot of military dolls, and most of them were made by RTM Strategic, but Neo Westphalia now used Sigma for most of its dolls. Not to mention the amount of warbots still in use by his country’s military.

      But while Sigma had plowed all its resources into developing the Archangels and emotion engines, RTM pumped out war machines for US contracts. The Starsword, coded as the M1 Military ARMD, was what Sigma had wanted the Mark 2 Archangels to replace.

      One of said Starswords came into sight. Or its wreckage, anyway. A large hole had been punched through its bulky chestplate and it appeared inert as it lay spreadeagled on the floor beside several armored G7s.

      Nick paused and looked it over. It strongly resembled the Kestrels. Tall, heavily armored, incredibly bulky, and angular. But where the Kestrels possessed big mounting points for flight systems, the Starswords just packed on extra armor. Black paint covered the entire doll, likely covering the original military markings.

      For some reason, seeing it in person didn’t satisfy him in the way he had expected. Perhaps it was because he spent so much time around Kushiel. The Mark 2s outclassed these dolls in every way, yet had been ignored because RTM had friends in high places. Hell, the Mark 3s like Inari had armor almost as good as the Starswords without the bulkiness. If they strapped it on like Kushiel sometimes did, they’d be nearly invulnerable.

      “Finished?” Rie asked him, a hand on her hip.

      “I expected it to be more interesting,” he said. “The Kestrels are.”

      “Nothing really outclasses the Kestrels. They’re still superior to the Mark 2s in terms of flight capabilities, unless you count Kushiel. These are just mass produced dolls to fight wars. The military equivalent of the G5s, but made by RTM.”

      Maybe. Nick wondered if he was becoming a little jaded toward even his own interests.

      Or perhaps it was the dire threat to his life due to being here.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      They descended.

      The depths of the vessel proved as interesting yet confusing as the first floor of the tower. Nick kept an eye out, while the Archangels navigated using internal maps based on the schematics. Gunfire echoed along the corridors.

      “Are you able to tell how far away the fighting is?” he asked. “The hull interior has no sound dampening, so I don’t have the slightest clue.”

      “Close, but not too close,” Rie said.

      Whatever that meant was enough for the Archangels to remain on guard. They moved slower with their weapons raised. His protective bubble completely blocked off access from the front and sometimes stopped moving entirely while others scanned doorways.

      They encountered nothing but corpses and some stray casualties of their force that had remained behind.

      “We’re retrieving the wounded, right?” Nick asked.

      “Damaged dolls will be retrieved as time permits. Right now it’s a low priority to send in dolls to carry them out and then organize helicopters to ferry them back. We don’t know what will happen farther below, so jamming up the corridors and dedicating resources to it is a poor idea,” Rie said. “We’re still in range of the Altnet, so there’s no data loss.”

      Nick looked at Chloe, but she refused to return his gaze. She’d kept the same doll shell since the two of them had met, despite whatever damage she ever sustained. If she took a major injury here…

      The vanguard dolls entered another room and the entire group froze. Gunfire didn’t break out, so Nick assumed they’d bumped into something else that interested them.

      “You will want to see this,” Chloe said.

      His protective bubble broke up enough to let him move forward with Rie, Chloe, and Meta. While doing so, Nick noted the absence of Ezekiel. He assumed she was busy leading Archangels elsewhere, but in the rush hadn’t noticed that she had formed her own group.

      Then his attention was stolen by a different doll entirely. She stood amid the strange Archangels that Hyeon had been modifying in Asgard. All the dolls wore the same purple armbands, were openly using RTM parts, and even had replaced the Asgard police insignia with RTM branding.

      That wasn’t why he cared about this doll, though. He cared because he’d never seen a doll with her make or model before.

      She looked roughly his height, which put her decently taller than Rie. Long black hair with green highlights hung long and straight behind her back. Her green eyes matched her highlights, but also the green RTM logo plastered all over her armor. She looked like a beauty that had stumbled into a suit of bulky combat armor. RTM’s designs didn’t suit her appearance at all.

      “Detective Waite,” she said with a soft voice, looking him up and down in an instant. “I had hoped I might encounter you. There is extensive data about you in the data sources I’ve been trained on, but it is all second hand. And I believe that only quality data should belong in my storage if I’m to meet RTM’s standards.”

      “You’re the emotion engine prototype,” Nick said, before realizing he probably shouldn’t have said that out loud. “I thought you needed months longer.”

      “I do need more time. More information. More time to refine my training data. More time to be iterated on. More time to test the correct hardware.” The RTM prototype flexed her arm and Nick noticed that it seemed a little stiff. “But Sigma Robotics has had years of real world testing. This is my trial by fire. I shall either be tempered by it, or shatter.”

      “I don’t think dolls are like metal,” he said. “And I don’t think this is the meeting Hyeon had in mind when he asked me for a favor long ago.”

      The doll blinked, long and slow. Then she tilted her head.

      “I see. I shall try to place that information in deep storage so that it remains with later iterations of myself,” she said. “It has been my desire to meet you for some time, Detective Waite. The knowledge that my creator intends to make that happen means that I can keep this brief. We shall proceed with the mission. Stay safe.”

      Nick nodded.

      But before he or anyone could move, the prototype whirled on Rie and her expression lost that soft, delicate appearance that had Nick so spellbound.

      “Keep him safe,” the prototype hissed.

      “You don’t need to tell me twice,” Rie said coldly.

      The prototype and Rie exchanged glares, before the RTM dolls saluted Nick. Then they swept through another door and vanished.

      Beside him, the Archangels shot Nick annoyed looks. Rie huffed.

      But it was Ezekiel’s voice that crept over his earpiece. “Your popularity with dolls that don’t even exist yet is uncanny, Lieutenant.”

      “I think she exists, Ezekiel,” he said. “Unless I talked to a quantum spirit.”

      “She’s a prototype that can’t be officially acknowledged in any way. Despite that, she holds an interest in you. I can’t help but feel like the odd one out.”

      “Are you done, Ezekiel?” Rie asked, noticeably annoyed.

      “I’m reporting in. The control room is locked down tight. While I’ve taken out the Starswords protecting the doors on both sides, the doors are like vaults. General Griffiths understated how hard it would be to breach them.”

      So that’s where Ezekiel had been. She had led the main assault force and likely landed during an earlier wave.

      “If anyone gets inside the control room, they can take control of the mainframe,” Nick said. “That means Wise has initiated a lockdown. He’s stuck in there.”

      “Which would be great if we didn’t need to capture him.”

      “I think you need to crack the doors, Ezekiel,” Nick said. “Unless there’s a convenient access terminal next to it.”

      “There is, actually. Everything on this ship has a manual access terminal hidden away. It’s like somebody was so worried that implants and automation might fail that they accidentally filled the ship with more security backdoors than…” Ezekiel suddenly cutoff.

      “I don’t believe we need to hear that comparison,” Rie said drily.

      “No, no, let her finish,” Nick said. “I genuinely want to know what has so many security backdoors that you find so dirty.”

      “Shush, Nicholas.”

      “I can’t believe I’m siding with the lieutenant here,” Ezekiel whined. “Anyway, get down here. These things are old, but they’re also really old. We don’t have any data to suggest how we should try to override them.”

      And Nick would? How the hell was he supposed to hack into a military ship’s systems?

      As it turned out, with less effort than he expected. They reached Ezekiel, who stood around with a large mob of Archangels stacked up against a large metal door built into a bulkhead. Whatever locked the door was hidden on the other side, likely to limit exposure of structural weaknesses.

      “Wow. This terminal is old,” Nick said as he looked at the ancient interface hidden away in a box next to the door. “It looks like it needs physical keys as well as an encryption key to unlock the terminal.”

      “We can override the physical lock,” Ezekiel said. “And the encryption predates modern quantum computing. The problem is that we can’t connect to it.”

      “It needs a cable. There was a real fear around connecting anything important to wireless systems a long time ago. I think they still physically air gap the power plant systems, just in case.” Nick ran his fingers along the side of the terminal until he found a gap. “There’s a port here.”

      “We know. It’s for a standard of data delivery that was discontinued around the time you were born.”

      “Then we need an adaptor.” Nick stared at the Archangels, who stared back. “I’m kidding. Just look up the pin layouts, strip some cables or copper, and connect to it by hand. You probably just need to connect to enough to prevent it from short-circuiting or tripping security measures.”

      He couldn’t believe he needed to explain this to the Archangels. This sort of gimmicky nonsense was the sort of stuff he learned when he first started dealing with black companies. Probably still was for new ciphers, he assumed.

      As standards fell off, companies collapsed, and dolls were discontinued, sometimes the only way to get into them was the hard way. Keeping around every adapter ever made for the billion proprietary ports and interfaces was insanity, especially as there had been a phase when companies intentionally changed them as a way to extort money and license fees for accessories.

      The fact the US military protected their destroyers using obscurity amazed him. Although he guessed that once somebody was onboard the ship, security was shot. The Archangels likely could breach the door given time. Breaching charges, enough concentrated railgun fire, or maybe even retrieving an industrial cutter from Babylon were all options.

      He assumed they wanted to avoid the former two for structural reasons. Or maybe the door really was too thick to easily breach.

      “Done,” Ezekiel said after a few minutes, after the Archangels had scrounged some cabling from a destroyed doll and put together a makeshift tool to access the port. She then jammed her fingers into the physical locks.

      The terminal flashed a few times. Then it showed some nonsense Nick didn’t care about, including a warning about how unauthorized access was illegal or some such nonsense. Eventually, he saw an option to override the door lock.

      Hitting it caused the entire ship to rumble. A series of bangs echoed across the hull of the ship, and he felt them in his bones.

      Hands dragged Nick backward as the Archangels stormed the door. He heard gunfire. A lot of it. No screams, though. Only the screech of metal on metal, countless bangs, and the clatter of dolls collapsing on metal decking.

      Oh, and the shouting of a single man. The voice was familiar and confirmed that the bartender had been their man all along.

      Nick lay still even after the sound of shooting vanished. His bodyguards lay atop him, unmoving.

      “Um, are we safe?” he asked.

      “We are waiting for the signal for Rie,” Juliet said.

      “The Starswords have been neutralized,” Inari added. “She is checking for traps while placing Agent Wise under arrest.”

      Damn, wasn’t that his job? Although given Smythe had tried to kill him in the safe house, Nick couldn’t blame Rie for being cautious.

      The Mark 3s got off him after far too long. He shook feeling back into his limbs while questioning the point of this bulky armor he’d been forced into.

      What lay in wait for Nick was a scene of utter devastation. Nearly twenty of the bulky Starswords lay in ruins around a huge protrusion of steel that split the control room in two. Archangels littered the entrance, and a few had been knocked aside as the others stormed the room past the corpses of their comrades. Discarded railguns and rifles met his eyes everywhere, along with plenty of discarded brass.

      Neither Ezekiel nor Rie had sustained a scratch in the encounter, likely due to those kinetic defenses Ezekiel had mentioned a while ago. But the same wasn’t true of others. Even some of the Archangels still standing had missing limbs or holes in their torsos. Chloe kneeled in a corner as she’d lost her left leg below the knee. Fortunately, nothing that couldn’t be repaired.

      Both prototype Archangels stood next to the bartender, who now looked nothing like the penguin-suited man who had offered fantastic service two nights ago. Instead, he wore a full body combat suit similar to Nick’s. His helmet had been torn off and thrown aside, presumably because it interfered with the Archangels’ attempts to breach his implant. As Nick had expected, his eyes were the same dated biochrome that Smythe possessed.

      “I take it we can’t get into his implant?” Nick asked Rie as he approached.

      “Holy shit, you came here yourself,” Agent Wise spat from his kneeling position. The Archangels had zip tied him using special cables that could hold even cybernetic limbs together, just in case he sported some secret biochrome.

      Rie ignored the agent. “He’s using a modified version of the NLF neural mod rather than a memory vault. There is also a constant signal being transmitted between him and the destroyer’s mainframe. Likely a dead man’s switch of some form.”

      Damn. Of course the spy had rigged up something that prevented them from just shooting him, if that had been their orders. Or even just ripping the implant out of his skull.

      “I thought we could detect the NLF mods? Shouldn’t you have seen through him in the bar?” Nick asked.

      “This one is new. Whoever is creating these keeps changing them every time we find a way around the previous version’s security. We worked out how to circumvent the self-destruct, so they enhanced it. Then we could detect them, so they’ve fixed that problem. Deusoma has supposedly come up with a solution for the self-destruct issue but I worry that it will only be temporary.”

      “The better question is how he got a copy of the mod that nobody else has,” Ezekiel said. “Given his work on the AI influencers, is it possible the CIA is manufacturing them?”

      Wise burst into laughter at the suggestion. They continued to ignore him.

      What appeared to be a large terminal poked up from the far side of the strange protrusion in the room. Other monitors showed black screens around the sides of the room. Nick suspected the strange looking devices and keyboards hooked up to the ship were for controls he had no chance of operating. Probably backup systems or overrides for the mainframe for human operators to use.

      The black screens likely meant that even if the Archangels knew how to operate the destroyer, the controls would be locked out. Nick needed to shut down the mainframe first.

      He circled around to the terminal as he spoke, “I doubt the CIA would be involved in manufacturing anything. Whoever their partner is might be in on it but even that’s an open question. The NLF are incompetent, whereas we’ve dealt with neatly organized protests and propaganda that spooked the Spires overnight.”

      “It’s what we do,” Wise said. “This is a waste of time, you know. If you were going to touch me, you’d have done it. My implant is beyond your reach, this ship is beyond your skills, and I’ll be collected by the nearby cruiser if you fuck around too long.”

      “Then we just load you up and have Deusoma work out how to rip your memories out the hard way,” Nick said as he poked at the terminal.

      It lit up. Unlike the hidden one near the door, this one had an actual interface and wanted login details. Although it looked nearly as ancient, and the interface had a copyright symbol far too old to be on hardware this mission critical.

      “Fishing, are we?” Wise asked. “The moment you drag me out of this control room, the ship goes with me. The hull is full of warbots with unstable batteries. Even with the launchers disabled, I can still activate them with a thought.”

      The Archangels froze and their eyes flashed.

      Nick was ahead of them by the time his bodyguards rushed him. “Stop! We knew this might be a trap. Let me work.”

      Wise wasn’t going to blow himself up for no reason. After all, he’d have done so if he planned to.

      But Nick felt damn glad he hadn’t bragged about how the US had already sold Wise out. For whatever reason, this rogue agent didn’t think he had gone rogue. No cruiser was coming. If it was, Helena would have warned Nick. Babylon had satellites that could track the damn thing.

      “Helena, route through the Host and tell me what you see,” he said aloud while tapping on the terminal.

      Given Wise had an open connection with the mainframe, it had to be wireless, unlike the door controls.

      “Understood,” Helena replied.

      The Archangels grew increasingly antsy. Nick knew they’d be searching the ship for those warbots, but whether they could do anything was out of his hands.

      “While we wait, why the hell did you even pull all this nonsense?” Nick asked.

      “I’m an intelligence agent, Waite. That means I don’t talk.”

      “Intelligence implies you were doing the job you were supposed to. But Aesir wants nothing to do with the stunt you pulled. They even sent dolls here to stop you.”

      Wise laughed. “Those dolls are a rounding error in their accounts. The benefits that Aesir receives will last beyond even my life. I even managed to get one of their hated rivals to do their job for them. Amazing, right? But it sounds like you already knew that.”

      “It’s nice to have confirmation.”

      “Sure. But you can’t touch anyone involved. The Spires protects its own. You’re some two-bit cop and your suspects help run the city. The fancy memory vault mods make extra sure the Archangels keep their business to themselves. I wonder if we’ll start to see them rolling out back home, now that it’s known that neural mods can keep the politicians and execs safe.”

      Nick said nothing. But he’d just been given two pieces of evidence that absolutely sealed his suspicion of Wise’s corporate ally.

      In front of him, the screen flashed and the login screen vanished. Helena was in.

      So much for military-grade encryption.

      Nick began to poke around. The interface was completely unlike anything he’d ever dealt with, and he knew nothing about half the functions. Hell, he worried that he might set off the bombs prematurely.

      “You’re better than I thought,” Wise muttered. “I guess you earned that rep, huh? Colombus warned me about you.”

      “She told me nobody calls her that,” Nick said idly as he decided to ignore the destroyer controls. Helena would have better luck with those, as he went for records and tried to find evidence.

      He needed a smoking gun if he wanted to pin the Shudder on somebody in the Spires. An email trail, message backups, a photo of a meeting taken for blackmail purposes—something that the CIA might have kept here that connected Wise to his corporate ally.

      “Yeah, but it annoys the shit out of her. She’s the ‘handler,’ but all she does is talk to people, hold meetings, and manage the dolls running around the place. I do all the real field work,” Wise said.

      “I guess even spies hate their managers,” Nick said.

      Wise fell oddly quiet.

      Helena spoke in his place, “I am having difficulty finding the right controls, Nick. This mainframe is deeply unfamiliar to me. It has similar idiosyncrasies to the police mainframes but lacks documentation.”

      “It’s old, mostly,” he told her. “Old and bespoke.”

      “Oh, not just that,” Wise said, presuming Nick was talking to him. “I’ve added all sorts of modifications and defenses to it. The sort you can’t possibly get around.”

      “And if I do?” Nick asked.

      “I’ll blow the vessel before you touch them.”

      “Well, good to know that we should probably just knock you out right now then.”

      Rie and Ezekiel grabbed him, and Nick heard Wise growl in anger. Then both dolls gasped and a loud thump echoed off the walls.

      That didn’t sound good. Nick turned and saw Wise laying on the ground, his eyes unmoving.

      “What the hell?” Nick asked.

      “His implant self-destructed by itself,” Rie said, eyes wide. “But—”

      Wise’s voice echoed from the speakers. “Has anyone ever told you that a man never dies so long as he lives on in dreams, Waite?”

      Ah, shit. Wise had backed up his brain inside the ship.

      The terminal’s screen flashed again and the entire thing became endless spam of text boxes that said “Fuck you!” Nick had been locked out.

      “You can’t get your body back if you’re in the mainframe, you know,” Nick said, looking up and around him. “Not perfectly. Hell, I didn’t even know the CIA did mind transfers.”

      “We don’t. The brain damage caused is irreversible. They’ve done all these tests. At some point, you basically become batshit insane. If you’re unlucky, you become a vegetable or hospitalized. The lucky cases just lose their morals, their inhibitions, their sense of self—all the important stuff.”

      That sounded a lot like the mercenary Dallas that had attacked Nick during his first case.

      “So, why do this?” Nick asked.

      “Because I don’t need a body. The problem until now has been that computers can’t keep up with humans. The destroyer’s mainframe can only handle me because I hooked up a bunch of other parts to it. This AI influencer shit meant nothing to me, but it proved that the tech existed to make dreams real. The sort of dreams we can live on forever in, instead of talking about legacies and shit,” Wise said, continuing his monologue. “Prototype neural links fancy enough to handle the bandwidth of a human; advanced memory; and a mainframe that doesn’t implode when I think.”

      “We need to leave,” Rie said, placing a hand on Nick’s shoulder.

      “Helena?” he asked, shrugging off Rie.

      “I still have access,” she said. “But the mainframe is unfamiliar to me and he is blocking anything I try to do. The latency is also difficult to handle.”

      “But you have access,” Nick said slowly. “Through the Host.”

      He looked meaningfully at Rie and Ezekiel, who had looped their arms through his and were about to pull him away from the terminal.

      They and every Archangel in the room stopped dead in their tracks at his words.

      “Oh, leaving so soon? I’d lock the doors, but I honestly think it will be more entertaining to watch you try to outrun the explosion,” Wise cackled.

      “You’re going to go down with the ship?” Nick asked.

      The eyes of every Archangel dimmed at once.

      “Oh no. See, mind backups aren’t huge. I’ve already transmitted myself elsewhere. You’ll die. I’m fine.”

      Nick sincerely doubted that. With so many Archangels here, did Wise really have the capability to transmit anything through their jamming? Especially as the radar controls had fallen into the Host’s hands long ago.

      “Die, huh.” Nick nodded and crossed his arms. “I don’t think you understand dolls and mainframes as well as you think.”

      “Do enlighten me.” Wise’s voice could strip paint.

      “You talk of living on in dreams. It’s a nice story. The idea that mankind transcends mortality by virtualizing itself. Only problem for you is that we’re forcing ourselves to become 1s and 0s. Androids, mainframes, AIs of all stripes? They don’t live in dreams, they are the dreams. This ship is full of the most advanced dolls in the world, who excel at hacking, and you just abandoned your body so you could enter their world.”

      No answer. Probably because Wise couldn’t say a damn thing in response.

      The messages on the terminal vanished in a rush right before the terminal itself shut off. Noises within the ship that Nick hadn’t even noticed began to vanish, beginning with a low hum that fell in frequency before disappearing entirely.

      Rie and the other Archangels returned to reality.

      “We have suppressed Agent Wise, stored his mind backup inside the Host, and taken control of the destroyer’s mainframe,” Rie said. “We shall reboot it in safe mode shortly to grant you access to search for any important files while we clear the ship. Then we shall leave.”

      Mission successful. Although Nick wondered if the CIA would accept a memory module with their agent’s brain on it, instead of a living, breathing person.
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      The mainframe proved to be a bust. Nick gave up after a while and let the Archangels search it, but they came to the same conclusion.

      No smoking gun. No extra evidence. Not a single shred of anything useful to the investigation. The CIA agents likely kept everything important stored on their implants. Nick hadn’t even found signs that Wise had wiped the storage. He simply didn’t store sensitive information here.

      Every other possibility to gain new info died with Wise. Or his body, at least.

      His implant only stored diagnostic info now that he was dead. NLF implant or no, the Archangels couldn’t get anything from him.

      As for his mind backup, cracking it open and trying to access his memories was deemed too dangerous by the Host. Little was understood about the human mind when it came to mind backups.

      After all, if memories could be extracted separately from the rest of the mind, then the mental degradation issue of mind backups would have been solved long ago. Just make one full mind backup, then add new memories every so often.

      If Wise didn’t need to be handed over to the Americans more or less intact, ripping his mind apart for evidence would be fine. But that wasn’t the case, so it wasn’t an option.

      Ultimately, the mission had been a successful waste of time. The Spires and all of Neo Westphalia had sent a covert signal to the world not to mess with them, because they had the power to fight back.

      All it had cost them was a ton of dolls, some helicopters, and Nick nearly getting taken out because the ship was rigged to blow by an insane CIA agent who didn’t realize he’d been played.

      Man, Nick really wished he had pushed for that Kestrel now.

      They flew back in. The return trip left Nick exhausted as the adrenaline left his system, and he nearly collapsed mid-flight. Supposedly, there would be briefings and other nonsense to deal with.

      What he bumped into upon returning was just Chief Andrews in the hanger in full dress uniform. Her grim face brightened as the Archangels pulled Nick out of the helicopter, especially as he was unharmed.

      “Detective, I understand it’s gone well,” Andrews said as he approached.

      “Kind of,” he said. “I think I’ve solved the case, but I don’t think I can pin it on anyone.”

      Andrews merely nodded, her grim expression returning. “Worry about that later. General Griffiths has already briefed those who need to know and diplomatic affairs are being dealt with. You need rest. Let the Archangels take care of the details. They don’t need sleep. You do.”

      It wasn’t that late, but Nick wasn’t about to argue with the Chief of Police. Not when he felt like he could sleep for a week.

      He didn’t even remember getting in the SUV. He stirred halfway back to his apartment and looked around to see familiar corridors.

      “I thought I said to never carry me like this again,” he muttered.

      “It was taken into consideration and rejected,” Meta said. “Watch your head.”

      Chloe held the door open while Meta carried him in. Nick managed to pull himself out of their arms and stagger onto his sofa.

      Minutes passed while he simply sank into the cushions, staring at nothing. A glass of water appeared in his hand and he forced himself to drink it.

      “That was one of the things I’ve ever done,” he said after a while.

      Kushiel’s head appeared in his vision as she leaned over the back of the couch. When had she gotten here?

      “Have you considered taking leave, Waite? You’ve probably built up a bit by now.”

      “What is this thing you call ‘leave?’” he joked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Paid vacation, dumbass. I know they force you to take it after the big cases, but that’s because you shoot people.”

      “With GWT, it was just being close to the shootings,” Nick said.

      “Oh, right. You got off leave like… five weeks ago?” Kushiel pursed her lips. “My point is to take a real vacation. Get away from home. Do something more exciting than hang around here and effectively still work while on leave because you live with your job.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You are a massive workaholic. The Host abuses the shit out of that and uses it as an excuse to baby you.” Kushiel poked him in the cheek, and he let her tilt his head to one side. “Seriously, think about doing something fun.”

      “Last night was pretty fun.”

      She leered at him. “Oh? And here I thought you were more into hot oni girls.”

      “Them too.”

      They stared at each in silence for long enough that it became uncomfortable. For him, anyway.

      Because ordinarily he felt confident Kushiel’s flirting was either teasing or a way to test him. This felt different.

      He gulped down some water and looked around. Most of his usual escorts were here, save Ezekiel and Rie.

      “I should probably focus on getting some sleep,” he said, before standing and letting out the biggest yawn he’d given in recent memory. “Before I forget, Chloe, I need you to book a meeting with a CEO tomorrow.”

      He told Chloe who he needed to meet, stumbled into his room, then collapsed on his bed. Fortunately, the Archangels had apparently removed the body armor at some point earlier. Maybe that explained why he didn’t remember getting in the SUV? He must have fallen asleep in the Avalon Spire.

      With morning came a mind churning with the events of the past three days and a certainty about the one behind it.

      “Shit,” Nick cursed after waking up and checking his phone.

      He quickly showered and dressed in a clean suit. Of course, all his suits were clean. The Archangels wouldn’t let unclean clothes linger and he wore them rarely enough that his weekly cleaning and laundry service took care of it.

      “A suit?” Kushiel asked when he stepped into the main room.

      “You’re still here?” he asked.

      “I mean, your orders still stand until you change them.”

      “Oh. Right. Uh, you should probably stay with me today. Somebody powerful might try to kill me.”

      “Yeah, I figured when I heard who you want to meet. That means we’re heading to Yggdrasil, right?” she asked. “And you still haven’t told me what’s up with the suit.”

      “Yes, I’m visiting Yggdrasil. Apparently, I have a meeting with Kim, Andrews, and some members of the board later today, so I’m stuck with the suit,” Nick said. “Rie will kill me if I turn up in my usual clothes. Speaking of which, I noticed my wardrobe expanded. Tenfold. I take it those arrived while I was away.”

      “We unpacked the packages for you,” Juliet said.

      The Archangels were plating up a simple breakfast this morning. One that involved yogurt, hard-boiled eggs, fruit, and other healthier things that involved less frying and grease than Nick preferred to start his day with. He felt like he should order a burrito on the way to the Spires.

      At least he had coffee.

      “These beans are new. Who chose them?” he asked after tasting the drink.

      “Karina,” all the Archangels said at once, save Kushiel.

      Oh, right. He’d forgotten that the Archangels based some of their recommendations on their favorite influencer.

      Abruptly, Nick realized that some of Chloe’s weird food and coffee trends might be traced back to Karina. Did that mean he could limit his exposure to weird and wonderful things if he influenced the influencer?

      Of course, doing that might put him in the doghouse with the Host. But he put it in the “maybe” pile of plans.

      The coffee was pretty good, though. Definitely among the better beans that had been forced through his robot barista by the Archangels.

      The trip to the Spires proved uneventful. Rie joined them in Yggdrasil’s lobby, forcing them to stop the elevator as they came up from the underground parking.

      “Where’s Ezekiel?” Nick asked.

      “With the Commissioner. I think she’s… upset over the reorganization,” Rie said. “Sigma contacted her this morning about it.”

      “Ah. That reminds me that I probably need to look at the directives of the new Archangels to suppress Sigma’s ability to control them and take whatever data they want,” Nick said. “I don’t think Ezekiel will let me conduct maintenance on her, though.”

      “Try asking. She might be more amenable to a tune-up than you expect.”

      That sounded like wishful thinking from a sister who didn’t understand how much Ezekiel disliked Nick. He also put this in the “maybe” pile.

      They stopped in the upper floors, but well short of floor 100. The business they were visiting was important, but far from a mover and shaker, after all.

      “Good morning, do you have an appointment?” a receptionist doll asked when they strolled through the main entrance of the HQ.

      “It’s under Waite,” Chloe said. “Nicholas Waite.”

      The receptionist’s eyes flashed. “Please go right ahead, Mister Waite.”

      Nobody else was in the office. The reception area looked open and vibrant, and plaques lined a steel column. The names of all the executives were here. Other than the turrets hidden in the corners, which were part of the Spires’ defensive system, no security dolls kept watch.

      They were inside the Yggdrasil Spire, after all. Liberators protected every floor and Archangels could instantly respond to any threat within minutes. The elites knew they were safe, because they were. They controlled the police force, after all.

      Nick strolled through the empty office floor. None of the executive suites had occupants. Only plaques with their names on the outside. Presumably they’d all been told to work from home. One door was closed.

      Without knocking, Nick opened it and strolled inside.

      Emil Petr looked up from his desk and his eyes shifted in a way Nick recognized as someone leaving the Altnet.

      “Right on time, Detective Waite,” Emil said. “Krystof and Gabrielle said you were following up on your investigation, so I expected you sometime. Have a seat.”

      “I’ll stand,” Nick said.

      Behind him, the Archangels fanned out. They let their weapons hang loosely from their necks.

      “I’m not sure I follow,” Emil said slowly, but the smirk on his face suggested otherwise.

      “You’re the CIA’s corporate ally in the Shudder,” Nick said. “While the incident itself was the work of a rogue agent, you supplied them with the necessary permissions to act freely inside Babylon, fool Aesir, modify the AI streamer mainframes, and helped propagate the virus that caused the Shudder. I also suspect you created it to begin with, but that’s harder to know for sure given the agent’s capabilities.”

      “Bold claims. Let’s say I hypothetically believe you—hypothetically.” Emil raised his arms in an exaggerated shrug. “Walk me through the evidence, detective. Take me through the crime as you would the judicial mainframes.”

      “You’re connected to Agent Wise and mysteriously knew about leaks you couldn’t possibly learn in a bar disconnected from the Altnet, because he told you about them,” Nick said. “Dupont flat out said you talked with Wise on the night of the Shudder, but you lied and said that she learned the rumors herself.”

      “She did. She’s a known gossip.”

      “Then why did Wise bother to erase all video evidence of that night?” Nick raised an eyebrow. “It couldn’t be because it might catch you in a lie, or that there might be a recording of him telling you sensitive information?”

      Emil’s expression barely wavered, presumably due to his cybernetic alterations. Annoying.

      “Wise also wiped evidence of your company’s hardware being used on the AI influencer mainframes,” Nick continued. “We got a brief look at them, and saw that both Deusoma and Neomind parts were being used. Which is strange, because Deusoma doesn’t make mainframe parts.”

      “They’re prototypes, aren’t they?” Emil said, a tad too quickly.

      “I’m surprised you even know that.”

      “The AI influencers are the talk of the Spires, detective. You’ll need to do better than that.”

      “Fine. Let’s start with the fact that your brother lied and told me that you no longer make neural links and, presumably, mainframe parts at all. Which is curious, because a solid source from RTM told me that you do. Producing enough high quality neural links for the influencer mainframes would be trivial for Neomind,” Nick said.

      “Krystof was mistaken, but that proves nothing. We only recently moved back into neural links in an attempt to capture the doll market as it’s booming,” Emil said.

      “Uh huh. That could work, but we’ll come back to you and Krystof. Because there’s more. Those Deusoma parts? I’m absolutely certain Wise didn’t want me to look into those because they didn’t exist. You wanted me to chase her as the suspect for some reason. Or maybe Wise did.”

      Emil shrugged. This line of inquiry seemed like a no go, which suggested it had been Wise’s ploy.

      Nick kept that fact in the back of his mind. One day he might need to remember it.

      “Time to talk about Krystof then,” he said.

      “Do you dislike my brother?”

      “No, but I’m pretty sure he committed treason.”

      For the first time since Nick had entered, Emil finally reacted. The man froze and his eyes showed fear.

      “You have no clue what you’re talking about,” Emil snapped.

      “Ah. So you think you’re untouchable, but worry about your dear brother. That’s the problem. The two of you are still very close. You roped him into the scheme out of fear that the DAO might not go under. Because you needed them to go down for this to work,” Nick said. “Krystof didn’t give himself away. Rather, everyone else gave him away.”

      “The hell are you talking about?”

      “The virus doesn’t harm people directly. It just opens a link to a target neural link and pulls them into the Altnet, caching their implant. When the DAO went down, chaos resulted. But there was one exception: the carriers that everyone connected to. Without exception, they all suffered catastrophically.”

      Emil gulped.

      “Every Altvivere AI influencer crashed and suffered problems. The two co-founders of the Heirs of Babel infected both died. Vic survived because he used an AI influencer. And, guess what, your brother suffered a stroke despite being in a low-risk category,” Nick continued. “He took almost the entire DAO down with him. Loads of ciphers that shouldn’t have been impacted any worse than others.”

      “Do you have evidence for that?”

      Nick wished that he did. The problem of the Shudder was that all the hard evidence had nuked itself.

      “Statistics, mostly. But your brother did give one thing away. He said he was doing his cipher work in the virtual ocean.” He paused. “Who does that?”

      “People with implants,” Emil said drily.

      “No, they don’t. Nobody does that. Especially not at his age. All ciphers use the Altnet, but using the Altnet doesn’t cache your implant. My question is why the hell all the DAO ciphers, who should have been doing their job and avoiding the virtual ocean, were affected by implant caching at all? Unless Krystof infected all of them.”

      Not a peep from the resident CEO.

      “But, really, the easiest way to tell you were behind it is that you told me that you would benefit from this right at the beginning,” Nick said.

      “Ah, yes, because admitting some hypothetical benefit is the same as admitting to guilt.” Emil smirked. “Go on.”

      “Why don’t you?” Nick asked. “You happily explained it on the night of the Shudder?”

      Emil laughed. “Fine. Hypothetically, if I wanted to benefit from the Shudder, it would be because of the state of the implant market. The Altnet is frozen in a time warp. Nobody will invest in better implants and neural mods that provide a better experience are niche products because the Altnet is regulated for people with ancient implants. Something needed to shake that up. To make the public and Spires realize that the Altnet was dangerous like this.”

      “And you would benefit massively. The anger over Aesir’s premium module could only carry your market share so far before people forgot,” Nick said.

      “In this hypothetical scenario, yes. Parents will flock to premium implants, which Neomind already makes. Why buy a worse implant and a premium module when you can buy the better version straight away? At the same time, we’d damage the market share of others.”

      “Why’d you target your own implants, though?” Nick asked.

      Emil scowled. “Partially to throw you off. But mostly because it’s how the backdoor works. The original architecture for neural implants has a huge problem related to implant caching. The virus worked on every implant, because it relied on a zero-day exploit. But it was implant caching that was the gold mine.”

      “How? I’ll admit that I don’t get that.”

      “Implants cause problems when they force too much data into the brain at once, right?” Emil explained. “Well, lag caused by defective implant caching can cause the same problem but at a far greater magnitude. The Shudder caused magnitudes more data to hit implants at once. Everyone knew this. That’s why Aesir and RTM changed the architecture. But patching it involves a neural mod because it’s a hardware issue. Imagine admitting to every person in the world that the chip in your skull can kill you because the manufacturers won’t pay to fix it.”

      Nick could imagine that. The image looked similar to the riots from 40 years ago.

      “You really don’t give a shit about that, do you?” Nick asked quietly.

      “Nobody else does. I guarantee if you asked a person with a new implant if they’d be willing to pay higher corporate taxes to cover upgrades to everyone else’s implants, that they’d tell you to fuck off. If that’s how humanity feels about everyone else, why shouldn’t I do what’s good for the Altnet, and by coincidence, good for my company?” Emil blinked. “Hypothetically.”

      “I think we’re past the hypothetical stage,” Kushiel drawled.

      The man grimaced, but simply rolled his shoulders. “Sure. Whatever. So, going to try arresting me?”

      Nick didn’t move. But neither did the Archangels.

      “Yeah, I thought so. You need hard evidence to touch someone like me. That’s what being in the Spires means. You told a good story. I’m sure you’d win over people in the Altnet. But the judicial mainframes? The Assembly? They can’t afford to act rashly when they know it could be them on the chopping block next.” Emil grinned from ear to ear.

      “His implant—” Kushiel tried to say.

      “He has a memory vault, much like his brother,” Rie said.

      “And my memories are legally protected,” Emil snapped. “Take a step closer and you’ll hear from my lawyer. Honestly, I should have gotten him involved to begin with. I thought this was going to play out differently. But it was amusing. Turning away the Archangels will delight other members of the Spires.”

      The Archangels looked at Nick.

      But he simply shoved his hands in his coat pocket and rocked back and forth on his heels.

      “You’re right. I can’t touch you,” Nick said.

      Emil narrowed his eyes.

      “You’re on the Spires network and we’ll need the strongest of evidence to justify laying a hand on you,” Nick continued. “But the thing is, you should know all about leaks by now. You killed people. Harmed more. Brought down share prices. Angered the most powerful people in the city.”

      “You’re suggesting you’ll break the law. If I report this—”

      “To who?” Nick laughed this time. “I’m going to file this report, Emil. But a lot of people have access to the police database. It leaked all over the Altnet seven months ago. And, well, who is to say that someone with access to it right now won’t read my report, see the Archangels’ transcript of this meeting, and use all the money they have to make a problem disappear. We are in the Spires. I’m sure the residents here can afford some impressive mercenaries.”

      “It’s your job to protect me, you asshole. The Archangels are programmed to defend us.” Emil stood up and balled his fists.

      Nick simply stared at him with a blank face. “It is. But I think you misunderstand. There are only a few Liberators on each floor of the Spires and they’re old dolls by now, and the Archangels only respond to major threats. The same reason I can’t touch you is the same reason I can’t protect you. The Spires are a bubble, and I’m outside it. But anything inside it is a different matter.”

      Emil’s face paled.

      The lack of security in his office took on a different meaning. Those gun turrets could be hacked by any two-bit cipher in Babylon and the Liberators could be avoided, hacked, or taken out by corporate mercs.

      And the Archangels? Minutes might as well be hours for well-equipped mercs like the ones Nick had dealt with in the past.

      To say nothing of a professional assassination outside the building. As Lucas had said, snipers were impossible to protect against.

      “Have a great day, Mr. Petr,” Nick said. “I wish you and your brother long, healthy lives. Although I imagine you might need to put in a lot of long, hard work to achieve that.”

      Nick whirled and walked out of the office. The Archangels followed without a word.

      Even in the lift, they remained quiet. For a while.

      “Shit, Waite, when’d you become scary?” Kushiel asked.

      “I don’t think I’m the scary one,” Nick said. “My guess is that the Petrs don’t have long.”

      “We could increase security for them. I assume you do not wish to do that?” Chloe asked.

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask that question and we’ll move on.”

      She blinked, then nodded. “I have filed a complete report regarding the situation with Emil Petr. The Host’s expectations are that it will be shared among the elites in the Spires within minutes.”

      “That fast?”

      “I included a summary. That increases the likelihood it will make its way to the police board, and from there to Hel and many powerful corporate executives and board members.”

      In short, Nick’s orders had set in motion a chain of events that would almost certainly end with the Petrs being dealt with. He didn’t know how to feel about that.

      For now, he ignored that fact.

      “Rie, when’s the meeting with the board?” he asked.

      “Soon enough that we should head back to Avalon,” Rie answered.

      How unfortunate. He had hoped to take a break and grab a burrito. He swore that his phone calendar placed the meeting later in the morning.

      Then again, he hadn’t kept close track of time today.

      They left Yggdrasil and drove the pointlessly short distance to Avalon’s parking. Nick didn’t question this waste of energy.

      His mind had become occupied by another question, which he asked as they ascended in the elevators to the meeting rooms.

      “If we’re closing the investigation, there’s only one loose end I still wanted to handle,” he said. “The AI influencers. Aesir and the judicial mainframes have been sparring over them, while the DAO held them in limbo. I don’t know what story the public will get sold about this—”

      “It won’t involve the CIA, Neomind, or the DAO’s secretary,” Rie said flatly.

      “No shit,” Kushiel drawled.

      “Are you still here?” Rie asked sarcastically. “Shouldn’t your bodyguard duty be over now?”

      “I’m with Waite until he tells me otherwise.”

      “The investigation is over. That means—”

      “That was the initial justification, but that’s not how my directives work. Otherwise it would be way too easy for the military to shut Waite down from the top.” Kushiel smirked. “He did a pretty good job ensuring I could basically slip the knot and do my thing.”

      Rie’s eyes narrowed, then she grinned. “Nick’s thing, you mean. Don’t think I didn’t hear all about your enjoyment of the lopsided power dynamic between the two of you. I really didn’t think you were into that sort of—”

      Kushiel’s hand slammed into Rie’s mouth so fast that Nick worried repairs might be necessary. A soft glimmer of light played over Rie’s body for a fraction of a second, so briefly that he wasn’t sure he’d actually seen it.

      “No,” Kushiel growled, face tomato red.

      Rie laughed in Nick’s earpiece, and presumably the heads of the Archangels. “You’re absolutely adorable, my dear sister.”

      “Don’t make me test your specifications, Rie.”

      Rie simply grinned.

      “This is great and all, but I had a point,” Nick said.

      The sisters looked at him, still in their awkward position. Then the elevator doors opened.

      Chloe and the others ushered everyone out and the prototypes stopped horsing around before they were spotted.

      Continuing, Nick said, “Aesir might own the AI influencers, but I’m certain they’re likely to scrap them. There’s a damn good chance they were up to their necks in this whole mess and will burn everything associated with them to a crisp. I need an excuse to keep the AIs going.”

      “That’s hard. Aesir owns them, and while the AIs are implicated in the incident, it’s effectively been resolved,” Rie said.

      “We know that. But does the public? And for that matter, we still don’t know what Neomind did to modify them. I have a hunch that there’s some connection to the neural link technology they built and the fact the DAO went down at all,” Nick said. “How the hell did a bunch of mainframes have enough bandwidth to tank the entire Altnet?”

      The Archangels shifted uncomfortably and froze.

      “Um,” Nick said.

      “We’ve attempted to jam all wavelengths nearby,” Chloe said abruptly.

      “That is a question we would have preferred you not ask outside the Task Force Headquarters,” Rie said quietly. “There is significant reason to believe that should not have been possible at all. The DAO controls all connections in and out of the Altnet, because it controls its infrastructure. For it to receive too many connections at once requires either incompetence or outright malice.”

      “Krystof,” Nick said.

      “Yes. But the question is how he got past Hel. She’s programmed to protect both Yggdrasil, the DAO, and the Spires. I feel that’s your answer, Nicholas. Too many suspicious things have happened under Hel’s watch, and that means you need to vet all of them. Hel would be the highest priority, of course. But while you’re going through dozens of advanced prototype mainframes, which might take months, surely they can aid the police department?”

      He snorted. This was, in fact, a solution to a problem he hadn’t even asked about. He’d been worried about Helena overworking herself, so giving her some mainframes as assistants would be very useful. Especially as Nick couldn’t use piles like most companies.

      “I’ll rely on your help to push that with Kim and the judicial mainframes,” Nick said.

      “I’ve already drafted the legal documents and advice.”

      That was his Rie.

      “Then let’s go see what the board wants.”

      It was time to see what this promotion business was all about.

      And, he imagined, to officially hear that Hammond would lose his job.
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      The meeting contained the same attendees as the briefing about the destroyer, with the exceptions of Griffiths and Hel. What set today apart was the lack of grim faces and Hammond’s expression, which settled somewhere between resigned and satisfied.

      Nick took a seat without being instructed this time. Most of the attendees appeared to be lost in the Altnet, save for Athena and Hammond.

      Although Athena could be doing everything at once for all Nick knew. He doubted she was restricted to controlling just her interface.

      “I take it you’re not interested in my report?” Nick asked Hammond.

      “I read the summary,” the older man said. “This is a bigger train wreck than the GWT case. That one had a fall guy that at least committed all the crimes. This one…”

      Kim cleared his throat and glared at Hammond, signaling that everyone was returning to reality.

      “Let’s not make hasty conclusions,” Kim said.

      “Rather, I think there is no need to talk about matters as if they have concluded,” Athena said. “A report is one thing. The legal matters remain open, and that stands as a stain on Babylon’s reputation for speedy resolution to such issues. May we proceed?”

      Nods all around.

      “Allow me to close off the matters regarding our… foreign friends,” Stone said with a casual smile. “We’ve returned the memory module and they’ve taken the stolen vessel back into their control. However, none of this can become a matter of public record. So long as they hold up their end of the bargain, we’ll maintain ours.”

      “Hence the need for a fall guy,” Nick said. “The organization who actually caused the Shudder can’t be blamed for it.”

      “That is how diplomacy works, I’m afraid. We have informed similar organizations that we will be taking a stricter approach going forward, as the use of unauthorized cybernetics and false implants is an escalation we’d prefer not to accept.”

      “Will they care?”

      “It will be our duty to make them care.” Stone’s voice matched his name.

      Nick didn’t miss the emphasis on “our” duty. Had Stone’s role in the department changed?

      “And what about the corporate allies?” Nick asked.

      Athena immediately looked at Stone. In a flash, the man’s visage froze over and his eyes darkened.

      “You won’t need to worry about the Petr brothers, Nicholas,” Stone said. “They’re not part of the concerns of the Neo Babylon Police Department.”

      The man sitting in front of Nick looked completely unlike his usual self. An empty mask settled over Stone.

      Nick had wondered where he stood with Stone, given the man’s position as a power broker and his attempt to assist the military in sidelining Nick in the GWT case. But now he knew that whatever Stone had felt, it had never involved placing him in true danger. The man never looked like this.

      “Got it,” Nick said.

      The moment passed and Stone returned to normal.

      Leaving it to Athena to clear her throat. “That leaves only Otis Baker, acting as Vic Ferrite, as the only public figure involved in the Shudder. No evidence has been gathered that other members of the Heirs of Babel or Altvivere knew of his involvement with the virus. The same goes for Aesir’s involvement, and I imagine that any attempt to paint them with the same brush—”

      “I am well aware that Aesir is innocent,” Stone snapped.

      Athena merely raised her eyebrows.

      “Vic spread the virus,” Nick said after a long pause. “He didn’t set out to kill anyone, but he knew something shady was happening. At no point did he care about anyone else other than himself, his greed, and his chance to get ahead. He even aided the C—”

      A burst of static interrupted Nick before he could say “CIA” and he winced.

      Then he continued while rubbing his temples, “Sorry. He even aided our foreign friends with their propaganda attacks on the Spires. The man is guilty of a lot of stuff. Especially as I guarantee he chose not to look too deeply, because that made it easier to rationalize how much money he made.”

      “He’s not a murderer, though,” Andrews said. “Most people wouldn’t think too hard about the problem. There’s even a saying about not looking a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “No, but at the end of the day, somebody needs to wear the shit.”

      Hammond shot Nick a sidelong look, then nodded. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Nick’s right. It’s usual Spires bullshit that we’re letting the real villains skate by in the public eye, but this dipshit punk? He’s no innocent. The asshole could have sailed off in his yacht whenever he wanted. People are dead because of him. Hell, he killed his friends for money. Why fight for him?”

      Andrews’s expression didn’t change. Instead, she looked at Stone, then Kim, then Athena.

      It was the last person who nodded.

      Athena said, “That establishes enough criminal activity to justify the sentence that Otis Baker will receive. I will leave it to the Spires to determine how it is explained, so long as the charges align with his actual activities.”

      “They will,” Kim said. “His actions are awful enough as is that they will require little embellishment.”

      Which likely meant the Shudder would be publicly explained as an accident. Vic had tried to make himself the greatest streamer on the planet using a virus and circumventing neural implant protections. The deaths had been accidental, but caused because the influencer didn’t give a shit about anyone other than himself.

      But that still left holes large enough to drive a US destroyer through.

      “What will the Spires do about the implants?” Nick asked. “You can’t blame Vic without leaving the question open that there was an exploit he abused.”

      Stone grimaced. “Discussions are taking place right now about those. But you’re right. The issue is…” He looked at Athena.

      She simply shrugged. “Learning about this problem has, in the minds of some—mostly Aesir’s lawyers—created an implication that the case regarding their premium implants must be restarted. We agree, but for different reasons. Namely that if they knew about this problem and ignored it, why should we trust—”

      “Not here,” Stone ground out.

      Silence ensued.

      Time to move on, Nick decided.

      “Alright, but what about the AI influencers?” he asked.

      “They’re Aesir’s property. They will be—” Kim began to say.

      “Publicly disposed of, but secretly kept for research?” Nick leaned forward. “We don’t know what our… friends did to the mainframes. And just as Vic paid no attention to the issue, the same goes for Aesir. Do we really trust them?”

      “No,” Kim said flatly.

      “Not now,” Stone said.

      “He’s right, and we all know it,” Kim pressed. “Neomind installed something in those mainframes that caused the Shudder, with assistance from foreign powers, and Aesir will sweep it into one of their labs before revealing technology far beyond anyone else’s dreams.”

      “Governments fund RTM as well, Commissioner,” Stone said flatly.

      “Not with hidden RTM mainframes and technology made by other companies.” Kim’s face reddened with fury. “This is a flagrant breach of IP laws! If Aesir wants to develop their own mainframes, or AIs, then maybe they could try putting the work in, rather than just stealing it.”

      A memory from some time ago floated to Nick’s mind. One when Kim mentioned that his son was working on AI influencers for RTM.

      No wonder the man was pissed. This time it was his son’s own job in danger by the unfair nature of Babylon’s bullshit.

      “I have a solution to propose,” Nick said.

      Rie’s eyes flashed, and everyone froze for a moment.

      Then Stone frowned. “Aesir won’t like this.”

      “They’ve hated everything I’ve done on this case. But this should make Commissioner Kim happy and also check for any surprises left by our foreign friends. We did the same after Lieu,” Nick said.

      “He’s right,” Andrews said.

      The execs deliberated in silence using their neural implants, leaving Nick out in the cold.

      “Fine,” Kim said. “We’ll go with this. You’ll get the mainframes. That resolves the investigation, I believe. Ferrite takes public blame, our foreign friends are happy, the internal matter will be resolved, and all legal matters will be filed shortly. That brings us to the next matter—”

      “The reorganization,” Stone interrupted, much to Kim’s chagrin. “The Spires has seen fit to modify the police board in advance of the looming automation of much of the department. I will be appointed as chairman, with a close advisory role to Commissioner Kim. Consider me as an alternate channel to the Spires.”

      Kim looked like he’d swallowed a lemon but remained quiet.

      Given Hammond had indicated that the automation agenda had effectively been achieved with the new reorg, this surprised Nick. The whole point of bringing Kim in was to get rid of all the humans and use dolls and mainframes instead.

      Then again, Stone made a point that he disagreed over their lunch yesterday. Had Kim’s political faction lost influence in the Assembly and the Spires? Nick had no damn clue. He didn’t follow politics.

      What followed was a quick explanation of the changes. Sure, Nick knew it was coming, but it sounded crazy to hear it.

      Almost every bureau and division was being wiped out. A single Autonomous Policing and Traffic Bureau would replace it all, with Helena effectively running it all. The only exceptions were those that needed to be isolated from her, such as the evidence management vaults, but apparently those had been earmarked to get their own mainframes now that the Spires saw how talented Helena was.

      No job was safe. Except Nick’s. The heads of the divisions were all dolls.

      “Ezekiel will head up the Archangel Division,” Kim explained. “The Oversight Task Force will be elevated to a full division under Uriel. Given the… increasing role Kushiel is playing in the police force, we’ve created a special task force directly under the bureau for her liaison position.”

      “Does that mean I’m permanently assigned here or is it business as usual?” Kushiel asked.

      “That depends on Babylon Command.”

      She clicked her tongue.

      “If Ezekiel takes over the Archangels, where does that leave me?” Nick asked.

      Despite what Hammond had told him, he still didn’t trust that he was getting a promotion. They might announce a last second firing or that he’d be shoved into a special bureau dedicated to maintaining Helena.

      “Before we announce that, there’s something else important to announce first,” Kim said.

      Then he looked at Chief Andrews, who nodded gravely and stood. “I’ve served in this department for years. Through thick and thin, feast and famine, and under different political stripes. Today has been coming for some time.”

      Hammond’s eyes widened and he gripped the table with whitened knuckles. Even Nick knew the sort of speech he was listening to.

      “I’m announcing my retirement as Chief of Police, although the effective date still needs to be finalized,” Andrews said. “I will be transferring back to the military as part of Babylon Command. Again, the exact position will be finalized, but you can expect to see more of me.”

      “You’re leaving now, Carolyn?” Hammond croaked out. “Right after getting your second wind?”

      “It’s not a second wind, Paul,” Andrews said quietly. “My transfer was organized last week. Think of this investigation as my last hurrah. A reminder of what it means to be the Chief of Police, because you should remember me at my best. Especially as you’re going to be the new one.”

      Almost everyone in the room blinked. Mostly because the majority of the occupants were Archangels. The police execs, save Hammond, remained unsurprised.

      “What?” Hammond asked, raising his voice.

      “Congratulations, Paul,” Stone said with a broad smile. “Commissioner Kim and the board have agreed to appoint you as the new Chief of Police once Carolyn transfers out. Your position as captain will be filled by Nicholas here, leaving us in very capable hands. The two of you should be very proud. Full details of the positions, pay offers, leave, entitlements, benefits etcetera are in your inboxes already.”

      Hammond gulped. “Damn. That’s a jump and a half.”

      Yet he didn’t look any happier.

      The meeting wrapped up quickly enough after some congratulations, niceties, and a promise to explain more details later.

      Hammond remained seated, staring into nothing. Andrews patted him on the shoulder as she left.

      Leaving Nick and Hammond alone, save for the Archangels.

      “Can you turn off recording?” Hammond asked.

      Rie nodded. “We’re secure.”

      “This is fucked,” Hammond grunted. “The hell am I becoming the Chief for? It’s a fucking political position, dealing with Kim, dipshits from the Spires, and lots of paperwork. All I’ll be is a figurehead.”

      “One that I’ll need,” Nick said. “I don’t know how the police department works, and you do. When things go wrong or I need advice, it’ll be nice to know you’re still here.”

      Hammond laughed. “What, you thought I was going to ignore you after I quit? I was going to wait for you to turn up to ask for help, then charge the department insane contractor rates. This ruins my plan.”

      “I think being the Chief of Police pays more.”

      “Yeah, but now it involves more bullshit. What a fucking mess.” The older man ran a hand through his graying beard. “The hell would my old man think of me? My grandpappy? A pair of beat cops, and here I am at the top of a hollowed-out police department serving the most corrupt assholes ever.”

      “Were the Spires ever not corrupt? For that matter, can they be corrupt when they own everything? I don’t think you can embezzle from yourself,” Nick said drily.

      Hammond barked with laughter again. “I guess not. Fuck. I’d ask to grab drinks, but we just had some. Don’t miss Friday this time, Nick.”

      With that, he left Nick alone with the dolls.

      “So, how does it feel being the boss of everything?” Kushiel asked.

      “I dunno. Will you do whatever I tell you to do?” he responded.

      “You programmed me to. So, yeah?”

      Nick paused. “I’m pretty sure if I follow up on that properly, Rie won’t appreciate that.”

      “I’m right here. Don’t talk about me as if I’m not,” Rie said icily. “And no, I would not. The two of you make far too many inappropriate jokes.”

      “Maybe you make far too few.” Kushiel shrugged, then looked around. “I do wonder where Zeke got to. Figured she’d have already been here. Head of all the Archangels is pretty sweet. Is she really that pissed because Waite is still her boss?”

      The answer was, of course, yes. Nick knew he’d be massaging Ezekiel’s ego for a while. Turning her opinion of him around would be no mean feat.

      Today, he decided he didn’t care.

      “You know, I feel like a break,” he said.

      “You mean leave?” Kushiel asked.

      “No, a break. I want a burrito and some coffee.”

      Rie groaned and Chloe shot him a look of betrayal.

      “You’ve already had breakfast. Lunch isn’t for some time,” Rie said.

      “Yes. All the more reason to take a break now. That meeting was a little heavy.”

      Rie seemed unpersuaded.

      Yet when they got in the lifts, they descended right past their floor in the Spire and took off to a place in the CBD that did burritos and coffee. As they crossed the bridge out of the Spires, Nick saw a formation of Kestrels fly overhead.

      Naturally, those shouldn’t be in the city at this time without good reason. Something was awry, or someone powerful had already called in a favor.

      Nick put the problem out of his mind. Instead, he focused on the present.

      A present that involved taking a break and eating a burrito. Drinking some coffee, too. The endless corruption of Babylon could wait, at least for a little while.
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