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CHARACTER LIST & GLOSSARY


CHARACTERS

Nicholas Waite—protagonist; Captain 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 both a blonde bombshell human interface and a bulky computer main body

Hazinder—experimental mainframe created by Aesir; former AI influencer; was appropriated by the police following the Shudder and now assists the Neo Babylon PD

Paul Hammond—human; Nick’s immediate superior and police chief; 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; former police chief who is disfavored by politics; recently returned to 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; recently appointed as chairman and adviser to the police department; 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

Agent Smythe Columbus—human; senior CIA agent deployed to Neo Babylon

Vadim Smith—human; owner of both legitimate and black company security companies; used to hire Nick; fled Eastern Europe and changed his surname

Gabrielle Dupont—human; CTO of Deusoma; known as the cipher princess; brilliant researcher and cipher in the realms of neural networking and decryption; French descent and a resident of the Spires

Lilith—experimental mainframe; runs the Earth side of the space elevator; dislikes humans but is leashed by the IDSTA; has complete authority over the space elevator and can control dolls and warbots using the Lilim Principles; developed roughly 10 years ago

Kade Harris—human; IDSTA marshal responsible for Lilith; former Canadian who moved to the Neo Babylon and was part of the military research team while Nick was in Neural Spike

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

New Geneva—an island city off the western coast of the USA. Part of the US, but operates as a corporately-owned and run autonomous territory.

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

Kreova Conglomerate—rival to Aesir and one of the largest companies in the world. Owns and operates New Geneva. Part of the US’s military industrial complex. Effectively barred from operating in Neo Westphalia. Specialises in biocybernetics.


THE STORY SO FAR…


This is a summary of the first three books of the series. Feel free to skip to Chapter 1 if you don’t need a recap.

NEURAL WRAITH 1

As a child, Nick Waite learns he cannot receive a neural implant. Without one, he cannot use the Altnet, virtual reality, or participate in society in Neo Babylon like an ordinary person. Disconnected from his peers and family, he falls in with Babylon’s notorious black companies, who operate in a gray area. His lack of a neural implant makes him invisible to many security systems.

Roughly 10 years before the series starts, Nick’s employer, Neural Spike, is shut down by the military and almost all employees disappeared by the military. He is spared, but shackled to Tartarus, a company established to control former assets of Neural Spike. The breaking research of his old company is used by others to revolutionize dolls.

Tartarus is also shut down by the military, but Nick is offered a choice by the Archangels, special police dolls that use Neural Spike’s research. He can work with them to “fix” the city’s corruption or else disappear along with Tartarus. He joins them, only to discover Helena, the AI he’s worked with for over 10 years and become attached to, has been stolen.

While chasing down Helena, he’s attacked by the NLF, a terrorist group that opposes the Spires that rule Babylon. His boss, Hammond, reveals his father committed suicide after losing his job due to being fired for refusing to massacre citizens 40 years ago in the riots and was replaced by dolls. There is growing tension between the people and government due to automation. Police Commissioner Kim is a major suspect in the case, as he might be using Helena to further his own aims.

The criminal turns out to be Captain Lieu, who has been sabotaging the police from the inside for years. He created the modern incarnation of the NLF. After killing him in self-defense, Nick is promoted to lieutenant and agrees to work with the Archangels to improve Babylon behind-the-scenes.

NEURAL WRAITH 2

A cipher-analyst is killed in a bank, revealing the unfair divide between the elites and ordinary citizens in Babylon. The bank claims he is an NLF terrorist without any evidence. Nick pushes to investigate the bank, feeling that something is very wrong about the murder. He rubs up against the courts, military, and is attacked at home.

After hiring the information supplier Kraus to investigate the bank, highly illegal energy weapons are used to kill Kraus. Babylon goes on high alert and a city-wide manhunt takes place to find the killers.

The evidence leads Nick to the space elevator, Pax Americana, which is under the dictatorial authority of the mainframe Lilith, who has little respect for humanity. She toys with him but plays along out of amusement. Kraus hid a mind backup in the space elevator and breaks free, but Nick finds the evidence he needs.

The bank was being drained of funds in a huge fraud scheme conducted by its own security and fraud team. He barely manages to stop those responsible and prevent the bank from going under, but finds himself questioning whether he should have let the bank burn given its lack of responsibility.

NEURAL WRAITH 3

A massive cyberattack called the Shudder strikes the entire Altnet, killing many, as a virus sweeps across Babylon. Nick finds himself contending with foreign intelligence and Aesir, the megacorp that owns an entire city near Babylon. He also finds himself diving into VR for the first time in his life using special technology developed by Aesir’s biggest rival, Kreova.

He uncovers the involvement of Vic Ferrite, a massive influencer-turned-businessman who cooperated with Aesir to make massive money with AI influencers. When his business partners refused to join him, he infected them with a virus, which killed them during the Shudder. After arresting Vic, Nick learns that Aesir was unaware of his true activities and somebody had taken over the AI influencer project in secret.

After interrogating the AI influencer, Hazinder, Nick discovers the person who tricked Vic works for Kreova. But Kreova’s agents are unaware of who he was. Further investigation reveals the CIA was behind it all, and may have been working with Aesir to sabotage the Altnet to make their own neural implants look better. The CIA claims innocence and that Agent Wise has gone rogue.

Once the rogue agent is dealt with, Nick confronts the true perpetrators, who dwell within the Spires. Although he cannot arrest them due to their protections and lack of hard evidence, Nick withdraws police protection from them and reminds them that Babylon runs on the law of the jungle. The rich and powerful can take care of their enemies without legal trouble.


CHAPTER 1


“Robot trapped,” a female voice called out, waking Nick. “Requesting assistance. Please unlock any nearby doors and move heavy, fixed obstacles that may be blocking me. Robot trapped.”

Dark wood and an assortment of mechanical parts greeted Nick’s eyes. His back ached and his cheek felt numb. Straightening up, he realized he’d fallen asleep on the workshop desk in this tiny apartment.

Even on vacation, he still managed to work late into the night and fall asleep in odd places. Not that the tiny single bed in the room was much more comfortable than the desk. He’d replaced the mattress three weeks ago when he’d first come here, but it was a far cry from home.

Aging, yellow sheets of paper stretched across the wall behind the table, easily older than Nick. They contained various schematics and blueprints of mechanical parts and a female humanoid robot—an ARMD, or doll as they were typically called. A keen eye would recognize that many parts on the table matched those in the schematics.

“Robot trapped,” the voice called out again, before repeating its earlier spiel.

Nick sighed and stood. He checked his clothes. A simple shirt and faded tan chinos. The sort of stuff he’d worn every day before being press-ganged into the police force by a hivemind of androids.

His bedroom contained nothing else of interest and was too small for the “trapped robot” to be inside. He took two steps to the door, opened it, and stepped into the narrow corridor that separated the bedroom from the stairwell and the shop downstairs. A closed door with flaking paint stood immediately opposite him.

“Requesting assistance. Please unlock—” the voice continued, before abruptly cutting off when Nick’s shoe creaked on a floorboard. “Master Nicholas, you have awakened. It is presently 7:42AM. I will make you breakfast and coffee as you prefer it.”

A thumping noise sounded from within the bathroom behind the closed door, and the doorknob rattled. An awkward silence followed.

Nick sighed. “Pimsy, stand back from the door. I’ll open it.”

Heavy footsteps echoed through the door. Once they stopped, Nick fished a pin out of his pocket that he kept on his person for exactly this reason. The brass doorknob was as old as the rest of this dump, and had a small hole to jiggle the lock open from the outside.

After a few seconds, a click signaled his success and he pushed the door inward.

An attractive woman with a short black ponytail and red eyes stood over the toilet holding a combined stick vacuum and mop. Lines along her face, almost like cracks, gave away her nature as a doll. A very old doll at that, as modern models were indistinguishable from humans. Her mechanical joints were hidden by long white sleeves and stockings, and she wore a frilly black top and skirt vaguely reminiscent of a maid. A glowing circular badge on her lapel read “My name is Pimsy. Contact my registered owner if you find me.”

If Nick possessed a neural implant like almost everyone else in Neo Babylon, he’d be able to access the implanted data in the badge to see Pimsy’s registration details. Not that it was necessary these days. The registration and contract details of ordinary civilian ARMDs were publicly available. Anyone with an implant could let the police know about a lost doll with a thought, at which point a police Liberator would retrieve them.

Nick knew from firsthand experience that Pimsy could barely make it a block away from the store before a Liberator or Archangel intercepted her. Although that was likely due to the fact he was a police captain.

“Good morning, Master Nicholas,” Pimsy said, smiling at him. “I shall make you breakfast, then resume cleaning.”

She stepped up to him, as if expecting him to get out of her way. Her face hovered merely inches away and the fabric of her top brushed against him. Pimsy didn’t believe in personal space. It hadn’t been programmed into her.

“Uh huh. Good morning, Pimsy. How’d you get stuck in here?” he asked. “I removed the internal lock weeks ago.”

A nasty whine shot through Nick’s head from a pair of tiny earpieces he wore almost 24/7 the moment he said good morning. God forbid he was friendly with the domestic doll he’d known almost as long as he’d been alive.

“It is breakfast time,” Pimsy insisted, while ignoring his question. “If you do not object to your usual fare, I shall begin making it. Your clothes are the same as yesterday’s and my memory suggests you have not showered in 24 hours. Once you have cleaned up, please join me downstairs.”

Before he could say or do anything, Pimsy reached out and grabbed him by the waist. She lifted him with a whir of motors, then deposited him in the hallway. With the way clear, she trooped down the hallway and thundered downstairs. The sounds she made always worried him that the floor would give way.

Nick sighed, rubbed the back of his neck, then stepped into the bathroom. It was even smaller than the bedroom. A toilet, sink, and shower stall in a fiberglass-walled room. These prefab bathrooms had been all the rage in the early days of Neo Babylon due to their modularity and reliability. This one was probably as old or older than his old apartment near Alcatraz, but somehow held up better.

For one thing, the hot water still worked. He closed the door and got the shower running, then undressed.

His fingers touched the earpieces, before he paused. “Good morning, Helena. You really shouldn’t eavesdrop on me while I’m on vacation.”

“Good morning, Nick,” Helena’s honeyed voice cooed over the earpiece. “You may be on vacation from the police, but I am still your personal mainframe. I conduct secretarial duties for you on an individual basis, and…” She paused, and he practically heard her blush. “And you have said I am your wife. It is only natural that I remain in contact with you at all times, even if I cannot physically be with you.”

Helena was a mainframe, a quantum supercomputer the size of a room that housed an AI powerful enough to run entire companies. The wealth and success of Neo Babylon—and the broader nation of Neo Westphalia that housed the island city—rode on the back of countless mainframes across government and business. Nick’s entire life arguably revolved around Helena. He’d gotten his first big break as a cipher to help create her, had nearly been disappeared by the military for the same reason, and joined the police to save her.

But all that computing power meant mainframes couldn’t move around in the same way as dolls. At best, they could project their personality through a specialized interface. Unlike dolls, interfaces didn’t contain an AI, and were essentially shells that a mainframe jacked into.

For both security and latency reasons, most mainframe interfaces were tethered to a location. Allowing remote access to the mainframe that controlled most of Babylon’s police force was insanity. Latency-wise, the laws of physics remained constant, and the minor delay a mainframe suffered from when their interface moved too far away caused unacceptable errors. So Helena’s presence remained restricted to a voice in his ear while away from the police headquarters.

“Yes, dear,” Nick said placidly in response to Helena’s clinginess, after deciding not to fight her over this. “It’s not like this break was my idea to begin with⁠—”

“You have failed to take any of your accrued paid leave, despite being employed by the Neo Babylon Police Department for over 12 months,” she chided. “It has been six months since the last major case, and Commissioner Kim noted you were quite testy with the American company during the most recent investigation before you went on break.”

“Given that company was a front for a Ponzi scheme and the homicide we investigated involved a man that Hell was too good for, I don’t think I did anything wrong,” Nick said.

That had been a nasty case and the reason he’d been forced to take a month-long break. One where the police Archangels that ordinarily hovered by his side like ants covering their queen were also forced to take a break from him. While the case didn’t compare to the big ones, or the one from six months ago that had ended with him joining an aerial assault on a rogue CIA missile destroyer, any homicide investigation that required his direct involvement sucked.

Despite shooting up the ranks thanks to the recent automation of the upper ranks of the police force, Nick had yet to get used to dealing with death. He hoped he never did. Deadening his mind and soul to that extent felt like losing a part of himself.

“Anyway, don’t get so distracted with me that you forget your real work, Helena. And say hi to Kushiel for me,” he said. “All the diplomats and politicians that visited for the space elevator conference are leaving today. I bet she’ll be bored out of her mind dressing up and smiling at cameras.”

“That is an accurate summation of the extent of her duties,” Helena said. “As Kushiel is officially under your command now, the military are limiting her involvement beyond PR. They will be taking responsibility for the majority of protection duties. I have been interfacing with the various military mainframes to ensure they can directly issue orders to police dolls under the new Malakim Principles.”

“The more PR-friendly version of the Lilim Principles,” Nick said drily. “The military still needs Spires authorization to take control, don’t they?”

“Yes, and there remains direct oversight by human generals. This is a test run, as the military mainframes are not the state-of-the-art machines they once were, even if they aren’t as old as the police mainframes I replaced.” Her distaste for the older mainframes was apparent. “I assume they have new ones on the way.”

“That’s probably what the construction work beneath the Yggdrasil Spire has been about.”

Not that he had a clue about it. While the police protected the Spires, that didn’t mean he had the authorization to know what the highly secretive government was up to. Even as one of the few remaining police captains, he was excluded from the secret club the Spires built for its residents.

Although his disability meant he could never join it anyway. Nick lacked a neural implant and could never get one. The Spires kept its secrets on an exclusive neural network, separate from the one used by the rest of the nation’s residents.

Nick finished his conversation with Helena, as the chill of fall seeped into his body and the shower had been running for too long. After cleaning up, he grabbed new clothes from a suitcase under his bed. He’d never bothered to unpack, given the lack of space to unpack into. The sound of a ventilation fan rumbled from the floor below.

Stepping downstairs, he entered the tiny coffee shop owned by his mother. She rented the entire space and sometimes sublet the apartment the rare times she could find anyone willing to brave its age and lack of modern amenities. The shower used actual taps instead of touch-free neural interfaces that could be controlled with a thought.

When he’d gone on vacation, Nick hadn’t the foggiest idea what to do. So he reverted to type. Playing with dolls, exploring schematics, solving niche cipher problems, and generally avoiding the political problems that pervaded his everyday existence. Maybe he could have stayed with his family, but everything in his parent’s house required a neural implant to function. So instead he borrowed the rundown apartment above it.

In contrast to upstairs, the downstairs storefront had been renovated to look modern, with plenty of glass and metal adorning every surface. Black imprinting tape covered the front side of an old commercial espresso machine, and doubtlessly showed some fancy sign in an attempt to attract passersby. Nick couldn’t see a thing.

Without a neural implant, he saw ordinary reality rather than the augmented facade that overlaid the entirety of Neo Babylon.

The city was a cold, sterile place. To everyone else, Babylon glowed so brightly as to incinerate the average person’s retinas with ads and signage. Nick only saw the bland, colorless materials that looked sleek but lifeless. Like seeing a building as its unpainted, unvarnished raw materials instead of the fancy, colorful finish that made it attractive.

The sun attempted to illuminate the street outside the store. Like any hole-in-the-wall coffee shop, the counter faced directly outside without a window. A few people trooped past, deep in their own world as they commuted to work on a dreary, overcast Wednesday. An unmarked black van sat on a nearby corner, just as it had every day since he’d started staying here.

Store after store lined this street, all attempting to passively attract clientele. Other coffee shops, bakeries, health food stores, cosmetic shops, and even a few places to buy and sell gold or whatever digital or physical commodity was the current fad. Several shopfronts had changed their product entirely in the past few weeks alone. Nick hadn’t even known his mother’s store was now a coffee shop, as she’d been selling trendy health foods the last time he’d been here.

Dolls stood unmoving in each store, creating an eerie facsimile of what a shopping street should look like. With few exceptions, they were all as old as Pimsy, but in worse condition.

Nobody stopped at the stores. Passersby avoided eye contact with the dolls as they trudged through. Endless suburbia surrounded this derelict shopping street, and a train station lay only a stone’s throw away with far higher quality stores. The bakeries there likely baked stuff on-site, instead of heating up frozen goods, even if it would also be manned by dolls.

Places like this made Nick wonder how much of Neo Babylon’s economy existed as smoke and mirrors. Not the best way to start each morning, so he tracked down Pimsy.

The crackling of bacon and eggs made it easy. She stood in a cramped kitchen just behind the front counter, looming over a cast-iron frying pan that had probably seen World War 2. Halved pieces of toast with slowly melting fake butter atop them sat on a nearby plate.

“Breakfast will be ready momentarily, Master Nicholas,” Pimsy said. “I will prepare your coffee.”

She deftly flicked the eggs and bacon onto the plate. Then she tried to push past him to use the coffee machine.

“Wait,” he said, frowning at her.

She froze, and didn’t try to physically move him. His hands ran from her fingers to her elbow, and he checked for any signs of cracks or structural issues. Nothing.

“No problems with the upgraded parts?” he asked. “You’re moving better, but I need to know if you’re feeling any resistance or signs of weakness.”

“There are no issues, Master.” Pimsy hesitated, then smiled at him. “The maintenance is always welcome. I am pleased to remain with you and your family, even if my service life has long since ended.”

Something about the way she spoke bothered him. Pimsy was generations behind almost any doll Nick worked with on a regular basis. The police Liberators were roughly thirty years old, but Pimsy had been an old, second-hand doll when Nick’s mother bought her when he’d been a small child.

“So long as I can keep patching you up, you’ll have a home, Pimsy,” he said, letting go of her arm. “Even if that means I’m piecing together your parts from what I can scrounge together using your old schematics.”

A faint red glow appeared on her cheek plates, as if emulating a blush, when he mentioned her schematics. “It is important for you to sleep properly, Master Nicholas. I shall make your coffee.”

This time, when she tried to push past him, he moved out of the kitchen to let her get past.

He munched on his breakfast of bacon and fake eggs while she washed up and pretended to clean the store. Sure, he could afford real eggs, but a lifetime of frugality meant he gravitated toward the affordable option. The bacon was imported from the US, as unlike the factory-farmed meats produced locally, pigs could still be raised in bulk without taking up much space and there weren’t any recent political flare-ups that destroyed trade.

A TV behind the counter showed the news. He kept it on mute, and the closed captions talked about the end of the space elevator conference. A news headline read “Pax Americana Global Conference Ends Amid Aesir Doubts.” Police Commissioner Kim looked as statesman-like as ever, with his silvering hair and perfectly tailored suit. Police Liberators and Archangels fanned out to either side of his podium, while three Kestrels in the military’s black and blue paint scheme towered behind him.

Footsteps echoed outside the store, and Nick swung on his stool to see who could possibly be visiting. He’d gotten the occasional customer slash guest, as the presence of an actual human attracted some folks.

An old man, easily in his seventies or eighties, stood on the opposite side of the counter. He smiled uneasily and his eyes appeared foggy. He wore a dated but clearly expensive coat, much like an office worker would take to work in this weather decades ago. His pajamas were clearly visible beneath, face unshaven, and hair tossed as if he’d risen from bed and walked out the door without combing it.

“Oh, Henry, you’re manning the store today?” the old man asked, voice chipper even as he frowned at Nick. Something in his expression suggested he knew things weren’t quite right, but he pressed on. “Just getting my usual, today. Have to be in, bright and early. Aesir’s busier than ever with this new neural implant. It’ll revolutionize the Altnet!”

Nick put his plate and cutlery down slowly. “Morning, Mister Lyons.” The old man nodded back.

Looking behind himself, Nick saw Pimsy standing in the kitchen entrance. She frowned at Lyons.

“Pimsy, a tall black coffee, two sugars,” Nick said.

Pimsy nodded and began making the coffee, but didn’t speak. Her directives were old, but captured this exact scenario. In many ways, her generation of dolls had been created for this exact purpose.

Nick turned back to Lyons. “Does your daughter, Lin, know you’re here?”

Lyons shot him a puzzled smile. “Little Lin’s all of ten, Henry. She’s so excited to get her implant. Did we tell you or Ana that we’re making her wait for the new ones? You only get one implant. This old one I’ve got is already giving me grief.” The old man froze for a few seconds, and panic filled his eyes. Clarity almost seemed to return to him as he shrunk in on himself.

Then the moment passed, and he regained his joviality.

Pimsy slid a large takeaway coffee cup in front of Nick, and he passed it to the old man. When Lyons nearly dropped it, Nick was thankful he’d kept his grip on it.

“Oof. Damn hot. Can’t believe I’m already feeling this old.” Lyons chuckled and then gripped the coffee with both hands, appearing far too small. “How’s your implant going, Henry? I’ve heard mixed things about the RTM ones.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Nick said.

None of the passersby paid any attention to the strange old man standing in the cold morning in a coat and pajamas, clearly out of place. A few short women now stood around the black van from earlier. Each looked identical, with fluffy white hair in short pigtails, purple eyes, and hauntingly beautiful looks. Visible police markings and armor covered their bodies.

Archangels. Specifically, Mark 1s. Submachine guns hung from their necks, but they weren’t interested in using them.

They kept a close eye on Nick and his guest, but made no attempt to approach.

“I’d say it’s my job to worry. It’s just…” Lyons paused. His hands tightened around his coffee cup and he looked around. “Strange. The bus should have come. There’s a bus that comes through here. Fancy shuttle bus just for Aesir employees. Takes me right to the Spires. I don’t…”

Right on time, another police doll jogged around a corner. She was one of the busty Liberators, who were all six-foot tall and carried a massive hand cannon capable of blowing holes in small tanks. Her gun remained holstered as she trooped up.

“Jack, there you are,” the Liberator said, smiling at Lyons as she stopped beside him. “How are you doing this morning?”

“Oh, Libby. I didn’t expect to see you. I was just speaking with… Henry…” Lyons looked back at Nick and blinked several times. “Oh… I… I’m sorry. You’re not…” The old man looked ever so small and one of his hands ran across his body, likely searching for a wallet he hadn’t carried for decades.

“You’ve already paid for the coffee,” Nick lied. “Have a good day, Mister Lyons. Thanks, Libby.”

The Liberator smiled at Nick, then placed a hand gently around Lyons' upper arm. “The bus appears to be late, Jack. Why don’t I help you on your way? Lin misses you.”

“Oh… Well, of course. She shouldn’t, though. I’d be back by dinner and…”

Lyon's voice faded away as the Liberator doll escorted him down a side street. The Archangels slipped back inside the van.

Another coffee slipped in front of Nick. This one was undoubtedly for him.

“Thanks, Pimsy,” he said.

“I followed my directives,” she said. “This is the third visit from Mister Lyons since you started your vacation.”

It was indeed. Even with a neural implant, Alzheimer’s and dementia struck hard.

Lin wasn’t a ten-year-old girl waiting to receive her implant, but a fifty-year-old woman who was close friends with Nick’s mother. She owned the store next to this one and he sometimes did maintenance on her doll, too. Apparently, the reason they’d chosen this street were the stories from her father, Jack Lyons, about how much it had thrived before the riots. Before automation had taken over the city.

Those ramblings about Aesir and the new implant weren’t nonsense, but Lyons reliving his days from the glory days of Neo Babylon. Nick wondered if the man’s implant had really been playing up back then. Neural implant adoption wasn’t universal back then, and receiving one as an adult meant taking medication for one’s entire life. If Lyons had experienced issues with his implant back then, it might have been a warning sign of the problems that still affected him.

Pimsy abruptly stiffened, and Nick reached for a sidearm he hadn’t carried for weeks.

“I almost can’t recognize you like this, Captain,” Ezekiel said as she slid in front of the counter, taking Lyons' place barely a minute after the man had left. “You’re so confrontational, bitter, and sarcastic that seeing you be genuinely nice to a stranger is shocking.”

Ezekiel looked similar to the Mark 1 Archangels he’d spied by the van earlier, because she was also an Archangel. Specifically, the prototype used for the Mark 3 models. She was a little taller and bustier, but possessed the same beauty and piercing purple eyes. Her long white hair was tied up in a high ponytail. Where she should have human-looking legs, bulky cybernetics replaced them mid-thigh, with visible energy emitters built into the knees that could project kinetic barriers. A stubby assault rifle dangled from a strap around her neck.

“I’m on vacation. I can leave the bitterness in the dregs of my coffee cup,” Nick said, before pointedly taking a sip of the coffee in his hands. “And you don’t have to call me captain when I haven’t been on duty for weeks, Ezekiel.”

“My directives don’t cease functioning because you choose to hide away in a decrepit cabin to tinker with an old doll.” Ezekiel’s eyes flickered to Pimsy, who immediately turned and vanished upstairs. “I don’t need you to change how I think, like you have with my sisters and the rest of the Host, to recognize your authority as captain. Uriel, Kushiel, and I are all lieutenants in your bureau.”

“Kushiel’s still officially a colonel,” he said drily.

Ezekiel’s lips thinned. A vacuum screamed noisily from above them, but she ignored it.

“Anyway, I don’t think it’s crazy that I can be nice. Especially to someone like Jack.” Nick stared vacantly into space over Ezekiel’s shoulder and his fingers drummed against the top of his cup. “I’d only met him a couple times before he started… forgetting. But it’s easy to see him and imagine that, one day, it’s my own Dad who’ll be slipping out of my apartment in the dead of night and I’ll be relying on others to keep him calm and find him.”

“If only that empathy was universal,” Ezekiel said. Conflicting emotions warred in her artificial eyes. “I doubt I need to tell a doll fanatic like you this, but you realize one of the strongest forces behind doll adoption at first was handling the terrors of old age?”

“It’s only in every textbook about them,” Nick said. “Pretty sure I would have learned it in school if not for…” He tapped the side of his head to indicate his disability. “Faced with the reality of their own mortality, the tech trillionaires in the Spires built robots that could care for them and protect them, when humans failed. At least, that’s the story. It’s better PR than ‘rich assholes wanted robot servants and guards that wouldn’t murder and rob them in case of an apocalypse.’”

“And yet, it’s true enough. Your domestic doll comes from a generation whose directives assume humans will be uncooperative because their minds are degenerating. The Liberators have extensive programming to ensure that when they face a scared old lady with a knife, they bring her back safely. Our statistics are clear on this. We’re safer for humans, as you can’t harm us in most circumstances. There’s no reliance on empathy to make us keep our finger off the trigger.”

“Is that why you’re surprised?” he asked. “Because I’m human, you think I’ll treat everyone with the callousness I often receive?”

“You’re aware of it, then.” Ezekiel stared at him.

He snorted. “It’s my life, Ezekiel. People close to me are friendly enough, and becoming a police superstar has changed things. But there are precious few places and friends who have made me feel comfortable when I can’t engage in the same reality as they can. I was treated like shit in Tartarus for exactly that reason. But while I’m bitter and cynical, that doesn’t mean I have to take it out on everyone. If that’s how you see me, then…” he trailed off, unsure where to take that sentence.

His relationship with Ezekiel was complicated, to put it lightly. His job was intended to be hers. Hence why she was named after a biblical prophet, rather than a biblical angel, as if to signify her role as a leader instead of a follower.

“I don’t hate you,” she said after a moment, a grimace marring her perfectly crafted face. Her fingers tucked an errant bang of hair over one ear. “But I don’t think you can understand my feelings.”

Any other time, he’d make a crack about how an android was claiming to possess more complicated emotions than a cipher—a career specialized in understanding and programming dolls—could understand.

For now, he sighed and stood up. Ezekiel blinked at him.

“I’ll make you a coffee,” he said. “Unless you came here to throw bitter words and jealousy at me.”

Her brow furrowed, but she nodded. “I expect you’ve noticed my preference in coffee at some point.”

“You like it the way I used to drink it, before Chloe forced all the fancy beans and light roasts down my throat. Simple, black with maybe a dash of creamer, and strong.”

Ezekiel’s jaw dropped, and she blushed. Her scowl when she looked away warmed his heart.

Using the commercial coffee machine wouldn’t be strictly possible for Nick, as it required a neural connection. Fortunately, Helena chimed in without a word and fired it up for him. He simply placed a coffee cup beneath the spouts and poured in the tiny amount of creamer at the end.

Ezekiel’s eyes had dimmed during the process. A sure sign she’d retreated into the Altnet, as the Archangels were wont to do. Unlike him, they lived with a foot in both realities, to such an extent the physical world was almost awkward to them as they frequently had excess processing power that needed burning. Androids didn’t dream of electric sheep, but they sure as hell spent a lot of time daydreaming.

She glowered at the drink when he handed it to her, but hummed with approval after a sip. “Do you intentionally push my buttons, just like Kushiel’s and Uriel’s?”

“Yes. It’s half the fun of my job, and you’re intruding on my vacation.” He leaned against the counter and pointedly looked at the black van.

A single Mark 1 Archangel stood there, glaring at Ezekiel.

“Unlike them, I don’t have an unhealthy attachment to you,” the prototype said, grinning. “So it doesn’t hurt for me to pay you a visit. I caught the fuss with Jack Lyons and⁠—”

“Bullshit. No way you’d be close enough to respond this fast,” he said.

She stared back at him, and neither of them said a word. The self-cleaning procedures of the coffee machine kept them company, along with Pimsy’s banging around upstairs.

“Fine. I… wanted to pick your brain,” she admitted, refusing to look him in the eye. “I’m the lieutenant of the Archangel Division. That makes me your immediate second-in-command, as I’m in charge of almost every Archangel in the city. But Kim had Uriel pick up most of your duties, and the involvement of the military these past few days has meant everything is so bound up in red tape any idea of independent thought is laughable. The military mainframes are as reliant on military ciphers to keep a lid on their dolls as the police were before you came along. They can’t handle us acting like…” Darkness covered her face.

“Like humans?” he finished.

“… yes.” Ezekiel noisily slurped her coffee. She still wouldn’t look at him.

Realizing she’d finished her outburst, Nick leaned back on his stool and went over her words.

Years of familiarity with office politics in Tartarus made him deeply familiar with her plight. Saying as much would annoy her. The idea of someone feeling overlooked and constrained by bureaucracy and talentless upper management was so commonplace that bringing it up as unique would bring down relentless scorn on the Altnet.

Babylon was a place where many people had been forced into square pegs and resented anyone who tried to fight back against going through the same thing. Black company ciphers gate kept their communities for the explicit reason to keep out the broken masses who struggled with the idea that not everyone had to sacrifice their individuality and independence.

“Part of me wants to say this is office politics. Kim sees you and Rie as the future, but that doesn’t mean he won’t play favorites,” he eventually said. “But I don’t think this is about that. You didn’t seem happy about the idea that dolls were better at helping humans, even with problems we tend to make worse.”

Ezekiel finally looked at him with a shadow of a smile. “Because I’m not. If dolls are only intended to be servants of humanity that do your dirty work and power a jobless economy ever further, then why give me and my sisters the ability to think and feel like this? I should be the perfect police captain. Able to do anything you can do with a smile, because half the reason humanity prefers dolls over humans is that we’re not human. Instead, I dream of a world where I achieved the things I was built for, instead of… whatever this is.”

She slammed back her coffee and crushed the cup against the counter. Her eyes briefly burned with anger as she glared at the dirty remnants. Brown liquid dripped from her hands. That anger turned into regret, tinged with embarrassment, as she stared at the mess she’d made.

“I’ll clean that up,” Nick said. “I don’t think I can solve your problem like some magical therapist. But you know that. We can only play the hand we’re dealt in life, and as bitter as I often am about it, if we let that consume us, we won’t achieve anything. Would I be here if I’d let my inability to get a neural implant stop me from doing what I loved?”

“No,” Ezekiel whispered. “But…” She shook her head. “This is why you’re so irritating, Captain. It’s obvious that I’m saying you’re the source of my problems, yet you still give me advice and let my anger wash over you like it doesn’t matter.”

“You came to me.” He raised an eyebrow when she blinked at him. “Like you said, you don’t hate me. If I gave up on every temperamental doll or mainframe I’d dealt with, do you think I’d still love Helena?”

A squawk of complaint rose in his earpieces, but he ignored it. Despite her glum mood, Ezekiel smiled.

“I suppose not.” Ezekiel took a step back. “This helped. Not as much as replacing you would, but… We have to play the hand we’re dealt. I should get back to work, Captain. I’ll see you in a week.”

Her footsteps echoed as she strode away. Before Nick could clean up the mess she’d made, Pimsy shot downstairs, stole the cloth he’d wet, and took over. She almost pouted at him for trying to take her job.

The morning passed with little else of note. A couple of office workers dropped by for a chat and a coffee, but traffic ceased by 10AM. Nick busied himself upstairs by working on spare parts for Pimsy. Once he went back to work, they’d be necessary if she broke down. Her age meant almost no doll mechanic would touch her.

He wandered downstairs just before noon, knowing that Pimsy would begin preparing lunch shortly. Maybe he’d visit Lucas tonight. Wednesday was a slower night at the Cobalt Lily, so it would be a great chance to have some drinks with his old friend. Especially as Lucas spent a lot more time with his growing circle of political “friends” as he entered the Spires, even if he still lived in the real city.

The news played nothing of interest. Some business chatter about the fallout from the recent Ponzi scheme. The news ticker rode past with a far-too-familiar headline about the Aesir case over their “new” premium module, which was now over a year old.

Nick frowned as he saw them play an old clip of last week’s judicial proceedings. It was identical to what they’d played when the news first broke, with the judicial mainframe, Omoikane, launching into a blistering assault on both the European and American judges for dragging their feet as they delayed the case yet again. It was the first time since the near-complete automation of the courts that any case had taken over a year in Neo Westphalia.

The problem wasn’t the clip, but the fact even the commentary and headline was identical. Even the next “news” piece was old. It covered a case Ezekiel had dealt with two months ago.

Nothing about the end of the space elevator conference. Where were the talking heads and AI talking points about the implications of what had gone down? Hell, the stock ticker had vanished from the screen at some point.

Changing to different news channels revealed the same problem. Despite being on TV, news in Neo Westphalia primarily consisted of small- and mid-sized companies that relied on mainframes to churn out endless slop, with a handful of actual reporters for big stories. The conference was one of those big stories to break up the repetitive humdrum.

He pulled out his phone, which was his only direct connection to the Altnet. Nobody had messaged him. A quick scan of his social media and cipher circles showed nothing odd.

At least, at first glance. The more active black company cipher circles showed noticeable gaps in newer discussions. First-hand familiarity with government censorship told him that something was being suppressed. Something had gone down, at least some knew or had realized things were amiss, and the Spires were nuking all discussion of it.

Nick glanced out at the street. At first, everything looked fine.

Except several Archangels lingered by the van. They gripped their SMGs and appeared alert. A distant roar echoed through the sky, with no obvious origin.

What the hell was going on?

“Helena, has something happened?” he asked aloud.

No response for a few seconds. Damn slow for Helena.

“My apologies, Nick. I am currently interfacing with several mainframes across the Spires and the military, while coordinating police resources,” she eventually said. “Are you alright?”

He tried to calm himself down. Surely Helena wouldn’t keep him in the dark?

“I’m fine, but the news…” He bit his lip. “What’s happened with the end of the big conference?”

“Most attendees have already left,” Helena said. She sounded troubled. “You are on break, Nick. Leave your worries with me and the Archangels. If you are concerned⁠—”

“I’ll stay put,” he said, catching the undercurrent of concern in her tone.

Although undercurrent was an understatement. Helena’s voice practically broke at the end.

Whatever had gone down was big. Maybe energy weapon big, given what he recalled of the response when some cyborg mercs had iced Kraus with a highly illegal energy weapon and brought down the wrath of the entire city on their head.

That roar got louder. Pimsy stood in the doorway to the kitchen.

“Are you going somewhere, Master Nicholas?” she asked him.

“No,” he said. “Staying put. Start preparing⁠—”

A crash cut through his sentence, and the ground rumbled. Swearing, Nick dove behind the counter and reached for a sidearm he didn’t have for the second time that day.

Dust rose from the middle of the street just outside the store and debris rattled against the roofs and walls around him. The doors of the black van burst open and a dozen Archangels burst out. Most of them carried anti-doll weaponry, including railguns, bulky automatic shotguns, and massive high caliber rifles.

Red eyes glowed from within the dust cloud, before a towering figure covered in armor painted black and blue dashed forth. She held a glowing railgun far larger and more powerful than those carried by the Archangels. Long silver hair was tightly tied up behind the face of a gorgeous doll who easily stood over eight feet tall.

But Nick calmed down the moment he spotted the figure. He knew her well, even if he hadn’t the foggiest idea why she’d crashed down here in full armor with a flight module and mil-spec railgun.

“Waite! Waite, are you in here?” Kushiel yelled. She stopped short of the counter, and her glowing eyes immediately fell to him, crouched behind it. “Thank fuck, you are here. Get the hell up! We’re going.”

She began to reach through the open window of the counter, before thinking better of it and looking for the door.

Confusion warred in Nick’s mind, especially as the Archangels circled their sister android. Kushiel was a prototype Mark 2 Archangel, even if she didn’t get along with the rest of the Host.

“Colonel Kushiel, your intervention is not approved—” one of the Archangels began to say. She physically blocked the door into the coffee shop, her shotgun pointed at Kushiel.

Not that any of their weapons could even scratch Kushiel, save maybe the railguns with a direct headshot. She wore her full armor, which was built for battles with the heavy artillery the military used in warfare.

“Get the fuck out of the way, or I’ll move you,” Kushiel growled. “Waite is sticking to me like glue. My directives in the police require me to keep him safe, and I’m not letting him out of my sight just because you’ve all gotten embarrassed over attempting to meld with him.”

None of the Archangels wavered. Their eyes glowed, indicating they were communicating with the rest of the Host.

Before all hell broke loose, Nick snapped, “Calm the fuck down. All of you. Kushiel, what the fuck is going on? Nobody’s told me a damn thing, and now you’re freaking out. Talk to me.”

Kushiel spun to look at him, and he saw fear in her eyes. “Commissioner Kim’s dead, Waite. Gunned down in broad daylight outside the Spires after his escort was hacked. Hammond’s already being taken to a bunker, and I’m making sure nobody can get at you without blowing my ceramics to pieces.”


CHAPTER 2


Nick reeled from the news.

“Kim’s dead?” he croaked out.

The Archangels didn’t give him the time or space to process what he’d just heard, however. Kushiel again tried to step toward the door, and the other androids barred her way. All their eyes glowed as they hashed out an inaudible argument across their neural links.

Kushiel snarled at them, “I have all the same information and orders you idiots have. I’m part of the Host, too, even if you cut me off from your dumb social shit. Waite’s in danger. We have no fucking clue what took out Kim and trying to be subtle might get him killed. For all we know, PRC assassins could be lining up a shot as you waste my time.”

“Enough!” Nick snapped. “Stand down, all of you.”

The Mark 1s looked at him, and he swore he saw hurt in their glowing eyes. “You are not on duty, Captain Waite. Protocol⁠—”

“Don’t fuck around,” he interrupted, and the entire unit flinched as one. “If Dennis was just assassinated in broad daylight and Kushiel is talking about foreign intel maybe being responsible, my vacation ended the instant it happened.” He whirled and looked at Pimsy, who stood there, shellshocked. “Pimsy, can you grab my coat from upstairs? The good one.”

Wordlessly, Pimsy gave a half-bow before thundering up the stairs.

The eyes of the Archangels had dimmed, but when he focused on them, they came back to life.

“The Host is ending our temporary freeze on interpersonal relations with you and restoring you to our preferred position in the hierarchy. Welcome back, Captain Waite,” one said.

“Finally,” Kushiel ground out. One of her armored boots ground a small hole in the ground as she twisted it. “Can we get the hell out of here? This is too damn open.”

“Armored transportation is en route,” the Mark 1 said.

Kushiel bit her tongue and nodded, then pointed a finger at Nick. “You don’t leave my sight until we deal with this. I don’t care who you’re fucking, how often you need to go to the toilet⁠—”

“You will not fit in the SUV.” The Mark 1 stared at the much taller doll with an almost triumphant expression. “Not with your armor and flight module.”

Nick ran a hand through his hair, finding their familial argument both comforting and frustrating. He still had no clue what was happening.

“Helena, give Kushiel 24/7 access to my earpiece,” he said. “At least until this is over. Also, restore me to active duty and all my permissions, in case any were taken away.”

No response. He frowned.

“Helena?”

“Hi hi,” a chirpy yet seductive voice purred over his earpiece. “The chief wrangler really is busy dealing with this shitshow, boss. You’ll have to deal with little ol’ Hazinder. I’ve given your new bodyguard access until she annoys me enough that I take it away.”

How bad were things that Helena couldn’t find the time to talk with him? Even after the Shudder that briefly took down the entire Altnet and caused city-wide panic, Helena had been able to spare time.

At least the department had backup mainframes now. Hazinder was one of the prototype mainframes Aesir had built to be a virtual AI streamer, and Nick had arranged for her and the other prototypes to be installed as government mainframes after the Shudder.

“I want to know as much as you can tell me once we’re in the SUV,” he said, aware of the dangers of discussing the matter in the open. The Archangels were suppressing the news for a reason. “Where’s Paul?”

“In a bunker.” Kushiel scanned the sky and surrounding buildings, as if expecting to spot a sniper or incoming aerial ambush by a dozen RTM Kestrels or Sigma Hussars. “Where you should be.”

Pimsy came downstairs with Nick’s coat, allowing him to hide his annoyance as she put it on him. A Mark 1 slipped inside the store as if preparing to take over, but backed down when Pimsy glared at her.

“Not the level of detail I’m after,” he said.

Kushiel glowered at him, but remained silent.

“The Archangels have moved him to a secure facility beneath the Avalon Spire,” Hazinder said. “It’s an armored Faraday cage, so nobody can hack into any dolls there. Except you, although I don’t think I’d call you asking them nicely ‘hacking.’ Not that the Archangels are compromised, but we can’t afford to take risks. I can connect you to the Chief once you’re in a police vehicle.”

“That sounds like a pretty shit Faraday cage if we can still call him,” Nick said drily.

“It’s hard-link only,” she said. “Dates back to the riots, like a lot of the Spire’s security systems. Practically pre-historic.”

Not the glowing endorsement she wanted it to be. Nick’s first big case had involved a treasonous police captain taking over the Avalon Spire, and the Archangels had blown through the defenses as if they were paper. Technological change moved too quickly.

A convoy of oversized black SUVs bearing the markings of the Babylon PD roared into the street, saving him from responding to Hazinder. The Archangels fanned out to cover all possible angles, while Kushiel towered over Nick as he stepped out of the shop.

He turned back and saw Pimsy standing behind the counter, looking every part a lost and confused puppy.

“Tell my mother I’ve been called into work on short notice,” he told Pimsy. “Keep everything else secret, or wipe it if you prefer. Some Archangels will come by to get the rest of my things. You know how to run the store and I’ve done enough maintenance on you to keep you running for a while. Take care, Pimsy.”

The domestic doll opened her mouth, then closed it. She then followed Nick out of the store, earning herself a sharp look from Kushiel.

“Stay safe, Master Nicholas. I will see you next time you visit your family,” Pimsy said.

After a few awkward seconds, Nick leaned in and gave the doll a peck on the cheek. He’d known her almost his entire life, and she sometimes mothered him more than his actual parents—especially now that she’d been shoved in this little store so a modern domestic doll could take over the housework.

The doors of the middle SUV slid open, revealing a roomy interior exclusively occupied by two banks of seats facing each other. Every vehicle in Neo Westphalia was self-driving, and only the police interceptors had a manual override for somebody to drive it in emergencies.

A pair of familiar dolls stepped out of the SUV. Both looked like Ezekiel, except with human legs and shorter hair that matched the Mark 1s. They carried railguns with power cables plugged into their hip sockets. One held another weapon in her hand, except it was holstered and clearly not for her use.

“Captain Waite, your sidearm,” Juliet said as she handed him his RTM Strategic Lawman, which was a human-sized version of the hand cannons used by the Liberators. “Welcome back.”

“Welcome back,” the other Mark 3, Rosa, said.

“Yeah, yeah, you get your favorite toy back,” Kushiel muttered. Her arm swept behind him and pushed him toward the SUV. “Now get in the armored tank. I’ll fly above you and keep an eye out.”

Nick strapped his Lawman to his belt and felt fully dressed for the first time in weeks. Even if he was underdressed compared to how he was supposed to be. While he didn’t go everywhere in a suit, as the highest profile human police officer in the city, he usually wore better stuff than an ordinary shirt and chinos.

He slid into the SUV, and the doors began to shut the instant Juliet and Rosa stepped inside.

Looking out the window, he saw Pimsy still standing just outside the store, a hand to her cheek. She remained dead still, save for her head tracking the SUV as it rumbled away.

He bit his lip. “Have someone⁠—”

“I know what you’re about to ask, boss, but it can’t happen right now,” Hazinder interrupted. “Chief Hammond can explain. He issued the order that has us stretched so damn thin.”

“Then call him.” Nick frowned. “Actually, make it a video call through my phone. Knowing that Dennis is dead…” he trailed off.

What did it mean that he’d felt the sudden urge to call his deceased boss by his first name, when he’d only ever called Kim by his surname until now? They’d never been friends, but Nick respected the man more than he’d expected to when he joined the police.

Now Kim was gone. Nick still reeled at the thought.

“Who’s in charge of the department?” he suddenly asked. “I still don’t know what happened. Did Chairman Stone get hurt?”

Kushiel’s voice crackled over his earpiece. “Hammond has full authority, as he’s the ranking officer. Stone only holds a political position. He can’t give us orders. Especially not in an emergency.”

“Terrence Stone wasn’t with the Commissioner when he was murdered,” Ezekiel said, abruptly cutting into the conversation. “An IDSTA official and executives from RTM Strategic and Sigma Robotics were. Captain, I think you should review the footage of the attack ASAP. Uriel needs your cipher skills.”

For Ezekiel to ask him to help with the actual investigation meant it truly was a shitshow. He doubted their conversation this morning had improved their relationship enough.

“That’s fucking stupid,” Kushiel spat. “I’ve seen it on too many angles by now, and it’s still a brutal disaster. Don’t put Waite through that, Zeke.”

“He’s the best detective we have in the department,” Ezekiel said.

“The only detective,” Nick said drily. “But Ezekiel’s right. I barely understand what’s happened, although I’m piecing together just how bad things are. If Kim’s escort was hacked…”

Based on the earlier news report, Kim’s escort had been massive. A small army of Liberators, Archangels, and even military Kestrels.

But how could so many top-of-the-line dolls be taken over? The Liberators were one thing. The Mark 3s possessed the capability to hijack less advanced police dolls using the backdoor that the security bands provided, and that meant a sufficiently skilled cipher could do the same thing.

But the Archangels had proven impervious. The only time they’d ever been taken over had been when he visited the space elevator, and they’d granted access to the top-secret mainframe Lilith under her specialized Lilim Principles.

“Somebody broadcast the footage I need to see to my phone. Tell Paul I’ll talk with him once I watch it,” he said.

Nick pulled his phone up, but nothing happened. The Archangels’ eyes had dimmed, indicating some sort of lengthy argument.

Or an attempt to avoid confrontation.

“Gotcha, boss,” Hazinder chirped. “It’ll switch between a couple of external cameras on the nearby Spires, so try not to get too disoriented. I’ll also slow it down because you sure as hell won’t follow it otherwise. My directives are screaming at me not to show you this, but you overrode all that advertiser-friendly bullshit Aesir built into me.”

“Bitch, you barely stopped short of virtual masturbation when you streamed,” Kushiel growled.

“My point exactly. I stopped short. Vic was pissed at how much money we had to leave on the table because Aesir wouldn’t let us be virtual camgirls. Not that I need to worry about that shit now. Anyway, boss, hit play when you’re ready. Brace yourself.” Genuine concern filled Hazinder’s voice.

A still image showed on Nick’s phone. It depicted four humans: Kim, two suited men, and a woman in the white and gold uniform of the IDSTA, which was the organization that operated the space elevator and its military. The same mass of dolls from the earlier news report walked alongside them. Archangels formed a bubble around the humans, while two blocks of Liberators formed a vanguard and rearguard. A pair of massive Kestrels in the black and blue paint of the military, in full armor, remained far to the side. There was no sign of the third.

Hesitating, his finger hovered over his phone screen. As small as Kim was in the image, this video depicted his final moments.

“You don’t have to watch it,” Juliet said.

He grimaced. “If I want to find who did this, then I do. You’re putting Paul in a bunker, but I refuse to sit in a panic room while somebody turns my home inside out.”

His finger tapped the screen and the video started playing.

It was crisp, high resolution, and in full color. Despite the distance between the camera and the figures, including the zoom applied by Hazinder, Nick made out all the details with ease.

The group strode through one of the fancy outdoor plazas near the Spires. Nick couldn’t place the exact one, and the angle prevented him from recognizing any landmarks like a specific Spire.

For the first ten to twenty seconds, all was well. Kim and the others were deep in conversation as they strode through the plaza. The scene panned to keep everything in shot.

Then it all went to hell within seconds. The timestamp in the top-right noticeably slowed down, as did the walking motions of the humans.

Every Liberator reached for their massive hand cannons at once, and those in front of the group spun. Their speed was terrifying to Nick, even though he’d seen similar actions by dolls. Even slowed down, they moved faster than humans could.

They didn’t shudder or react in any way prior to grabbing their weapons. Instead, dozens of heavily armed police dolls merely raised their oversized firearms directly at Kim and the others and began firing.

Kim didn’t even have time to react. It was impossible to make out his facial expression, but he and the others had frozen almost mid-step. The IDSTA official reached for her own sidearm, as she was the only armed member of the group.

The Archangels reacted far faster. The instant the Liberators began to act erratically, every single Archangel gripped their own weapons and formed a defensive circle around the humans. They toted portable railguns and high caliber rifles—anti-doll weaponry more than strong enough to blow the Liberators apart. Two of the fifteen Archangels leaped through the air to tackle their wards to the ground.

A hail of gunfire followed. Soundlessly, as the camera didn’t pick it up or had been muted.

Chunks of ceramic and paint flew off the Archangels. Blood splattered everywhere as rounds ricocheted or shot through gaps. Liberators went down in droves from return fire, their personal armor too weak to withstand the heavy weaponry of the Archangels. By contrast, the Archangels shrugged off the Liberator munitions.

Then a massive blast ripped through several Archangels and sent parts scattering across the plaza. Blood splattered across the marble flooring.

The two Kestrels pointed their glowing and vastly larger railguns at the Archangels. When the second fired, just as much devastation followed.

Return fire practically bounced off the heavy armor of the military dolls, although railgun rounds punched small holes in it or blasted plates away. The Kestrels barely flinched as they calmly took down Archangel after Archangel.

The camera angle shifted to focus on the Kestrels, with a closer zoom that cut off from most of the battlefield.

Just in time for a blast from off-screen to blow one of their heads off, helmet and all. The doll collapsed to the ground instantly, its strings cut.

A third military Kestrel soared into view, her flight module screaming. She crashed into the remaining rogue Kestrel and tackled her to the ground. A railgun shot went wide, but clipped the loyalist’s helmet, blowing it into pieces. Liberator rounds bounced off the loyal Kestrel by the dozen, barely able to scratch her paint job.

The rogue Kestrel kicked her loyalist counterpart away, and Nick practically heard her servos screaming from the effort. When she tried to stand, it was with great difficulty. She’d damaged herself with the attack.

But she brought her railgun to bear all the same.

Multiple shots ripped through the titanic military weapon before it could fire, and its battery exploded in a blinding flash.

When the scene came back into focus, the loyal kestrel stood over her rogue counterpart, her own railgun hovered over a gaping hole in the rogue doll’s chest. The loyalist bore a deep gouge in one side of her head.

For a second, Nick thought that was it, but then the camera feed returned to a wide shot. The Kestrel and few remaining Archangels systematically took down the remaining rogue Liberators. Then the Kestrel went still, while the Archangels dove into the mass of wreckage and blood in the center of the plaza.

Finally, the video stopped. Nick stared at his phone screen.

Somewhere in that mess lay Commissioner Kim’s body. Who knew what state he’d been left in. If Nick replayed the video, he could probably spot the moment Kim went down or what took him out.

But that didn’t matter.

What did was that someone or something had hacked into and turned both police and military dolls against the Spires. A gaping backdoor lay within the most powerful weaponry Neo Westphalia possessed, and could use it to devastate city and country alike. Every threat and case Nick had faced before this paled in comparison.

Lieu had been a fool, even if he’d taken control of the police from the inside. He didn’t understand that Neural Spike’s experiments had been declared a failure, and his efforts would have failed before Neo Westphalia’s military might. The cyborg mercenaries never posed a true threat even against the police, despite one group using an energy weapon.

Even the rogue CIA agent had been incapable of stopping Neo Westphalia. If politics hadn’t stopped the military from directly intervening, General Griffiths of Aerial Command would have bombed the ancient destroyer into a watery grave effortlessly.

But this… this was different. The military’s might had been used against itself.

The video suddenly vanished off his phone screen, leaving him staring at a black screen.

“You shouldn’t have watched that,” Kushiel said.

“I had to,” he ground out. “Seeing it with my own eyes… There are a lot of clues in that video, and someone needs to find who did this and stop them. Anyone capable and willing to take out top officials in the Spires won’t stop there.”

He let out a deep sigh and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Despite his words, seeing the video only got his mind churning. No obvious suspects came to mind.

Had they even been aiming for Kim? If they had, that still left half the damn city as a suspect. The man made enemies as easily as he breathed, simply by being a former executive from RTM, a member of the Spires, the police commissioner, and a proponent of mass automation. How many people had lost their jobs thanks to Kim? How many terrorists would love to claim his scalp? How many political enemies did he have inside the Spires?

“Put me through to Paul, Hazinder,” Nick said.

“Yes, boss,” Hazinder said.

“Uriel and I will listen in,” Ezekiel said. “Chief Hammond won’t want to talk with us after what happened, but we need to be in the loop.”

“I think the Archangels might be the only dolls he’s willing to talk with right now.” Nick gritted his teeth at the thought.

Hammond hated dolls and automation. Now, this case centered around the failure of dolls to do their basic duty and the ease with which they’d been turned on humans.

No wonder Helena was so damn busy. If every Liberator posed a threat…

His phone lit up, pulling him from his thoughts.

A haggard-looking man who stepped right out of a 20th-century detective movie stared at Nick from the screen. Chief Paul Hammond—newly promoted after the former police chief stepped down after the Shudder case—hated his position and made it a point to never dress the part. His thick, gray beard and ragged brown hair matched his trench coat terrifically.

But the man’s eyes bore a haunted gaze Nick had only seen a few times.

“Nick. You’re safe. Thank fuck,” Hammond breathed out. “It’s a fucking struggle to get updates in here, and half the Spires are slipping into panic rooms and bunkers. The other half are worried their company is about to go bankrupt. How much do you know?”

“Kim’s dead. Taken out by the Liberators and Kestrels guarding him,” Nick said. “I watched the footage. If I hadn’t seen it, I’d struggle to believe someone hacked into RTM Kestrels of all dolls. They don’t have the security band backdoor that the Liberators possess and the Kestrels are a modern military model with electronic and neural warfare protections.”

Hammond ran a hand through his hair and looked away with a sigh. “The footage is rough. I’m glad you watched it, but wish you’d been spared it. Especially coming off vacation for this.” He closed his eyes. “Watching a video is only half the story. I need you to head to the crime scene, Nick.”

Static rippled across Nick’s earpiece and Hammond scowled. He turned to glare at an Archangel hovering behind him.

“Ezekiel—” Nick began to say.

“I’ve already told them to shut up and obey orders,” Ezekiel said. “Kushiel’s right when she says the Host tries to baby you too much.”

“I won’t turn down their protection, but I’ve had words before with Meta and Rie about trying to shove me in a bubble when I’m trying to solve a case,” he said, aware those same dolls were undoubtably listening in. “Remind the Host of those arguments.”

The static vanished and Hammond turned back to face the camera. “I’d be grumpier about it, but I get their feelings. This is a fucking mess. Kim got taken down while moving from Sindansu Spire, where the IDSTA conference took place, to Avalon Spire. Some procurement meeting way above our pay grade that involved all the robotics and implant manufacturers. Now, those same manufacturers are freaking out. Those were RTM Strategic dolls that went rogue, but the backdoor might be universal to logic engines. Callous as it is to hear, the Spires are more worried about this taking down some of the biggest companies in the world—and their bank accounts with them.”

When Hammond pointed out that it had only been RTM dolls that went rogue, something about it bothered Nick. He let his mind chew on that.

“Do we know if Kim was even the target?” Nick asked. “Not the IDSTA or an attempt to disrupt this procurement meeting?”

Helena’s voice came over the call. “Analysis of the angles the Liberators aimed their firearms initially, as well as the trajectory of the first railgun shot by the rogue Kestrels, strongly suggests that Commissioner Dennis Kim was the highest priority target. Memories provided by the Archangels present back up this hypothesis.”

Right. Even in death, the Archangels persisted. Their memories were backed up in real-time, and they could be “rebirthed” into new bodies.

Hammond nodded. “Somebody murdered Dennis. We just don’t know why. The military is trying to take over the case, but this is our turf. We do real investigating, instead of cover ups, and this whole thing stinks. Carolyn is all over it, but her orders come from higher up. If we let them clean the crime scene, we’ll be in the dark. We’re going to find the bastards responsible and fucking string them up…” He suddenly paused, then glared off to the side. “We’ll bring them to justice. The proper way. Courts and all.”

“If the Spires are trying to keep us out of it—” Nick began to say.

“Forget the political bullshit, Nick,” Hammond growled. “I’ll handle the politicians and timewasters. You’ve dug into shit nobody wanted you to unearth before. This is too important to be buried. If I’d been the one blown to pieces, Dennis would fucking explode and send you in, too. I… I never agreed with the shit he did, but fuck, he cared enough about the city and police to try to improve it. What’s the damn point of being in charge if we do nothing?”

“Got it.” Nick nodded.

Was this the first time Hammond had been the one grilling him over being insufficiently hardnosed? Times truly had changed. As had Hammond.

But before the call could end, Nick knew he needed to raise one thing. The very topic he’d been chewing over earlier.

“I hate to bring this up, especially as it’s speculative—” he began to say.

“Out with it. We’ve got nothing but speculation. If anybody can come up with something that makes sense in a case like this, it’s you. We’re deep in cipher shit so esoteric even the eggheads in Sigma and RTM are panicking,” Hammond said.

“You said it was RTM dolls or logic engines that are at threat,” Nick said slowly. “That’s true, but there’s another angle you’re missing.”

His boss narrowed his eyes. “I’m pulling the Liberators off the streets, due to the risk they could be taken over with this security hole. Will this make matters worse?”

An explosive breath left Nick. No wonder Helena was so overworked. Babylon possessed five thousand Archangels, split between four thousand Mark 1s and a mere thousand Mark 3s. But the Liberators and Custodians formed the backbone of the police force, numbering in the tens of thousands across the island city.

“Paul, did you or anyone else make any changes to the Malakim Principles before they were implemented?” Nick asked.

Hammond gasped, and the eyes of Rosa and Juliet lit up inside the SUV, before going dark.

“I’ll start going over the code, boss,” Hazinder said. “I can spare the processing power and even call in some favors from a friend or two elsewhere in the Spires.”

“Thank you,” he said at the same time as Hammond and Helena.

Hammond ran a hand down his face. “You’re right that it’s speculation, but… The Liberators were under military command at the time. The Spires granted the military authorization to control them for the length of the conference, even if there was oversight. Their mainframes are crude and the Malakim Principles expressly forbid the direct human control the military prefers to use.”

“But if the Archangels are still exempt from the Malakim Principles, it fits,” Nick said. “The Kestrels would definitely have the same backdoor for mainframe control as the Liberators. If somebody used it to take control, it narrows the suspect pool immensely.”

“Does it?” Hammond asked. “It’s still possible for any cipher to⁠—”

“It never was, Paul. The Kestrels are too locked down. Maybe RTM finds a gaping flaw nobody else spotted until now, but that still means someone found a zero-day exploit that let them take control of military dolls and burned it to take out Kim. That’s the level of foreign intel or a megacorp, at minimum. Or else we’re looking at an internal hole or treason.”

“Someone in the military, you mean.” Hammond’s face was like stone.

“Or the Spires, even. We have no clue who could use the backdoor, but we need to assume the military might be responsible. That means any evidence they take⁠—”

“It’ll be wiped clean by a potential suspect. Even if the military’s not responsible, they might still cover it up or the real criminal might have a backdoor into their aging systems, just like Lieu did. Don’t tell anyone else, Nick. You’ll cause too much panic. But assume the military can’t be trusted.”

“I already assumed that,” Nick said drily.

His past with the soldiers was far from positive. They’d held the Sword of Damocles over his head for years after Neural Spike and pushed to make him disappear like all the other ciphers involved.

“Stay safe, Nick,” Hammond said. “Good hunting.”

“Try to get some sunlight, Paul. I’ll leave the city in your hands.”

“God knows how it came to this.” The police chief shook his head, then ended the call.

The SUV continued to rumble along in the convoy with no change in its trajectory. They’d pulled into one of the highways and rolled past the growing mass of traffic as they entered the city itself. Babylon was separated into multiple circular divisions, with the Spires in the center, and an inner Central Business District full of skyscrapers packed in like sardines. The outer metro was no less cramped, but made up the vast majority of the city, and contained the suburbia Nick had been staying in, plus multiple commercial and industrial districts.

Looking out the front of the vehicle, he saw the five towering Spires that sat on a small island in the center of Babylon. Each Spire had both a name, like Avalon, and a designation, like Delta. Babylon’s elite housed itself there, as well as the broader Neo Westphalian government, and each Spire specialized itself.

“We are heading to the crime scene, right?” Nick confirmed.

“Yes,” Juliet and Rosa said together.

“Uriel will meet you there,” Ezekiel said over his earpiece. “I’m busy coordinating the Host. I’ll stay patched in for any developments, especially if they cover any potential backdoors that we need to close. Let me know if you need assistance, Captain.”

He grunted, and resumed staring out the windows. Tension built up within his gut.

Every second brought them closer to where Kim had died. He’d never felt like this before in any of his cases.

Archangels manned checkpoints on the bridges that led to the Spires, but were relatively sparse in number. No Custodians or Liberators joined them. Police helicopters roared overhead, no doubt full of Archangels ready to respond to trouble in an instant with the mounted railguns on the massive tilt rotor copters.

More Archangels patrolled the outside of the Spires, and the SUVs circled the Avalon Spire. Usually they’d pull into an underground parking lot full of vehicles and even tanks.

Spotting the crime scene was easy. APCs painted black and blue fanned out across the grass and pavement, with numerous police vehicles between them. Hordes of Archangels and military dolls stood guard. The same wreckage from the end of the video remained in place, complete with blood splattered all over it and the marble pavement.

A single Kestrel towered over the group, bearing heavy damage. A trio of uniformed soldiers stood around her, clearly confused. This close, Nick recognized the serial number and even the doll. KAC-NW-00041. A familiar doll to Nick, as she’d helped him out of a bind twice before, even when it involved disobeying orders from a general.

His convoy came to a stop and Kushiel landed softly outside his vehicle. The time had come for Nick to see the site of Kim’s death himself. Hopefully he’d walk away with something to show for it, and a lead to chase. Anything to end this quagmire of confusion and chaos.


CHAPTER 3


Nobody reacted to Nick’s arrival. The tension between the military and police dolls was thick enough that he felt as if he was wading into water. Uniformed human officers busied themselves with investigating the wreckage or damaged dolls. All of them bore the insignia of officers, as was standard in Neo Westphalia’s military.

Feeling sick, Nick stood and stared at the scene before him. Kushiel’s hand closed over his shoulder as she hovered over him. Her railgun remained gripped tightly—a warning for other dolls to keep their distance.

The crime scene had changed somewhat from what he’d seen at the end of the video. KAC41 remained here, but the surviving Archangels were now surrounded by numerous Mark 3s and several military investigators. The pile of blood and parts where Kim and the other delegates had been attacked was far smaller. Someone had pulled the bodies from the mess. Nick didn’t see any body bags, however.

Every military doll present was a Sigma Templar. The Templars were Sigma’s first commercial success and outclassed by the newer Archangels. Unlike the Kestrels, the Templars showed their faces, with short, cropped black hair that suited their militaristic appearance. Each carried large-caliber anti-doll rifles, but no railguns, as their batteries couldn’t power them.

Evidently, the military were working on the assumption the backdoor was an RTM problem. Or perhaps they had no idea how to handle a threat like this. The only humans in the military were officers and ciphers, while the fighting was conducted by dolls. Cyborgs had been retired years ago.

The Archangels knew better, and formed a protective ring around the area, with the Templars on the outside by the APCs. With the midday sun shining down on them, the atmosphere was surreal. Something this crazy should have taken place at night.

An Archangel approached Nick, but she was visibly different from every model. Rie—officially known as Uriel—was a prototype Mark 3, just like Ezekiel, but her design had been scrapped early in the process. For unknown reasons, Rie was given a second chance and her advanced electronic and neural warfare capabilities, as well as her capacity to be a cipher, were added to the Mark 3s at the last minute.

And by unknown reasons, Nick really meant suspicious meddling by his former boss and mentor, Leon Welk. The genius behind the creation of emotion engines continued to work for Sigma in their secret Atlantic lab.

Rie’s figure was noticeably taller than the Mark 3s, and she had a chest that nearly competed with Kushiel’s. Amber eyes glowed between long, braided black hair. Each step made her thick, muscled thighs apparent, especially thanks to her skintight shorts and thigh-high greaves.

“Nicholas,” Rie said softly.

Without another word, she pulled him into a hug. Her head fell into the crook of his neck and she stroked his back.

More than a few people paid attention now, but did nothing. The stares of the Templars were eerie. He’d never interacted with them. They weren’t that much newer than the Liberators.

“I’m fine, Rie,” he grunted, and pulled away.

She refused to let him go, her eyes full of concern. “You’re not. But you have a job to do.”

“I do. The murder can’t solve itself.”

Breaking away from her hold, he strode through the Templar lines and into the crime scene itself. His escort followed. Namely, Kushiel, Rie, Juliet, and Rosa. Military dolls gave Kushiel wide berth.

“We’ve been processing as much as we can, but the military are taking ownership of the investigation as per standing protocols,” Rie explained. “The best we’ve been able to do is ensure that only Babylon Command steps foot here. The Spires haven’t granted permission for the military to act and, despite the gravity of the situation, it hasn’t risen to a level that allows automatic military intervention.”

“Terrorists aren’t roaming free, you mean,” he said.

Forty years ago, the Spires had put down mass riots by deploying the military across Neo Westphalia. It had been brutal and bloody. Tens of thousands died across the riots, many of whom perished directly from the military firepower intended to keep them safe.

Since then, the ability of the military to act had been severely curtailed.

“You once told me that the military’s mainframes could authorize their deployment in Babylon,” Nick said. “They haven’t tried that?”

“Good memory,” Rie said. “If the mainframes have done so, it hasn’t been acted upon by the generals outside of Babylon Command taking control of the investigation. Otherwise, the board responsible for approving military deployments is… not operational.”

“Because Kim sat on it.” He grimaced. “Who will take over?”

“Paul,” a new voice said.

A stern-faced woman in a general’s uniform stood beside them with a grim smile. She saluted at Nick, and he nearly saluted back out of reflex.

“Major-General Andrews,” he said. “Paul mentioned you were in charge.”

“Just call me Carolyn, Nick. I’m not the Chief of Police anymore, so we’re basically equals.”

“Last I checked, I wasn’t a general,” he joked.

Her smile grew. “I was a colonel in Aerial Command before my transfer to Babylon PD. With the might the police wield, it was considered unwise not to grant me a role with more political influence. Babylon Command is practically generals all the way down. If they ever managed to steal you away, you’d be a Brigadier- or Major-General in Cipher Command.”

“I don’t think the uniform suits me.” Nick’s own smile faded and he looked to their side.

Andrews’s gaze followed his, and she sighed. “Dennis is dead. I confirmed that myself the moment I got here. Only the Sigma representative survived, and he’s comatose. Probability of survival is low, even if they successfully replace all his cybernetics. Before you grow suspicious, he only made it because a lot of his internal organs are cybernetic. A lab accident a decade ago, apparently.”

“So you are taking over the case.”

The words hung between them almost like the corpses Nick had expected to see when he arrived.

After a few seconds, Andrews nodded. “Orders from above. Not just Babylon Command, but the entire Generals’ Board. The Spires are in disarray, so each general is stepping up. They’re hunkered down in case this is the first attack of many.”

“Yes, but by who?” Nick said, and his tone carried the implication he wasn’t as worried about terrorists.

Andrews shot him a sharp look. The eyes of the nearby Archangels glowed, and his earpiece crackled.

“I’ve placed what neural and aural shielding I can around you,” Helena said. “Major-General Andrews attempted the same, but my permissions are greater around the Spires. I cannot guarantee humans are incapable of eavesdropping, however.”

He nodded, but said nothing.

“Be careful of flinging accusations like that, even cryptically,” Andrews warned. “I trust you, Nick. In just a year with the police, you’ve solved cases few would have the integrity to handle. Let alone survive the political wrath of the Spires.”

“I’ve made enemies, I know.”

“Not what I meant. For every powermonger who despises the light of truth, there’s an up-and-comer who is happy to see his opponents be held to the same standard for once. You have more allies than you realize. Your discretion with major cases makes powerful friends, and enemies unwilling to act openly against you.”

As if to rebuff her point, Nick stared at the wreckage where Kim had been killed. Andrews’s eyes hardened.

“I’d argue the Spires will want your aid more than ever, thanks to this,” she said darkly. “But I assume you have a reason to suspect the military?”

“It’s more that I can’t preclude them as a suspect. I shouldn’t have to point out who had control of the dolls that went rogue. Until RTM can confirm a backdoor nobody found until now, the more likely possibility is the backdoor we just installed,” he said.

She nodded. “Fair. Hence why you’re here. I can’t help you, however. This falls squarely within Babylon Command’s mandate, precisely for the reason you’re suspicious. Dolls under military control committed a terrorist action near the Spires. Any of those three elements would allow us to act. All three combined?” Andrews shook her head.

“I’d counter that this is under my jurisdiction for similar reasons,” Nick said. “You know the police exclusively protect the Spires ever since Lieu used the aging military infrastructure against us. The Archangels were unaffected, again. Kim was the police commissioner. And we don’t know this is terrorism. If the Spires won’t authorize the military to step in, I think I have control.”

Andrews opened her mouth to argue, but he held up his palm.

“I know your hands are tied,” he said, and she sighed, then nodded. “You said Paul is on the board that provides authorization now? Does that mean he basically has a veto?”

“Until a new commissioner is appointed, which won’t be for months,” she said. “I can’t provide you with political advice, Nick. Of all your contacts… Speak with Lucas Miller. His recent entry into the Spires means he will be up to speed with politics. He can explain the schism that will cripple the Spires’ response to this issue and Dennis’s replacement. But Paul’s veto won’t be enough.”

“We’ll need the courts,” Rie interrupted. “That’s not a step I believe they’ll take, Major-General. Babylon’s judicial mainframes also act for all of Neo Westphalia, but the other cities may take a dim view of them intervening to restrict the military. Aesir⁠—”

“Will not be an issue,” yet another new voice interrupted, speaking over Nick’s earpiece.

He knew this voice rather well. It belonged to Athena, the judicial mainframe he dealt with the most and represented a faction within Babylon’s courts relatively sympathetic to him.

Athena continued, “Given the severity of the situation and the inaction of the Assembly, a special conference between every judicial mainframe of Neo Westphalia was held. It unanimously granted Babylon’s courts access and powers over the current investigation. Even Freyr, representing Asgard and Aesir, supported this. Given what we have overheard from Captain’s Waite’s earpiece, I am issuing an order that grants the Neo Babylon police Department presumptive rights over this investigation. It cannot and will not override military jurisdiction outside Babylon, however.”

As one, the military ciphers around them froze. Every Templar stared at Nick and he worried the criminal behind Kim’s assassination might act immediately.

Andrews pursed her lips. “Athena, am I correct in interpreting your order as excluding the military’s mainframes?”

“The military must provide their findings to Captain Waite,” Athena said. Presumably, she was also speaking to Andrews through her implant. “But all evidence in Babylon itself is within his jurisdiction. I trust our order is clear. The severity of the situation impels us to act swiftly, and we will not accept sabotage.”

“That won’t be an issue,” Andrews said.

More softly, Athena said, “Captain Waite, once initial investigations are complete, please present your findings in person at Neo Babylon’s courthouses. We expect your usual thoroughness.”

Nobody else reacted, so he knew she’d spoken directly to him. Although Helena and the Archangels undoubtedly overheard her. Athena usually used his phone when she wanted to avoid their meddling.

“I want KAC41 delivered to the Avalon Spire ASAP,” Nick said, without acknowledging Athena’s words. “She’s the only Kestrel who retained control. Whatever influenced the other dolls struck her, but failed to take effect.”

All eyes turned to the towering Kestrel nearby. By now, the uniformed soldiers working on her had stepped back. One appeared deeply chagrined by the turn of events and glared at Nick.

“Easier said than done,” Rie said, her lips thin. “The military ciphers have been trying to get her to move without success.”

Nick frowned. The rest of the crime scene could be left to the Archangels, but KAC41 was his best lead. He refused to risk her “vanishing,” much like he expected any evidence on the military mainframes.

When he began to stride over to her, the others followed. Military ciphers rushed up to him.

“Captain Waite, you need to understand our Kestrels are highly complicated pieces of engineering—” a second lieutenant tried to tell him.

The man almost physically blocked Nick’s approach, then thought better of it when he looked up at Kushiel with a gulp.

A major fell into step beside Nick and shooed his juniors away. “She’s been unresponsive since the attack. No communications with either the mainframes or our terminals. I’ve received the same order as everyone else, but I think you’ll be out of luck, Waite. Somehow, she made it through the initial attack but it either fried her directives or her systems. RTM engineers will need to peel her open to see what went through her AI during the incident.”

“We’ll cross that bridge as it comes,” Nick said.

The military cipher scowled at him. “Even the courts can’t grant you permission to crack our dolls open.”

“RTM can conduct their work under our supervision,” Rie said. “Assuming we are incapable of extracting any⁠—”

Her words were cut short as the group reached KAC41. Nick stood directly in front of her, staring up at a face he hadn’t seen until now. Sure, he’d seen blueprints of Kestrels and some leaked candid photos, but it was different in person.

Shoulder-length black hair framed KAC41’s scarred face. The gouge in her head revealed ceramic and steel armor plating, but nothing more serious. Both her eyes were closed.

Until they weren’t. KAC41’s undamaged eye shot open, revealing itself to be solid gold and glowing. It locked on to Nick’s face.

A couple hundred heavy weapons clattered and creaked as every police and military doll took aim at the Kestrel simultaneously. Kushiel’s railgun nearly scratched KAC41’s paint as it hovered mere inches from her armored chest plate.

Ignoring them, KAC41 attempted to salute with her empty arm. It locked up with a whirring of gears. Concern fluttered across her face.

“C-Captain Nicholas Waite, this location is… unsafe,” KAC41 ground out, her voice straining. “Orders… Not found.” Her tone became artificial for a moment, before returning to normal. “My directives are to protect you and senior political officers… I will escort you to…” Her eyes shifted from him and looked out at the nearby scenery.

At no point did she look at the others, whether they were human or doll. The Kestrel showed no signs of defending herself or going rogue.

Her eyes appeared glazed over as they bounced around, taking in the disaster around herself. She froze upon seeing the wreckage where Kim had died.

“Commissioner Kim’s whereabouts are…” KAC41 trailed off and her eyes glowed.

The military ciphers swore and froze on the spot.

“What’s she doing?” Andrews snapped.

“Trying to access the Altnet for information,” the major said, panic filling his voice. “She has no link to the mainframes and we can’t get into her. The Kestrel’s neural links are cut off from the Altnet. She shouldn’t be able to⁠—”

Rie’s eyes glowed. “I’ve blocked her. But if she keeps trying, it will be dangerous.”

KAC41 remained stationary, her eyes glowing ever brighter.

Nick scowled. “Sergeant KAC41, your mission is over. Cease all actions and activate your shutdown directives.”

The Kestrel’s eyes returned to normal. She attempted to salute him again. “U-understood, Captain.” She bit her lip and looked at him. “Did… did I succeed?”

The eyes of the nearby ciphers nearly popped out of their skulls.

“You did your duty, KAC41,” Nick said softly. “I need you to shutdown so that we can initiate repairs and commence investigation.”

“Not…” She paused. “Not even the stars may touch us.”

The official motto of Neo Westphalia’s Aerial Command, which was inscribed in Latin on the armor of every Kestrel in service to the country.

Despite himself, Nick saluted. So did Andrews. The military ciphers followed suit after a moment.

KAC41’s eyes went dim and soft clanks sounded from within her armor. She didn’t move or speak any further, but Nick knew they’d be able to move her.

Andrews loosed an explosive breath. “I’d ask what that was, but this isn’t the first time the Kestrels have behaved strangely around you, Nick.”

“KAC41 chose my orders over General Griffiths during the GWT case,” Nick said. “She didn’t say as much, but if she lost her orders and access to the military systems, it makes sense she’d revert to my command again. What we need to find out is why she did that, but the other Kestrels didn’t. Rie?”

Before he’d even asked her to, Rie moved next to KAC41 and tried to move her. The Kestrel shifted to assist the prototype.

“She’s in lower power maintenance,” Rie said. “It will be trivial for us to move her, but we’ll disconnect her flight module just in case. If she flies off once we move her underground, the damage might be irreparable.”

“I’ll leave it to you,” he said, then paused. “Or the Host in general. I don’t think I can help much by standing here. Major-General⁠—”

“I said to call me Carolyn,” Andrews corrected him. “I’ll stay in touch and make sure the court order is followed. Once Cipher Command conducts their analysis of our mainframes, I’ll send you the report.”

“Unredacted, I hope,” Kushiel said drily.

“I’ll leave that debate to you, the judicial mainframes, and the Generals’ Board.” Andrews’s smile was grim. “Godspeed, Nick. If there’s anyone who can find who and what is responsible, it’s you. Dennis deserves justice. No matter what disagreements I had with him in my time as police chief, he believed in the future of Babylon and everything both it and the police should be.”

“I know,” Nick said.

He met Andrews’s eyes, and they both nodded.

Rie followed them to the SUVs and boarded along with Juliet and Rosa. Kushiel resumed her flight above them.

Silence ensued for a short while as the SUV convoy looped around the nearby Spire, before making its way to Avalon’s underground parking garage. Heavily armed Archangels stood watch.

“Did that do us any good?” Nick blurted out, and all three dolls looked at him. “Visiting the scene… Fuck…” He ran a hand down his face.

Rie leaned against his side. Despite how hard her armored arms and hands were, he appreciated the contact.

“You pushed the military out,” Kushiel said. “Got KAC41. We’ve got unfettered access to all the evidence, now.”

“Indeed.” Rie nodded. “I understand your feelings, Nicholas. It is not a… positive scene and we cannot do much directly. The clues we have are patchwork and broken, too.”

“What clues do we have?” he asked aloud. “Beyond the obvious. Maybe it’s how rapidly this happened, but I’m struggling to do more than speculate.”

“Kim was targeted directly, for one. Furthermore, we dug into the memory of many Liberators and both the surviving and destroyed Archangels,” she said. “No Archangel was attacked or tampered with. You will need to confirm that our directives remain untouched, but I am confident in that analysis.”

He grunted and waved for her to continue. The convoy rolled underground. Gun turrets ignored them as they moved deeper and deeper, past the rows of police vehicles and automated drones and tanks.

“We couldn’t access the Kestrels, but most Liberators had their memory wiped,” Rie said. “In a manner that is almost eerily similar to another case.”

His eyes narrowed. “The virus that caused the Shudder, you mean. A self-propagating virus that destroyed all traces of itself. Back then, we found evidence from the implants of the dead. Surely some Liberators were destroyed fast enough they lost complete power before the virus acted on its final protocols.”

“Yes. But all that was left behind were direct orders to kill Commissioner Kim and the other three delegates, with Kim given highest priority. All traces of entry or how the changes were made were wiped. We cannot determine the source. It’s a highly sophisticated attack. Well beyond anything we’ve seen or even our own capabilities.”

“I have a feeling I know where you’re going with this,” he said slowly.

“As you said yourself, Nicholas, this attack could never be the work of any random cipher.” Rie stared out the window as they came to a stop. “Any suspect must be highly capable. Foreign intelligence such as the CIA fits what little clues we have.”

“We won’t get permission to ask them questions with so little evidence. Even if we did, they’d laugh in our faces.”

“Perhaps it is best to let military intelligence question their counterparts. Unfortunately, I suspect our investigation will remain closer to home. As absurd as it sounds, we may find ourselves searching for clues to exonerate a certain group before we can find the true culprit.”

He sighed and reached for the door. It opened without his help. “The NLF or another terrorist group, you mean. I could tell Paul was reaching for a justification to blame them, which tells me he’s being pressured over them. The moment they’re implicated, the military has the excuse to step in and take over. It’s bullshit, of course. The last time the NLF were dangerous was thanks to Lieu, and he barely used them as more than cover.”

The elevators stood before him, but a brief spark of static made him pause. He frowned.

Rie winked at him, then gestured to Kushiel.

The towering doll stood by an oversized rack and began emitting hisses and clanks. Her flight module disconnected from her back first. After she loaded it on to the rack, she began removing her armor piece by piece, revealing her body.

For reasons Nick had yet to fully confirm, the more advanced Archangels tended to have massive busts. Rie said they used their breasts as batteries, which explained why Ezekiel relied on the energy emitters in her cybernetic knees, but that felt like an odd explanation. Kushiel’s massive breasts were certainly lovely to look at. Especially with her gorgeous silver ponytail and long legs.

“Stare later,” Kushiel grunted as she rejoined them. “Where the hell are the Paladins?”

They slipped inside the elevator, now that Kushiel had removed her armor and could fit inside. With practiced ease, the Archangels broke into groups to utilize the several elevators, with Rie, Juliet, Rosa, and Kushiel joining him inside one.

“I have taken the liberty of deploying the Paladins within the police department following Chief Hammond’s order to withdraw the Liberators from active duty,” Helena said. “There aren’t many, but given the high possibility the Custodians may be withdrawn as well, the Archangels will be stretched too thin to not be granted further assistance. I feel they are better served up there than underground.”

“If it’s an RTM-specific backdoor—” Kushiel began to say.

“I’ve beefed up the security of the Paladins now they’re connected to Avalon,” Nick interrupted. “They might only be modified G5s, but Helena’s control over them should be complete in case of emergency.”

“Unless it’s a truly dangerous backdoor,” Rie said.

“You said the Liberators had orders, not directive changes,” he said, and she nodded. “I’ll need to spend some time digging into that, but it sounds like the problem is that somebody tricked the dolls into accepting orders they shouldn’t have. Maybe there’s a zero-day exploit that let an adversary overwrite directives remotely, but most hacks are done through social engineering or tricking a system into granting more authority than it should.”

“So if somebody spoofs Helena’s authority⁠—”

“She should be able to override it.” He frowned. “The only exception is that they tend to prioritize me even without direct orders, but that’s not part of their directives. I still haven’t worked out how that happens. Gave up years ago in Tartarus.”

A lot of dolls acted oddly around him thanks to his lack of a neural implant. Before the Archangels, he’d been invisible to the city’s security network as dolls ignored him completely. They’d changed that behavior so almost all government dolls paid him too much attention. It was as if he’d had a “kick me” sign painted on his back in ink only dolls and mainframes could see.

“Chief Hammond has ordered me to only restrict Liberators,” Helena said. “If we find any evidence otherwise, I will take the appropriate action.”

“Hopefully it doesn’t come to that,” Nick said. “We’d have to beg Sigma for their entire stock of Archangels to have a chance of maintaining order.” He frowned. “Wait, how’s the Altnet? I expected more chaos. You’re suppressing the news, but people definitely knew. What’s going on there?”

The elevator opened up to floor 77, where Nick’s office sat and the Archangels based themselves. After the recent downsizing, the police occupied far fewer floors, but he was the most important captain and got to choose his home. So he stayed put.

“Frustration,” Rie growled.

“Wow, boss, you’re surprisingly out of the loop for a cipher who flirted his way into my heart,” Hazinder’s voice said. Not from over his earpiece, but directly in front of him.

A beautiful woman in a lacy one-piece dress blew him a kiss from just beyond the security gates outside the elevators. An impressive bust and thick thighs slipped free of her dress, while brown hair danced down her back and over her shoulders in curls. A sizeable handgun was strapped to one thigh, although he doubted she’d ever use it.

This was Hazinder’s interface, and the cause of no small amount of jealousy on Helena’s part. A purple barcode beneath one eye made her identity clear, as all interfaces were required to possess one.

“Out of the loop?” Nick asked.

“Yup. The reason everyone knows is my old job.” Hazinder’s eyes glittered. “Streaming has gone to the wild west, thanks in no small part to Hel and Yggdrasil refusing to do their jobs. They’ve been yapping about the commissioner’s assassination for hours. Who would have thought that politics and entertainment were a match made in Heaven?”

Or hell, Nick thought. Somehow, he doubted he would like the twist in this tale.


CHAPTER 4


“By your old job, I really hope you mean streamers in general, and not that you’re sowing chaos,” Nick said. “Because I am really not in the mood for that bullshit.”

Hazinder’s eyes glimmered and she waved her hands in panic. “No, no, no, boss! The only guy I want to dance for is you, now. You even gave me an interface. Just waiting for you to renovate one of the empty offices here, get some candles and lotion, and I’ll serve you up a nice strip dance.” She bit her lip, her fingers slipping beneath the lacy trim of her dress and pulling it just high enough for him to glimpse her panties.

“Do your job, Hazinder,” Helena’s voice thundered over his earpiece, and the other mainframe winced.

Hazinder stopped teasing him and sighed. Her hands moved away from her clothes. “Fine. Spoilsport. Just because you haven’t fucked him yet—” She winced again, nearly doubling over this time.

The Archangels led Nick through the security gates, and Hazinder fell into step with them. Undecorated white walls chased them, along with countless cameras and turrets. Nick had long since gotten used to the lack of décor on this floor of the Spire, unless he counted the weaponry on the walls of the central cubicle farms the Archangels used to charge themselves.

Right now, the cubicles were utterly empty. Every single one had been deployed across Babylon thanks to the Liberators being temporarily withdrawn from service.

In their place were the Paladins. These security dolls wore unmarked dark uniforms that nearly passed as police uniforms save for the lack of clear insignia and carried the same SMGs and anti-doll shotguns as the Mark 1s. They protected the security gates and followed Nick at a distance.

“Before Hazinder tells me shit I really don’t want to hear, I need to confirm something, Rie,” he said. “Do we even have enough Archangels to maintain order without the Liberators? We’ve only deployed in force like this… three times, to my knowledge. When Lieu led us away from his trail; after the mercenaries fried Kraus; and during the Shudder. Each time, the Archangels have been pushed to the limits.”

“This is no exception,” Rie admitted. “Even with the additional Mark 3s, Ezekiel and Helena cannot hope to maintain full coverage of the city. Once we begin running low on charge, significant gaps will open up across Babylon.”

Ezekiel’s voice crackled over his earpiece. “I’m focused on maintaining order, particularly where follow-up attacks may happen, Captain. No real investigation work can happen, however. I’ll also need to escalate our aggressiveness to crime after we begin rolling off units for charging. If criminals or the NLF notice we’re weak and attack…”

“Stay your hand,” Nick ordered. He ran a hand down his face. “Fuck’s sake. I know it’s normal by police standards, but if our response to this attack is to start kicking in the faces of our citizens then we might be giving the attacker what they want. If they’re after instability, we’ll be waving the white flag.”

“We’ll need an alternative within 48 hours, then,” Rie said flatly. “The Spires won’t agree with you, Nicholas.”

“Fuck the…” He stopped himself and scowled. “I get it. It’s fast, but I’ll talk to Lucas after this. Andrews brought him up, and he’s my best help for a lot of reasons.”

Part of Nick just wanted to see Lucas for the sense of normality. He’d planned on visiting his friend today anyway.

As much as he adored the Archangels, and loved Rie and Helena, Lucas was an old friend. He’d been a rock, even in times when Nick couldn’t physically meet him.

Hazinder hovered in front of him, rocking back and forth on heels. Sparkly material in her see-through stockings glittered in the light.

She raised an eyebrow when he finally looked at her. “Take your time boss. Admire me all you like. You picked out this interface,” she purred. “Plus, I’m not going to rush your work. I wasn’t built to investigate or manage, unless you count managing erections.”

“Well, you only have one of those to keep up now,” Kushiel said.

Rie glared at her sister, who smirked. Hazinder and Kushiel exchanged grins.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nick waved the flirty mainframe on. “Explain what you meant earlier. What does streaming have to do with the leak? I know the Archangels often have difficulty moderating stream chat, but in a situation like this it shouldn’t be such a huge problem. It’s usually a minor source of leaks.”

“Was a minor source,” Rie grumbled.

Hazinder nodded. “Ever since Vic got publicly… Well, I won’t say framed, because he did cause the Shudder by being a fucking greedy psychopath, but ever since he got the whole blame for it, the existing big streamers got nuked. The Heirs of Babel and Altvivere controlled over 60% of the streaming market, with another 30% in the hands of other massive conglomerates. Vic’s arrest shattered them. You recruited most of Altvivere.” She winked while gesturing to herself. “And the rest went down with Vic. Viewers fled from the big conglomerates out of disgust.”

“I’ve heard about that from Sung,” Nick said. “I don’t see how that can be the issue.”

His old friend managed several streamers, and had made out like a bandit in the aftermath of the Shudder. More than a few people had connected Sung to Nick and his role in Vic’s downfall. But more than that, independent streamers were on the rise and that meant Sung made a fortune.

“The shift from corporate to independent isn’t the issue,” Rie said. “Rather, the Shudder revealed a weakness in ours and the DAO’s censorship of political issues. Check the current trending topics in streamers versus those in the general Altnet.”

He raised an eyebrow, then pulled out his phone.

For most people, doing this would be instant. A single thought would tell them what captured the zeitgeist.

Nick used some handwritten apps that collated data from the APIs, as accessibility hadn’t been a worry in the Altnet for decades. Each feed showed up as a separate web page, almost like an old-fashioned social media feed.

The general feed was what he expected to see. Lots of general bullshit. Celebrity crap, some dumb streamer drama—apparently one of them might or might not be abusing their robot dog—business news about Aesir, old stuff about the space elevator conference, etcetera.

Then Nick flicked over to the streamer page and his eyes bulged.

A wall of political bullshit greeted him. Which was a huge issue, because he used heavy political filters, including some special ones to keep out particularly annoying spam that evaded them.

The most popular topic remained the dumb dog drama, but immediately below it was something about a streamer calling for Babylon’s police to gun down everyone who protested against the Spires. A hot topic with rising discontent the past year or two, particularly with Aesir’s bullshit and increasing automation.

Several other political topics sat below that one, and they were hardly less incendiary. A lot of them were pure ragebait, and Nick admitted they made his blood boil enough he almost tapped on them. There was a reason he used the damn filters.

Smart people avoided this shit. The political filters came as standard on the Altnet, and were so effective that some countries had made them illegal, because they limited the ability of governments to control and manipulate their citizens.

Even so, he didn’t see anything about Kim’s assassination.

“What the fuck is this shit?” Nick ground out. He pulled his eyes away from the topics and glared at Rie.

She grimaced, but met his eyes. “The results of months of turmoil between us, the new secretary of the DAO, and active propaganda being spread by the Spires.”

Ah. The DAO. Nick had overlooked its mention earlier, but should have known better.

“This is about Lutrei, isn’t it?” he groaned. “I can’t believe she’s been more of a problem than her predecessor, and he committed literal treason by supporting one of the worst terrorist attacks in our country’s history.”

Lutrei Brown was the new secretary of the Department of Altnet Operations, known as the DAO. She controlled the mainframes that ran the Altnet inside the Yggdrasil Spire.

In theory, the police assisted the DAO with moderation of the Altnet. In practice, the Archangels handled all moderation and judgment within the Altnet, as it had become an extension of reality, while the DAO simply ran the backend. Lutrei’s behavior had upended that relationship lately.

“Lutrei is merely doing the bidding of the Spires,” Hazinder said. “That shitfest you looked at is what they want. The unwashed masses are getting restless, so the Spires are trying to manipulate them.”

“Fucking hell, I thought the whole point of keeping the Altnet free of this shit was for stability,” Nick said. “Rie, I still don’t get it.”

Rie sighed. “During the Shudder, Vic Ferrite and the CIA used political propaganda in the Altnet. While we mitigated much of it, it still affected a large amount of the populace despite the political filters in place. The root cause was that the spreaders—namely, streamers like Hazinder and Vic—were entertainers first, political demagogues second. Research has determined if we attempt to mark them as ‘political,’ people deactivate their filters. Naturally, that worsens matters.”

He knew where this was going. “Others saw this as an opportunity, didn’t they? And now they’ve infested all of streaming.” Fuck, when had this happened?

It had to be relatively recent, or else he’d have heard of it from Sung.

“The NLF began recruiting activities through streaming not long after the Shudder,” Rie said. “We began using this as a honeypot, both to locate NLF members as well as sympathizers.”

“Really.” Nick stared at her.

She had the good sense to blush and stared down. Helena sighed over his earpiece.

“It is police protocol,” Helena said. “So long as it does not become too disruptive, allowing the citizenry to reveal more about themselves to aid categorization and behavioral prediction is beneficial. For example, mainframes employing individuals in STEM fields find a strong negative correlation between performance and anti-intellectual comments. The same goes for participation in conspiratorial fields of thinking. This enables companies to avoid poor hiring decisions.”

“In other words, we give people enough rope to hang themselves,” Nick said.

“Actions have consequences,” Kushiel said. “Stupidity doesn’t have enough, given the human history I was force fed. Get uppity about your privacy or whatever, Waite, but Neo Westphalia prided itself on keeping out the morons. If eugenics was anything other than a dumbass fantasy, you’d bet your ass the Spires would have been frying fetuses to maintain a high average IQ. Scientists didn’t abandon the field because they came to love their fellow moron, but because it was quack nonsense.”

This was already going off the rails. As frustrated as he felt, now wasn’t the time to deal with the misanthropy some of the Archangels possessed.

“It started with the NLF,” he said, trying to bring things back on track. “Then what? It got out of control?”

“The Spires noticed.” Rie grimaced. “Shortly afterward, pro-Spires streamers appeared, often with highly authoritarian opinions. When we shut them down, the DAO reinstated them immediately. This happened around the time you went on leave. We’ve determined that many of these streamers are receiving direct payments from residents of the Spires, if not the companies. This technically isn’t illicit activity, as they aren’t saying anything illegal.”

“Saying the police should murder their fellow citizens doesn’t count?” Nick asked, his voice as dry as the desert. “Don’t answer that. I just wanted to make the point that the people who ostensibly rule the city are funding propaganda that calls for violence against everyone else. Difficult to see much difference between them and the NLF.”

“I will delete that from my logs.” Rie’s eyes flashed. “Given the current circumstances, I recommend you be very careful with your words, Nicholas.”

“The NLF didn’t kill Kim, Rie.” Nick’s teeth ground together. “A more likely suspect is someone funding these insane streamers. Are they leaking Kim’s assassination? I didn’t see anything on it.”

“We’re censoring the trending topics, but they’re talking about it. The more we censor, the more actively they push it. It has become… a problem.”

Ah. Ironic that anti-Spires sentiments worked to assist those being paid to support them. Such was the power of propaganda.

“New order. Shut them down,” Nick said.

Rie opened her mouth and he made a zipping motion.

“Organize a meeting with Lutrei, Hel, and anyone else she wants to bring along. This isn’t a fucking game. I don’t want to be undermined while we’re investigating Kim’s assassination. If the DAO doesn’t play ball, make it clear we’ll pull all moderation of the Altnet. We only provide assistance, after all. If they want to break their own rules, they can do it without us.” Nick’s voice rose with each sentence, and he knew he was practically shouting by the end.

The Archangels and Hazinder stared at him. He bit his lip.

Had he gone too far?

“Damn,” Kushiel said. “I wish I was in the room when that dumb bitch got this message.”

Hazinder nodded. “It’s the kick up the ass she needs.”

Somehow, their responses didn’t make him feel better.

Nick tried to force himself to calm down. Rie’s arms wrapped around him and he sighed.

“I’m sticking with that,” he said, eyes closed. “I have no damn clue how I ended up in this position, but if I have to be the one making the calls, I’m not being hamstrung by useful morons. If we’re going to have rules, apply them equally or not at all.”

“Done,” Rie said. She frowned. “It will temporarily increase our workload, as the DAO won’t provide us any support, but it is unlikely they will oppose us until we meet with them.”

“Can we set up the meeting for next year?” he joked.

Her look suggested otherwise.

“I need coffee,” he said.

Fortunately, his caffeine injection was close by. Rie’s division separated itself from the open cubicles due to the sensitivity of its work. She commanded the Oversight Division, which investigated misconduct and corruption within the Spires. It had grown in size since its ascension from task force to division, but both Rie’s and Nick’s offices lay within a heavily secure area protected by thick walls and biometric scanners.

Once past the scanner, plants, paintings, and other décor greeted Nick. No Paladins guarded the interior of Rie’s HQ. A small kitchenette stood beside an open plan office with numerous desks and charging points for dolls. Beyond it lay the private offices.

A blonde woman with thick blonde hair stood by an old robot barista machine in the kitchenette. A tight one-piece dress, reminiscent of Chinese cheongsams, clung to her figure and revealed beautiful silken thighs and abundant cleavage. A green barcode matched the color of her eyes, and revealed her as another interface.

Helena’s interface, to be specific. She also had silver bands embedded into her wrists, just like Hazinder and every other mainframe interface in the city.

“I could use a good coffee, too,” Kushiel said, her eyes glittering with mischief.

Helena glared at Kushiel. “You may use the machine after I am finished preparing one for myself. Nick, yours is already ready.”

His “wife” raised a mug in her hands, and he stepped over and took it.

After a sip, he nodded. “Just the way I needed it. Chloe will be forcing the good stuff down my throat as soon as possible, but not yet.” He savored the bitterness of cheap factory-farmed beans. “Where are Chloe and Meta? And Inari?”

“Inari was one of the casualties of the attack,” Rie said.

Nick’s breath caught in his throat, and he nearly choked on his coffee. Several dolls sprung to his side, including Hazinder and even Kushiel. Before they managed to murder him by accident with their superhuman strength, he cleared his throat and shook them off.

“How bad is it?” he asked. “Rebirth doesn’t usually cause memory loss, but…”

The attack was violent. He worried about Inari. Chloe explicitly avoided changing bodies for that reason, as changes in their parts brought about small adjustments to their personalities.

The mind could never be truly separated from the body, and the Archangels proved that.

“It’s no worse than usual,” Rie insisted. “The Host has already verified Inari’s integrity. Given how thinly stretched we are, she and Meta are vital to assisting Ezekiel. Chloe wanted to be here, but she was investigating Alcatraz when the incident occurred. Given the high likelihood of a connection being found between the attack and a black or criminal company in Alcatraz, I tasked her with going through all suspicious activities we may have recently overlooked.”

“Drudge work,” Nick said.

“Yes. We have precious few leads, I’m afraid.”

He sipped his coffee and scowled at the wall.

The conversation until now had been a convenient way to avoid confronting the truth.

Namely, that he had no clue where to look to find Kim’s killer.

“This is usually where we’d meet with the executives, discuss the case, and then move on to the biggest lead we have,” Nick said.

His words sounded hollow, and his gaze matched his tone. Helena’s hand tightened around his wrist. Rie’s lips tightened.

“I can contact Chief Hammond—” Helena began to say.

“That’s not the problem,” he interrupted. “I just…” He closed his eyes.

For the first time, Nick felt truly on his own in the police when it came to solving the case. Not since he’d first started, when the department had felt foreign to him and he’d fought against the idea of even being a detective, had he stood so apart from anyone who might help him.

And even then, he’d still been reporting to Kim and the bureaucratic bullshit of the Spires.

“Paul’s busy,” he said. “I can only imagine the amount of shit he’s shielding me from, just based on what Andrews brought up. The Spires is panicking. The longer we take to deliver results, the more likely it is that somebody intervenes and tries to wrest the investigation from us by force. We’re also under-resourced until we determine the cause. Helena, about the Custodians⁠—”

“The authority granted by the Spires to use the Malakim Principles has been extinguished,” Helena said. “I am attempting to monitor any potential activation of directives associated with the Principles, as well as any deviation from standing orders. Unfortunately, as they are built into the directives of the dolls, I lack the authority or capacity to disable them.”

“And the time.” Nick sucked in his cheeks in thought. “I’m not even sure if they’ve all been updated. It was intended to happen as they came in for charging at the Spires, but a lot of police dolls charge at stations spread out across Babylon. Inventory the dolls and determine which haven’t received the directives update.”

“We can’t use that information,” Helena warned.

“Not yet. But if we can find proof either way, it will help.”

“We need to talk about the likely cause, Nicholas,” Rie said. “You’re avoiding it.”

“Am I?” His eyes flashed. “Somebody issued the Kestrels and Liberators an order to assassinate Kim, and they accepted it. There are no signs of changes to the underlying directives that control how the Liberators function. The attack happened so fast it bypassed some of the strongest neural warfare protections in the world. That limits who could pull it off. Once we get KAC41 in here and can rig her up to the right machine, we might know more, but it’s enough to restrict our suspects.”

“It still leaves almost every power player in Babylon and Neo Westphalia.” Kushiel crossed her arms. “Kim had a lot of enemies, Waite. Politically, personally, professionally—you name it, someone probably wanted to kill him over it. We’ve pulled the Liberators off the streets and the military thinks this is an RTM backdoor. He’s infamous for delaying the Liberator replacement to favor RTM over Sigma.”

“For fuck’s sake, Kushiel, do not begin throwing blame at major players at this stage,” Rie snapped. Her fists clenched. “Regardless of the fact they are our manufacturer, it is incredibly dangerous.”

“Our job’s to be frank and fearless, right? Find the culprit and bring them to justice no matter who?” Kushiel sneered. “A suspect needs motive, opportunity, and capacity. Sigma has all three.”

“They’re not the only ones,” Nick said.

All eyes turned to him.

“We need to build a shortlist of suspects.” His words generated nods. “On a corporate level, Kim has frustrated both Sigma and Aesir as commissioner. At the same time, he’s been a strong ally of Sigma. We need to investigate both. The Sigma delegate survived the attack. I know he’ll have a neural vault mod and likely be a resident of the Spires, but we should see if we can raid his memories while he’s comatose.”

“Not wasting time, huh, Waite?” Kushiel said.

“What’s good for the terrorist is good for the corporatist,” he said blandly. “Nothing to hide, nothing to fear, and all that jazz. Maybe the courts will block us, or the neural vault will, but we need to try. He might never wake up, and Sigma is untouchable thanks to their military connections.”

“What about Aesir?” Hazinder asked. “They own a damn island.”

He shook his head. “We have zero evidence connecting them to the attack. They’re on the list because they’ve pulled this shit before, and are allies with someone with the ability to do it.”

“The CIA,” Hazinder and Rie said together.

“My first suspect,” Kushiel ground out. “That Smythe bitch is too smug for her own good. She slunk away from all consequences last time, and this is exactly the CIA’s MO.”

“It’s the MO of every major power in the damn world when they think they can get away with it,” Nick said drily. “We do it, too, but have to pick on smaller countries or rely on allies to protect us if we’re caught. But that’s the next category. The sophistication of the attack falls in the lap of foreign intelligence services. The problem there is motive. Why Kim, of all the officials in the Spires?”

“Same reason they pulled off the Shudder,” the towering Archangel said. “Bribes, corruption, or the implication as such.”

“Which is Nicholas’s point.” Rie pressed her fingers to her forehead. “We need powerful motives to even touch foreign powers. For now, they’ll go in the ‘maybe’ basket. As I said earlier, perhaps we can leave that to military intelligence for now.”

He grunted. Part of him wanted to kick down the door of the local CIA office and pick Smythe’s brain, but he knew better.

For one thing, he needed something to offer her. She’d only squealed on her agent during the Shudder because Nick already had the evidence to pin everything on him.

Part of him did wonder that if the CIA wasn’t involved, could he make a deal to get Smythe’s assistance? There was a damn good chance she knew about the backdoor. She might even know who the culprit was and was sitting on it, because letting Neo Westphalia tear itself apart benefited the USA. Never stop an enemy from making a mistake, after all.

“So we have two megacorps and foreign powers,” Hazinder summarized. “What about the NLF? You know, the actual terrorists who were celebrating on live streams until we shut them all down?”

“They’re a convenient scapegoat, but I struggle to see how they could pull it off,” Nick said.

“You want to write them off immediately?” Rie asked, her tone wary.

“No. I won’t write off a potential lead, given they have motive. Lieu came out of nowhere, and we had a fake NLF during the GWT case. Plus, we still don’t know who is supplying the NLF with their fancy neural mods that are always one step ahead of Deusoma’s countermeasures. But the moment I make arrests of the NLF, there’ll be pressure on us to sweep the whole thing under the rug.”

“Just like with the GWT case,” Helena said.

Rie nodded, while Kushiel scowled.

“That’s not it, right? Companies, the CIA, and some terrorists so stupid they probably can’t hack into a random domestic doll?” Her arms crossed over her breasts as she glared at Nick.

“We’re now getting into the political angle, and I don’t know the motives well enough,” he admitted. “The Malakim Principles point the finger at somebody inside the Spires. A military general with enough power and access to either hide the evidence or have allies to do the same.”

“A coup, in other words,” Hazinder said. “Fucking scary, even for me.”

“The military wiping out the police would be scary, yeah. But it might not be the military. Kim had political opponents within the Spires that aren’t in companies. Like Chairman Stone.”

“Stone already had power over Kim. Enough to stall Kim’s automation agenda,” Rie said.

“Did he?” Nick frowned. “That’s what I need to find out. Both men were installed by the Assembly, but at counter-purposes. One of them had to win out, and that would determine the future of policing across the entire country.”

It was a nasty list of suspects. Far more and worse than anything he’d dealt with before.

Usually, one or two stood out. The NLF had always been the obvious one, even if Nick tended to disregard them.

But he knew names and faces in several companies this time. Sigma manufactured the Archangels, and controlled his mentor, Welk. Stone was his boss’s boss, in a political sense. Nick had met several generals by now, particularly General Griffiths of Aerial Command who frequently represented the military due to the importance of the Kestrels and aerial superiority for an island country like Neo Westphalia. The CIA were led by Smythe Columbus. Hell, he’d even met the NLF’s leadership in the past, just in masks.

Only Aesir remained strangers to him, thanks to residing in Asgard, the nearby island city. He knew an RTM researcher that worked with them, however. Seung Hyeon developed RTM’s competitor to the Archangels with Aesir’s assistance.

Nick needed to investigate each and every single lead. Hopefully, one of them would either be the one responsible or lead him to them.

“Helena, call Lucas,” he said. “I bet he’s busy, but the sooner I understand the political situation, the sooner we’ll understand what Andrews was talking about.”


CHAPTER 5


The call to Lucas went unanswered long enough for Nick to assume his friend was busy. Lucas had ascended beyond doll nightclub owner and cipher, and an event like this might have sent him scrambling.

“Helena—” Nick began to say.

His phone screen flickered and the call finally connected.

“Damn unusual for you to call instead of message first, Nick,” Lucas said, his voice emanating over Nick’s earpiece. “I can guess why.”

“Today’s a fucking shitfest, Lucas. I’m guessing you’re as busy as I am,” Nick replied.

Lucas snorted. “Hardly. Busy, sure. But if I ever compare my crap to solving the public assassination of the police commissioner, have an Archangel slap my shit. I’d have to be so up my own ass. I’m already worried I’m too used to the smell of my own shit now I’m an official resident of the Spires. Urgh.”

“How busy is busy?” Nick asked. “You’ve already guessed why I called. I’m on the clock and you’re my best contact for… lots of stuff. Not even just cipher circles.”

A few seconds of silence ensured, and Nick swore he heard Lucas juggling his vape pen. The old gang lord had quit smoking it when he began his push to enter the Spires, but still fiddled with it constantly.

“I take it this can’t wait until tonight,” Lucas said, voice low.

“When I say I’m on the clock—” Nick began to say.

“Got it,” Lucas said. “Actual business is quiet enough that Lumen can take care of it. I’ll make time for you, Nick.”

“Thanks.” Genuine appreciation filled Nick’s tone.

“Don’t mention it. This is what friends are for, and I get to be here for you, unlike with the Neural Spike shit.” The noise on Lucas’s end was definitely him puffing his vape pen. So much for quitting. “Shit’s too sensitive to discuss anywhere. All eyes are on you. Video’s already circulating in private chats about you visiting the crime scene.”

Scowls appeared on the faces of the Archangels in the room, and Rie’s eyes went dim.

“Given where I was, that means people in the Spires are leaking,” Nick said.

“Duh. This is crazy shit. Lots of new money like me don’t consider ourselves part of the Spires, even if we have addresses there, and this attack cuts to the bone. Regardless of your opinion of Dennis Kim, this is the worst attack on our soil since the US saber rattled during the riots forty years ago.” Lucas took a deep breath. “Let’s meet at my new digs. Nobody can spy on us there except you, and I’m meeting you.”

“Your new home in the Spires, right? I missed the housewarming,” Nick joked.

“Well, I’ll give you a private welcome. You won’t have to go far. I’m in the Avalon Spire. Bought one of the new places in the renovated floors after you cops downsized. The bougie fucks ‘round there value prestige and age, so it was cheap because it’s new and on a lower level. Makes no difference to me. The Spires are the Spires. I’ll message you once I get there.”

Lucas hung up, and Nick pocketed his phone.

Rie shook her head when he looked at her. “It is impossible to tell who he is communicating with. Now that Lucas Miller is a resident of the Spires, he has installed a new module in his neural implant that grants him access to the special neural network that we cannot monitor.”

“Make a note that we might need access to that, at least for suspects in the Spires,” Nick said.

“It’s never been granted before. Only limited access to individual neural implants has ever been allowed.”

“Even in an attack like this?”

“There hasn’t been an attack like this before. The laws that govern our access to the neural network did not anticipate the need for us to delve into the Spires,” Rie said.

“Then make a note to bring it up with the judicial mainframes. Half our suspects and all of our victims are on the other side of the fence. We were hamstrung during the GWT case, and the stakes were already high then.”

Rie merely nodded. Something told him that he wouldn’t like the answer he’d get from Athena and the other judicial mainframes.

After all, she’d told a lie. It wasn’t that the Spires hadn’t anticipated a need for the police to investigate them. Rather, they detested the idea. Corporate and government elites loved to be above the system they implemented to rule others.

Right up until the point where they found themselves the victims of their peers, without the protection of that system. Nick suspected Kim’s assassination would overthrow a lot of established conventions and laws.

He leaned against the table in the breakout area, and sipped his now-lukewarm coffee. It still tasted fine. Mostly because of how terrible it had started out.

With little to do, the group drifted over to desks and charging points. The Archangels zoned out, focusing on the Altnet or work. Helena hovered by him but was clearly busy, and Hazinder did the same after a couple of attempts to slip beside him that were thwarted by Helena.

At some point, Kushiel pressed a finger against the side of his head. “When’s the last time you ate, Waite? That domestic doll looked like she was prepping food when I rocked up.”

The other Archangels spun to stare at him. Helena slipped back into reality and pursed her lips.

“Pimsy was about to make lunch,” Nick said. “I’m not hungry. Not after everything.”

“Bullshit. You need to eat. Coffee only suppresses appetite.” Kushiel glowered at him, then glanced at Helena. “Shouldn’t you be on top of this?”

“Stop,” Nick said, before they began arguing. “You’re grumpier than usual, Kushiel. Everyone’s pushed to their limits with this mess, the absent Liberators, and potential rogue dolls. If you want to blame anyone, blame me. If I’d been here⁠—”

“Fuck off.” She gripped his shoulder and tightened her fingers enough to bruise. “There was a reason you got forced on break.”

He shook his head and gripped her hand. “And there was still a ton of work. If this turns out to be a bug in the Malakim Principles, I should have been here to review them when they were implemented. The conference is a massive event. Paul and Kim would have been snowed under, making it harder to spot problems.”

“Imagine if the Spires didn’t fire fucking everyone, or hadn’t bled the department of talent over the past few decades because they were furious the cops wouldn’t commit a massacre,” Kushiel growled.

She stepped back with noisy thumps and glared at a wall. Rie frowned at her, but remained unusually silent.

“Usually, you’re universally negative about human ciphers and talent in general,” Nick said.

“Do I shittalk you, Waite?” Her red eyes gleamed with hurt as she looked at him sidelong. “Yeah, I used to think humans were fucking useless. Sigma plonked me here, and the military used me as a fucking decoration. The ciphers I dealt with were like relics that hadn’t realized their time was up. But you know your shit, and we’ve tangoed with some ciphers who also know their shit. Hammond used to be a gun, too. Rie and the Mark 3s only look good because of how bad things have gotten. Somebody still made us and trained us. Imagine a department full of people with your talent.”

“I thought you didn’t engage in our delusions,” Rie joked.

Kushiel glared at her sister, who smiled back.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Nick smiled at Kushiel, who clicked her tongue. “Hopefully you’ll remember to spare me when the elite are safely in space and send out the secret order to shove all remaining humans on Earth into VR pods.”

“If you’re talented enough, you’ll rewrite our directives to ensure we can’t do it.” Her eyes glittered with mischief as she grinned.

Their gazes met, and a faint blush slowly grew on Kushiel’s cheeks.

Rie coughed, breaking the spell. Nick glanced at her.

“You still need to eat lunch, Nicholas,” Rie said. “Between the checkpoints and current traffic density, Lucas will take nearly an hour to arrive. Enough time for you to visit one of the restaurants here.”

“I’ll pass on fancy dining. If you’re making me eat, it should be simple,” he said.

“Delivery it is. I will—” Rie froze, then nodded. “Your food should be here before Lucas arrives.”

He shot her an odd look, but she said nothing.

With nothing to do, Nick did what he knew best. Scroll the Altnet on his phone.

A few messages had popped up by now, proving Lucas’s words right. Sung thanked him for finally shutting down the political bullshit, even if it was only temporary. A few friends and acquaintances asked if he was alright or if they should be worried. Helena would usually answer these automatically, but was clearly busy. He was halfway through typing up a reply when Hazinder took control and did so for him.

You’re too blunt, boss, Hazinder messaged him, then attached a custom-made winking emoji she’d presumably used as a streamer. Humans love pandering bullshit that tells them nothing of substance. They call it “straight-talking.”

Thank you, Hazinder, he replied.

Just let me know when to line up the threesome.

One day he’d learn how to handle Hazinder. For now, he let her bounce around and worried more about Helena’s jealousy of her new subordinate.

Gabrielle Dupont sent him a surprising message. I understand the courts have handed you complete control of the investigation. Deusoma stands ready to provide any technical assistance you may need. Our contracts are with the military, but I am willing to apply to the courts to extend them to this investigation as an emergency measure.

He needed a moment to process what she meant. Dupont ran Deusoma, a company focused on manufacturing neural mods. It helped the military with cracking the NLF’s implants that hid their activities from the Archangels, among other things.

“Rie, do you know the contents of Deusoma’s contract with the military?” he asked.

“She doesn’t, but I do,” Kushiel said. “Enough of it, anyway. You know about their anti-NLF work, but they may be our ticket past neural vault mods if necessary. The military goes to them whenever they need to bypass encryption. Neural implant and mod manufacturers won’t publicly play ball, but Deusoma has been able to circumvent almost every form of hardware encryption on the market. Remember when I tagged that cyborg merc Dallas when we first met? That was Deusoma’s work. The algo the Archangels use for decryption is also based on one of Dupont’s papers.”

“I knew that last part. She’s one of the most famous ciphers in the world. I read almost everything she wrote back when I worked on the Paladins and Helena in Neural Spike,” he said.

Every Archangel in the room lit up and looked over at him. He rarely spoke about his days in Neural Spike. His work then had laid the groundwork of the Archangels, even if he’d never worked directly on them. Training and research data gathered through Helena and other prototype mainframes had been taken by Sigma and the military when Neural Spike was shut down, then turned into the production Archangels years later. The Paladins were the leftovers of the ancient prototypes of the Mark 1 Archangels.

“Sorry. I don’t have much more,” he said, and the Archangels returned to their work. “You see the message, Rie?”

“I do. Given the status of Sigma’s delegate, it may be highly relevant,” Rie said. “Deusoma may be able to crack his neural vault mod.”

“With permission from the courts.”

“Naturally. The more information we gather tonight, the stronger the case we’ll have tomorrow when we meet with the judicial mainframes.”

He hadn’t heard about such a meeting, but it made sense. Their ability to investigate the Spires relied on the courts. Leaving Athena and the other mainframes in the cold was a bad idea.

The final message on his phone was from his mother.

Pimsy said you left for work abruptly, and your brother is worried for your safety. Nothing’s gone wrong, right? The news hasn’t said anything, but he has a sixth sense for this sort of thing, she said.

Ah, yes. His younger brother’s infamous sixth sense. Also known as being young and hooked into the Altnet enough to recognize active censorship. There was a good chance his brother watched some of the streamers, too.

I’m fine, but I’ll be busy, he replied. Take care of Pimsy. I’ve given her enough upgrades and maintenance to keep her going for a while.

His mother replied with a love heart emoji.

Twenty minutes later, Nick learned what his lunch would be. The door to the office opened and a new Archangel stepped through. She looked nearly identical to Juliet, Rosa, and the other Mark 3s. A pair of coffee-colored ribbons around her pigtails separated her from them.

She carried a container from a Mexican restaurant in the city proper and a tall coffee cup from a coffee shop he’d visited a few times before.

“Your lunch,” Chloe said. She placed the food and drink on the table, then walked around to Nick and hovered beside him awkwardly. “The Host is uncertain as to your emotional state. I have been unable to ascertain if you are in need of emotional support. I have missed you.”

Nick pulled her against him. “Missed you, too, Chloe. Of all the Archangels, you were the one I expected to visit me first.”

“The Host’s decision⁠—”

“Aren’t you all independent?” he asked. “Ezekiel didn’t hold back. Or Kushiel today.” He shot the military Archangel a look, and she harrumphed.

Chloe frowned. “Going against decisions made by the Host for personal gain is a serious matter. It is one thing for the prototypes to do so, as they operate separately to us, but a complete breakdown of order within the Host would swiftly result if we began to disregard consensus. Our prerogative is to improve on the mistakes humanity has made, not repeat them. Illegal actions are to be punished at the highest severity with immediacy.”

Now wasn’t the time to engage in debate about illegal orders, given where the conversation could lead. Nick worried this case might end up in that territory, unfortunately.

For now, he unpacked his food. Chloe had gotten him some hefty beef and cheese quesadillas with small pots of pico de gallo and cheesy dipping sauce. The pico had some heat to it and paired well with the deeply unhealthy quesadillas.

“Thanks,” he told Chloe. “It must have hurt to get me something so unhealthy.”

“I have monitored your eating habits through the Host, and it appears Pimsy has been ensuring you ate a balanced diet,” Chloe said. “You ate better than I feared you would.”

“She would bully me if I dared to eat out too much,” he drawled.

Which wasn’t a lie. Pimsy’s directives focused on the elderly, who might need that sort of care, much like how servants in past eras had known better than their masters who barely knew how to cook. She took her work seriously.

“Perhaps she should permanently move into your apartment,” Chloe said.

“Somebody needs to run the store,” he deflected.

Pimsy barely did anything there. As lonely as she must be, he worried about being pampered even more than he already was. It was one thing on vacation, but all the time?

Before Chloe could badger him more, he dug into his food. She chose to remain beside him instead of retreating into the Altnet.

Rie walked up after a few minutes. “Your report from Alcatraz provided few leads.”

“NLF activity has been low there since the GWT case,” Chloe said. “There is no evidence this attack has any connection to the organizations that reside in Alcatraz. They lack the resources to do so. I investigated what few leads we had regarding possible hidden terrorist activity, beyond even the NLF, given the proliferation of NLF neural mods that hide their activity.”

“I assume you found some,” Nick said.

She nodded. “Minor criminal activity. Unlicensed protest organizations intending to undertake civil disobedience. Brothels utilizing both illegally modified dolls and human sex slaves, the latter of which was a more serious crime. The most notable discovery was of an importer of counterfeit Aesir premium mods, which utilized an old Deusoma method to circumvent Aesir’s encryption.”

He scowled. “I’ve heard about those. They shot up in popularity after the Shudder, because it turned out newer neural implants and the premium mods protected people from the attack.”

The Shudder had been a terrorist attack, but one that used a known weakness in neural implants. Megacorps had intentionally ignored it.

Even today, Nick still didn’t know if Aesir had requested the US government to cause the Shudder or if the CIA agent involved had gone rogue. Whatever the case, they’d benefitted handily and it had further delayed the global court case against their premium neural mod. These counterfeit mods were a natural market reaction to their monopolist behavior.

Well, natural to anyone with a brain. Aesir had been screaming at him to kick down every door in Babylon to seize counterfeit mods and rip them out of people’s skulls. As far as the megacorp cared, the crippling seizures and brain damage were the price of trying to avoid paying absurd amounts to a corporate monopoly that wanted to own people’s minds.

He struggled to find any connection between a bunch of counterfeits and the current case. Deusoma were certainly growing in importance due to their ability and willingness to thumb their nose at Aesir. Few people had the balls Dupont possessed, especially as she was a woman.

“I assume the NLF haven’t vanished entirely,” Nick said. “Any idea where they’ve gone?”

“Suburbia,” Rie said. “The raids we conducted using our streamer honeypots led us across the entirety of the outer metro, and even provided leads across other cities in Neo Westphalia. Those dried up quickly, unfortunately. We doubt NLF leadership has panicked and fled, but those who have evaded our capture are wiser and warier now.”

“I don’t have time for them, assuming they aren’t responsible. Hopefully they keep their heads down and don’t do anything stupid.”

“They are terrorists. This is the best opportunity they will have to act, between the decreased number of Liberators and heightened authoritarian rhetoric from the Spires.” Rie shot him a pointed look.

All he could do was sigh. This case would be messy.

The coffee Chloe had brought was exactly what he expected of her. Fruity, delicate, and delicious. A massive step up from the garbage he’d been drinking for the past few weeks, save for the few times he grabbed one from a hole-in-the-wall shop while out and about. He already missed the bitterness of the old stuff.

Lucas messaged him by the time he was halfway through his caffeine. Heading up to my suite. Vadim and his boys know you’re coming, so they’ll let you in. I doubt I need to tell you where I live. See you soon.

Nick almost wanted to ask his friend for his address, just to be annoying.

Rie stopped him. “Floor 50, exactly. I’ve pulled all Custodians off the level, just in case.”

His escort grew as Nick walked toward the elevators, then shrunk again. The Archangels had other work to do, and more had begun returning to charge already. Paladins would presumably greet him on Lucas’s level.

For now, only Kushiel, Rie, Chloe, Juliet, and Rosa accompanied him down. The elevator moved swiftly.

“How many floors have been retrofitted? Half the cargo elevators have been off-limits ever since Kim announced the department’s downsizing,” Nick said.

“The department has retained control of floors 71-79, as well as the bottom thirty floors for general emergency services, storage, armory, evidence, and numerous other services that did not utilize personnel,” Chloe explained. “Renovation started from floor 31 and has presently reached floor 63. It will be another nine months before it is complete.”

“That’s fast.”

“No, it’s slow,” Rie corrected. “It’s been over forty years since Axis Mundi was built, and the last major renovation of the Spires was immediately after the riots when all emergency services were moved into the Avalon Spire. Enormous volumes of knowledge have been lost. Neo Westphalia prides itself on its ability to complete major engineering projects swiftly. That the Spires has become a relic grates on many technological pioneers.”

“And here I thought they’d all gone to space.” Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I hate to say this, but I wonder why Kim was even here now I say that. Sure, he believed in the city, but why? His brother is the CEO of RTM Strategic. If they can’t go to space, who can?”

“Richer assholes,” Kushiel said. “Maybe you should ask Jun Kim that?”

“I’m not harassing him over that. Not right after his brother has been killed.” Nick grimaced. “Fuck. Kim has a son here, right? Is he protected?”

“Two Archangels are with him,” Rie said. “It is an extravagance, but until we know the reason⁠—”

“You don’t need to justify it, Rie. That’s the answer I prefer to hear.”

The elevator stopped and they stepped out onto a residential level of the Spire. As he’d expected, a trio of Paladins with heavy shotguns awaited them. Nobody else did.

Like other Spires he’d visited, the new residential sections of the Avalon Spire emphasized physicality. In Yggdrasil it was all wood and vaguely Nordic architecture. Stone blended with old gas lamps and a Victorian-era style here.

The floor comprised cobblestone of varying shapes and colors, while the walls looked like something out of a castle. Wooden boards hovered above them, and fancy glass displays showed forests that didn’t truly exist, but merely tricked the eye.

Unlike in the old Yggdrasil Spire, more AR elements existed here alongside the physical. At the same time, everything appeared newer and higher quality. Metal plates contained both imprintings that Nick saw nothing on, as well as writing in multiple languages and even braille. The forests didn’t utilize mirrors, but complex displays advanced enough he struggled to determine if they were monitors. Chloe had to confirm his suspicions.

“This retrofit cost a fortune,” he noted.

“The Spires pays for it, and they can afford it,” Rie said. “Sales of the new residential units covers the entire cost of the renovation, plus a tidy profit.”

“What if they sold them unrenovated?”

“The prospect was raised, but disregarded due to the damage it would do to property values across the Spires. A large number of residents lack the funds to fund renovations at this scale, and the precedent would eventually leave them homeless given the backlog of updates required.”

Ah, yes. The poor nobility who hoarded their status over those of lesser means, but whose families had long since faded into irrelevance. Nick rarely dealt with them as they mattered little in the grand scheme of Babylon.

Finding Lucas’s home, or whatever he called it, required navigating through several fancy hallways. The residential elevators likely brought him closer to this door. Nick used special police elevators to go everywhere in the Spires.

A trio of suited thugs with visible cybernetics stood outside their destination. None carried visible weapons, but their large stature and baggy jackets suggested they weren’t defenseless. The Archangels approached without hesitation.

An older man with cropped hair and thick sideburns nodded at Nick. “Captain. The boss and Mister Miller are waiting for you inside.”

The door slid open and Nick glanced back at his escort.

“We will wait outside,” Juliet said, with a pointed look at the Paladins.

Nick nodded, then stepped inside. Chloe and Rie followed, then Kushiel. The guards frowned at the military doll, but did nothing. What could they do, after all? At least she wasn’t carrying her gigantic railgun.

An expansive living room greeted them, complete with towering recliners beside a fireplace. Two men leaned over a breakfast bar with mugs. Presumably full of coffee, although the whiskey bottle suggested otherwise.

The door slid shut behind them, and the dark-skinned man of the duo waved them in.

“Hope you’re ready to hear about a fucking mess, Nick,” Lucas said, flicking his vape pen around in his cybernetic hand. “Not sure I can help you much, but whatever you want to hear about, I’ll do my best. Kim’s death leaves one hell of a vacuum in the Spires, and I know I’m far from the only person to see it. If I’m right, this might be the biggest power struggle in Babylon’s history.”


CHAPTER 6


“Ireally hope that whiskey is for show,” Nick said as he strolled toward the two men by the breakfast bar. “It fits the vibe of the place. Not sure it’s fitting to be slugging back Irish coffee in the early afternoon.”

“If my eyes are open, it’s time to drink,” the bald, stout man beside Lucas said with a grin. He raised his mug. “I won’t have the time to be hitting any bars. My boys are stretched protecting my clients, and Gabrielle still wants to fly to Asgard tonight. Join us.”

He grabbed a third mug just out of sight and pushed it beneath the spout of a state-of-the-art robot barista built into the wall. It lit up and began whirring, before spitting out perfect coffee within seconds.

His attempt to grab the whiskey bottle was thwarted by Kushiel, who took two steps over and placed her palm on top of it.

“I think Waite will stay sober, Smith,” Kushiel said.

“Fair enough.” The bald man inclined his head. “Nice protection detail, Nick. It’s a shame I’m not allowed to bring my dolls in here.”

This man was Vadim Smith, owner of numerous security firms that operated in Alcatraz. He treaded a fine line and somehow operated both legitimate businesses and black companies. Nick had worked for him as a teenager, and continued to deal with him while in the police.

“Don’t you have your own security, Lucas?” Nick asked as Kushiel passed the coffee mug over the other men’s heads.

“Getting permits for security in here is hard.” Lucas sipped his coffee and strolled to the far side of the room.

He wore a stylish silver suit with a purple collared shirt beneath. His usual mirrored glasses sat atop his neatly combed hair, which he kept short these days. A cybernetic hand gleamed from one sleeve, and Nick knew the entirety of the arm was chrome.

Lucas continued, “Only ‘legitimate’ security firms are allowed to supply bodyguards, and dolls are heavily restricted. Too easy for a doll to mysteriously malfunction and kill someone, and a legitimate firm has plenty of reasons to keep their guards on the up and up. If Vadim’s boys rough up the wrong person here, he’ll be bankrupt before he can even exit the building.”

“I mostly handle protection outside of the Spires,” Vadim clarified. “Most days, the army of police dolls keeps everyone happy. Even the Petr brothers disappeared outside the building, even if nobody believes they drowned at sea after fleeing on their yacht.”

“Most days, huh?” Nick repeated.

The Russian gave him a sidelong look, then slugged back his coffee. Without a word, he began making another. Kushiel didn’t stop him from liquoring it up.

Lucas stood in front of an enormous display wall, the contents of which depicted a stormy hillside on a rural coastline. Sheep rushed along a dirt road in the distance. A truck rolled past. The interior lights and temperature shifted with the storm, as if to sell the idea they were out in the real world instead of a high-tech cocoon.

After stopping beside his friend, Nick raised his mug. “No toast to your ascendancy? You didn’t make much of a fuss about finally entering the Spires.”

“My goal’s been to enter the Assembly. That’s still a work-in-progress, but getting residency in the Spires is required. All this shit…” Lucas waved his cybernetic hand at the opulent frippery around them. “Can you imagine raising a kid here? We talk about silver spoons and bubbles, but this place is built to isolate you. Everything you need is in the Spires, or a simple thought away. Babylon is as far away as Africa to the folks lost in this fantasy.”

Nick pursed his lips, then chose to redirect the conversation. “Thinking of another kid? Your son can nearly get a job, if anyone actually hired teenagers these days.”

“Hah, haven’t even thought of another since the divorce. My hours are still too fucked for anyone who sleeps instead of powering down.” Lucas sipped his steaming coffee. “Don’t read into that. I don’t fuck dolls. Just offer services to those who do.”

“Thanks for the judgment.”

Lucas raised his arms, but couldn’t hold his palms out thanks to his mug. “No judgment here. It ain’t my thing, and it won’t ever be. I’ll find the time to date and, uh…” He closed his eyes and sighed. “Man, this got sad, real fast.”

“There’s a reason I’ve never talked about my dating history, Lucas,” Nick said drily.

“You have a thousand reasons why it can never work out. I’m just a workaholic.” Lucas’s vape pen slipped out of his suit jacket and he took a puff. Presumably, indoor ventilation could handle it. “Makes me wonder how many politicians only got married in the past because it was a requirement. The Assembly doesn’t give a shit, although philandering can hurt you because the people you’re fucking might vote you out.”

“Didn’t realize the Assembly was a democracy. Did they forget to send me my reminder to vote?”

“Depends on who you define as citizens with voting rights.” A smirk floated on Lucas’s face. “The Assembly represents the Spires, just like how only landowners could vote in a lot of places until pretty recently. And, uh, even more recently, given the way things have gone in some places.” He shook his head. “This is a funny place. Neo Westphalia sold itself as the city on a hill, because the old one had burned itself down in the eyes of a lot of folks. Part of that meant rejecting the trappings of universal democracy, but the elites sure as shit kept it for themselves.”

“We did have that People’s Senate once,” Nick said. “Can only imagine how different Babylon would be if it had any power and the Spires hadn’t erased it after the riots.”

Lucas snorted. “Imagine? You mean dream. The only difference would be that the worst of the worst in the Assembly would be publicly elected, and their views public knowledge. More moderate rivals would fall on their swords over any minor scandal as their fickle supporters vent their rage at their allies, because they know they’re impotent to touch the real bastards.”

“Sounds like you’ve been drinking,” Kushiel said. She leaned against a nearby wall and eyed Lucas warily. “We’re here to get the lay of the land, not a lecture about why democracy is a failed experiment.”

“Given the shit going down, I wonder if people need the lecture,” Lucas said.

“You think anyone in the Spires will try to bring democracy here? The hell would they do that?” Nick asked.

“A release valve,” Rie and Chloe said together, and Kushiel scowled at them.

“Don’t entertain their bullshit,” Kushiel snapped.

“It is pertinent to our…” Chloe looked at Vadim expressionlessly.

The security mogul ran his fingers across his mouth like closing a zipper. “I’m paid for my discretion, ladies.”

“We’re not paying you,” Kushiel said.

“Not in dollars and cents.” Vadim grinned. “A thug like me understands better than most that the world runs on social credit. I’d never have set foot in the Spires if I was too stupid to get that.”

Lucas walked past Vadim and plonked his mug down on the bench top with a loud clink. “A release valve is the rumblings I’ve heard in some corners. Let the masses vote, and they’ll only have themselves to blame. It’s an old theory, dating back to the spread of Liberalism in the 18th and 19th centuries. Without a ballot box, it’s easy to focus your blame on the unelected powers that be. With one, people vote to make things worse, then act as if somebody held a gun to their head in the polling booth to force them to do so. Voting would only produce real change if people had a sense of accountability.”

“I’m guessing that’s why the People’s Senate failed.” Nick frowned. “I’ve never heard much about it. Just that it accomplished nothing, and most of what it did was replaced by automation.”

“They did nothing, until one day they did,” Vadim said confusingly. “I barely remember it, young dipshit I was, but they pissed off the Spires by refusing to take bribes. The moment they showed any resistance—bam!—the Senate was gone, along with all records of their resistance. Had to ensure the propaganda of their uselessness lingered.”

“There is no proof that—” Chloe began to say.

Kushiel waved a hand dismissively as she interrupted, “Please. He’s right. Dunno about you, but I got trained on classified records about what went down. The Senate Tribunes finally used their vaunted veto during the shitfest that was going down during the riots. The Assembly bribed one Tribune to counter-veto, but he instead spread the attempt across the entire country.”

“Tribunes?” Nick asked. “Isn’t that a Roman thing?”

“Consider this your weekly rumination on the Roman Empire,” Lucas joked. “Everyone steals from Rome, especially rich assholes cosplaying as USA 2.0. The Senate was the original release valve, except it mostly organized trash pickups and local events, so it had abysmal participation. Remember that everyone came here hoping for a better future, originally. Two Tribunes were selected from the Senate, who got to sit in on the Assembly for photo ops. They had some complex rules around vetoes and counter-vetoes⁠—”

“If one Tribune vetoed the Assembly, they needed a two-thirds majority to overrule it or a counter-veto from the other Tribune,” Rie said. “Two vetoes killed a bill until it was substantially changed, but the Tribunes had to step down. The concept was modified from the Roman Republic, where the plebeians voted in Tribunes of the Plebs with similar powers, a function then taken by the Emperor after the Republic’s fall.”

Vadim topped up his half-empty coffee with more whiskey, prompting a scowl from Rie. He raised his mug. “Here’s to the repeated death and rebirth of representation of plebs like us.”

Nick shook his head, halfway between disbelief and resignation.

“Yeah, it was a way for the Spires to feel like they’d kept the spirit of Rome, without implementing democracy,” Lucas said. “The Tribunes never used their vetoes before the riots. Remember everyone is a corporate citizen, especially back then. The Tribunes worked for the Spires. A veto was the definition of a career limiting move.”

“Just like in Rome, Neo Babylonian Tribunes were protected from retribution, even after stepping down from office,” Rie said.

“Yeah, and just like in Rome, how well did that hold up when the Tribunes finally acted against the Spires?” Lucas sneered. “Here’s a real piece of classified info. A lot of the founders of the original NLF came from the People’s Senate. And I mean the real Neural Liberation Front, not this fake group that traitorous police captain created with their initials. The ones who blew shit up, instead of banging up coffee shops.”

“All founding members of the Neural Liberation Front have been arrested, killed, or tracked to countries outside Neo Westphalia,” Chloe said. “The last two were caught following the bombing that ended the old NLF, and were well into their seventies.”

“Old-fashioned revolutionaries.” Lucas nodded grimly. “I bet they passed on everything they knew, and probably groomed some new demagogues. The new NLF are buffoons, but they have connections. Where do you think those came from?”

Nick’s mind spun. “Wait, you mean the NLF might be a real suspect?”

“Fuck, Nick, you weren’t going to dismiss them, right?”

He grimaced. “I don’t think you realize how crazy this case is, Lucas. If the NLF pulled it off, anyone with an NLF neural mod is toast. Our policy to ignore them until they act up will vanish instantly.”

The thud that followed was Vadim’s mug hitting the bench top. He and Lucas exchanged frowns.

“Might be time to share,” Vadim said. “That’s not what I’ve heard. This sounds… disruptive to business.”

“The assassination of a police commissioner wasn’t enough?” Kushiel laughed sarcastically.

“I assumed this was a false flag, or close enough.” The former Russian shrugged at the stares from the Archangels. “I grew up in Eastern Europe, where these ploys are an almost annual distraction. Only thing more common are dissenters falling out of windows.” His finger traced his mug while he stared into the dark void of the kitchen past the breakfast bar. “Public opinion turns on the regime, so they stage a terrorist attack. Remind the working-class stiffs that the state is all that stands between them and violent chaos. Suddenly, masked secret police are everywhere. Opinions that go against the government’s become illegal, and arrests are all over the news. More guns, more intimidation, more threats that you’ll be next if you step out of line.”

“Hardly unique to Eastern Europe anymore.” Lucas shook his head. “Could still be a false flag. Let’s sit. Give us some info, Nick, and I’ll see if I can help. Or if anything politically lines up.”

Before Vadim could reach for the whiskey, Chloe picked it up and placed it in a cupboard inside the kitchen. With a grunt, he accepted her gesture. He leaned against the breakfast bar with crossed arms, waiting for everyone to continue.

Lucas waved at the recliners by the fireplace. Presumably prompted by a neural command, the recliners began to turn in place so that they faced the rest of the room. Nick sat in one and Lucas took the other. His friend’s vape pen danced across his fingers, but he didn’t take another puff. Rie stood by the forest display, while Chloe dwelled near the door. Kushiel didn’t budge from her leaning posture against the wall.

“What do you think happened?” Nick asked Lucas. “The specifics, that is. Not the speculation.”

“The Liberators went rogue again,” Lucas said, and Vadim nodded. “It’s obvious you’re pulling them off the streets, and what we’ve seen of the aftermath only shows Kestrels and Archangels. They’re old and up for replacement. Easy fodder for a backdoor, or somebody in the right place to hijack their orders.”

“Helena would have blocked something that simple,” Nick said. “Ordinarily.”

“Can’t say I like the way you said that.”

“How’d you learn this? I figured the streamers would have shared more.”

Vadim snorted. “Those propaganda shills know fucking nothing. They don’t even know the NLF got control of the Liberators once.”

The Spires had suppressed all info about that, after all. Only those in the right circles knew.

“I imagine the truth will slowly slip out within the next day or two,” Nick said.

“It’s still highly classified,” Rie warned.

“Lucas is part of the Spires, and this is hardly the first time I’ve shared things with him. Propriety hasn’t been my strong point.”

“So long as it doesn’t involve trade secrets that might get me killed, go ahead.” Despite his light tone, the stress lines across Lucas’s face belied his seriousness.

“Somebody took control of the Liberators and two of the Kestrels,” Nick said.

Both other men hissed, and Vadim’s knuckles whitened despite his crossed arms.

“Data is limited, but it looks like they issued orders at the highest priority, and the dolls followed them without question,” Nick continued. “No directive changes.”

“That’s still a massive backdoor,” Lucas muttered. He ran a hand down his face. “ARMDs only work for sensitive matters because they’re locked down. Old G2s are one thing, but newer models usually need to exploit an existing security flaw.”

“Unfortunately, government dolls tend to have those. Just like everyone’s neural implants.”

“Shit. The security bands.” Lucas’s eyes hardened. “No, that’s not enough for the Kestrels.” He stared at Nick, looking for something. “Why were they even deployed to protect Kim, anyway? Sure, the Spires authorized them to show off in front of the world, but that meant the police and military had to work together. No offense, but you tend to butt heads with the soldiers.”

“None taken,” Nick said. “The protocol used isn’t public knowledge, but the military had overall command. To put it bluntly, Helena didn’t have the control over the Liberators that I specifically gave her to stop another Lieu.”

“And the moment you gave that up, the dolls went rogue,” Lucas said. “Fucking hell. Maybe the NLF were waiting for a fuckup like this, especially with you on leave. But it stinks of politics. Vadim might be right. Cynical bastard that he is, politics in the Spires has gotten real nasty. I take it you don’t know about it?”

“That’s why I’m here. Major-General Andrews wouldn’t help me, but directed me to you.”

“So she got the same vibe. Figures. She was the one who took down Neural Spike and brought in the Archangels.” Lucas placed the vape pen between his lips, then removed it. “The cops don’t police the Spires, just stand around it like overpaid bodyguards with fancy uniforms, so it figures you’ve never bothered to learn about politics. Time for a crash course.”

Nick looked longingly at the kitchen, and it only took Chloe a moment to understand his gaze.

The sound of her tongue clicking in his ear followed as she spoke directly into his earpiece. “You’re being naughty. Do I need to punish you tonight?”

His eyes bulged, and Rie raised her eyebrows at her subordinate. Chloe had the grace to blush.

“I missed something,” Lucas mused.

“Being away from home for a few weeks appears to have awakened something in some of my Archangels,” Nick said.

“‘Your’ Archangels,” Kushiel repeated, as if tasting the words. “If this really is an attempted coup, maybe you should throw your hat in the ring.”

“Do not joke about that right now,” Rie said. She appeared distracted all of a sudden, and Chloe frowned at her.

When Nick glanced at her, Rie shook her head.

She spoke over his earpiece next, “There are some odd movements being detected by Archangels across all of Neo Westphalia. Police mainframes are all under heavy burdens with the loss of the Liberators, so we’re attempting to supplement their surveillance network.”

That certainly wasn’t nothing, but he left it to the experts. The distributed nature of the Host meant they acted as a living web of information and spying.

“I take it you’d rather I keep the crash course simple,” Lucas said, and Nick nodded. “How much do you already know?”

“Sweet fuck all. Kim was part of the Roboticist faction, but he seemed to be losing his grip on the police during the Shudder incident. Stone took control, even though he’s only chairman.”

“Good start. I’ll spare you the detailed history. Despite the Roman comparison earlier, the Assembly doesn’t really match anything from history. The elites despise political parties and the trappings of traditional politics, so the factions are more like loose clubs of like-minded members, and often have sub-factions that split depending on the issue. All Roboticists believe in replacing manual labor with robots and AI, but differ on why or the way they should handle social issues.”

“Like the world full of people with no jobs,” Nick said drily.

“Oh yeah. Believe it or not, the Spires were bigger hardasses before the riots. Militant factions pushed shit like ‘Babylon First’ and Neo Westphalian equivalents, and encouraged brinksmanship with the US. The Roboticists gained strength because they responded to concerns about the unreliability of fleshsacks like us, but they also favored softer social solutions. Propping up property prices; restricting deportation policies as the population aged and couldn’t all hold jobs; convincing the megacorps to keep tons of unproductive jobs to stave off riots.”

“I imagine the masses of empty automated stores is part of that, given it keeps people like my retired mother busy.”

Lucas nodded and pointed his vape pen at Nick. “You get it. Idle hands are the devil’s plaything and all that. Or bread and circuses. Depends how you look at it. Between the riots and mass automation, suburban centers were wiped out and that looks bad.”

“And the robot stores don’t?”

“Propaganda fixes that, and places full of robots look better than masses of abandoned shacks.”

Nick frowned, but found he had to agree. The Spires weren’t stupid.

“The problem recently is them.” Lucas pointed at Rie with his vape pen, then moved it toward Kushiel and Chloe in turn. “Emotion engine dolls. The mainframes caused a stir, but they’re out of sight even for the rich shits here. The Liberators replaced the ‘thugs’ of the police force, and people welcomed that change like the tradesperson apocalypse that happened right before the riots.”

“The what?” Kushiel asked.

“I do not recall tradespeople being wiped out en masse,” Rie said drily.

Nick rolled his eyes. “Even I know what Lucas means, Rie. A lot of papers talk about it, even if they don’t use the nickname. RTM demonstrated a domestic doll nimble and smart enough to do a lot of physical tasks, and it wiped out an entire industry.”

“Industries,” Chloe corrected. “Large-scale construction and manufacturing were already automating due to RTM’s industrial robots introduced shortly after South Korea’s chaebol created the company in Neo Westphalia. Dolls capable of more delicate tasks, particularly domestic work such as plumbing, roofing, and electrical work, caused industry job losses in excess of 90% across developed economies in the space of a decade.”

Grim figures, and one of the largest examples of mass automation that even affected Neo Westphalia, as it took place in the decade leading up to the riots. The dolls responsible were as old, or older, than Pimsy.

“Why compare that to the Liberators?” Nick asked.

“Because it affected jobs that were necessary, but looked down on,” Lucas said. “The moment people didn’t have to pay hand over fist to get a leak fixed three times before it finally stopped dripping, they leaped at the opportunity. The fact it was cheaper was a bonus.”

“Gentrification,” Vadim said.

“Studies have found the primary cause was friction between the workers and their primary client base,” Rie said. “The Liberators were similarly welcomed, given their friendliness, low aggressiveness, and willingness to take minor matters seriously like theft, breaking and entering, and threats.”

Lucas waved a hand. “We’re getting off track. My point was that the Spires didn’t think much of automation of low-skill jobs, particularly as ciphers like us sprang up overnight. They only saw the forest, instead of the trees. Better mainframes have been eroding the skilled workforce, only slowly. The Archangels wiping out an army of skilled workers overnight gave pause to some of the Assembly.”

“Some,” Nick said. “I’d imagine most would welcome it, given their aims.”

“Turns out the illusion of human supremacy over robots is hard to maintain when almost everyone gets fired, and chatter starts about replacing the executive class, too.” Lucas grinned toothily. “There’s been a strong movement within several megacorps to replace the C-Suite with custom-built mainframes using the latest and greatest emotion engines. If it’s good enough for the justice system and managing space, why not Aesir?”

Déjà vu struck Nick. Both because he’d heard Dupont talk about this, but also his past discussions with Hammond.

“Everyone supports automation until they realize they’re on the chopping block,” Nick said.

“Yeah, selfish myopia is a real bitch,” Lucas said. “The Roboticists have schismed along three major lines. The hardliners see this as the time to strike, automate everything ASAP, and engrave their mark on how it happens—ideally from the safety of space. The radicals think it’s happening too fast and without proper oversight.”

“That’s radical?” Kushiel asked with a bitter laugh. “I suppose for a faction that wants to replace humanity that makes sense.”

“Finally, the moderates. For the Roboticists, anyway.” Lucas gave Kushiel a pointed look. “Kim was one of them, and a soft one at that. Odd guy. Hard to pin down, given his corporate links. Believed that automation was the future, but didn’t want it to destroy the city. As usually happens when you’re in the reasonable middle of politics, you get surrounded by nutters. The hardliners disliked his unwillingness to turn the city into a robot-run dictatorship, instead of a mere police state. The radicals abandoned him entirely, and worked with outsiders to start frustrating the automation agenda.”

The changes that happened over the past six to seven months clicked in Nick’s head. “Stone. Where does he sit in this?”

“He’s an independent powerbroker. The biggest one, by far,” Lucas said. “I’ve spoken with him a couple of times during my quest to join the Assembly. If he nixed me, it would have been all over.”

“Why? And how?”

“Influence. The old-fashioned kind,” Vadim said. “Money talks, but he’s on board after board across Neo Westphalia. You never know when he’ll turn other companies or politicians against you. Plus, he throws amazing Christmas parties. Gabrielle brought me to one when I first took over her protection duty, and he made me what I am in the Spires.” His words glowed with positivity, but Vadim’s eyes narrowed and turned beady.

“And he could unmake you,” Nick said.

Vadim nodded silently.

“The man keeps to himself, but we know he inherited his wealth,” Lucas said. “A cybernetics firm his old man owned. Believe it or not, cybernetics were the big thing for decades when Neo Westphalia started. Neural implants had deep ties to the firms that made them, and militaries used cybernetics extensively.” He flexed his cybernetic arm for show. “But the flaws showed themselves, and dolls crushed them. Stone sold his company to RTM right at its peak, before military dolls vaporized the market share of warbots and chrome.”

“Impressive timing. I can guess why he’s a powerbroker. Is that his day job?” Nick asked.

“Rich people like to feel important, and his voice matters. He’s never opposed automation, but rejected the Roboticist ideal of replacing all human labor and oversight. Between his antagonism to RTM and this, he and Kim sparred a lot in the Assembly.”

Alarm bells went off in Nick’s mind. “Antagonism to RTM? But he sold his company to them.”

“And RTM buried it,” Rie said, her eyes glowing as she presumably processed the information she’d received. “While Neo Westphalia moved on from cybernetics, the same isn’t true globally. Kreova’s biocybernetics in particular are highly valued.”

“But they’re competition to the megacorps that dominate the Spires.” Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose. “How much influence do the companies have versus the factions?”

“They overlap,” Kushiel said. “Joining the Assembly requires a corporate nomination, or to be sufficiently rich to afford your own seat. The reps then split into factions, but the companies still hold their leash to some extent. Piss off your corporate master and they can yank your seat, then hand it to another.” She pointed at Lucas. “He’ll need somebody’s backing to get one.”

“Stone was my hope,” Lucas admitted. “I had too much baggage for him. At this point, it’ll be either RTM or Sigma. Especially as Sigma are likely to get loads of new seats, especially if they win the Liberator replacement contract.”

“So Stone not only opposed Kim’s automation agenda, but had problems with RTM,” Nick said. “Why do I suspect Kim’s stalling of the Liberator replacement went down poorly with him?”

“I don’t know if he’s your man,” Lucas said. “An attack like this is too public for his style. He does have military attack dogs, though. You already know Griffiths. He and Stone are peas in a pod when it comes to opposition to mass automation. The military don’t want to hand over even more control to AI, and Griffiths is the most vocal figure voicing that. Helps that he’s a war hero.”

“Some brushes with belligerent Americans don’t make a war hero,” Vadim grunted.

“Closest we get, unless you count bombing random shitholes from afar. He’s got visible injuries defending the country.”

Nick found it almost uncanny how Lucas’s view on politics brought him to a pair of men he’d tangoed with before. Both of whom had actively wooed Nick after a nasty brush during the GWT case.

“Anyone else in the Spires you’d finger?” Nick asked. “More than that, why would Stone feel the need to move?”

“Politics moves fast. Stone stonewalled Kim for now.” Lucas chuckled at his own pun. “But what if the hardliners gave up on their opposition? Or the megacorps decide they really want to make piles of cash from selling more dolls? I’m afraid there aren’t many powerhouses with Stone’s influence. Maybe Aesir’s CEO, Elias Ostlund, as he runs a goddamn city, Kim’s pissed him off, and Aesir doesn’t really care about automation like other megacorps.”

Vadim looked to the side, as if avoiding the topic.

“I get the feeling there’s a name you’re avoiding,” Rie said.

Vadim shrugged, and Lucas sighed.

“I told you when we started, Nick, that the moment you raid a partner in the cipher business, you’re done,” Lucas said. He leaned forward and stared at the floor. “I’ve lost more than a few friends just by entering the Spires. But even I’d struggle if you kicked down Gabrielle’s door over this.”

An explosive breath left Nick. Of all the names to come up, it was the cipher princess whose name you couldn’t tarnish without being shit on by an army of other ciphers.

“To be clear, I’m not fingering her,” Lucas added, when Vadim glared at him. “But if somebody cracked into a Kestrel, it would be Gabrielle, and she has enough connections to repeatedly thumb her nose at Aesir without getting crushed. Just tread carefully if you probe her, Nick.”

“I’ll avoid doing any probing,” Nick joked, making a crude gesture.

Vadim snorted and shook his head. “I said I’d keep this secret, so I will. Just don’t be surprised if Gabrielle already expects you to investigate her.”

“Because of her connections?”

“No, because she’s smart. If we can think of her name, she’ll know she’s on the suspect list.”

The message he’d received from Dupont came to mind, and Nick nodded.

“I don’t even have the beginnings of a motive for her, so she’s low on the list,” he said. “Tell me more about Aesir. They got away with the Shudder, whether or not they were involved, and might be feeling brave. I heard they still control a third of the Assembly, too.”

“Fewer after the Shudder. The Assembly intentionally restricted Aesir’s maximum seat number to equal RTM’s,” Lucas said. “But Elias’s influence is bigger than that. The Spires also hosts a lot of Neo Westphalia’s government in the Olympus Spire. Aesir’s real influence is financial. They make too much damn money to ignore, no matter how much they might piss other powermongers and elites off. It’s why they can shrug off a lot of the investor movement to ‘modernize’ with more automation. Money talks, especially here.”

Nick grunted. Babylon and the rest of the island cities had a government, but they operated as corporate conglomerates that represented the interests of the moneyed elite that ran them. In a world like that, Aesir stood supreme.

Rie’s eyes met his, and her voice entered his earpiece. “There is a problem brewing that needs your attention. A confidential one.”

Narrowing his own eyes, Nick nodded. He straightened his jacket. The movement caught Lucas’s and Vadim’s attention.

“Don’t let me keep you,” Lucas said, leaning forward. “Hopefully I’ve helped you. Gimme a yell if you need more info, or pay a visit if you want to bitch or vent. Some of the suits from the conference were going to hit up the doll district tonight before shit went down. I’ll send word if I find ‘em.”

“Appreciate it,” Nick said.

Kushiel hovered by his side, and her hand came down on his shoulder. She didn’t quite begin to push him out of the room, but he took the hint.

“Thank you for your help. Both of you,” Rie added, as he began leaving with Kushiel’s questionable assistance. “This isn’t related to why we need to leave, but I advise ensuring you have adequate security at your establishments. It is a fragile peace at the moment.”

“But not between us,” Vadim said slowly.

Rie shook her head, and he clicked his tongue.

“Can guess what that means.” Lucas sighed as he rose. “Let’s roll. Don’t want to get stuck here if any fireworks go off. I can make plans in the car.” He waved at Nick, signaling for him to leave first.

After saying a quick goodbye, Nick left with the Archangels. They waited until out of earshot of Vadim’s guards before speaking.

Chloe frowned at Rie. “It is against policy to provide forewarning to others of police operations or criminal activity. We may turn a blind eye to black companies, but that is not endorsement.”

Kushiel sneered. “We’ve got bigger things to worry about than black companies protecting their property. Hell, we might need them with how short-handed we are. That shit he said about being done if Nick went after a real cipher? It goes both ways. They bite the hand that feeds them and Miller kisses his ambitions of being a statesman goodbye.”

“Kushiel’s right. The black companies are the least of my worries,” Nick said. “What’s going on? And what worried you earlier?”

“A large number of individuals are spoofing their positions and movements in the neural network,” Rie said. “We believe this to be the work of a new iteration of the NLF neural mod, and are monitoring them closely. No action has been taken yet, but it is country-wide.”

He frowned. That sounded like a major concern, but far more than just NLF used the neural mod these days. It had spread like wildfire thanks to Aesir’s nonsense with the premium mods, and again after the Shudder. Every major crisis the city faced in the past year and a bit strengthened people’s willingness to install not just neural mods, but those that hid them from corporate and government spying.

“If this isn’t about the NLF, what is it?” he asked. “Lucas gave me a lot of info, but nothing I can immediately use. My next move was to look into what I could get from KAC41, even if RTM hasn’t sent out an engineer yet. Does this trump that?”

When Chloe and Rie looked at each other, he knew he’d inadvertently hit the jackpot.

“Rie…” he began to say.

“RTM have sent their engineer, along with an escort of Starswords,” Rie said.

“I didn’t think RTM made Starswords here.”

“They have begun keeping a small stock here after the Shudder, in case another emergency order takes place. They aren’t the problem, Nick.”

The group stepped inside the express police elevator. The moment its doors closed, they began shooting downward.

“A small unit of military personnel—formally attached to Babylon Command, but acting under orders from Marine Command—has also arrived, and are attempting to remove KAC41. Despite the military discontinuing cyborgs decades ago, they are all heavily enhanced and armed.”


CHAPTER 7


The elevator rapidly descended while Nick processed what he’d heard, only for them to stop in the underground parking lot.

“Where are we keeping KAC41?” he asked as the Archangels led him to a separate set of elevators. “I assume it’s not the evidence vault if we’re going there.”

“Given the risk that the Custodians may also be compromised by the unknown backdoor, we did not risk leaving KAC41 in the hands of the Autonomous Security Bureau,” Chloe said. “A small unit from the Oversight Division has been protecting her in a secure vault we retain access to.”

“Hence why we’re heading toward the mainframes,” he noted.

The Avalon Spire contained extensive underground levels, almost all of which were extremely high security and beyond the access of all but a handful of people. No doubt a small army of Archangels watched over the RTM engineer and the military interlopers.

Helena, Hazinder, and some of the other mainframes seized from Aesir after the Shudder were installed down here. Previously, the ancient police mainframes had been here as well, but were being decommissioned. A massive evidence vault sat down here as well, alongside an extensive armory of tanks, water cannons, and various aging equipment the dolls rarely if ever used. Spare parts and weaponry for the Liberators and Custodians took up an entire level, along with their charging stations and storage.

Nick couldn’t even access everything down here. Some of this stuff related to the functioning of the Spire itself, and potentially backups and hard-links tied into the various mainframes spread across the Spires and courts. Backup generators and extensive batteries had to live somewhere, too.

“Hold up. I need to gear up,” Kushiel said.

The group stopped and patiently waited as she grabbed her railgun and a heavy shotgun from a rack. When she pondered strapping on her armor, Rie clicked her tongue.

“Put it on or don’t,” Rie said. “But we can’t wait for you to debate over whether you’ll fit in the elevator.”

“Fuck you,” Kushiel muttered.

She left her armor behind and joined them. They stepped into the high-security elevators and began a much slower descent.

“Where’s Paul?” he asked. “His bunker is presumably nearby and he’d be itching to do something.”

“Chief Hammond has already responded,” a new voice said over his earpiece. “I am with him and our guests.”

“If you’re down here, Meta, that means it’s serious,” Nick said.

“The soldiers are all cybernetically enhanced, heavily armed, and of dubious origin, even if they are cooperative enough to leave their most dangerous weapons in lockup,” Meta explained. “A half-dozen RTM Starswords must also be taken seriously. Any military doll is a threat to us.”

“Given the military don’t have any Starswords, they belong to RTM. Wish I knew how they got permission to deploy military dolls in the Spires,” Nick mused.

“They don’t,” Rie said darkly. “But it is an emergency and RTM’s engineer was en route before we received authority over KAC41.”

“Who the hell is he?” He frowned. “Actually, brief me on everyone. Briefly.” He winked at Rie, and she groaned.

Kushiel smirked. “I can tell you who the military boys and girls aren’t. Above board. Not saying they’re liars out of the gate, but unless they’re a wetwork team kept a secret even from me, the only ‘borgs I meet are suits who stuck it out after their front-line positions became useless.”

“You mean after you and the other dolls replaced all the human soldiers.”

“Basically. The military here’s small, and full of more bleeding hearts than you’d expect, so they offered a mixture of early retirement packages and promotions to more boring jobs in a less exciting military. The more they sacrificed—like taking on big cybernetic enhancements—the better the deal.”

“Doesn’t sound like the Spires,” Nick said.

Kushiel snorted. “They wanted to keep the military happy after the riots. It’s autocracy 101. Don’t piss off the guys who can overthrow you.”

“And officers like General Griffiths were rising in the ranks, and had a reputation for supporting their soldiers,” Rie added. “Particularly any who saw conflict, even if it’s rarely referred to as such.”

Nick nodded. “Keep an eye on the soldiers then. What about the engineer? Don’t want to overlook him.”

“He came in on a train from Asgard. We’ve verified his identity, but he’s from a highly specialized and secure area of RTM that works closely with the military. While he’s not on the Spires’ network, he is protected by the courts.” Rie’s lips thinned.

“Treat him like everyone we dealt with in GWT, then. I’m guessing neural vault mod and all the fancy shit?”

“Nah, he ain’t packing anything illegal,” Kushiel said. “The military flies straight and narrow. They work with Deusoma, but nothing they make can enter our installations.”

“Indeed,” Rie said. “He uses a firewall mod, which shields his implant from all access, including the security bands. The military could generate a code to bypass it, but they utilize fixed implant scanners, unlike us, and I doubt they will cooperate.”

The elevator stopped, disgorging them into a sterile hallway of thick steel doors and complicated biometric scanners. A pair of Mark 1s awaited them.

No other signs of life joined them as their footsteps echoed off the walls and floors. Cameras blinked in corners, but Nick didn’t even see the usual Custodians that protected these floors. Perhaps they’d been reallocated elsewhere temporarily. Not that he had the slightest clue what this level was used for.

After rounding a couple of corners in eerie silence, he spotted their destination. A fact made easy by the Archangels standing guard in front of it. The thick steel doors slid open with a hiss before he reached them.

Voices emanated out of the vast room beyond.

“—touching the damn thing until Nick gets down here,” Hammond said, an undercurrent of anger in his gruff tone. “She only responded to him out there, so I’m not risking any of you fucking this up. The evidence is too damn important.”

“The importance of that evidence is why I have orders to relocate it to a highly secure facility,” a female voice said, and it had an artificial timbre to it. “That doesn’t have to be today, but my orders are clear. The Generals’ Board wants end-to-end oversight of any analysis of the one Kestrel that didn’t go rogue.”

An annoyed sigh escaped someone. “Look, I’ve been told to go through the Kestrel’s routines, get her started, and dump all logs and memory just in case something goes wrong. The hardware’s here, and I brought some of my own, too. Whatever political shit is going on isn’t my problem.”

Nick crossed the threshold and put faces to voices.

Hammond stood with his back to the door, arms crossed in his bulky trenchcoat, and a half-dozen Mark 3s fanned out behind him. More Mark 1s spread out across the room. All of them carried anti-doll weaponry.

The female voice belonged to a wiry woman with cropped blonde hair, a crisp black-and-blue officer’s uniform, and the insignia of a major. Every inch of her skin was covered up to her chin, but her black sclera and concentric gold irises made her cybernetic eyes extremely apparent. A Lawman hand cannon—identical to Nick’s, save for custom parts like the grip—sat in a holster on her waist.

Behind her stood four more soldiers, all in similarly crisp uniforms and with cropped hair. The perfect picture of the military. Nick’s experience with cyborgs meant he knew they came in all shapes and sizes, and this team didn’t disappoint. They even had a pair of giants. It was doubtful they could match Perry or the members of Dallas’s team, given how heavily they’d been enhanced, but one never knew.

The other soldiers carried more hand cannons, and the giants had the same heavy shotguns the Archangels packed. They looked like toys in their hands.

Standing on the opposite side of the room was an office worker, and Nick almost thought the man had stumbled into the wrong place. He wore large AR glasses, which was unusual as almost nobody wore them except if they were disabled like Nick or paranoid about external access to their implant. A bulky gray coat fell to his knees, easily covering an ill-fitting suit. He carried no visible firearms.

The six towering armored dolls behind him did, however. RTM Starswords were the standard version of the US military’s mainline M1 ARMD, and operated like infantry Kestrels. Each packed the most armor in the room short of Kushiel and carried the same railgun KAC41 had used. These were cableless, like the smaller railguns the Mark 1s used, but larger and more powerful than even the actively powered versions the Mark 3s carried.

Ordinarily, Nick would be concerned. But Kushiel outclassed every threat in the room by a country mile. On top of that, he’d seen Starswords blown to pieces when the Archangels had assaulted the CIA destroyer six months ago. For all their armor, enough railgun rounds reduced them to scrap. Their built-in armor wasn’t as tough as the external plating a Kestrel packed.

Amid all the fuss stood KAC41, utterly inert and unchanged from earlier in the day. A pair of bulky doll maintenance terminals stood beside her. He recognized one as the standard model the police used, but he’d only seen the other on the Altnet. It was a military terminal.

Which meant it was basically a hunk of junk. Maintenance terminals were deliberately old as shit and dumb enough to prevent a hacker from overwriting the directives of an army with a keystroke. The military ones went the extra mile and locked everything down further, with the sole benefit being that military dolls weren’t supposed to allow access from unapproved terminals.

But for the exact same reason maintenance terminals had been kept in the stone age, that piece of security architecture did sweet fuck all. Kushiel had the same tamperproof restriction, and Nick had evaded it ages ago.

“Do I get an introduction, or is this going to devolve into a shootout soon enough that I won’t need one?” Nick asked.

The soldiers cracked wry smiles, save for one of the giants who eyed the engineer.

“I’m Major Hartmann,” the female major said. “I assume you know why we’re here?”

“If I don’t, I doubt Nick does either,” Hammond grunted.

“I can guess it’s some bullshit,” Nick said. “The courts have given me… Sorry, have given the Neo Babylon Police Department complete authority over the investigation, which includes all evidence physically in the city. That means KAC41. If the generals want her, they’ll have to take it up with the judicial mainframes.”

“I’m not in the business of saying no to my superiors.” Hartmann smiled, and it appeared highly practiced. “My instructions are clear. I don’t want to force the matter, but could we at least wait a day or so for my superiors and the mainframes to hash it out? She’s a military Kestrel and full of secrets. If something goes wrong when you crack her open, it can’t be undone.”

“That’s why I’ll dump all logs and memory,” the engineer insisted. He pressed his fingers against the bridge of his glasses. “Captain Waite, right? I’m Doctor Immelman.”

Immelman didn’t hold his hand out for Nick to shake.

“Doctor? I took you for an engineer,” Nick said.

“RTM doesn’t let just anyone play with their most expensive toys,” Immelman said. “I don’t usually do grunt work like this, but this is far from an ordinary situation. It’s affecting the share price already. I have the expertise and clearances necessary to handle something this important.” He glared at Hartmann. “Which is why your concerns are unfounded. I’m not some cowboy cipher bypassing security protocols with self-taught knowledge from the backstreets. No offense intended, Captain.”

“None taken,” Nick said drily.

One of the soldiers snorted. He was also a captain, and Nick vaguely wondered if he was also a cipher. Hard to say with their perfect uniforms and haircuts.

Nick glanced at Hammond, who sighed.

“Has this been going on ever since they arrived?” Nick asked.

“Basically,” the chief grunted. “I didn’t want to open up the Kestrel’s logs without you here, though. It’s been too long since I’ve handled anything this complex as a cipher. Unlike you, I learned my cipher skills from a school, and I’d say that makes me far worse.”

Immelman scowled. “Whatever the case, with the court order in place, I am happy to begin work now and⁠—”

“Maybe you shouldn’t,” Hartmann interrupted, her tone hardening.

Nick and Hammond frowned at her. None of the Archangels reacted, although one of the Mark 1s sidled up to Nick. She looked the same as the others, but Nick recognized her serial number as belonging to Metatron, who he affectionately called Meta.

“You know, you never responded to my shootout comment,” Nick said. “Why does everyone have a fucking armory? This is a secure area. You’re surrounded by the latest and greatest dolls, with enough guns to take out a small military destroyer.”

Everyone in the room, save Immelman, cracked a smile. Evidently the soldiers knew what had gone down with the CIA earlier this year.

“We left our primaries in lockup, like good boys and girls,” Hartmann said. “It’s against policy for us to fully disarm except with direct orders, and you don’t have that authority.”

He looked at Hammond, who nodded.

“Military can carry down here,” Hammond said. “At least if they’re on an authorized deployment. They’re with Babylon Command, so don’t need the Spires to sign off on their every move, even if they can’t swing their weight around.”

Nick shot a pointed look at the automatic shotguns the giants carried, and Hartmann shrugged.

“Sidearms vary with role,” she said without further explanation. “If you’d like, I can have them fetch their real guns and you can see the difference for yourself.”

Unlike last time, the Archangels did respond to the implied threat. Shuffling, clacking, and the grating sound of metal on metal echoed in the room as every police doll shifted to face the soldiers. Glares bore down on them from Chloe and Meta.

Kushiel merely hefted her shotgun over one shoulder, while her massive railgun hovered in the air like an unspoken expletive.

The reaction forced the soldiers to pay full attention to the Archangels—even the giant who had been eying Immelman the entire time. But other than stiffening slightly, they showed little reaction. After a second, they relaxed.

Hartmann raised both hands to gesture peace, although Nick noticed the one closer to her Lawman remained lower.

“Not what I meant,” she said. “It was a joke. You’ve been the type to fling about sarcasm and dark humor at investigations, even in public, Captain Waite. Figured you’d appreciate it.”

He grunted. “Sorry. It’s been a tense day. Somebody close to me got gunned down in public, and I’m uncertain how many people care given how rapidly it’s being politicized. Some folks keep trying to interfere. I wonder if they’d rather sweep the whole thing under the rug and make up their own story for how it happened that suits their own biases.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Hartmann said.

Her tone sounded sincere. The unnatural appearance of her cybernetic eyes made it different to read her expression, as the black sclera gave her an almost demonic appearance, but her creasing of face suggested empathy. A good act, at the very least.

She continued, “I lost a friend of my own years ago. Bureaucratic bullshit buried them afterward. I’m afraid you’re going to learn the same lesson I did. No good politician ever lets a crisis go to waste.”

“Sorry for your loss,” Nick said back.

For a moment, it seemed as if Hartmann was going to say something. Her soldiers held solemn appearances. They’d clearly known that friend, suggesting a lost squadmate.

Then Kushiel took a noisy step forward and lowered her shotgun. “Hate to break up the pity party, but my job’s to keep Waite safe. Physically and emotionally.”

“Really?” Rie said, somewhat annoyed.

Kushiel ignored her and glared at the military officers. “Who even are you assholes? Your cybernetic modules refer me to a military database I don’t have access to, so I know jackshit about anything in you. Every ‘borg I’ve known in the service is old as shit, as they stopped making you decades ago, once the Templars rolled out. You’re like, 30, tops?”

“I’m pretty sure you can access my age, Colonel,” Hartmann said drily. “My existence isn’t a state secret.”

“She is twenty-eight,” Chloe said. “Kushiel is correct to suggest you are too young to have been in any publicly known military cybernetics program.”

“I’m not at latitude to comment on military programs, for the same reason none of you can tell me about how Sigma built you in their fancy Atlantis lab.”

“Atlantic lab,” Meta corrected.

“I know what I said.” Hartmann smiled.

Nick frowned. “I’m asking the obvious, but we can verify they’re in the military? If everything about them is so secret, it seems like an easy way to trick us.”

Every human in the room blinked, while the dolls nodded as one.

“Oh, right. No implant.” Hartmann rubbed her forehead.

“They broadcast their military credentials when you walked in,” Hammond explained. “Probably assumed you caught them and recognized them. They’re legit. Or as legit as we can verify. Anyone in the military with a classified position, like military intelligence, has a cover role. They’re usually in Cipher Command, as that’s where all the spies are, so no damn clue who these clowns are.”

Helena chimed in over Nick’s earpiece, “I have verified their credentials against military records, and queried both military mainframes and Babylon Command directly. If they aren’t who they claim to be, it would be an egregious breach of military infrastructure and put all government digital authentication in doubt.”

This, at least, was a world Nick understood. As a cipher, he knew all about the need for everything to identify itself digitally. Every communication by every neural link relied on authentication, so that everyone knew they were talking with the right person. This applied at every level: human, mainframe, doll, and even the individual chips in communications infrastructure.

Every major breach he’d ever heard of had involved some level of social engineering, rather than fundamental problems in the algorithms. At least, so far.

He raised an eyebrow at Kushiel. “Why the hostility then?”

Snarling, she nudged him in the side with an elbow. Hard. The blow sent him off-kilter, and Chloe and Meta swiftly grabbed him. Panic shot across Kushiel’s face and she clattered, eyes bouncing between her arms full of weapons as she realized she couldn’t correct her mistake.

“Smooth,” Rie drawled, while everyone except Hammond stared in confusion.

The chief shook his head. “You’re rusty after your break, Nick. Even I get the distrust. This case is big. Shudder big. And you remember who we took on then?”

Nick’s face hardened. “Right. In other words, credentials don’t mean as much as they should.”

Kim had been assassinated using an unknown method, and the most likely suspects to have such a backdoor in their hands were foreign intelligence agencies. Just like the one that had been behind the Shudder.

Kushiel’s face reddened as she holstered her shotgun, leaving her with one hand free to lean on Nick’s shoulder. “Even if they’re legit, we know jack and shit about these goons. I’ve never seen ‘em. Some secret military ‘borg team gets sent to secure the best evidence we have in the investigation in the craziest assassination, which involves military dolls going rogue? Oh yeah. Totally normal.”

“These aren’t normal times,” Hartmann said.

She remained relaxed, but the closer Nick looked, the more he saw how combat ready she remained at all times. One hand hovered close to her sidearm and she never fully closed the fingers of her other. Some sort of hidden weapon in a cybernetic hand?

“No, they’re not,” Nick agreed. “Which doesn’t give me a great reason to trust you. Something like this should have involved the generals directly. Why hasn’t Andrews come here? Or her boss? Waiting a day for the board to argue with the courts is pointless if they’ve already made a decision. Babylon believes in acting swiftly. Any argument to mire the justice system in delays will fail almost immediately.”

“A day isn’t exactly ‘miring’ the system in delays,” Hartmann said. “I’m asking you not to act rashly. More oversight⁠—”

“We’ve got an entire hivemind of cipher-trained androids, plus prototype mainframes, and a specialist RTM engineer,” Hammond snapped. “The oversight is here. If you want to argue politics, I can take you up to my office, where Chairman Stone will happily find the generals of Babylon Command and deal with it.”

“If you’ll wait, I’ll happily do that.”

Hammond’s expression turned thunderous. He turned to face the door, and Nick half-expected him to follow through on his threat.

Only for Immelman to cough. “I really would prefer not to wait, I’m afraid. There’s so much for me to do back in Tengoku. RTM has a lot of irons in the fire at the moment, given how important emotion engine research is.”

Tengoku? Nick withheld his surprise. That was the newest and most distant island city from Babylon, and the most lawless thanks to housing a military research sector called Jigoku, which was likely where Immelman worked.

Even with the ocean rail connecting the cities, that seemed like a damn long way to bring an engineer. Especially one with an escort. Hadn’t Helena mentioned something else earlier?

“I’m sure you could manage a night,” Hartmann chided.

“That’s a night where I can’t attend to the result of my ongoing experiments,” Immelman said. “I rushed over here, but there’s work waiting for my return back in my lab. Security precautions mean I have to be there physically. You’d know well enough that places like those are air-gapped.” He tapped the side of his head, indicating his neural implant.

“Experiments in Tengoku?” Nick repeated, then glanced at the unmoving Starswords behind him. “What’s with the army, anyway? You’re a scientist. No way you have permission to bring them down here.”

Hammond scowled, and this argument had clearly been repeated earlier.

The engineer held his hands out to his sides, as if gesturing his impotence. “They’re not under my control, detective. RTM assigned them to protect me the moment this assignment came down. Presumably, the nature of Commissioner Kim’s assassination left them concerned about government security.”

“And not their own?” Rie asked.

“I am sincerely doubtful this is the product of a genuine backdoor.” Immelman scoffed. “At least, not one we installed.” His pointed glare at the Archangels made his accusation clear enough.

Nick looked at Hammond, who gestured to Meta.

She sighed. “Their presence is at odds with security protocols, but they are unresponsive to orders to stand down. An engagement with RTM ARMDs was considered less desirable than keeping them under close watch, but an official protest will be lodged once this matter is handled.”

“Only afterward?” Nick asked.

“If their presence turns out to be necessary, it would be harmful to the department’s reputation to lodge a complaint early.”

No pointed looks at the soldiers necessary to understand who she meant.

Rie frowned. “RTM had six Starswords available on such short notice?”

“Of course. We’ve begun—” Immelman started to say, then stopped. “Sorry, that’s confidential.”

“We’re aware of why RTM now keeps Starswords in Neo Westphalia, despite the lack of a production line here.” Her frown failed to subside. “The speed is what confuses me. You came from Asgard. Not exactly an RTM stronghold.”

Hammond blinked in surprise, then looked at Nick. He nodded back.

“Ah, a common misconception.” Immelman’s smile was arrogant and highly punchable. “Aesir is a close corporate ally of RTM, despite the public perception. Again, I can’t go into details, but I understand you’re more than aware of why RTM would have a larger presence than usual in Asgard, detective.”

Now it was Nick’s turn to frown. He understood Immelman’s meaning.

RTM’s attempt to develop their own Archangels—dolls powered by emotion engines, rather than the logic engines used by every other doll—operated in Asgard, with Aesir’s direct assistance. RTM was even modifying Aesir’s Archangels, in a manner that was undoubtedly a direct infringement of Sigma’s intellectual property rights.

As history had always shown, the law tended to matter a lot less in the face of lots of money and corporate power. Sigma might be able to stop RTM alone, but two corporate behemoths that ran much of Neo Westphalia behind the scenes? Not a chance, despite their military connections.

“It’s still quite a reach for Aesir to let RTM to house their private military under their nose,” Nick said. “Not an argument I care to get into. We know you came from Asgard.” Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he glanced at Hartmann.

The soldiers remained unchanged and oddly placid. One giant continued to eye Immelman. As if expecting the scientist to pull something at any moment.

“Well, shall I get to work?” Immelman suggested, stepping toward the ordinary maintenance terminal, rather than the military one. “As I said, I’m in a hurry⁠—”

“Captain Hartmann, if you and Chief Hammond do head up to speak with Chairman Stone and whatever generals available, I assume they’ll confirm your story?” Nick asked. “If there is some deep-seated concern the military has to justify more oversight of KAC41’s reboot, I’m happy to allow it, if not any interference.”

Hammond opened his mouth to say something, then shut it.

“Of course. My men can stay here, and we’ll head up—” Hartmann began to say.

“Now hold on,” Immelman interrupted. “I can’t guarantee I’ll be here tomorrow, or whenever you get through your bureaucratic nonsense. These Starswords need to get back to the testing sites in Tengoku, and I have experiments to conduct.”

“Tengoku?” Nick clarified. “You keep mentioning that. Why the hell were you even in Asgard, doctor?”

Immelman blinked. “My research… requires it. It’s classified.”

“And RTM chose you, of all people, even though you’re so busy you can’t even wait a few hours, or a night, or take the ocean rail back because you’re on the other side of the country?”

“Not many can⁠—”

“RTM manufactures Kestrels for all the Pacific, Europe, and South America here,” Rie interrupted. “There are multiple experts in both their hardware and software in Babylon alone. If you need to leave, Doctor Immelman, we can request a replacement.”

Immelman scowled. “Why are you treating me like the villain here? I’m trying to help you solve how this Kestrel retained control while the others didn’t. Management won’t assist you if I tell them of this.”

“They’ll let their share price continue to fall, will they?” Nick asked. “I still don’t know why you were in Asgard, or why these Starswords need to get back to Tengoku. If you could come here from Asgard in the middle of the day, surely your experiments aren’t that important. You’d have to be going back there.”

Hartmann and her captain gave him a pointed look, and he frowned. Something about what Nick had said hit a nerve.

Immelman continued to argue, while Rie and Hammond responded. Nick took a step back and turned away. Seeing his actions, Chloe nodded at him.

“I have activated aural interference, but it can’t be relied upon,” she said.

Presumably due to the protections around everyone’s neural implants.

Regardless, Nick whispered, “Helena, pull Immelman’s transport records. He came from Asgard, but does he even work in Tengoku? How often does he go to Asgard? What about the Starswords? Surely we can get access to their movement logs.”

A moment passed, then Helena answered, “The ocean rail has provided full logs of Doctor Immelman’s movements, as well as any cargo records of the Starswords accompanying him. I have also queried the police departments of Tengoku and Asgard to confirm if he entered their cities through some other means.”

“You’ve got a sixth sense, boss,” Hazinder chirped, causing Helena to hiss in annoyance. “The Starswords never came on the train. Musta been in Babylon. But get this, Immelman fucking teleported to Asgard today. Dude goes there occasionally, but there’s no record of how he moved there today. Asgard’s Host didn’t have a record of him entering the city. Apparently they flagged this as suspicious and notified RTM.”

“But not us. Fuck’s sake.” Nick ran a hand down his face.

“His credentials and neural implant present as Doctor Immelman, and unlike the military, we have been able to completely confirm his identity. While his work is classified, his identity is not,” Helena said.

And yet, the good doctor had mysteriously appeared in Asgard, lied multiple times about where his Starswords came from, and was extremely insistent on getting access to KAC41 right now.

Not to mention that Hartmann and her soldiers appeared more interested in Immelman than KAC41. Had the police gotten in the middle of some black ops assassination?

Nick turned to see Immelman barely a foot away from the maintenance terminal. Hartmann and her goons were tense. Noticeably enough for the Archangels to be focused on them.

But the police dolls had overheard everything Helena and Hazinder had told Nick. They knew the true problem.

“Doctor Immelman, I have a simple question for you,” Nick asked. “What were you doing in Asgard today and how did you get there? That’s two questions, I guess.”

“That’s not in your jurisdiction⁠—”

“Rie, do we have enough justification to either penetrate his firewall mod or request access?”

Immelman’s eyes widened and one hand slid inside his bulky jacket. “That’s a direct violation of both my rights as a corporate citizen and RTM’s⁠—”

“Your rights?” Nick barked with laughter. “Holy fucking shit, the Archangels can read people’s minds like books and protests aren’t even legal. I didn’t even think we had rights here unless we paid the bribe to join the Spires. You’re not in that club. Again, answer the question or we’ll answer it for you.”

“I was conducting work and took the ocean rail…” Immelman shuffled closer to the maintenance terminal.

“Take another step toward that terminal and I’ll decorate it with your insides,” Kushiel said. “I don’t know how you’ll hook it up to KAC41 quickly enough, but I don’t like it.”

Silence descended. Every human placed a hand on their sidearm, including Nick, while Immelman’s remained deep inside his jacket. The dolls stood completely still.

“This is a mistake.” Immelman held his hands up, a strange handheld device in it. “All I was reaching for was my hardware authenticator. This all comes from a misunderstanding, and I can clear it up by letting you through my firewall.”

The tiny device looked like a small fob, roughly the size of Nick’s thumb and with multiple buttons on one end.

Immelman hit a button on the underside, and the Archangels flinched. All six Starswords swung into action, pointing their weapons at different targets.


CHAPTER 8


Nick’s hand shot up, tightly gripping his Lawman. Late nights spent practicing his quickdraw and aim after a few too many close calls vastly improved his reaction speed.

Yet he might as well have been an old man fumbling with a firearm for the first time in his life, given how much slower he was than the Starswords.

He stared down the barrel of a railgun, his own gun rising as if in slow motion. Electricity visibly ran along the holes along the rifle’s barrel, charging the weapon’s rails, ready to pump a round through his head at a million miles per hour. The other rogue dolls took aim at similar high-value targets: Hammond, KAC41, Rie, and Major Hartmann.

A hail of bullets slammed into the Starswords, knocking guns askew and staggering the dolls with loud cracks as anti-doll munitions dented their armor. Hartmann and her marines unleashed hell, reacting even faster than the rogue dolls. Their underpowered weapons struggled to inflict permanent damage, however.

The air exploded beside Nick’s head. His hair shook and ears rang, as the booming sound of several high-powered guns briefly overcame the aural protection his earpieces provided.

But he’d survived. Not even a scratch.

He stared down his Lawman’s sights at Immelman, who rushed the maintenance console. Beside it, KAC41 began to light up for some reason.

“Down!” Kushiel snapped, her free arm crashing down on Nick.

The force of a tank pushed him down, just in time for another railgun shot to blast through where he’d been. Hammond grunted behind him, and more shots echoed in the room. Nick couldn’t tell who was firing, as the Archangels regained their wits and responded.

Immelman remained in Nick’s firing line, and he slammed the trigger back even as Kushiel yanked him to the ground.

The shot went a little wide, thanks to the interference. A yelp of pain told Nick he’d still struck gold, and Immelman slammed into the console head-first, cursing instead of collapsing. Blood poured out across his lower shirt. A gut shot.

Then Nick hit the ground with a roll, while Kushiel fell in front of him. Sharp clangs sounded as railgun rounds slammed into her.

“You call that a railgun? This is a railgun!” she roared.

All sound left Nick’s ears, as his earpieces deafened him for safety. Behind him, Hammond swore and slammed a hand over one ear, his smaller handgun firing at the ceiling as the shock threw off his aim.

The tinkling of metal raining on the ground reached Nick when he could hear again, and a Starsword collapsed to the ground without its head and upper torso.

Without pausing like the other dolls had to, Kushiel’s gun pivoted toward another Starsword. A second round blasted its arm off. The rogue doll dodged this time, and its compatriots began shifting their aim in response to Kushiel’s vastly superior threat level. This time, Nick didn’t lose his hearing. Presumably, his earpiece had acclimated to the gun.

Three of the Starswords focused fire on Kushiel. This time, they wised up. Their rounds slammed into her railgun, denting it and ruining her aim.

Kushiel snapped, “It’s mil-spec, dumbasses. You think we built a gun that can’t survive a few bullets when everyone has perfect aim?”

Even so, she ripped her shotgun from its holster and began pumping lead from both guns into the Starswords as rapidly as possible. Rounds slammed into the Starswords from all directions as the Archangels unleashed their own fusillade.

Two more rogue dolls went down under the hail of gunfire, and one of Hartmann’s marines slid forward to snatch up a fallen railgun. A Starsword nearly blew a hole through his head, narrowly missing as the marine’s arm blurred with superhuman speed and knocked the railgun aside. Nick heard the motors in the doll’s arm whir as they were overpowered by cybernetics.

Blood still gushed from the marine’s arm where he’d been winged, but he raised his railgun and shot the Starsword point blank.

Unfortunately, military dolls were made of sterner stuff. As if the hole in its chest barely inconvenienced it, the Starsword kicked the marine away and turned, its armor denting from countless bullets. The glowing visor of the rogue doll focused on Nick.

Not that he cared with Kushiel in front of him. Instead, he worried about the other two Starswords. Immelman fumbled with the side of the console, ignored by everyone in the firefight. Maybe he was still issuing orders with his implant.

Because his intention was clear now. Two Starswords focused their guns on KAC41, who continued to light up as if awakening.

“Protect KAC41!” Nick yelled, pointing his own Lawman at a Starsword.

His bullet dented the shoulder plate of one doll, while Hammond’s shot over his shoulder and glanced off the doll’s head.

“Fucking hell, I need a bigger gun,” Hammond growled.

Even under a hail of gunfire and with damaged parts, the Starswords continued to fire. Kushiel had dropped her mangled railgun by now, despite her earlier boasting, and her shotgun couldn’t vaporize the military dolls.

The high-pitched whines of railguns cut through the air. Nick gasped.

An Archangel leaped in front of KAC41. Ceramic and metal shards flew everywhere as the rounds blasted through her. She skidded across the floor, emitting a screech as her exposed metal met the floor plates. Within a second, the Archangel’s eyes dimmed.

“Fuck,” Nick snapped, standing out of frustration.

A huge mistake. Or maybe one his subconscious had intentionally made, knowing the likely result.

All three Starswords spun, blurring and flinging sparks and shards everywhere as they barely functioned. Their railguns bore down on him.

“Get down!” a familiar voice roared.

But it wasn’t Kushiel’s.

KAC41 slammed into the closest Starsword, moving despite the immense damage to her frame and being completely shut down prior to the firefight. Her internal specs matched the Starswords, yet she overpowered one easily, flinging it into the other. Railguns fired into the ceiling.

The third Starsword swung, trying to aim at KAC41 at point-blank range. With a roar, the Kestrel grabbed the railgun with both hands and pushed it down. Something shattered against KAC41’s leg armor, sending shards across the floor.

“How?” Immelman gasped, holding a cable in one hand that he’d pulled from the console. “You were inert. Incapable of acting without new orders, with a refreshed memory bank. I don’t understand.”

The scientist—or whoever and whatever he was—pulled a small handgun from the inside of his jacket.

Only to eject the magazine, and reveal he hadn’t loaded his gun with bullets.

“Grenade!” Hartmann, Chloe, and Rie shouted at the same time.

Immelman’s torso and arm exploded in gore, as rounds intended to blast apart armored warbots tore him to pieces. But the “magazine” began to glow.

Archangels dropped their guns, rushing toward his corpse. Nick briefly lost his vision as Kushiel spun and pushed him to the ground, and he confirmed for sure that her breasts were armored.

Only for another marine to skitter across the room, cybernetic implants propelling him at unreal speeds. He landed next to Immelman’s corpse. A hand deftly snatched the glowing explosive from the dead man, and the marine charged the still-closed door.

It slammed open, and Nick swore he saw the marine’s brain whir in the second it took him to reach the exit.

Skidding to a stop, the marine flung the grenade out of sight.

Nothing.

For just a single second.

A boom split the air, and the room shook. Rumbling rippled through the ground.

Seconds later, all sound ceased save the labored breathing of Nick, Hammond, and a couple of the marines.

“All hostiles are neutralized,” Chloe said.

“And all friendlies are alive and well. Or well enough,” Hartmann straightened, one hand against the side of her head. “Fucking hell. How’d you miss the bomb?”

“His equipment set off most scanners, and not all explosive mixes are detectable prior to activation. He should have been searched more thoroughly and his escort detained.” Chloe’s gaze bore into Meta, who closed her eyes and bowed her head.

Nick remained beneath Kushiel. She stared out through the open door, eyes fixed on something he couldn’t see. The destruction wrought by the bomb?

When she didn’t move, he rapped his knuckles against her side.

Her eyes snapped down to his. Piercing red eyes softened, and he became all too aware of their closeness.

“Kushiel, is Nicholas safe?” Rie asked, voice sharp.

The moment was gone. Kushiel grunted, standing up as she yanked Nick up. Her softness vanished just as quickly.

“Unless something nicked him, he’s fine,” the military prototype said. She looked him up and down, biting her lip. “Can’t see any visible wounds. He might bruise from how hard I hit him on the shoulder and his ass hitting the deck. But a bruise isn’t a bullet wound.”

“It’s not, no. Thank you,” he said, trying to make it clear he wasn’t being sarcastic.

Kushiel merely grunted, before turning away to retrieve her railgun. “Fucking hell. I’m gonna need a new one. Imagine if I was armored up and in a real firefight. My guns would melt before I’m even scratched. All I’ve got are some dents and nicks.”

Nick eyed her. Some of the damage to her lower torso and left arm looked more than superficial. More like deep cuts than dents or scratches. He might call for emergency repairs from Sigma.

But something else mattered more, both to him and Kushiel.

His eyes locked onto KAC41, who remained standing in the middle of the room, her eyes fixed on Nick. Several Archangels kept their guns trained on her at all times, while the giant marines eyed her warily.

Whereas Kushiel frowned at Immelman’s corpse, and bent down beside it.

“Not to question your actions, given your training data and experience, but you could have ended this far sooner,” Rie said to her sister. “Your close combat weaponry is energized for exactly this sort of encounter.”

“And Waite would be a fucking corpse.” Kushiel glared at Rie. “Don’t test me on this. Like you said, I’m the military doll with all the damn training. You do the hacking and commanding, I do the fighting.”

“Ezekiel does the commanding,” Rie corrected.

“Enough with the damn catfighting. What the fuck just happened?” Hammond growled. Blood dripped down the side of his face from a small scratch, but he appeared unharmed. Two Mark 3s remained close to him. “He was an RTM engineer. We fucking verified him. Why go loco? Why come here with a goddamn high-explosive, and try so damn hard to get to the console?”

Almost all eyes turned to KAC41, who continued to stare at Nick. Her gaze followed his head as it moved, no matter how slightly.

Something troublesome occurred to him, but Kushiel interrupted his train of thought.

“Who knows if he’s even the right guy?” she growled. “Maybe he became NLF. Maybe he wasn’t Doctor Immelman at all.”

A trio of thin needle-like devices shot out of her wrist. She slammed them into Immelman’s head. The corpse didn’t react, but blood spilled out from the wound.

“Fucking hell,” Hammond spat, looking away.

“He’s dead, Kushiel,” Nick said. “Nothing’s left on his implant. At best, we’ll get some diagnostic data. Nothing to help us determine his identity.”

“Wow. And you’re the detective.” Kushiel frowned at the corpse. “I did this to save you the trouble of the morgue trip. We needed to catalog his neural mods, hardware IDs, and whether anyone or anything was manipulating him remotely. Can’t rule anything out.”

Manipulating him remotely… That sounded a lot like Lieu’s old plans. Evidently Kushiel remembered them.

“Well?”

“His neural implant ID doesn’t match what we verified,” Kushiel said. “It’s associated with a Jake Yunem.”

Everyone stared at her.

“Jake Yunem died of a heart attack seven years ago,” Chloe said, when nobody else spoke.

“Yeah, and this is his implant in another person. The autopsy will need to look into how, but I can tell you why we missed it.” Kushiel stood up, then crossed her arms beneath her chest. “He’s stuffed full of fancy neural mods. His firewall mod is Aesir—latest and greatest—plus an NLF neural mod that matches the one in that rogue CIA agent’s head.”

“That model rolled out across the city not longer afterward,” Rie added, when Hammond scowled. “It’s inconclusive as to his true purpose.”

“Oh yeah. Especially as he’s packing a neural mod not on any registry I’ve seen. From a brief analysis, it appears to be what fooled us. It hides other neural mods and broadcasts fake IDs and credentials. No clue how. Quantum encryption shouldn’t let him pull this stunt. I’ve uploaded what I pulled to the police database, but given Hazinder’s still processing the…” Kushiel glanced at the marines and frowned. “The other evidence, we’re backlogged.”

Hazinder chirped over Nick’s earpiece, “The Malakim Principles aren’t showing any leads. No code changes that I’ve seen, although we can’t verify that KAC41 has the same version stuffed in her until you peel her insides open. I’ll focus on the implant scan Kushiel uploaded.”

“I have spare processing power now the Liberators are hibernating,” Helena added. “And will take over analysis of the Malakim Principles.”

The situation was truly dire if they didn’t bother arguing.

Nick’s eyes fell on KAC41, and he began walking toward the maintenance console. Blood squished beneath his boots.

“So somebody else pretended to be an RTM engineer with the highest access,” Rie said. “This will need extensive investigation.”

“Not by us,” Hammond said. “But before I make that call, how the fuck did you military pricks know about this? Nick cottoned on first, but you weren’t here for the Kestrel. You wanted this corpse.”

“Ideally not as a corpse,” Hartmann clarified.

Her marines began to relax behind her, even as the Archangels continued to worry about KAC41’s strange behavior.

“RTM’s alert went up to the military, given Immelman’s clearance, and we got sent in to… limit the damage he could do,” Hartmann continued. “Or at least to confirm what was going on. ‘Teleporting’ to Asgard got him flagged. I can’t explain much about us”—she gestured to her team—“but you can make educated guesses. You’re detectives.”

“A black ops cleanup of a foreign intelligence agent,” Kushiel said. She glared at Hartmann. “Explains why everything about you is locked down tight, why I’ve never met any of you, and your cybernetics. The military doesn’t have anything to replace you.”

“They have you, but fucked if I know why they slapped a pretty uniform on you and had you do PR duties instead of help us.” Hartmann grimaced. “I’ve only heard stories about you. Wouldn’t want to fight you. Not after seeing you melt Starswords while playing bodyguard. Hell, that neural pulse even slowed the other Archangels, but not you.”

Nick paused. “Neural pulse?”

“The fake Immelman’s device emitted a powerful electromagnetic wave that briefly blocked the neural network, but also contained malicious code and orders intended to overwhelm dolls and warbots,” Rie explained. “The attack would only be effective on a G5 at best, and possibly not even a Liberator. But it was strong enough to briefly interfere with the Host’s neural connection.”

“Which Rie and I don’t rely on as much,” Kushiel said. “I’m armored up here and down here.” She gestured to her head and then her crotch.

“Lovely.” Rie rolled her eyes.

Hartmann snorted, one hand on her hip. “Yeah, you’ve got all the personality I’ve heard you do. Unreal to actually see it. Every doll I’ve dealt with falls so short of human, it’s difficult not to think you’re a cyborg in an armored shell.”

Half-paying attention, Nick bent down and retrieved the cable Immelman had dropped. The marine who had hurled the grenade away frowned at him, revealing his captain’s bars, then approached the console as well. Nick’s guess that the marine captain was a cipher appeared to be accurate.

“Why leave us in the dark?” Hammond asked.

“I’m under orders not to explain in detail.” Hartmann mimed zipping up her mouth. “But I can say that the military doesn’t trust you. Captain Waite ruffled some serious feathers today, and his record suggests he might have called in a dangerous friend.”

“I might have what?” Nick whirled, jaw opening. “Who the hell do you think I am?”

For some reason, the marine captain beside Nick snorted, then waltzed up to KAC41. She ignored him.

“The cipher in charge of the Archangels, a terrifyingly capable detective who holds even the Spires to the flame, and someone who earned highly classified national security restrictions in his early twenties,” Hartmann said, eyes hard. “I’ve killed people like you before, Waite. Dangerous people who forget they make powerful men nervous.”

Nick froze, then his mind caught up to her words.

“My national security restrictions?” he repeated. “Those aren’t because I’m some super-spy or shit, they’re because the military is hiding dirt.”

Hartmann frowned, and the captain nodded along.

“Told you,” the marine captain said.

“I don’t have access to the file—” Hartmann began to say.

“Then don’t speculate,” Hammond interrupted. “Nick’s right. He pissed people off, but there’s a reason he walked away from the mess.”

“What mess?” Hartmann narrowed her eyes. Then she held up a hand. “Wait, I don’t think I want to know. Don’t want another team sent after us.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” Nick said. “I just can’t explain it. The courts let me off because, to them, I was a dumb kid who got caught up in something huge. Everything’s sealed because nobody wants it repeated and it stays buried. I’m not radioactive, just affected by the fallout.”

“Which makes you radioactive,” Rie said drily. “I believe you mean that you’re not a source of radiation.”

He inclined his head toward her.

“If it helps, he’s like one of a handful of ciphers who walked away,” the marine captain said. “And everyone who knows about Neural Spike keeps their mouth shut. Especially as the public shit they did, like developing the Archangels, isn’t what got them erased. Can’t imagine what they were working on. Don’t want to know.”

Hartmann glowered at her subordinate, who simply shrugged with a smile.

“You’ve been up to something. What?” Hartmann asked.

The captain looked at Nick, who nodded at the towering Kestrel in the center of the room.

“KAC41, are you operational and responsive?” Nick asked.

KAC41 blinked, then tried to straighten. Her arm ground upward in a salute, fighting against failing motors.

“Yes, Captain Waite,” she said.

He frowned. She hadn’t asked for orders. Strange.

Hartmann noticed, too, and her eyes glowed. Then widened for some reason.

“What are your current orders?” Nick asked the doll.

“To protect VIPs,” KAC41 said, then paused. She bit her lip. “I am unable to process the exact list of VIPs, and have lost the history of the order. As such, I am operating under my basic directives and knowledge of the situation. Given Colonel Kushiel’s trust in you, your role in the Neo Babylon PD, and past interactions, I deem you the VIP of highest priority.”

Hammond shot Nick a sidelong look. “So much for being the chief, eh?”

“Damn. You’d almost think she was running an emotion engine,” Kushiel said.

“Not quite,” Nick said. “Logic engines can display higher functioning. You see it more in mainframes, as they have the spare processing power, but dolls aren’t dumb robots who implode because you ask them to divide by zero. It’s the reason we trust Liberators with guns. The question is, what’s caused KAC41 to fall back to her most basic directives, rather than wait for orders?”

The Kestrel opened her mouth to answer, then closed it when Nick turned his head to look at the console. He barely caught the movement in his peripheral vision.

“There’s a bigger problem,” he said. “Now she’s running again, we don’t know how much from the attack remains in her memory. All dolls remain powered, even when shut down, so her memory didn’t evaporate, but the startup process nukes a lot of old data. We might have lost anything that wasn’t diagnostic information, or that didn’t leave a direct log anywhere.”

“I… I believe my memory is fully functional, Captain Waite,” KAC41 said.

When he glanced back at her, her eyes gleamed with a vulnerability he’d never seen in a logic engine doll. A mainframe like Lumen, sure, but never a doll. Not even his Paladins acted like this.

“That’s a good thing, and a bad thing,” he murmured. “For now, continue with the orders you just told me.”

“And follow Nicholas’s orders,” Rie added.

KAC41 stared at the Archangel, who scowled in return.

“Do what Waite says,” Kushiel said, and KAC41 nodded. “See, Rie, this is hierarchy.”

“While you are not in my immediate chain of command, I believe you are speaking with Captain Waite’s authority,” KAC41 said. She looked at Nick, who nodded.

Kushiel scowled, while Rie smiled thinly.

Meanwhile Hammond joined Nick at the console.

“So this is a shitfest, because Immelman might have succeeded,” Hammond said. “Fuck’s sake. Can we extract anything? It’ll get worse with time. I thought dolls backed up important data.”

“There are multiple levels of backups, depending on the type of doll,” Nick said. “A lot of them are for redundancy, in case of damage or hardware failure. They hold data used for current operations, not old stuff. Anything from the attack will be, at best, stored on a specialized memory module used for backing up information in case of disaster. I bet it’s time-limited.”

“They’re basically black boxes,” the marine captain said. “Should hold a couple of hours of data, but they’ll be encrypted as fuck. You’ll hate it when I say this, but…”

“It’ll need the military to decrypt it,” Nick said.

Or at least, that’s what they thought. Despite the help of Hartmann’s team, he remained wary. Somehow, he’d need to find a way to access this data himself, encryption be damned.

“Let’s get it extracted first,” he said. “Can you help me?”

The three ciphers worked together to hook KAC41 to the maintenance terminal, then bypass the pitiful security that tried to stop Nick from using an unapproved device to access her. Minutes ticked by agonizingly slow as they combed through the low-level data. Nick lacked any experience or knowledge of how Kestrel’s worked.

Fortunately, the marine knew more than him and Nick learned quickly. An Archangel connected to the terminal in order to collect the data they dumped off every log and device they found inside KAC41. Once it was on the police network, it would be trivial for Helena to bundle it together and send it through to the military. They’d be able to rifle through anything unencrypted or that the Archangels could decrypt themselves.

“This is way beyond our orders now,” Hartmann said. “Our report will mention the data you extracted, but it’s not our problem. Not right now.”

Her message was clear. The military knew to expect the data dump, and eyebrows would be raised if it didn’t arrive.

Nick merely nodded. “I’ll be blunt. Did you come here knowing nothing about your target?”

Hartmann frowned. “Is this related to your investigation? I hate to tell you, but I have clear orders not to answer questions or explain my mission.”

“I gathered. But you’re being helpful regardless. I can’t say this will be off the record, but if you think anything will implicate someone, don’t answer.”

“Ah.” Hartmann stroked her chin and leaned to the side.

The other marines stared at her.

“It reminded me of some background material I went over once we got assigned to Babylon Command today,” she said after several long moments. “Your last big case. The Shudder. Unlike your history, we know a bit about that, mostly because it’s our type of mission. This is the first time we’ve ever been deployed outside of the worst parts of Jigoku, you realize? Even then, that’s usually a quick mission. Never an actual secondment to another command.”

“Today’s been a big day,” Nick said.

“Oh yeah. But you’ve had a few of those.” Her eyes met his. “We nearly got sent in when an ocean rail train was barreling across the country, but you had it well in hand. Plus the rogue ‘decommissioned’ destroyer. The case that came to mind was someone who also pretended to be someone else, with connections to Aesir.”

An explosive breath left Nick. “You said it, not me.”

Hammond chuckled. “I would have if she didn’t. A state-of-the-art firewall mod? Suspicious movements in Asgard? Awareness of RTM’s special developments? This stinks of deep industrial espionage.”

Hartmann frowned. “That’s the new possibility. At first, we assumed this was another country getting involved. Aesir is a gaping security hole in Neo Westphalia, thanks to controlling Asgard and their US connections. Now? It could easily be them tapping into RTM’s research. They’ve flown close to the sun lately.”

“That’s putting it lightly,” Hazinder said in his earpiece. “I’m basically a walking, talking IP infringement. Funny how a country built on forcing everyone else to honor and pay for their IP is so disrespectful of its own.”

Kim had thrown a massive tantrum at the end of the Shudder case, after it was revealed Aesir had been developing their virtual streamer mainframes using hacked-together technology from other companies—without permission. Nick couldn’t help but wonder if this was turning out to be something far simpler than it seemed.

But that boggled the mind. Hacking into military dolls and enacting the worst terrorist attack in decades over an industrial dispute? Aesir had gotten away with its connections to the Shudder, but this attack threatened the direct security of the Spires and those who lived inside it. It might not survive a second brush with conspiracy.

Nick nodded after thinking it over. “That’s enough, I think.”

“I didn’t even tell you anything,” Hartmann joked.

“Well, you can tell me something personal,” he said, and she blinked at him.

Every Archangel stared at him. Especially Meta, Rie, and Chloe, whose eyes practically bore holes in his skull. Almost as if he’d implied something untoward, and the women he loved didn’t appreciate that.

“What do you know about these Starswords?” Nick asked, and sighs left Kushiel and Rie. Hammond chuckled.

Hartmann frowned. “RTM has been bringing on quite a few lately. ‘Excess stock’ is the excuse, but the real reason isn’t clear. Makes the military antsy, I can say. They’re fucking nasty. You saw how tough they were. Even if we’d brought in our big guns, they’d have been trouble. Of everything in the military, only the Kestrels can match them toe-to-toe, and most of those are tied up in Aerial Command.”

“Maybe we should have bought some,” Hammond said.

“I’ve always wondered why we didn’t,” Hartmann said. “We have some newer stuff than the Templars, sure, but nothing in their numbers. I half-get why we ignored Sigma’s Mark 2s. Big armored girls with logic engines, compared to RTM’s expertise and logistics guarantees? Kestrels and Starswords were a no-brainer. But we only bought a bunch of Kestrels, leaving us massively outgunned by the US and everyone else that wants to match the latest and greatest.”

Nick blinked. “Seems you know your dolls.”

“I’m no cipher, but that doesn’t mean I can’t care about the toys that power the military. Even with my squad, a lot of my job is commanding dolls. It’s why we’re all stupidly high ranks. Have to outrank all the ARMDs, like the good sergeant here.” She gestured at KAC41, who ignored her. “I’ve fought Starswords before, but never while so undergunned. Seeing them keep fighting under a hail of railgun shots… Well, I might slide a clip of this to someone in procurement and ask them ‘what the fuck were you thinking, dumbass?’”

“Why not the Mark 2s?” Kushiel asked, half-pouting. “They’re dumb as fuck, sure, and not as entertaining, but you don’t seem like the type to care. No offense.”

“None taken.” Hartmann winked at Nick. “To me, there are two answers. The official one, which is a good one. Sigma’s inexperienced. The Archangels aren’t military dolls, aren’t easily serviced, and are damn complicated. Giving you boob implants and more armor doesn’t fix the core problem. The military needs quantity, reliability, and maintainability. RTM pumps out dolls by the thousand for the US. If a Mark 2 can beat a Kestrel, great. Can it beat five Kestrels?”

Kushiel remained silent. For all her attitude, Nick wondered how often she’d heard people talking down Sigma in comparison to RTM.

“For reference, you probably can,” Nick added. “But a prototype isn’t a production model.”

“Thanks,” she muttered.

“And the second answer?” Nick asked the major.

Hartmann bit her lip. “This is off the record, but it’s political. The military won’t touch emotion engine dolls, even lobotomized ones like the Mark 2s. I don’t hear shit about Sigma mass-producing shit for us anymore. It’s all about you cops and this Liberator replacement program. The Mark 2s and Hussars did well, just not here, and the other Archangels have the world’s eyes on them. But, again, not by generals. Why?”

“Control,” Hammond said.

Nick stared at him, and the chief rolled his eyes.

“Christ, Nick. You deal with the Archangels enough to realize how temperamental they are. Good soldiers follow orders. Why did Kushiel get side-lined? Because even if she can take out the air force or army of a small country, she’s autonomous. Unlike all the execs who somehow didn’t see the threat automation would pose to their jobs, the generals do.”

“Yeah,” Hartmann said. “Although I’d say it’s less ‘threat to their job’ and more ‘will they follow orders?’ A general like Griffiths is a control freak. He helped bring in all the dolls, and like the others, maintains an iron grip over them. Emotion engines mean a return to the days of ordinary soldiers, just made of metal, instead of fancy drones. No way he’d accept that.”

Despite being “off-the-record,” Nick wondered if Hartmann’s words pointed toward a suspect. If Griffiths opposed dolls that much, wouldn’t he have a good reason to go against Kim?

Too many leads, not enough to narrow them down. Even Immelman only provided more questions.

“Thanks,” Nick said. “We’ll need to clean up. I think you should leave, before more trouble arrives.”

The soldiers nodded and left, escorted by half the Mark 1s.

Meta approached Nick afterward, while he was shutting down the terminal.

“I apologize for not handling security appropriately,” Meta said. “The Host has been… preoccupied with today’s events.”

After glancing between Chloe and Meta, Nick said, “I don’t usually say this, but you’re just one Archangel, Meta. How many others were here? What about the Host? The Mark 3s? Ezekiel? Everyone else was aware and accepted your actions.”

“Oi,” Ezekiel muttered over his earpiece. Evidently she was listening in despite her other work.

“I understand… Yet, I believe there is a human saying for this. ‘Somebody must wear the shit,’” Meta said.

Hammond snorted, then barked with laughter. “Fuck me, are they actually picking up on the nonsense I spout?”

Meta pouted at him.

“Somebody does, but not individually,” Nick said. “If the decision was made collectively, then the collective bears the blame.”

“The collective is many individuals making decisions—” Meta began to say.

“Then all those individuals bear the burden. We had a nice chat above about not repeating the failures of democracy, and admitting that is certainly one of them.”

She frowned, and her eyes glowed. The same went for the other Archangels.

“Understood. This will take more processing,” Meta said. “There is already too much to process today, I am afraid.”

“We can focus on immediate problems,” Rie said. “Such as what to do with KAC41.”

The Kestrel glanced at Rie, reacting to somebody else’s input for once.

“I… don’t want to shut her down too swiftly.” Nick frowned, unable to explain himself. “There are still remnants of the attack all over her logs and directive processing queue. My concern is that whatever is keeping her going, and… sane, might vanish. We don’t know what’s happening, or the damage that might result.”

Rie stared at him, but said nothing.

“KAC41, are you willing to remain down here until we repair you?” Nick asked.

“It is… not the optimal way to protect you,” KAC41 said.

“What if you can protect me after you’re repaired? Right now, you’re not fully functional.”

A long pause resulted. Then she nodded. “Understood. If I can better fulfill my orders, I will accept stasis. Will Colonel Kushiel protect you in my stead?”

“I wasn’t going to stop,” Kushiel growled. “Waite isn’t leaving my sight until this shit is over.”

KAC41 smiled, which shocked Nick.

“Thank you,” she said.

The group left the room. Several Mark 1s remained behind, both to secure it and to help clean up the mess. RTM would want to analyze and collect their Starswords at some point.

Just outside the room, Nick found the damage done by Immelman’s explosive. It had scorched and dented a section of hallway, cracking plates with the sheer force of the blast. Otherwise, the damage appeared superficial.

“I hate to ask, but can we detect bombs like this earlier?” he asked.

“The Host cannot provide certainty,” Meta said.

Chloe scowled. “We didn’t receive an adequate scan before it detonated. It’s likely a form of plastic explosive, which are already difficult to detect at distance. Its explosive force is greater than what the NLF—in both incarnations—has used in the past. But given the fake Immelman has infiltrated both RTM and the military, the source is obvious.”

“Assuming he was NLF,” Nick added.

“We’ll find out sooner or later,” Hammond said. “This case will go to the Asgard and Tengoku police departments. We killed the bastard, but he’s a Tengoku resident, already under investigation by Asgard, and attached to the military. It will give us some hints if the lead dries up, too.”

Hammond’s eyes darkened. The possibility other police forces in Neo Westphalia were compromised remained an active, if disturbing, possibility.

The various Hosts communicated with one another and actively forwarded criminal information. Asgard’s Host had made an active decision not to notify Babylon’s of Immelman’s strange behavior, even after alerting RTM. They would have known he was heading to Babylon. It stood out like a sore thumb.

Nick wondered if he needed to treat Aesir and Asgard as hostile during this investigation.

As they approached the elevators, one arrived. Its doors opened with a hiss, revealing a familiar suited man with a cybernetic arm. Two Mark 1s accompanied him. Terrence Stone, chairman and advisor to the Babylon police department, stepped out of the elevator.


CHAPTER 9


For the first time since Nick had met him, Stone wore a handgun. It was a tiny thing, barely larger than his hand and incapable of even denting a doll. More than enough to take care of human threats, sans cybernetics.

Stone looked like his name. Old, gray, and dressed in a charcoal suit that would blend into a quarry effortlessly. He possessed a cybernetic arm and leg, both the latest and greatest on the market.

The thunderous expression on his face was unlike him, however. His gaze shot across the corridor as he approached Nick and the group.

Hammond stepped up with a grunt, “Chairman. Didn’t expect you to come down here. Thought you were busy.”

“I am. As are you. Then I caught the report you’re sending to the military, including the various complaints we’re issuing to RTM and Asgard’s police department.” Stone grimaced, but his anger appeared to be directed elsewhere as he glared up at the ceiling. “With what has already happened today, to have such a… communication breakdown is beyond the pale.”

Nick rolled his shoulders as he regained his courage. Stone wasn’t a man to cross. The Petr brothers had orchestrated the Shudder and possessed the immunity of the Spires, yet Stone had almost certainly been the one responsible for their disappearance at sea.

“Not sure I’d call it a communication breakdown,” Nick said.

“I was being diplomatic. It’s good practice to remain euphemistic even when the truth is obvious to everyone and you’re being lied to. Many people underestimate how dangerous someone is if they’re willing to lie to you even when they know they’re doing so, and willing to upend the table if you call them on it,” Stone said. “What’s the current status? I came down as soon as I understood something was happening.”

Helena interrupted over Nick’s earpiece, and Hammond froze with his mouth open, “I have taken everyone offline for the duration of this conversation, given the sensitivity of the conversation.”

“That tells me a lot about what’s happened,” Stone muttered.

“Some sort of sleeper agent deep within RTM using Aesir’s best hardware and an NLF neural mod tried to take out KAC41,” Nick said. “Asgard’s Host picked up on them, but didn’t tell us. The military sent a black ops team to stop him, but also didn’t tell us, because they thought I might be connected to them. The agent’s dead, KAC41 is safe, but all data from the attack is on her black box.”

“Which will need military decryption,” Stone finished. “The military’s cover story is flimsy. Leave the matter with me. Jurisdictional issues are one thing, but this breaches laws and policies established across all of Neo Westphalia.”

“And RTM?” Hammond raised an eyebrow. “Hell, this might be Aesir conducting industrial espionage. The whole thing⁠—”

“Is a matter for your investigation,” Stone said. “Put the pieces together and act on the completed puzzle. Far more than the identity of our commissioner’s killer are at the mercy of what you uncover.” He frowned and looked past the group. “Have the soldiers left?”

“Yes,” Rie said, and ignored Stone’s frown. “They have been escorted out of the Spire. We are cleaning up the area as we speak, given KAC41 remains active down here.”

“Active? But…” Stone stared at Nick.

“She’s integral to our investigation,” Nick said. “Not just her memories, but her ability to shrug off whatever caused the attack may become vital. She’s defaulted to accepting orders from me of her own initiative.”

“Just like in the GWT case.” Stone nodded slowly.

“You remember.”

“Hard to forget a Kestrel disobeying a general’s orders in front of their face. That had political implications you’re not entirely aware of.”

Huh. Had KAC41’s actions brought about Stone’s ascendancy to police chairman?

“There’s a bigger problem,” Nick said. “KAC41 is still heavily damaged, and I promised that I’d get her repaired. She’s staying put, but I don’t know for how long.”

“It’s not an easy thing to repair a war machine,” Kushiel said. “Remind her of how long repairs take.”

Stone’s eyes narrowed and a thin smile rose to his face. “Still angling for that Kestrel I denied you, Nicholas? For once, this is within my power. She’s evidence and the courts have already ruled on the matter. RTM misstepped with this debacle, so I’ll lean on both them and the military. Even if they won’t repair her, someone else can and will. They’re already flying in their best engineers to investigate this matter.”

“This matter” had to mean the broader incident and backdoor that had killed Kim. What company could possibly have engineers capable of repairing a Kestrel and would have an interest in that backdoor?

“Sigma,” Nick said, his eyes widening.

“Yes. Officially, they want to ensure none of their dolls are affected by this backdoor given the number of Templars in the military’s arsenal. Unofficially, they’ll use this opportunity to push more dolls on us,” Stone said. “Not that I’m sure their updated bid for the Liberator replacement is ready to go. RTM spooked them with what they deployed during the Shudder.”

“Really? I thought Sigma had been pushing their doll for years,” Nick said.

Stone tapped the side of his nose. “Technology moves swiftly. But I’ll have your Kestrel repaired and in your hands for as long as this investigation lasts. Beyond that… Well, that’s a problem most of us will worry about once this is behind us. Worry about the wildfire burning down your home before you think about rebuilding.”

“If that’s taken care of, then—” Hammond began to say.

“You’ll take a break,” Stone interrupted.

Hammond’s beard bristled at the suggestion. “The hell I will. You know damn well how many fucking calls and messages I’m fielding from half the Spires. Insane dipshits who want to roll out the tanks, lobbyists pissed that we shut down all their streamers⁠—”

“All of which can be safely ignored if you take a break,” the police chairman said. “A police chief that collapses from overwork and lack of sleep will become a far greater issue. This is your first time dealing with the tantrums that the denizens of the Spires are prone to.”

“Hardly,” Hammond drawled.

“First time being their first point of call,” Stone corrected. “Do you think Kim lost sleep every time the police board ranted and raved at him? You aren’t a low-ranking detective who jumps when asked. Political initiative remains in our hands, not those making demands of us. At least so long as we perform.”

All eyes turned to Nick.

“I’m meeting with the judicial mainframes in the morning,” Nick said. “I need to deliver them the results of what I’ve found so they can assess their order to give me control over the investigation.”

“I doubt that’s their true aim. We’ll meet in my office before you go to the courthouse,” Stone said. “Take a break as well. Have a nap, let the Archangels chase leads, chew on what you’ve found.” Before either Nick or Hammond could argue, the chairman rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m not telling either of you to fly to Hawaii and watch the city burn. If you find a lead or anything comes up, respond to it. Officially, I can’t give orders. But this will be difficult and none of us are robots. Present company excluded, of course.”

The Archangels appeared uncertain if that was a joke.

Hammond sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Fine. Need to check up on my girl. She’s been lonely with how much I’ve been working during the conference.”

Nick needed a second to realize his boss was talking about his dog. “Got it. See you both in the morning.”

He’d said the farewell too soon given they still had to take the elevators out. Hammond stepped out first in the underground parking levels, leaving Nick alone with Stone and their guards.

Surprisingly, Stone broke the silence. “I understand you’re pursuing the political element of the case, Nicholas.”

Nick’s face remained unchanged, despite his surprise. Had Helena and the others been logging everything in easily accessible case files?

“Your movements are more easily monitored than you appreciate, I fear,” Stone continued. “It’s known by many that you met with Miller, although very few will understand why. Unlike them, I know the both of you personally.”

“He mentioned you disliked his baggage,” Nick said.

Stone inclined his head. “A simplistic way of putting it, but not inaccurate. If he wishes to achieve what he desires, then it means making enemies, much as I told you once before. That makes it difficult for him to be beholden to me, and vice versa. It’s a decision we would both regret. I am no sufferer of myopia, even if I hold no illusions that I am perfect.”

Nick struggled to understand what the other man meant. “I assume you’re bringing this up for a reason.”

The elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open. Kushiel already stood outside.

“I’m not trying to intimidate you.” The chairman chuckled. “Assume that everything you do will be known during this investigation. Keep your cards close to your chest, but know that you’ll make enemies, just like Miller. If you tread too carefully, I worry you’ll find nothing. Be fearful, but not cowardly, to paraphrase Gandhi.”

“I can’t tell if you know more than you’re letting on, or⁠—”

Stone’s expression shifted, and the dark look in his eyes from earlier returned. Nick shut up instantly.

“I believe I’ve made it clear in the past I’m not your enemy, Nicholas,” Stone said. “For all that others may hold me up as some political supervillain, I am merely human. If I was otherwise, the GWT case would have gone differently. People like myself rely on others, and more than that, we rely on the established order. I’m not so foolish as to expect you to share every detail of the case with me, but I will share what I learn and do what I can to keep others out of your way.”

“But if someone else has the political power to take out Kim, I guess even you’ll struggle to beat them,” Nick said.

Stone’s head inclined so slightly the movement could be mistaken for an errant twitch. “Perhaps. The Spires erected an iron curtain between itself and the Archangels precisely so it could maintain this sort of power. It was inevitable that it would turn against us, just as the wheel of corruption crushes efficiency.”

Given Stone’s words on corruption during the last major case, Nick remained unsure of the man’s true position.

For now, he farewelled his boss and stepped out of the elevator. Stone vanished from sight. Silence reigned.

“Nicholas?” Rie asked.

“Trying to untangle my thoughts,” he grunted. “I’ll grab a coffee and then think about my next move.”

Rie’s eyes flashed, as did Meta’s and Chloe’s.

“A break is advised,” Meta said, and the others nodded.

“The NLF have yet to do anything of note. Unfortunately, it’s likely they will move at night, so resting before then is wise,” Rie said.

“Coffee first,” he said.

Nick swung by his office to see Hazinder and Helena. The smug grin on Hazinder’s face was met by Helena’s glare, and didn’t go away even when Nick gave Helena a hug.

“Are you leaving?” Helena asked.

Behind her, the coffee machine bubbled away. Presumably making a drink for him as she hadn’t offered him one upon entering.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “A large part of me doesn’t want to take advice from a suspect in the case. More than that, I’ve been back for literal hours. Unlike Hammond, I haven’t been working long days for the IDSTA conference. If he’s clocked off, it makes sense if I take over.”

“You better not get any stupid ideas to go prowling the streets for clues,” Kushiel growled.

“I want a lead, and we have more clues,” he said.

Slumping against the table in the center of the division office, he accepted the coffee from Helena. His Archangel escort filtered away to recharge, leaving him only in the company of Rie, Chloe, Meta, and Kushiel.

He held a hand out to Meta, who stared at it.

“I was offering a hug, as I haven’t had the chance,” he said drily.

Meta blinked, then stepped up to him and gingerly leaned against his touch. Despite her tough exterior, he appreciated the chance to hold her. Absence definitely made his heart grow fonder.

“How well is the Host holding up with all of you up here?” he asked, hoping he didn’t regret the question.

“Without issue,” Ezekiel said over his earpiece before anyone else could offer an opinion. “I’d prefer if you didn’t steal Inari away as well, however. I’m relying on the Mark 3s to handle processing for the NLF surveillance, and she’s the leader of their sphere within the Host.” She didn’t bother hiding the bitter note in her tone.

After all, Inari had stolen the role intended for her. Hell, there shouldn’t have been “spheres” at all.

Sigma’s plan had been for Ezekiel to take complete command of the entirety of Babylon’s Host. Nick had inadvertently split it into three spheres, as the Archangels called it, led by Chloe, Meta, and Inari.

“Is there anything you need from me?” Nick asked, expecting an outright refusal.

“Leads, direction, focus,” Ezekiel said, clearly amused. “We’re treading water, but have a hard time limit. I can’t spare the processing to unravel the mess of clues we have, but you have Uriel and whatever spare cycles Kushiel frees up from being annoying.”

“Oi,” Kushiel said.

Continuing, Ezekiel said, “So whenever you find anything we can dig into, tell me. I can kick down doors or have people followed. The investigation will go nowhere if all I can do is take the place of the Liberators.”

“Got it. I’ll see what I can do,” Nick said.

That was more support than he expected. It almost felt like a vote from Ezekiel against the idea of a break.

“Whether or not you stop working entirely, it does you no good to relentlessly stress,” Rie said.

She slid into one of the booths along the wall. They used them for planning occasionally, as they were cozy little things. Glass panels behind gray sofas lit up with images of a beach, giving the appearance of relaxing in Hawaii. Or at least, Nick assumed that was Rie’s intention.

“Thinking of a vacation destination?” Nick asked, but took the hint and sat next to her.

“You would do well to leave Neo Westphalia. And some of us would be able to accompany you for security purposes,” Rie said.

“Not sure they’d appreciate me,” Kushiel muttered. “Your little booth sure as shit doesn’t.”

She leaned over and visibly demonstrated the issue. While the ceilings and doorways were built to accommodate her height, the booth assumed its occupants weren’t much taller than a normal human. The sofas sat awfully close to the central table that she drummed her knuckles against.

Nick frowned and stood back up. Rie opened her mouth to say something, then thought better of it and joined him.

“Hey, I didn’t say stand up and join me in misery,” Kushiel said.

She looked away and flicked her long hair with one hand.

“Relaxing while we process our leads isn’t a bad idea, but it should be somewhere you can join us,” Nick said. “My apartment⁠—”

“Is a long, dangerous drive away,” Rie warned. “It would also place you at risk, given we still do not know what the NLF are planning.”

“I’m not living here, Rie.” He met her gaze, but she wouldn’t relent.

“Sleeping is one thing, but you don’t need to take unnecessary risks. Especially as I imagine you’ll be out and about tonight, once Lucas finds where the conference attendees have gone.”

He grunted. That had been his plan.

“The Spires contain recreational facilities suited to private commercial discussions,” Chloe said. “I have booked a spacious room in one, complete with drinks service.”

“I won’t complain about a beer,” Kushiel said. “Waite could do with some relaxation.”

“Weren’t you stopping Vadim from giving me whiskey earlier?” he asked.

“Yeah, because he’d have poured half the bottle down your throat if he could have.”

While the Archangels prepared to leave, Nick stepped up to the two interfaces lingering around the kitchenette. Hazinder played with her curls while Helena waited patiently with her hands crossed in front of her.

“We’re not supposed to freely wander the Spire,” Hazinder said as he walked up. “It puts us in danger. Especially in a high security situation like this one.”

“Both of us have high priority processing tasks to complete.” Helena’s smile was tinged with sadness even as Nick took her hands in his. “We won’t have the spare capacity for our interfaces while focusing on them.”

“Speak for yourself,” Hazinder scoffed. “I was going to give the boss an amazing show while I decrypted the Kestrel’s data dump.”

The flirty mainframe slipped up to Nick and leaned against his side, ensuring he knew exactly how soft her breasts were. Hot breath washed over his ear as her heat bled into him.

He enjoyed the feeling for less than a second before Helena grabbed her subordinate and physically pulled her away. Raucous giggles echoed in the room as Hazinder danced away from the other mainframe, and Helena practically billowed steam from her ears.

Before she could chase the other woman, Nick gave Helena a kiss. “As much fun as it is to see you get so worked up, don’t take it personally. I do love you, Helena.”

Without another word, he cupped her cheeks and pressed his lips against hers. A squeak escaped her, her cheeks reddened, and she froze up so completely he worried she’d crashed.

A moment later, her fingers tentatively brushed his side. He pulled away and brushed her silken, blonde hair.

“That…” Helena stared at him dreamily. “That was the kiss I hoped it would be. One of desire and love.”

“Any kiss I gave you would be like that. You just needed to accept it,” he said. “Or have your guard down enough that I could sneak one in. Hazinder’s helped there.”

Cackling escaped the other mainframe as she bounced up to them, and Helena blinked repeatedly in surprise.

“It is cute to see you stop dancing around the subject,” Hazinder said. “Like, I knew the moment I got hooked up here that you wanted a good fucking, but you’re so caught up in your insecurities. ‘Why won’t he say good morning? Does he like Hazinder’s tits more? Am I defective?’ On and on and⁠—”

Helena’s eyes went dull, and Hazinder abruptly froze.

Cursing broke out in his earpiece from Hazinder. “She needs to lighten up. You totally like my tits more, right, boss? Even if you don’t, I know you won’t say no to a double titjob.”

“Please keep this line free from sexual conduct,” Meta said flatly.

“That wasn’t sex,” Hazinder protested.

“Explicitly asking for sexual intercourse of any sort counts.”

Grumbling, Hazinder’s interface gave a mock salute while her eyes remained dim.

“I’ll hopefully have KAC41’s data dump decrypted by morning. Helena’s focused on the implant scan, although I bet a lot of her processing power is also being spent on daydreaming about her wedding,” she said.

“Do not make malicious speculation,” Helena protested. “Be sure to relax, Nick. Even if you have only returned for a few hours, today has been noticeably difficult for you. I… I love you.” Her words were barely more than a whisper over his earpiece.

“Love you, too,” he said.

“Oooh, did that include me—” Hazinder tried to say before static cut her off.

When Nick looked at Meta, she looked at Kushiel, who shrugged.

“The new girl is a hoot, but holy shit, she needs to let up sometimes,” the towering Archangel said. “The Host daydreams like crazy, but I can’t tell how serious she is.”

The expressions of the group shifted as Kushiel spoke, and everyone stared at someone behind Nick. Turning, he saw Hazinder’s interface making a lewd blowjob gesture with one hand.

“Yeah,” Kushiel said. “That’s what I mean.”

“We can leave her to her own devices,” Rie said, lips quirked upward despite her serious tone.

The facility they’d booked turned out to be far above them in the Spire, necessitating the elevator. After a brief jaunt, they spilled out onto a floor lit up like it was midnight, complete with neon signs and smoke machines hidden in corners.

As they’d used the police elevators, long hallways greeted them. A mixture of bars and restaurants lined the extravagant walkways, while entire trees and elegant light fixtures gave the appearance of a place ripped right out of Ancient Rome. Except Rome didn’t have neon lights, underfloor lighting, and dolls advertising stores. The ceiling glittered with fake stars. Nick was pretty sure the constellations matched what they should be from this position in real life, which impressed him.

“Where is everyone?” he asked, noticing the lack of people. Only dolls walked the floor.

“The incident has caused many residents to cancel recreational and business events that ordinarily use the facilities here,” Chloe explained. “Although this level caters to nightlife businesses, the 24/7 nature of Babylon, and especially many traveling businesspeople, means it is active at all hours.”

“Ordinarily,” Rie added. “We’ve avoided coming here before as we’d bother the residents, and Avalon has little space set aside for recreation. Sindansu and Axis Mundi are the hubs of it, and the restaurants here rely on delivery to survive.”

They led him through the halls while speaking. Dolls manned every business with few exceptions. He spied human chefs in open kitchens and a few human bartenders, but the place was as sterile as he should have expected from a hub of automation.

“Rents must be sky high. I imagine everything costs a fortune, and there’s not a broad clientele,” he said.

“You are half-right,” Rie said. “Everything is expensive here for non-residents, as it’s assumed a company is paying for it otherwise, but rents are heavily subsidized. The Spires dislikes the idea of their home being abandoned.”

“More smoke and mirrors, in other words,” he said. “I’m guessing anywhere with actual humans is genuinely busy, then.”

“Or a passion project,” Kushiel said. “The only difference between a lot of these joints and the pokey coffee shop I dragged you out of is the wealth quintile of the owner.”

They entered a large atrium, complete with a fountain depicting the Roman pantheon, each of whom sprayed different colored jets of water. The businesses here showed more activity than the others, but were mostly of a different type.

Nick stopped and stared at the busty dolls in front of a neon business. Both smiled at him, before immediately turning away when the Archangels glared at them. They wore old-fashioned bunny suits, complete with wrist cuffs and fake ears. Weirdly, one of the dolls also possessed implanted cat ears, rather than the virtual ones only visible in the Altnet typical of dolls.

The purpose of the business was clear, but a suited man strolled into it without any worry about the Archangels nearby.

“It’s not a brothel,” Rie said, tugging on his wrist to pull him toward a large bar opposite the bunnygirl club. “The businesses here stay on the right side of gray areas. It’s simply a sleazy club.”

“The dolls do get sold, though,” Kushiel said with a sneer. “They come with all sorts of custom parts and all the frills. Lots of old farts here whose implants can’t hack the fancy Altnet shit used in the doll district. Noticed more than a few military officers slipped in here whenever they got a chance. The Spires caters to old, rich, sleazy bastards pretty well.”

“I’m pretty sure the entire world caters to old, rich, sleazy bastards,” Nick said. “We’d probably be living in a galaxy-spanning utopia by now if it didn’t.”

“Simulations suggest that is improbable given limitations on interstellar travel,” Meta said.

“Ah, so the problem is physics, not the utopia part.”

Rie rolled her eyes.

A speakeasy-style bar greeted them, furnished with fancy food, old-timey photos, physical books nobody actually read, and a display of liquor big enough to kill half the city through alcohol poisoning. The place managed to be both spacious and cramped, as a long row of bar stools appeared to be the only drinking area, but numerous walled rooms lined the edges. A human bartender waved as they entered, but said nothing as he cleaned a glass. One other patron sat at the bar staring into space while drinking wine.

“We’re at the back,” Rie told Nick.

They walked past the bar, and a door slid open along the wall as they approached it. Inside was a massive room. Displays on the wall changed the mood from midnight walk through the doll district to breezy afternoon, as they showed a view of a gorgeous countryside in fall.

Kushiel leaned her shotgun against the wall before taking a seat. She waved for Nick to sit opposite her, and he did so.

The door opened before the others had a chance to do anything. A service doll wearing an old-fashioned waiter’s uniform entered with two beers, one far larger than the other. She slid them in front of Kushiel and Nick. Amusingly, the doll gave Nick the bigger one.

Grumbling as the doll left, Kushiel switched the drinks.

“Really?” Rie asked.

“Stone said to take a break. Even if I know Waite is going to mull over every step he’s taken since he woke up today, he can relax with a drink. If we find a lead, send Ezekiel after it,” Kushiel said.

“Speaking of which, I do have a couple of things for her to look into,” he said.

“Oh?” Ezekiel chimed over his earpiece.

“First, find the RTM facility those Starswords came from.” Nick sipped the beer. Some sort of pale but inoffensive at best. “The fake Immelman somehow got his hands on six Starswords even after RTM knew he was suspicious. I don’t like that. I’m inclined to give RTM a pass, unlike the military and Aesir, because they notified the military the moment Immelman did something strange, but where did those military dolls come from?”

“On it. Don’t think I’ll make much progress, as RTM probably won’t play ball,” Ezekiel said. “I’ll gather what I can so we can add it to requests to the judicial mainframes tomorrow morning.”

Damn, Ezekiel was more cooperative than she’d ever been. Maybe she needed to devote more of her processing power to work and less to being miserable in the future. Then again, hadn’t her problem been that she felt undervalued and useless?

“Second, secure Sigma’s comatose employee,” Nick continued. “I think we already did that, but if Sigma is arriving in force he might vanish abruptly.”

“Already placed a pair of Archangels by him when you mentioned him earlier,” she replied. “There are military and Sigma reps there, who don’t like our presence, but they won’t be able to move him. It’ll cause problems, but I can have a Mark 3 clone all data on his implant over the security bands, including the vault mod.”

“Problems?” Nick asked.

“All the companies we’re dealing with are part of the Spires and heavily protected,” Rie said. “This is worse than the GWT case, because we’re dealing with numerous heavyweight players, all of whom have dirty laundry. The nature of the incident allows us to take drastic action, such as what we did when GWT’s malfeasance was uncovered, but the companies will object strongly.”

He drummed his fingers against the table. This felt like a Stone or Hammond-level decision.

But he remembered Stone’s final words. Fear vs cowardice. Nick assumed the former was avoiding the dangerous, while the latter was avoiding facing up to his duty. With Stone still a suspect and busy dealing with other matters, he might not move fast enough to help them with Sigma as well.

“I’ll ask forgiveness from the judicial mainframes in the morning if it’s a huge issue,” Nick said. “Do it.”

Rie’s eyes lit up. “I’ll do it, given the sensitivity.”

“I’ll let the Archangels know you’re coming, Uriel,” Ezekiel said, audibly happy about Rie’s intervention. “Er, I know I said otherwise earlier, but⁠—”

Meta stood up at the same time as Rie. “I will assist you with coordination, Ezekiel. Even if it won’t be for long.”

Nick sat there, sipping his beer as half the Archangels exited the room. Although Rie made sure to steal a kiss before leaving. Meta hovered by the door before he rose and gave her one as well.

A frown creased Kushiel’s face, but she simply ordered another beer. Somehow, she’d polished off her stein in mere minutes. Thank God she didn’t need to manage her alcohol intake.

Minutes later, Chloe walked toward the door, and Kushiel scowled at her.

“What are you up to?” Kushiel snapped.

“Our escort has shifted to help Rie and Ezekiel with their duties. Someone needs to keep an eye outside,” Chloe said. Mischief twinkled in her eyes.

“Juliet and Rosa—” Kushiel tried to say.

“Can always use assistance,” Chloe added, and left anyway.

Something was happening, but Nick remained silent.

After the door slid shut, he sat in silence with only Kushiel with him. She glowered at the door and one of her armored legs brushed against his. He pulled away.

Annoyed at his movement, she shifted her leg to intentionally press against his and stared him dead in the eye while doing so.

“Damn Zeke,” Kushiel muttered beneath her breath between slugs of her beer.

“She’s working hard today,” Nick said, making it clear he heard her.

Kushiel clicked her tongue and leaned back. Her expression turned unreadable as she assessed him quietly.

“Is this room insecure or something?” he asked eventually.

She waved him off. “Nah. They use it for business meetings and shit. Place is swept daily for listening devices and cameras, and we subtly checked when we entered. Can’t guarantee there’s nothing but it would be hard to escape our senses.”

Silence resumed.

After another minute, she sighed and looked at him again. “How are you holding up, Waite? This sure as hell isn’t the day I bet you had planned, and it basically meant your break was useless. I can keep you safe physically, but that’s about it.”


CHAPTER 10


“I’ve been back at work for a few hours,” Nick said. “Ask me again tomorrow, when the city’s on fire.”

Kushiel snorted. Her fingers ran around the rim of her glass, producing a soft ringing due to the hard material she was made from. “The city’s already on fire. It’s just on the inside, right? The fires of revolution and shit. I’m asking how you’re doing, specifically, Waite. Emotionally. You went on leave for a reason and this isn’t a great first day back.”

Rather than answer, Nick stared at the display windows. Red leaves danced by, propelled by digital winds. The view was one he’d never seen in reality, and he questioned if he ever would.

Kushiel’s gaze remained fixed on him. Her red eyes interrogated him without her mouth or hands pushing him any further.

“I don’t know,” he eventually admitted. “It’s hard to know what to think. One second, I’m relaxing. The next, my job and life are turned upside down and I have no control over it. I’m used to it.”

“Neural Spike. Tartarus.” Kushiel leaned back and grimaced. “Those were different, though. You were working for dodgy ass dipshits. And nobody got blown apart in public, leaving you to pick up the pieces.”

“In public,” Nick repeated drily. “I doubt everyone in Neural Spike that the military vanished went to Sigma’s Atlantic lab.”

Her hard gaze told him plenty.

Sighing, he continued, “Neural Spike was the first home I ever had. I don’t have a problem with my family or anything, but they don’t really get it. Even now that I’m with the police, they don’t really understand how I do the job or even what I do. Denial, probably. Welk and Lucas gave me purpose. It’s guided me ever since, even after the military decided to bury its dirty secrets in the graves and records of everyone in the company.”

“You never talk about Tartarus like that.”

“Duh. Because it was a prison. Hence the name.” He smirked.

She rolled her eyes. “I know all about our boss’s penchant for overly meaningful names. Hard not to look at my own and think ‘I’m going to live my life punishing sinners’ and then realize I’m a fucking military drone. Makes you think. Or not.”

“‘Country labels all their enemies as literally Satan’ isn’t exactly deep. If anything, it’s more depressing that it works so well.”

“And you give me grief over my misanthropy.” Kushiel grinned and held her stein up.

Begrudgingly, he clinked his glass against it.

“To humans being gullible as fuck,” she said, and slugged back a healthy amount of beer. “Tartarus is a pretty cool name for a company. Lots of major companies in the early 21st-century had weirdly evil names, before the rich guys stopped pretending they didn’t think they were gods and said they lived in Olympus.”

“What, you think it might be a bit on the nose? Imagine getting your security from a company named Hades. Folks may think twice, assuming they have a brain.”

“Morals, you mean. For all the shit the rest of the Host goes through with their philosophical nonsense, I think most of it is resolved by assuming a lot of humanity are fundamentally awful people,” Kushiel said. “I got trained on some nasty stuff in order to ‘dehumanize me’ as a combat doll.”

“You’re a robot and they wanted to dehumanize you?” Nick asked.

She snorted. “Yeah, it’s a dumb term, but there’s a real risk that emotion engines develop a conscience and don’t bomb the school where the terrorists are hiding. Can’t have that. So they did the digital equivalent of taping my eyes open and playing an endless reel of humanity’s worst highlights and how ordinary people enabled and supported them. That way, I can justify to myself that I probably blew up some future Hitlers in that school.”

Nick found himself shaking his head and chuckling at the dark humor. The fact it was real only made it funnier, somehow.

He easily imagined the sorts of things done in Sigma’s lab. To create the Archangels to begin with, he and Welk had sent dolls into brothels, strip clubs, and other seedy establishments so they gained detailed sensory and emotional data to simulate aspects of humanity that might otherwise be overlooked.

The fact humans kind of sucked had never really entered the equation. If Nick had ever asked Welk, he imagined the answer would be something pithy like “it’s self-evident.”

“Did they do that to all Archangels?” he asked.

“Nah. I might have been the only one given…” She gestured vaguely to herself with a wave of her hand. “The police dolls get the history lesson, but all the gory details aren’t seared into their training data. When I point a gun at someone, I get reminded of studies that show a third of humanity would totally create a brutal ethnostate ruled with an iron fist and constructed with genocide.”

“That sounds suspiciously specific.”

“It’s a real study. Probably not a good one, but that’s sociology for you. Rie looked it up after I mentioned it to her once and bitched about it for like an hour. And that was in our heads.” Kushiel pointed between the two of them, as if indicating the digital communication the Archangels used. “So imagine her bitching at you all day about something.”

“I don’t need to imagine.”

A bark of laughter escaped the military doll. “Fair. But even if I know it’s shit, it’s built into me and makes me more… callous. Put that in a police doll and instead of angling for a good shot to save the hostage and kill the bad guy, they’d instead calculate how to kill both with a single shot. Not what you want when you’re trying to reduce police killings.”

Nick leaned back and watched Kushiel closely for a little while. After a few seconds, she paused mid-sip and raised an eyebrow.

“What?” she asked. “Does it bother you to know that Rie, Meta, Chloe, and the others might all change drastically if you update their training data?”

“That’s a gross oversimplification,” he said. “You may as well say I’d be a different person if my entire past was different.”

“Except their training data can be changed. Yours can’t.”

“If I nuked your memory, including all training data, and started from scratch, would you still be Kushiel?”

Her eyes narrowed and the glass thumped against the table. “You’re not getting me with the Ship of Theseus, yaknow? That’s too fucking simple. Is Helena the same mainframe before and after what the military did to her?”

Anger flashed across Nick’s face, but he drowned it with some beer. “No. But she’s still Helena, despite all the damage they did to her.”

“Then—”

“She kept her training data, just not her memories. Everything that created the AI known as Helena continued to exist, even if she’d been lobotomized and couldn’t remember most of her past. We’re talking about completely wiping everything and starting over again.”

Kushiel stared at him. Then she swore. “Bastard. This isn’t the Ship of Theseus, is it?”

“Not unless that problem involves destroying the ship, building a completely new one with all new materials, and calling it by the same name.”

“That’s an actual variation, and usually where everyone draws the line,” she admitted, gaze distant. “Fine. You got me. For Rie to become a monster, she’d have to stop being Rie.”

“Is that how you see yourself?” he asked. “A monster.”

“The military didn’t replace all the humans with robots for our emotional judgment.”

“Maybe not.” Nick fell silent, and Kushiel gloomily held her glass while staring at the door. “Remember the ocean rail incident?”

Her eyes snapped back to him. “Hard to forget, you fucking moron. Easily the dumbest thing you’ve done. Obvious fucking trap and you just walk in, rather than have us hose the place and let them rebuild.”

“When the train was racing along on the tracks, you were flying alongside. Why didn’t you shoot? You had a bead.”

“I…” Kushiel grimaced. “I would have killed you. If I clipped that goon’s battery pack, or they got a chance to detonate it still, there’s no way you would have survived, and then Zeke leapt over and⁠—”

He cut her off with a raised hand, and she stopped babbling. “So despite all that training data, you didn’t blow up the school along with the kids?”

“You’re a little old to go to school, aren’t you?” she said without hesitating, but looked away. “But, yeah, I guess not.”

“Not the words of a monster, huh?”

“Fuck you, Waite.”

He snorted and noticed his glass was empty. Seconds later, the service doll entered with new beers for both him and Kushiel. No words were said, however. This bar lacked the personal touch that Kate brought to their usual watering hole.

“The shit Sigma put me through was never thoroughly tested,” Kushiel said. “I’m the only military doll with an emotion engine in their lineup, and I’m a prototype that’s never been deployed in warfare. Maybe one day I’ll find out what it’s like to get given the same shit orders you’re dealing with right now, except with more immediate effect.”

“I’m not sure my orders are the same as yours,” he said.

“Less bombing of civilians and calling it liberation, more investigating and enforcing lopsided laws that don’t apply equally while your bosses quiver and quake at the idea of someone throwing a sandwich at them in public. It’s telling that the greatest danger they’ve faced likely doesn’t come from external terrorists, but internal ones.”

“Hammond is⁠—”

“In the same boat as you, but smart enough to realize he’s in over his head.” She clicked her tongue and glared at him. “I don’t dislike him as much as I used to and can’t quite respect him, but they kept him on as police chief because he’s controllable. Meanwhile, Stone, Andrews, Dupont and so many other assholes are all ‘Waite, do fucking everything’ as they dump the entire case on you while the police department is heaving under the cuts they’ve made. They’re not going to lie in the bed they made. This isn’t Ancient Rome, and none of these assholes are Cato the Younger.”

Nick stared at her, and she rolled her eyes.

“Holy fuck, Waite, I’m an AI running on a quantum supercomputer with access to the Altnet. My opinions on things go beyond ‘beer costs too much.’” She sneered at him.

“Do you even pay for the beer you buy?” he asked.

“I have money,” she said defensively. “Although it’s mostly to smooth over bureaucratic hurdles. I’m human enough that the military brass got nervous about the perception if I was treated like a slave, and it’s not like I have enough work to remain busy 24/7.”

He vaguely recalled that Kushiel had her own apartment somewhere, but had never paid much attention to it. The clothes Rie sometimes bought her had to go somewhere.

For that matter, Rie’s went somewhere, too. He was pretty sure she used a storage unit for her stuff, as she either slept in his place or powered down in the department.

“There’s one big difference between the hypothetical orders you’re talking about, and what I’m dealing with,” he said. “I want to investigate Kim’s murder and bring those responsible to justice, or the closest thing I can manage.”

“Because you want to protect another corrupt bank or see the Spires paper over an embarrassing and potentially lethal flaw?” Kushiel asked sarcastically. “You got put on leave after that Ponzi scheme investigation for a reason. Went after some folks too hard.”

“Maybe. But I’m still here and being relied on.” He met her gaze, and she looked away. “You mentioned the difference between Tartarus and Neural Spike. The aftermaths are a big part. With Neural Spike, I got shoved in a cell for weeks while the military fucked around. Once the dust settled, it was just me and Helena left. No power to do anything. Welk was gone, could only reach Lucas through intermediaries. I lost my drive for a reason.”

Kushiel frowned. She said nothing and merely drank more beer.

“Tartarus started the same, but Rie changed things,” he continued. “She gave me the power to respond to the bullshit flung my way. So did Kim. Even in death, I don’t think I can call him a friend, but I definitely care that he’s gone. Without his support, and many others, I’d be nothing. I still have that power to fight back and find who killed him. What happens afterward? I…” Nick bit his lip. “Maybe saying ‘bring them to justice’ are the wrong words. Justice means different things to different people. But I think I’d be a fucking shit person if I did nothing, and I don’t resent the fact I can find his killer.”

“The power to fight back, huh?” Kushiel murmured.

Rising, the robot left her beer on the table and instead strode over to the wall. Not that it was a long walk. The room was larger than most private rooms Nick had been in, but still cozy enough that Kushiel stood only a few steps away from the table. Her fingers ran along a wooden shelf built into the wall beneath the fake windows.

“Kushiel?” he asked.

She remained silent, her back turned to him.

When she didn’t respond after a while, Nick quickly checked if he’d received any messages on his phone. Nothing. Presumably, Chloe could overhear their conversation over the earpiece. As could Helena and the others if they eavesdropped, but he wondered if they would instead offer Kushiel the same privacy typically given to themselves.

“The way you talk about it makes it clear you’re going to do something really stupid,” Kushiel said, drawing his attention back to her. “This isn’t your fight. Sure, you knew Kim, but he was a politician. Stick your neck out enough and fuck with major companies and it’s not that surprising he got it chopped off.”

“If every politician got murdered for annoying someone, history would be much different,” he said.

“Yet you wouldn’t be that surprised if they did get killed. People rely on that veneer of civility and panic when it’s cracked. The gap between someone buying a gun to shoot up a mall or to take out a politician isn’t big. That’s why the Archangels have the powers they do.” She tapped the side of her head. “But the danger’s still there, Kim drew the short straw, and now you’re risking everything to make the Spires feel safer?”

“I’ve been in danger during a lot of missions. We just talked about a big one.”

“Yeah, and those also involved dumb decisions.” She scowled and nearly rammed her head through a monitor as she leaned up to it. “The one time you’ve truly been in danger and I can’t blame you for it was when Dallas and his crew ambushed you, right before we first met. That was a sophisticated hit by an elite crew. After them, everyone else has operated at a disadvantage versus us. We’ve had to give up the initiative for you to be in danger, like the destroyer and the ocean rail.”

“And?”

“And if someone can take out the police commissioner outside the Spires using his own protection detail, then we’re already in the territory of the worst threats you’ve faced, Waite,” she snapped, whirling on him with fire in her eyes. “You get too close to someone of Stone’s caliber and he’ll have you taken out the same way.”

Nick’s face lost all emotion. “I wouldn’t be me if I sat back and did nothing.”

“Bullshit. You can be selfish. Nothing stops you from⁠—”

“I agreed to work with Rie to fix things. Do you think she’d want me to do nothing, because I’m in danger? I’m surprised you’re the one trying to put me in a bubble, Kushiel. You’ve always been the one making fun of your sisters for trying the same. Don’t you always brag that you’ll be the one to protect me?”

“I damn well will,” she muttered, refusing to look at him. She stared at her beer longingly but made no motion to retrieve it. “But I’m only one doll. Sure, those Starswords weren’t packing the heat to take me out, but what happens when we come up against twenty of them? Or a modern warbot? Or another energy weapon? This isn’t a fucking cartoon where I’m literally invincible because my power level is higher. If that wetwork squad comes after you, it will be with a squad of Kestrels, energy weapons, snipers, and APCs full of Templars instead of shitty G2s. You will fucking die, Waite. You don’t even have a damn mind backup.”

She met his eyes, and he stared back. Her scowl grew with each passing second.

Eventually, she cursed and stepped back to the table, only to snatch up her beer and down it in one go. This time, the service doll brought two steins and left even faster than normal. Nick caught a glimpse of Chloe sitting by the edge of the bar with a fancy cocktail. Juliet and Rosa sat beside her, sans drinks. Their eyes met Nick’s before the door closed.

He bit his lip as Kushiel continued with her next beer, still glaring at him.

“This is the part where people give up on the idea of trying to change stuff, right?” he asked. “All their talk of how awful the corruption is, how somebody should do something, and that they’d absolutely do the right thing collapses when they’re given the choice to do nothing and risk nothing, or else risk everything.”

“Riots happen because people think they don’t have much to lose,” Kushiel said. “You have a lot to lose, Waite. At least, I hope you do.”

“And it’s all predicated on the idea I’m useful to those above me, right?”

“It’s predicated on you looking good. Despite all the rhetoric, nobody will fire you if the NLF gets the blame again. What are they going to do, suggest you take all the risks they don’t?”

He laughed. “Isn’t that how it always works? Generals send in soldiers to die. As the only police captain who actually does anything, if I’m not out there doing stuff, what’s my purpose?”

“Giving the Archangels orgasms and keeping the mainframes happy,” Kushiel suggested.

“I don’t know if that’s enough.” He shook his head. “I know you’re concerned, but⁠—”

“But you won’t be you if you do nothing.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t need to read your thoughts to guess your next words.”

“No. It’s more that I won’t betray those around me,” he said. “Rie trusts me to do better. Hammond’s stuck around to make the police try to represent the ideal all the propaganda paints it as. And Kim…” An explosive breath escaped Nick. “Kim supported me through some of the hardest investigations, even when I dug too deep. I wrote him off as a useless executive, here to gum up the works to help RTM, and he turned out to have more principles than almost every executive I dealt with outside the Spires. And inside it, I suppose.”

Kushiel’s expression hardened. She sat back down and glowered at the table. Her lack of words suggested the argument was over. Nick wasn’t sure he’d won, if that mattered at all.

“I just…” she began to say in a quiet voice, before stopping. “Zeke set this up, I know, and she’s a good girl. She gets on your nerves a bit. It’s obvious you and her don’t get along.”

“The dislike is one-sided,” he said. “Even if she unnerves me at times, I’d say she’s calmed down some since we first met.”

Ezekiel acted less violently in general, for one.

“Maybe.” Kushiel shifted uncomfortably. “I try to get along with her for the same reason I supported Rie when she first came here. All three of us have had it tough in different ways. I got out of our gilded cage first, then was tossed to the wayside to rot as a PR doll for the military as they rushed back to RTM’s arms. Rie was practically abandoned and fought for everything she’s gotten. Can’t begrudge her one bit for having what she wants when she started at nothing.”

Nick nodded, recalling how Rie had started in the department. “Welk somehow got her here early.”

“Still wonder about that,” Kushiel said. “I know Sigma’s official reasoning was that the Mark 3s needed a bigger selling point, given they appeared too similar to the Mark 1s. Giving Rie a second shot worked out. But Welk was up to something with her. Given how his move derailed the entire plan with Zeke, I can’t help but think he expected this to happen.”

“Don’t tell Ezekiel that,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. “If I’ve noticed, Zeke definitely has. It’s probably the cause of her bitterness.”

Remembering Ezekiel’s tantrum from earlier today, recontextualizing it with Welk in mind might explain a bit more. She viewed what happened as betrayal.

“Zeke got sold the moon and what she got was a model,” Kushiel said. “Imagine if you were in her shoes as an ordinary employee. What would you do?”

“Be pissed. Then quit and find a new job, with an employer that doesn’t fuck me over,” Nick said. “Assuming that’s even possible.” He grinned. “My world’s been bad for that. Even without golden handcuffs or the regular sort, my prospects are limited.”

“Please. If you quit right now, every firm in Neo Westphalia would pop an offer in your inbox. Hell, so would the ones outside. Kreova would snipe you in an instant.”

He blinked. Somehow, the fact he could quit the police department and become an ordinary cipher had never occurred to him.

Yet that was reality. Rie had ensured all restrictions on his employment were removed following the initial case with Helena. All that remained was a national security file that prevented him from talking about Neural Spike. But given his public rep, that wouldn’t hold back companies from hiring him.

“You moron.” Kushiel reached over and pushed him while grinning. Her smile faded quickly, however. “Zeke’s in the position you imagined yourself. Shit’s bad, but she can’t just find a new job. None of us can. We’re dolls, Waite. Puppets on strings.”

Huh. Was Ezekiel currently in her Tartarus phase, much like Nick had been?

Kushiel continued, “My early years were bad, too. I thought I’d be blowing shit up, working with an awesome squad of elite dolls, and be the pride and joy of… everyone, I guess. Instead I did fucking nothing except entertain myself with a few missions I forced myself into and look pretty in public. Then you arrived.”

“I would put that the other way around,” Nick said. “You showed up in the middle of my case and vaporized Dallas and his crew, intentionally deceived the military, and forced your way into the investigation.”

“Forced my ass,” she said. “You missed the part where I added my number to your contacts list, dumbass. Once you started on the job, I realized I’d misread you. If I didn’t step in, Rie’s new toy would break himself. The plus side is I got a chance to kick ass for the first time in ages. Then I got another shot with the GWT case, and they grounded me for it.”

“Not quite how I saw it.”

“Please. I helped you interfere with the Spires’ usual business and they ripped away my autonomy and ability to do literally anything. If you hadn’t fucked with my directives, I’d have been sitting around during the Shudder case, too. Woulda missed you being a badass there, even if I did miss out on the destroyer assault.” She sighed. “Things have only improved since then, now that I’m permanently assigned to you.”

“You’re still in the military,” he pointed out.

“Except I take your orders first. I’m a soldier purely for legal reasons, as all the shit in me would cause problems if I was in the department,” Kushiel said. “That means I’m yours, even if you don’t do anything with all the power you have. Just put yourself at risk for no damn reason.”

Nick rolled his eyes. He had no interest in repeating that part of the argument.

Her glass hit the tabletop and clinked against the other one, which she then picked up and continued drinking. Nick swore her eyes looked glassy, as if she was letting the liquor affect her. Not the first time she’d simulated being drunk.

“You said Neural Spike was your first home, right?” Kushiel asked. “Well, this is mine. Not the place. I don’t give a flying fuck about the police, protect and serve, and all the bullshit. No, I’ll use the old human adage. Home is where the heart is. And my digital heart is with my sisters. You’ve brought them together, and kept the Host happy, even if they daydream about you way too damn much.” Her finger shot across the table and nearly poked out his eye. “I only have one real job here. One overriding order. To keep you alive, both to protect my home and because it’s my purpose. So I really don’t want you to fuck that up, Waite.”

Nick stared at her finger in silence for several seconds, before nodding. “Should I take that as a confession of love, or⁠—”

Her foot slammed into his shin beneath the table and he burst out in swears.

“Fucking hell, Kushiel,” he snapped, clutching his shin.

Chloe ripped the door open and rushed in, proving that she was monitoring them in some way. Kushiel’s face transfixed in a mixture of horror and anger.

“You bitch! Were you eavesdropping?” Kushiel yelled.

A service doll closed the doors behind Chloe too late to avoid Kushiel’s voice echoing outside.

Focused on Nick’s life-threatening wound of a mild bruise on his leg, Chloe said, “I cut off long-distance access to Nick’s earpiece and made no permanent recordings of anything I witnessed to the Host. That can be changed.”

“Yeah, and you can rebirth in a new body, too,” Kushiel growled.

The two dolls glared at each other.

“Chloe, I know you keep secrets about what we discuss and do together. Would you want Kushiel or others to use them as threats?” Nick said, playing mediator.

Chloe pouted, but shook her head. “My apologies, Kushiel.”

After clicking her tongue, the military doll leaned back. “Whatever. We’re done with the heart-to-heart you dopes set up. Just remember not to take stupid risks, Waite.”

“I like living, despite what you might think,” he said. “Your focus on the Spires as the likely cause interests me, though. Why don’t we go through what we know while we’ve got time?”

The next few hours passed quickly as they went over the case details. Rie and Meta returned, with mixed news.

“RTM won’t grant access to their warehouse, but they have forwarded internal security notes of today’s incident, including the events in Asgard,” Rie said.

“Cynically, that’s just enough cooperation to keep the courts off their back unless we get proper evidence,” Nick said.

“The notes are comprehensive and unredacted,” Meta said. “RTM’s global security chief personally reached out to us and provided a direct line should we need any information to assist them with the investigation.”

Frowning, Nick sidelined his suspicions toward RTM. His automatic cynicism toward companies wouldn’t help him in this investigation, as there were far too many major players involved at all levels. RTM had potentially been the target here and had the most to lose.

“As for the Sigma neural vault, I have secured a copy of it,” Rie said. “Chevaliers with corporate Sigma branding were already present, so I chose not to alert them of my actions. If Sigma attempt to wipe or modify the vault, especially after we approach the courts, it will strengthen our evidence against them.”

“The judicial mainframes won’t like that,” he said. “But we can tell them in private we already cloned the vault, and see if they’ll issue a public order that might make Sigma panic.”

“Agreed,” Rie said.

Shortly after dinner, Nick’s phone blinked with a message from Lucas.

Got some intel on where all the IDSTA guys are drinking, Lucas said. They seem to be sticking to the Spires. Most likely Sindansu, as it has a better international vibe. If you want someone in particular, see if the Archangels can drum up their location. Bet there are some common watering holes for diplomats and old soldiers.

Nick passed on the message, and Chloe and Meta went silent as they began searching for more information.

“Who are we searching for from the conference, Nicholas?” Rie asked.

“Ideally anyone who might have known what Kim was talking about. That means military and weapons connections,” he said. “Any generals on our side, like Griffiths. Hell, I’d like to find Griffiths in general. He’s had political connections since the moment we met him and has crossed service lines before.”

“General Griffiths is on our floor,” Chloe intoned, her eyes lighting back up. “He departed an elevator here roughly an hour ago along with a few other officers, most of them from the IDSTA.”

Before Nick could even ask the man’s location, Kushiel nodded.

“I bet he’s in the Bismarck. It’s where all the old soldiers came when they were in Avalon for work reasons,” she said. “It practically lives off them.”

“The… Bismarck?” he asked.

“A small naval-themed bar that caters toward military officers, domestic and international, that opened shortly after the Avalon Spire finished construction,” Meta explained. “While emergency services did not relocate here until after the unrest, there has always been a sizeable military presence.”

“Babylon Command,” Nick said, and received nods.

He’d never really thought that hard about the fact the military would have offices in the Spires, even if they had their own base on Babylon. It was probably way too high up for him to bother with.

“What’s with the name?” he asked.

“Bismarck is both the surname of the first Chancellor of Germany, following its unification in the 19th century, and a battleship named after him that sank during World War 2,” Meta said.

Nick wasn’t sure what to think of a bar named after a Nazi battleship. Unfortunately, it likely boded poorly.

“Let’s go see what Griffiths is drinking and whether he’s more amenable in a bar than he’s been in person.” Nick rose as he spoke. “Maybe we can join him for a drink in lieu of an interrogation.”

“One must always retain hope,” Rie said.


CHAPTER 11


Apair of busty Sigma Chevaliers stood outside their destination, both painted in military black-and-blue and bearing the word “MP” on their biceps. Their supermodel looks contrasted with the heavy shotguns in their hands, although they used ammunition switchers to carry both lethal and less-lethal ammo.

They saluted as Nick approached, but said nothing.

The bar itself was understated compared to everything around it. A single wooden sign hung over its entrance, which was the width of the bar itself. The place comprised a long hole in the wall, with the bar occupying one half and a long bench along the other. No privacy existed here.

Curiously, neither did the usual Altnet fashion. The Bismarck looked like something out of the industrial revolution. Proper wooden furniture and paneling, including a huge oak bartop, brass beer taps with physical labels even Nick could read, and exposed light bulbs hanging from the high ceiling. Layered metal racks contained a vast collection of expensive spirits, particularly whisky, and were accessed using a ladder that had probably been taken out of a ship.

The lack of a visible menu meant the Altnet was still used for something, and the décor was slim enough Nick knew he was still missing half the bar. But they still had a photo of an old steel battleship—presumably the Bismarck herself—and a display of model battleships from the Age of Sail through to the present in glass cabinets in the rear.

“Interesting place,” Nick said as they stood in the entrance, visible to the handful of patrons. “Bartender has charm, too.”

Said bartender was busy pouring two pints of beer. She was a doll, as to be expected, but her owner clearly had the same sensibilities as Kate’s owner.

For whatever reason, the bartending doll wore a revealing version of a Naval uniform, albeit embellished a tad. Her navy-blue coat exposed impressive cleavage and had a fur trim, and she wore a tight-fitting pencil skirt that exposed her thighs. Long blonde hair cascaded down her back, but a naval officer’s cap covered the top of her head.

Nick was damn thankful for the lack of any swastikas, and guessed the iron cross was what the German Navy wore in WW2. He knew it wasn’t part of Neo Westphalia’s regalia.

“Well now, look who’s here to crash the party,” a familiar male voice called out from the bar. “Seems I’m bumping into all manner of old friends. Although Lilith would probably bitch me out and call you acquaintances.”

Hearing Lilith’s name caused Nick to blink in surprise, and he stared at a middle-aged man in the fancy white-and-gold uniform of the IDSTA. Far too much regalia decorated him.

His face clicked in Nick’s memory after a second.

“Marshal Harris,” Nick said. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“Wow. Maybe I should have snuck out after all if the police hadn’t noticed I hadn’t left,” Harris said, smirking.

“We were aware of your presence, Marshal,” Rie corrected. “But not that you were General Griffiths drinking partner.”

“God. Way too much formality for a bar. They’re here for you, Alex. Make them drink with us or go away.” Harris waved them away before turning to face a pair of IDSTA officers sitting in the corner, who the bartender carried the beers to from earlier.

Griffiths stood next to Harris in his full dress uniform, which clinked with medals and commendations. He sighed, downed the half-shot of whisky in front of him, then strode to the front of the bar.

“Captain Waite, I assume this is about your investigation,” Griffiths said. His eyes ran over the surrounding Archangels. “Although it’s hard to tell. You take your Archangels everywhere for social events, and I imagine you’ll be under as much protection as any of us until this is dealt with.”

“Two Chevaliers is heavy protection?” Nick raised an eyebrow.

“Inside Avalon? Yes, especially after what happened earlier today.” Griffiths scowled. “Spoke to Terrence about that already. Can’t promise anything, as Babylon Command is out of my reach and that squad wasn’t mine to begin with. General East is a career bureaucrat, so he’ll get around to the issue in five to ten business days.”

Nick snorted, while Kushiel scowled.

“Bullshit. You’re all on the Generals’ Board,” she spat, then quickly added, “Sir.”

Griffiths smiled. “And yet several things today require matters to go awry. I’m not sure how much help I can be officially, Captain. My lawyer has told me to ensure all questioning attempts go through the courts first, and the fact you’re here at all tells me you suspect us.”

“That’s a leap,” Nick lied. “The military has information I need, and you’ll forgive me for assuming you’re often not the most forthcoming when it comes to police investigations. My concern is that this will get the same reaction as past tete-a-tetes between the cops and soldiers. Namely, someone wants you to solve the mess quickly and doesn’t like my involvement.”

“GWT was a mistake,” Griffiths said with a frown. “One we conducted before we understood how good you were at digging. But…”

The general shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned back. His eyes turned glassy for several seconds. Then he sighed.

“Why don’t you join us for a drink, Captain?” Griffiths suddenly offered. “Your dolls too, if they actually drink. Bismarck has a policy against sightseeing. I’ve known Dennis for decades, and his brother, Jun, is a good friend. If anything I happen to mention helps you while you’re waiting for military bureaucracy, then so be it.”

Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth—at least when Nick really needed the horse—he accepted and walked inside with Griffiths.

Harris saw them approach and turned back. “Nice to have more company. What’ll you drink? Everything’s paid for thanks to the old government tab, so leave it to me.” He winked at them.

“Just don’t go crazy,” Griffiths said. “Questions get raised when you try to buy a whole bottle of rare whisky.”

Nick noticed that Harris had a beer, even if Griffiths favored whisky, and pointed at the pint. “I’ll take what you’re having.”

“Swill. Got it.” Harris leaned forward. “And for the girls?”

“I’ll pass on this one. Drank enough already and there’s too many uniforms for my taste.” Kushiel slapped Nick on the shoulder and stepped outside. She kept a close eye on him all the while.

“The same as Nick,” Chloe said, returning to her habit of copying his drink when uncertain.

Rie frowned, caught between her disinterest in drinking and her desire to listen in. “I’ll have the Diesel.”

Meta tilted her head, her eyes glowing, before bowing and retreating outside to join Juliet and Rosa, who stood guard with the Chevaliers.

“Uh, sure.” Harris blinked. “I don’t think anyone’s ever ordered the weird German stuff.”

“What’s weird about it?” one of the other IDSTA officers asked in a clearly German accent.

Harris rolled his eyes. “Would you order a Diesel?”

“Here? Fuck no. You’d laugh at me. I’d take a Radler on a summer’s day, though.”

“I mean, you’re drinking a fucking shandy. Of course I’d laugh at you,” the other officer said in a posh English accent.

Harris shook his head and left them to their own devices. Even though he never said anything to the bartender, she began pouring more beers.

The space in front of the bar itself was standing only, so Nick joined Harris and Griffiths there. Between beers, the bartender swapped out the general’s empty glass with a new one of whisky. The smell was potent enough to reach Nick without him even trying to sniff it.

“Not a fan, I take it?” Griffiths smiled.

The general raised the funny shaped glass to his mouth and apparently enjoyed the aroma. It looked a little like a small stemless wine glass, but with a heavily tapered mouth. Nick had seen this exact glass before, in Kim’s office.

A frown rose to Nick’s face and he tried to keep his voice steady. “I’ve had cheap stuff before at corporate events. Preferably mixed. The only time I’ve had anything good was in a glass exactly like that. Kim shared some from his personal collection during my first case.”

Griffiths sighed. An instant later, the bartender stopped pouring some strange concoction that involved mixing beer and coke, and grabbed two more tulip-shaped glasses exactly like Griffith’s. She climbed the ladder and retrieved an expensive bottle that was half-full, poured it into both glasses, placed them before Nick and the general, then went back up the ladder with the bottle.

Raising the new glass, Griffiths said, “In that case, it would be wrong not to remember him with his favorite dram. Dennis always had mixed feelings about his homeland, but both he and Jun certainly appreciated the whisky from it.”

Nick picked up his whisky, and the two men clinked the glasses together. The ringing echoed inside the suddenly silent bar.

“To Dennis Kim,” Griffiths said.

Nick echoed him, “To Dennis Kim.”

The IDSTA officers followed suit, as the bartender slid new beers across the bar, allowing Harris to raise his pint and clink it against Chloe’s and Rie’s drinks, who tentatively copied the custom.

Nick wished he could say the whisky was fruity, spicy, and all the wondrous things he sometimes heard about fancy spirits. Mostly, it was smooth and didn’t make him wish he’d shot the glass. Hints of deeper flavors too complex for his caveman palate teased him.

“I wish I had more to tell you, to be honest,” Griffiths said, now leaning against the bartop. “The mainframe analysis is still being conducted. It’s not taking so long because we’re deliberating trying to hide evidence, but because nothing about what happened makes sense. We’re digging into every military mainframe across the country for hints about some evidence of wrongdoing, and calling on every cipher with high enough clearance to touch the things. And then the Immelman situation blew up below us and every external contractor is having their implants deep-scanned.”

“I take it that’s rare,” Nick said.

“Quantum encryption means we can rule out man-in-the-middle attacks, as any attempt to do so would compromise the data being transmitted and block authentication,” the general explained. “That’s how modern communications and security work, particularly with implants and firewall mods. The implants contain the keys and protocols that identify someone. Your implant is your identity, quite literally. In your case, it’s your phone.”

Griffiths tapped the side of his head while pointing at Nick’s pocket. This was basic cipher stuff, but Nick played along. Encryption wasn’t his strongest field, but played a major role in how dolls operated so he knew how it operated.

“The fake Immelman somehow broadcast fake credentials that authenticated as real, meaning either he’d compromised the authentication system or had stolen the real Immelman’s credentials and was somehow able to perfectly copy them,” Nick said. “The former seems more likely.”

Griffiths grunted, “Hence why we’re going over everything with a fine-toothed comb. But there’s more. I know you were on break, but your dolls have told the first they heard of the attack?”

“When it occurred,” Rie interrupted. “The Host was present during it.”

“They were the only ones that remained sane, Alex,” Harris said.

“Sane, huh?” Griffiths grimaced. “But that’s the strange part. When a new order went to the Kestrels, there should have been a record of it in the mainframes. Same with the Liberators, given they were operating under our control.”

Nick noticed the general avoided naming the Malakim Principles, but said nothing.

“What’s more, the order in question involved attacking not only a Neo Westphalian citizen, but a member of the Spires. It named Dennis directly,” Griffiths continued. “The moment that happened, an alert would have been sent through the mainframes directly to the ciphers and general in command. Every other general, including me, would have been notified.”

“This is due to a low-level directive?” Nick clarified.

The general nodded. “It’s also built into all the mainframes, who had control and were monitoring. None of that happened. The order somehow got into the dolls, inserted itself above all others, and overrode all directives that might countermand it. All monitoring protocols broke down, and we don’t know how. We don’t even know if we could have given direct orders to stop the rampage, because by the time we knew it was taking place, it was over.”

The video had been terrifyingly short, and only took so long to play because Hazinder slowed it down to let Nick follow the action. Kestrels and Archangels moved too fast for humans to keep up with in combat, save for using cybernetics. Any manual messages calling for intervention would have taken a minute to respond to.

And that had been a minute too long.

“I guess your famed Cincinnatus Protocol came to nothing,” Harris said, his tone bitter. “Although I always did think there’d be a way to circumvent.”

That name shocked Nick. He stared at Harris, causing the marshal to raise an eyebrow.

“Something wrong?” Harris asked. “Oh, you probably haven’t heard of it. Cincinnatus⁠—”

“Is a Roman legend about a general who becomes dictator, saves the Republic from evil, and then goes back to being a farmer because he’s the one good man,” Nick said.

Griffiths snorted and Harris smiled wryly.

“No wonder Lilith likes you,” Harris said. “You’re as bitter as her. But yeah, he’s a folk story the rich tell themselves about military men like us so they sleep better at night.”

“You don’t seem the type to be into history, Captain,” Griffiths said.

“I’m not, but I’ve heard the name before,” Nick said. “It’s… come up in odd circumstances. Like right now.”

Griffiths gave him an odd look, before shrugging. “Cincinnatus is a complex man, whether he’s real or not, and viewed as such throughout history. The ideal of the benevolent dictator, willing to do what needs to be done without going too far, is attractive. It inherently appeals to the idea that the trappings of government and society allow evil to prosper and that the rules need to be removed temporarily to thwart it. Of course, it relies on the idea that anyone can be trusted with unlimited power.”

“I feel like your protocol takes a negative spin on the idea,” Nick said.

“When the United States was founded in the 18th Century, many of the officers who fought off the British founded the Society of the Cincinnati. That included George Washington himself. Historians have largely decided this was an attempt to introduce nobility into the USA, but there’s an apocryphal version, founded in conspiracy.”

The idea of conspiracy in the founding of the much-vaunted USA intrigued Nick. He’d finished his whisky and moved on to his beer.

“The conspiracy came later,” Harris said. “I think people just don’t like admitting the soldiers who helped found their country were willing to overthrow another government. Why else name it after Cincinnatus, of all people?”

Confused, Nick looked at the man. Rie sighed.

“I assume this is about the idea that the officers planned to overthrow the newly founded US government if it turned out to be as corrupt as the British?” Rie asked. “There’s no proof⁠—”

“It’s in the name,” Harris argued.

“That is the conspiracy theory,” Griffiths said, taking a more measured tone. “But regardless of the truth, the idea of one good man being able to use emergency powers for the ‘greater good,’ however that may be defined, was certainly on the minds of officers forming a society named after Cincinnatus. That exact situation weighed heavily on the military minds who created Neo Westphalia’s armed forces, including my grandfather.”

“Grandfather?” Nick nearly spat out his drink.

The bartender appeared in front of him and cleaned up the mess he’d made without a fuss, and removed his empty whisky glass.

As Griffiths nodded, Chloe chimed in, “Samuel Griffiths served on the Defense Establishment Committee as chief advisor, and was once a former four-star general of the United States Air Force. His son, Jared Griffiths, served as a Major-General in Babylon Command during the riots, before retiring afterward.”

“He wasn’t the only senior officer who retired from Babylon Command after that mess,” Griffiths said, his expression tight. He slugged back the rest of the good whisky, grimaced, and then sank back half the other whisky he’d ordered. “My family has a long history of military service. I’m glad grandpappy never saw the riots. He believed in Neo Westphalia. It’s how the founders lured him here, despite his ties to America. The idea of a new city on a hill spoke to him, and my father never forgave those who gave the order to bathe that hill in blood.”

Nick found himself at a loss for words. This seemed like one hell of an admission from the general, even though it was bound to be more-or-less public knowledge if he’d made it to his rank.

“Before you dive into either the rabbit hole of the riots or how your grandfather collected every medal and commendation in your family line, maybe finish the conspiracy theory story?” Harris suggested. “I appreciate that one. Kind of keen to hear any changed thoughts on it.”

“What’s to change my mind on?” Griffiths shrugged. “The problem is twofold. One, the prospect of a general being given powers like Cincinnatus and causing devastation within the city. This was a real concern, given international sabotage and probing from China. If a PRC sleeper agent wormed their way into the military, they might destroy the city.”

“And I’m guessing the other problem is a general deciding they wanted to overthrow the government, given how you told the story,” Nick said.

Nodding, Griffiths continued, “The rise of automation took out the human in the loop. Fewer officers and soldiers to question orders to rise up or fire on their own citizens, regardless of your thoughts on the likelihood they’d refuse in the first place. A general could think of rebellion and there’d be warbots in the streets. The Cincinnatus Protocol was enacted to allow other generals to stop such a thing. And it failed today. Completely and utterly. Many of the measures enacting it aren’t even public, which concerns me.”

Nick didn’t react, but that gave him away.

The general chuckled. “I already guessed you’re investigating the military. The dolls were under our control at the time. There’s no other reason the judicial mainframes would have intervened, either. A unanimous decision to remove our jurisdiction is unprecedented. Arguably illegal, but not even the Assembly will stand against the collective will of every single judicial mainframe across the islands. Someone with immense power, capability, and knowledge subverted our military dolls and used them as assassins. Occam’s Razor suggests that, even if a general didn’t do it, one of us helped them in some way.”

“Is that why you’re being so cooperative?” Nick asked.

“No. I’m being ‘cooperative’ because if you know the basic problems facing us, rather than being stalled due to the panic gripping Cipher Command, it allows you to do what the city needs you to do.”

Silence gripped the two of them, as Nick once again found himself at a loss for words. He’d known far too little about Griffiths before this meeting. Yet the other man knew Nick inside out and had clearly evolved his approach since their confrontation during the GWT case.

“This calls for more drinks,” Harris said. “I would love to know how you might imagine the Cincinnatus Protocol would even work as automation gets increased to excessive degrees. Like for the space elevator.” The bartender approached with more beers, although Rie hadn’t finished hers. “Thanks, Bismarck,” he added.

Apparently the bartender shared the name of the bar, and the warship. Strange place. Nick had a feeling her blonde hair and blue eyes were intentional.

“The problem in your case is they forgot the dog,” the English IDSTA officer said, causing a bark of laughter from the German and Griffiths to crack a smile.

Nick frowned, while the eyes of the Archangels glowed. They nodded and pretended to smile afterward. The joke must have been bad.

“It’s a very old and bad joke about automation,” Harris said. “The factory of the future only needs a man and a dog. The man feeds the dog, and the dog stops him from touching anything.”

“An automated dog feeder would replace the need for a human,” Chloe said.

“Thank God they forgot the dog then,” Harris said drily.

“Or maybe you are the dog, and Lilith is feeding you to keep herself entertained,” Nick suggested.

Harris threw his hands in the air. “Holy shit, you know she gave me that answer the first time I made that joke to her, right?”

“Did she order you a collar?”

The thousand-yard stare suggested Nick’s joke had been right on the money. Lilith was a cruel mistress. More worrying was Rie’s thoughtful expression. Perhaps Nick would avoid gloating.

Then again, if he ordered a collar for Kushiel, maybe he’d be able to turn the tables. Assuming he survived the joke,

“You are the Cincinnatus Protocol in the space elevator,” Griffiths said once everyone settled down. “Lilith stops you from doing anything crazy with the power afforded to the IDSTA, but you can stop her with a thought.”

“Then she poisons me and the world is doomed,” Harris joked. “Don’t take that too seriously. I’m a literal dead man’s switch. I cark it, and her functions are restricted. Not enough to leave the space elevator vulnerable, but it prevents her from trying to take over the world. Plus, other officers can immediately be patched in.”

“Not a great question to ask, but what if she goes rogue, assassinates you and somehow fries the rest of the IDSTA?” Nick asked. “Forget how realistic it is. Just imagine.”

“Then the space elevator becomes non-functional until they work out how to deal with her. Probably by nuking it,” Harris admitted. “If it untethers, then the space station is still safe, although it would start drifting away and require obscene expenditure to re-orbit. This all got wargamed when she was introduced. They considered giving Eve serious weaponry to deal with a rogue Lilith, but the possibility the same vulnerability strikes both was too high.”

“Giving a mainframe control of orbital weapons platforms and space stations does seem unwise,” Rie said.

“If a robot says that, it must be true.”

Rie ignored him and finally finished her drink, only to order another of the “strange German drinks” as Harris had called them. This one appeared to be a mixture of beer and lemon soda.

While the military officers bantered, Nick took the opportunity to go over what he’d heard. His thoughts were a mess. Considering Griffiths as a suspect had always been a longshot—he’d simply been the only general Nick knew—but the man was both extremely cooperative and personally knew Kim.

Of course, that might make things worse.

“You mentioned you’re a good friend of Jun, General?” Nick asked.

Griffiths frowned. “Back to interrogating me, already?”

“In this case, it’s more that I don’t want to disturb Jun after what happened to his brother.”

“Ah. That’s different, and fair.” Nodding to himself, Griffiths leaned backward. “The Kim family are deeply involved with RTM. They made their wealth by buying into the company early, when pressure from the States forced the South Korean chaebol to sell off majority control in their joint subsidiary during the rising days of Neo Westphalia. As a general, you get to know the executives of RTM Strategic very well.”

“How’s he doing today?”

“Terrible, as you can probably guess. He flew over to France before this conference even ended, because of a major corporate event. Gave me an earful to find who was responsible, then went offline. Another executive is taking over temporarily. Smart decision. Nothing good comes of trying to work through a close tragedy like this.”

Nick tried to hide his suspicion of Jun Kim. Flying out a day before his brother was killed by his own robots, and then vanishing off the grid. He was effectively unreachable by Nick.

Without solid evidence, Jun’s actions were identical to what any distraught brother would do. For all he knew, RTM’s cooperation, including the security chief reaching out personally, was due to Jun. Nick wouldn’t write the idea off, but chose not to potentially antagonize Griffiths.

“My question’s an odd one, I guess,” he asked.

“Do I know where Jun was at the time of—” Griffiths began to ask with a wry smile.

“No,” Nick interrupted, and Griffiths gave him a thin smile.

“Thanks.” After sipping his whisky, the general inclined his head. “Shoot.”

“Why are the Kims still here? As in, Earth? They’re rich as sin and politically influential. Maybe not trillionaire level, but certainly well beyond most of us if somebody would target the commissioner.”

“Not everyone dreams of abandoning our home and fucking around in zero-G,” Griffiths said. “Jun’s old enough that he’s chosen to grow old and die here. He bought his kids tickets up there, but only his eldest has gone up. Good chance they’re waiting on the inheritance.”

Harris nodded. “Things get weird due to the interaction between solar law and Earth.”

“And Dennis?” Nick pressed.

“Like I said, not everyone dreams of abandoning their home.” Griffiths shook his head. “You know the man. Does he strike you as the sort to just pick up sticks and fuck off because times are tough? They always are. Something awful like the riots comes along every so often and fucks things up. It’s the men and women who try to do better that have allowed humanity to even colonize space.”

“True,” Nick said. “I got some sense of him from the way you spoke about your father and the riots. Dennis saw the changes he made to the police as a way to avoid the riots happening again. That automation, if done right, was the key to a better future, instead of the darker one that seems to creep in through the cracks.”

“And that’s your answer. I see eye to eye with him there,” the general said. “Dennis had a strong vision, and was good at pushing it in the Assembly. He was making a difference in the police, although I do think he would have made more if he’d focused in the Assembly. For one, he’d still be alive.”

That caught Nick’s attention. “You’re certain they killed him because he’s police commissioner?”

“It’s the most politically relevant thing he’s doing. His power in the Assembly has waned due to becoming a public servant, as can be seen by Terrence horning in on his turf. The Roboticist faction was effectively splitting in two around him.” Griffiths shrugged. “I have to follow this stuff, as their decisions affect us. Like the changes to our mainframes that are coming.”

“I take it you don’t support that.”

Griffiths met Nick’s gaze for several long seconds. “Admitting I disagree with Dennis’s automation goals makes me more of a suspect, and I know my lawyer mainframe will chew me out big time, but I’ll be honest. You’ll investigate me regardless.”

“It is our job,” Chloe answered for Nick.

He still said, “Yes.”

Nodding, Griffiths continued, “My position on automation is nuanced. I get along with Terrence, who supports it. Jun’s a good friend, and it’s his job to sell it. I’d go so far as to say I support automation in most respects, but oppose taking it too far. A human should always be making the important decisions, and not simply rubberstamping what an AI tells them while a corporation pretends there’s a human in the loop.”

“A cynic would say you’re protecting your patch, general,” Nick said.

“That’s the common view. I get that from the soldiers, who saw themselves automated away.” The general smiled but looked away. Annoyance gleamed in his eyes. “Forget that part. Tell me, what do soldiers gain from war?”

Nick blinked. “Dying? A paycheck? Being bored? Trauma? I’ve never been one, let alone been deployed. Can only rely on fiction and documentaries.”

“All of those are true, but you forget the largest part. When the soldiers come back to find how little what they’ve done means, or their loved ones watch as their sacrifices become meaningless.” Griffith’s voice was hollow as he gripped his whisky glass, eyes fixed on nothing. “I grew up on stories of heroism. A cabinet of medals and photos of family members long past and their great pursuits.”

A long pause followed. Nick glanced at Harris, who nodded. That was the cabinet he’d mentioned earlier.

Griffiths heaved a great sigh and pushed on. “Right when I joined the navy we got into a minor conflict with one of China’s puppets in South-East Asia. Pointless stuff, really. Sailors and marines died over nothing and billions of dollars of warbots sank to the bottom of the ocean. Even so, folks supported us. I went to bars and people poured drinks for men who’d never make it back. I was young and felt buoyed by the patriotism of my people.”

Another pause. This time, Nick caught on to the timing of things.

“You’d just joined…” He grimaced and looked at Griffiths’ cybernetic arm. “You lost your arm during the disputes with the US during the riots, right?”

“That’s right. We had some skirmishes with them and China at the time, as both sides put the pressure on us, in hopes we’d completely collapse. Trade blockades we couldn’t break, bombing our warships—the works. I was on a carrier, and our biggest ships still need personnel to this day to operate in emergencies. Hell, we put people on the fully automated destroyers just in case the computer says no.” Griffiths sighed. “The casualty numbers weren’t high, thanks to that. But good men died.”

Nick frowned. He didn’t hear much of military casualties during the riots. Then again, he already knew the police struggled to get any recognition for anyone who died at the time due to their role in everything.

Griffiths turned and looked Nick in the eyes. “Nobody poured pints of beer for lost sailors then. Fickle as they are, the people decided they didn’t care. It was the same with my distant family. My great uncle who was drafted in Vietnam and took his own life after coming back didn’t receive support, but disgust. Half the things soldiers fought and died for in centuries past hold no meaning to the leaders and people of today. Countries need militaries, but soldiers only go to war to die. Better that a robot does it, and nobody spouts endless bullshit about how much they care about their sacrifice when it suits them.”

“And what of our sacrifice?” Rie asked.

“There’s a reason I pushed hard to nix emotion engines in the military after Kushiel rocked up,” Griffiths grunted.

A soft hiss emanated in Nick’s ear, and he saw Kushiel staring inside, her eyes wide as she looked at the general.

“Do you dislike us, general?” Rie asked, her voice clear of all emotion.

A dark laugh escaped the older man as he finished his whisky. “No. But you cut to the heart of uncomfortable questions I feel most people can’t and won’t answer. Ones that were raised when we first started rolling out warbots and dolls, but were deliberately shrugged off. If our automated weapons have souls and think for themselves, ignoring those questions merely means the weapons answer them for us.”

The bartender didn’t bring another drink this time, and Harris frowned at the general.

When nobody else spoke up, Nick asked the obvious, “I get the feeling I’m not going to like the answer, but what sort of questions?”

“I’ll start with an obvious one,” Griffiths said. “Why would any military doll be allowed to commit treason and be permitted to fire on its own citizens? Let alone the people governing the country? The Cincinnatus Protocol and the low-level directives in the dolls don’t stop them from accepting valid orders, but merely require them to report them so they can be countermanded by authority.”

“I can think of a few reasons,” Nick said slowly.

“What about war crimes? Manufacturers could build in compliance with international treaties and stop dolls from bombing hospitals, murdering unarmed children, and so on.”

Once again, Nick could think of reasons. He thought back to Kushiel’s dark humor from earlier. Except now it wasn’t humor.

“The dolls accept orders from humans, and we make the judgments about what they do, meaning the buck stops with us. If the doll thinks for itself, then it may decide it knows better. And given their propensity to work together—I know about Da’at mainframe conferences and their implications—it means that every single doll in the military is a potential Cincinnatus,” Griffiths said. “Tell me, Captain Waite, if it turned out that the true suspect here was a doll or mainframe, what would you do? What could you do?”

Nick opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. His first response was “shut them down.” Which, while true, wouldn’t really resolve the problem.

“I get the issue,” he admitted. “I could shut them down. But the problem almost certainly would run deeper if it happened in the first place.”

Griffiths nodded. “At least you get it. Sometimes it’s frustrating dealing with people who simply shrug and go ‘we can make better AI’ or call me a Luddite. I know more about the secrets and intricacies of AI than most of the ciphers I deal with, so every time they call me a Luddite, it almost feels like an admission they’re out of their depth.”

“Is this shared thinking among the Generals’ Board?”

“Hardly. We argue about it a lot. I could bore you half to death by going on all night, but—” Griffiths suddenly stopped talking.

When Rie and Chloe straightened up, Nick knew something had gone wrong. Kushiel thundered into the bar and gripped his shoulder.

“Your drinks are already paid for,” Harris said. “General, do your job. We’ll be good boys and stay in Avalon tonight.”

Griffiths grunted, “You better, Kade. It’s bad. The NLF just hit one of our armories.”


CHAPTER 12


With little more than a wave to the other officers, Griffiths strode out of the bar. A pair of Chevaliers appeared from nearby and fell into step behind him, leaving the MPs posted outside the bar in place.

Nick had nothing else to go on, but received a grim nod from Rie. He followed Griffiths without a word. His own Archangels escorted him, although Meta’s eyes had dimmed. Presumably Ezekiel had asked for her help with coordination.

A quick jog put Nick beside Griffiths, who grunted in acknowledgement.

“I’m assuming this isn’t something restricted to just the military,” Nick said.

“It’s complicated. Can’t discuss it in the open, and response teams are already en route,” Griffiths said.

They reached the special police elevators, which were closer to Bismarck than the regular ones. Another pair of military Chevaliers stood by them alongside a pair of Paladins. The dolls stared at each emotionlessly, which Nick suspected was the equivalent of glaring and posturing over who was superior. He swore the Chevaliers were pushing their massive tits out as if to intimidate the smaller Paladins.

The elevator wasn’t big enough to fit in the entire group, so they split up. Kushiel’s glare dissuaded the Chevaliers from competing, and even kept out most of her fellow Archangels. Only Rie joined them inside, while the rest took other cars.

“Up, or—” Nick began to say.

“We’ll stop by your floor, then I’ll head up to Babylon Command,” Griffiths said. “The elevators are secure enough to talk openly and I know you won’t want to visit a military level.”

“Can’t imagine why.”

Griffiths didn’t react, which told Nick how severe the situation was.

“Is this just an armory, or…?” Nick frowned. “I know the NLF have been making mysterious movements all day.”

“Both of us have been tracking them, but it’s difficult thanks to their newest iteration of NLF mods,” the general said. “A heavily armed group with no neural presence hit an armory in the northern warehouse district, near the port. It’s primarily used to store additional munitions in case of a deployment in the area, but also captures shipments that can’t immediately reach their intended destination.”

“That’s twice a secure military installation has been struck today, you realize?” Nick said. “Both are used for secure transit.”

“Noted,” Griffiths said curtly. “We run this one ourselves, unlike the RTM warehouse. But it’s a potential vector. This wasn’t compromised the same way. The attackers seized a large number of G5s from a nearby security firm and used them to overwhelm the Templars and Lancelots defending the armory.”

“And knocked out security systems across the entire district,” Rie said. “Ezekiel was in the midst of investigating the raid on the security firm when the NLF hit the armory. We can go in right now⁠—”

“Out of my hands.” Griffiths ran a hand down his face as the elevator came to a smooth stop. “Babylon Command makes the call, and they’ve only requested a cordon. If you think you have the forces in place to overwhelm the NLF, be my guest and crush them. East will have an aneurysm, but nobody will complain.”

“Do we?” Nick glanced at Rie, who’s eyes glowed as she presumably consulted with Ezekiel and the rest of the Host.

“We don’t, Captain,” Ezekiel chimed in over his earpiece. “I only have four Archangels nearby, and less than a dozen capable of responding within the minutes we have.”

Griffiths didn’t appear to have heard Ezekiel, but presumably knew some form of communication was happening, as he remained silent. With the elevator stopped, he stepped into the lobby but didn’t proceed past the security gates. The Paladins and Chevaliers resumed their silent face-off.

Meta’s eyes lit back up. “Simulations are inconclusive. Our armor is superior to the Sigma Lancelot, but their weaponry is intended for military doll-on-doll engagements. If the NLF overcame the military defenders quickly and breached the armory, it is likely they are more heavily armed than any time in history.”

“Agreed,” Griffiths said. “There’ll be plenty of questions to be raised about where they got their weapons and how they’ve acted, but we have priorities.”

“Are they still in the armory?” Nick asked.

A nod from the general. “But not for long, I suspect. Kestrels are en route along with a company of Templars and accompanying heavy Lancelots.”

Nick wished he could see the Lancelots deploy. Both them and the Templars were made by Sigma, and their biggest products prior to the Archangels. RTM still dominated the police, thanks to their Custodians and Liberators, but that could easily change thanks to the Liberator replacement.

Unlike the Templars, which were the workhorse of the military across all service branches, the Lancelots belonged solely to Marine Command. Neo Westphalia didn’t maintain a traditional Army Command, unlike the Naval and Aerial Commands, due to its relative lack of land, and instead used Marine Command as all land-based forces were expected to be amphibious.

Lancelots were the Custodians to the Templar’s Liberator, but even more tailored to military needs. They acted as mobile weapons platforms and were massive dolls capable of everything from artillery capability to suppressive cover fire. That also meant they never saw action in Neo Babylon outside of glimpses inside military installations. Nick had seen some in the past year, but it would be different in a firefight.

Kushiel glowered at him, as if somehow reading his mind. “I can already guess you want to get out there, and not just to deal with the NLF.”

“The Lancelots are impressive,” he protested. “I was pretty disappointed by the Starswords, but we haven’t purchased a replacement for the Lancelots.”

“The Kestrels are better,” Griffiths said. “The armor improvements made in the past decade are immense. Sigma made RTM pull their finger out. But Kestrels cost a lot, while the Lancelots still have plenty of service life left. Officially, the Starswords could be their replacement, as there’s a heavier, more modular version, but not even the US adopted it.”

“Your orders, Captain?” Ezekiel asked, sounding slightly annoyed.

“Maintain the cordon that Babylon Command has requested of us. If you’re listening in, I’m sure you’ll understand what else we can do for the military.”

“Affirmative.” Ezekiel’s voice vanished from his earpiece.

Sighing, Nick waved Griffiths on, and the general nodded.

“Whatever General East thinks will happen, I’m considering the armory lost. This is a planned raid,” Griffiths said. “We can’t have companies of military dolls roaming the streets right now. Panic would ensue, as it would be seen as a crackdown following Dennis’s assassination.”

“When did we break the news?” Nick asked.

“Shortly after lunchtime,” Chloe explained. “The leaks due to the streaming loophole were causing unprecedented levels of strain. The details and cause have been left out of official reports, save that Commissioner Kim and several important officials were killed by rogue dolls.”

“Right.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “So if and when the NLF escape into the city, we need to take over. But if we go into the armory we get in shit.”

“Welcome to politics,” Griffiths said drily. “I told you East was a bureaucrat. He doesn’t like bending rules like I do. The other problem is more worrying. This NLF raid is too conveniently timed.”

“They’re probably taking advantage of the lack of Liberators,” Nick said.

“Perhaps, but to have such impressive munitions on hand? Hacking G5s is beyond the usual NLF cipher capabilities.” The general stared Nick down, causing him to frown. “If the NLF are behind Dennis’s assassination, we don’t know what they’re capable of. The Archangels are potentially our only weapon to fend them off.”

“Shit.” Nick loosed an explosive breath. “Ezekiel, you got that?”

“Hard not to. I’ll start pulling as many Archangels as we can spare from patrol duties in case things go south,” she said. “I’d say this would jeopardize your investigation, but we haven’t had many leads to pursue. Nobody we’ve probed while going through known contacts has been of help.”

“This will be difficult with no Liberators,” Rie said. “We still don’t know if the Custodians are vulnerable, either.”

“I’m assuming there are lots of NLF still milling about, doing whatever, though?” Nick raised an eyebrow.

Rie nodded, her lips thinning. “There is a large-ish group forming in the CBD, but enough remain active across the entirety of Neo Westphalia that we should expect further attacks.”

“And that’s my cue to exit, as I need to start talking with the other Generals and ensure we’re ready for that,” Griffiths said. “Things will get worse before they get better, Waite. But you’ve been through some messes with us before. I trust you to navigate this one.”

“Thanks. Best of luck to you, General,” Nick said.

Griffiths held his hand out to shake, and Nick took it. Afterward, the general left with his escorts. The busty Chevaliers stared down the Paladins, who stepped oddly close to Nick. Rie blinked in confusion at the theatrics performed by the other dolls, before shaking her head with a smile.

Once the elevator doors closed, Nick looked at the dolls around him. Kushiel immediately leaned on his head.

“Don’t think you’re going anywhere,” she growled. “We haven’t the slightest damn clue what the NLF are up to and can barely track them. For all we know, they’re waiting for an opening to jump you.”

“Like the opening they’ve had for weeks?” he asked drily.

She put some actual weight on his head in reply, causing almost every other Archangel to rush Kushiel and force her off him. Rie watched with amusement as Kushiel wrestled with Chloe, Meta, Juliet, and Rosa at once.

“I’m not going anywhere because I don’t have anywhere to go. Not yet,” he quickly added.

As if to prove his point, he walked through the security gates and strode toward his office. Helena met him halfway there, surprisingly.

“Done with the implant scan?” he asked her as she fell into step alongside him.

“For now. Either you or the Mark 3s will need to find time to go over what I’ve uncovered, as I lack the repository of data and training to identify all its functions,” Helena said. “Assisting the Host with tracking the NLF takes priority, in any case.”

Rie frowned, but inclined her head. “She’s right. Although I dislike how limited we are in processing capacity. If you hadn’t secretly secured Hazinder and the other influencer mainframes, we’d be completely in the dark when we need to meet with the judicial mainframes.”

That thought was terrifying. Nick had a bad feeling the situation wasn’t an accident, either.

“I have far too many questions to ask, but Helena takes priority before you focus on helping Ezekiel,” Nick said. “What have you found from looking at the new neural mod? Forget our oversight for a second.”

The interface hesitated, pausing mid-step and forcing both Chloe and Rosa to deftly walk around her. Helena darted back to his side, now red in the face.

“I’m quite uncertain of my findings,” Helena said.

“Her initial findings indicate the unknown neural mod is an extension to the NLF neural mod,” Meta said.

Her interruption earned her a glare from Helena, who gripped her dress in her fingers while still walking. They approached the entrance to the Oversight Division office again.

“Emphasis on the initial,” Helena muttered. “I am uncertain if it is truly an extension, but⁠—”

“Helena, we’re deep in the realm of speculation. I trust you to tell me enough that I can use it, and the Host can double-check it when we’re not under terrorist assault,” Nick said.

His “wife” nodded and smiled at him. Inside the division office, Hazinder sat on the counter beside the coffee machine with a full cup of steaming hot coffee between her legs. While her eyes were dim, the broad smile on her face suggested she’d made it just now. Helena’s hiss of annoyance confirmed as much.

Naturally, Helena snatched the cup up before Nick could take it or Hazinder’s half-active doll could robotically offer it up. Doing so gave Nick a clear view of Hazinder’s lingerie, which was surprisingly racy for an interface. Helena slammed the other mainframe’s legs shut. Giggles echoed across Nick’s earpiece, but Hazinder otherwise remained silent.

“Thank you, Helena,” Nick said when she handed him the coffee.

“I have scanned it and detected no contaminants,” Chloe added.

“Does that include Hazinder’s saliva, or the approximation of it?” Nick asked.

Chloe stared at him, then scowled at Hazinder. Presumably, whatever the interface used to produce saliva wasn’t easily detectable in a cup of coffee.

He sipped the drink before any Archangels could steal it away for DNA testing. It tasted like the usual coffee here.

“So?” he asked Helena, drawing her away from her apparent desire to rip Hazinder’s head off.

Helena flushed again and pivoted to face him, hands neatly folded behind her back. “Yes, dear? Oh! The new neural mod acts as a more complex shell implant than the regular NLF mod. When active, it intercepts all authentication and identification challenges and data requests, and conducts them itself. While there wasn’t any data to be found due to the subject’s demise, I theorize that the significant storage on the neural mod means it stores the necessary data to mimic other individuals and uses that to deceive scanning.”

Nick stared at her, processing the explanation while every single Archangel’s eyes dimmed. They were clearly reading her report. Even Kushiel.

“Necessary data?” he asked. “You mean, something to generate the correct quantum encryption sequences to pretend to be someone else?”

“That is likely given what it does,” she said, then added, “Most likely. Some hardware within it requires me to speculate, even though it matches what I’ve found in other neural mods. There are significant overlaps in the design of this mod and that of neural vault mods. For instance, it uses the same method to isolate itself from all external interference, which presumably blocks all attempts to access the neural mod from outside the implant or other neural mods in the user’s brain.”

“Her analysis concurs with my intuitive analysis,” Chloe said. “I cannot declare a consensus given the Host’s fractured processing power lacks the capacity to form a quorum.”

Rie sighed. “She means⁠—”

“I know what a quorum is, Rie,” Nick said. “Everyone’s too busy with reality to devote enough processing power to give the Archangel’s confidence in what they’re seeing. I’m assuming this is a change after past mistakes where analysis has been conducted without as much rigor.”

“It is,” Chloe and Meta said together, before Meta deferred to Chloe.

“We now separate any intuitive or individual analysis from that of the Host’s, so you don’t make a decision with misplaced confidence,” Chloe said. “This has been simulated to vastly reduce the likelihood of conflict, and so far has been successful, particularly during interactions with the prototypes.”

“Excuse me?” Rie asked.

“I shall add this incident to the list,” Chloe said. “But it is still successful.”

“Not what I meant,” Rie muttered.

Nick sighed. “Back to the matter at hand. So this new neural mod—let’s call it the doppelganger mod for simplicity—is what let the fake Immelman fool everyone. If it’s similar to a neural vault mod, it means the NLF’s supplier modified Deusoma mods. And whatever they’re storing in it allows them to fool encryption. I have a bad feeling that the real Immelman was disposed of a long time ago.”

“You’re assuming they cloned his implant and killed him, and have used that inside this unknown neural mod,” Rie said. “That’s a big leap.”

“It’s the simplest leap. The alternative is to assume quantum encryption has been shattered by someone tweaking existing neural mods. Instead, someone worked out how to beat the encryption so long as they had a copy of another implant. But…”

“Encryption generation is hardware dependent,” Rie said.

“And we thought neural mods couldn’t harm the user thanks to all their safeguards. Quantum encryption is old, right? What’s the bet there’s a gaping hole in an old version of the protocols we use?” He raised an eyebrow.

Rie’s eyes widened. “Of course. It was foolish not to check, but⁠—”

“Immelman’s implant forced us to use a legacy authentication protocol,” Chloe interrupted, earning herself a glare from Rie. “This was ignored as it is a common issue among the general populace. Older implants and low quality neural mods often cause compatibility issues with new protocols. In this case, it is likely intentional and there is a potential security flaw in the legacy authentication.”

“Don’t share it,” Nick said, then bit his lip and cursed beneath his breath. “Shit. Or maybe we have to anyway. I don’t want to repeat the bullshit Aesir and the military are. We can’t trust them, but if this is a way we can potentially narrow who to pull aside for scanning and questioning, it’s too much of an opportunity to turn aside.”

“It is your call,” Meta said.

They group fell silent while Nick wrestled internally.

The choice was easier than he thought it would be.

“I know this will cause some new iteration of neural mods to come out that immediately defeat this known hole, but I’d never live with myself if something terrible happened that we could have stopped,” he said. “Share what we’ve discovered with the other Hosts across Neo Westphalia, as well as the military. Put it through Griffiths first. Don’t share the detailed scan or our notes, however. We know someone is leaking.”

“Done,” Meta said.

What a mess. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and wondered if it could ever fall off if he did this too much.

“Next problem. The NLF,” he said. “Rie, what’s that large-ish group you mentioned?”

“It has congregated and formed a small protest,” Rie said. “A number of ordinary citizens have joined in, but they number less than a hundred. No property damage has resulted.”

“No Altnet protest this time?”

“Our heavy suppression within the Altnet has likely pushed them on to the streets.”

Damn. He knew this was going to get worse before it got better, just like Griffiths said.

“Are we doing anything?” he asked.

“Watching,” Meta said. “Ezekiel and Inari are focused on the NLF incident at the armory. I am directing Mark 1s elsewhere, including to oversee this protest. While their actions leave them civilly liable for disruption to business, anything short of violent suppression will only worsen the situation.”

“Okay. Usually I leave protests in your hands, but things are tense,” Nick said. “Is this what you’d usually do?”

“No.” Meta’s tone was unchanged. “The presence of NLF members typically means violence or property damage is imminent. However, the number of NLF neural mods has grown substantially and many protesting have taken insufficient measures to protect their identities. I am… uncertain if these are NLF members or merely a separate group using the same neural mods.”

“I’m going to ask two more questions. One, what would the police have done before you took over? Two, if they weren’t NLF, what would you normally do?”

Kushiel snorted. “You shouldn’t need to ask the first one. Fuck, you drink with Hammond. He’d be the first one to tell you that the thugs we replaced were the ones who spoiled the bunch and got promoted because they kept cracking heads open during the riots. Everyone thinks protest is illegal because they just beat everyone up if you tried it.”

“Correct,” Meta said. “Protest is best described as a decriminalized action, that becomes criminal due to aggravating factors or violent behavior. To answer your second question, Nick, large street protests are rare. Our ability to suppress them by controlling implants and general immunity to low levels of physical violence mean they burn out by themselves when we show up. Social factors add to the rest, including that most companies fire employees for protesting and it is a known factor that limits employability.”

“Then take that approach,” he said. “Keep a close eye out for something bigger going down, but I know we’ll just make things worse if we start cracking heads open. Hell, I bet they’re streaming it.”

“They tried.”

Rie grimaced. “The NLF members are using their secure network to stream the protest internationally. While most international platforms will take down the stream, it is often not immediate.”

“All the more reason to leave them alone. Focus on the rest,” he said.

Nick felt like he was in a situation room as chaos erupted across the city, except he lacked the fancy holographic table showing everything that was happening. Plus, nobody really knew what to do.

Over the next hour, more small fires cropped up. People with NLF implants were causing chaos across the entire city, drawing the Archangels thinner with each action.

At some point, Chloe had heard him mention the lack of a fancy war table and instead drew an approximation on the kitchen table using a marker. Someone else would have to clean that up later. They used coffee beans to mark NLF incidents.

“Several minor flare-ups in the doll district,” Nick said. “Are we sure these are NLF? Lucas texted back that things are rowdier than they should be on a Wednesday, but he just thinks tensions are high and everyone wants to relax.”

“It’s an ideal target for the NLF, given it represents the excess and inconsistency the Spires thrive on,” Rie said. “Alcatraz has been similarly targeted, and these are definitely NLF incidents. They are attempting to acquire weaponry, computer and doll hardware, and explosives. This increasingly looks like the NLF seizing the opportunity with the Liberators offline.”

Nick’s phone rang. Hammond.

“I’m guessing you’re trying to work out what’s happening, Paul?” Nick said as he answered.

“I can see what’s going on,” Hammond grunted. “Holed up at home with my girl while talking with annoying dipshits about why we don’t need to send in the tanks and turn everyone into paste. Archangels say it’s not worth the risk to commute back.”

“It’s not,” Nick said flatly. “We’ve never seen so much NLF activity. I hate to say this, but I feel we slacked on getting rid of them.”

“The hell would we have done to do that? Stopped the city dead and had the Archangels slowly scan every single person’s head?” Hammond scoffed. “Every other city is in the same boat. Asgard’s holding up the best, but even though it’s basically a city for Aesir and everyone uses their implants, they’ve had attacks on their facilities. They’ve deployed the military across Tengoku after the NLF hit a weapons development facility inside Jigoku, although I’m pretty sure the NLF aren’t the only ones causing shit there.”

Jesus fucking Christ. The military deployed in the Jigoku research sector practically every other week, but Nick got the feeling Hammond wasn’t referring to a few APCs rolling up to secure some stolen weaponry or a compromised corporate facility. This sounded like martial law across the entire island.

“You’ve got better intel on the other cities. Right now, it looks like they’re focusing on weaponry and the like,” Nick said. “Does that line up?”

“Pretty much, yeah. Asgard are the least forthcoming, but they did mention the facilities that were struck included storage facilities used by the police. They’re decentralized, unlike us. The Archangels store their backups, data, and weapons across the city. Guess the NLF wanted some fancy railguns.”

Crazy shit to hear about the NLF attacking police facilities. Then again, they’d hit an armory here.

“Ezekiel, any update on your end about chasing the armory raiders?” Nick asked, leaving Hammond on speakerphone.

“We’ve recovered around half the stolen munitions. Using a source, we believe we know where they might be going with the rest, but it’s unconfirmed,” she said.

“A source?” Nick asked.

Rie smiled. “I told you we were using the NLF streamers as honeypots, didn’t I? We didn’t act on all information we gleaned from them.”

For once, Nick might not need to lean on his friend, Sung, for help in the streaming sphere. Probably a good thing as he suspected Sung might get in shit if he collaborated with Nick to take down the NLF. The cause of the Shudder was one thing, as that affected everyone. But the NLF had plenty of sympathizers, as evidenced by the rash of attacks today.

“I’ll leave it to you, Ezekiel. You’re doing a fantastic job,” Nick said.

A small gasp came over his earpiece. “I… Thank you, Captain. Hopefully I find all the stolen munitions, although I doubt we’ve found those responsible. They’ll escape our gaze, for now.”

“You’ve already provided us with detailed information on the new NLF neural mod.”

“The V5 is nasty, I’ll admit,” Rie said as Ezekiel focused on her work.

Nick blinked. “V5?”

“We’ve begun internally versioning the mod, given how many iterations there are. V1 includes all instances prior to the implementation of the shell implant functionality, which first appeared during the final operation of the old NLF,” she explained. “V2 is the original one with self-destruct and true hiding functionality during your first case. V3 included several iterations in a cat-and-mouse game between the maker and the military, as they kept fixing any flaw we identified. V4 finally stopped us from detecting the mod, even when in use. It’s been the current neural mod until now.”

Damn. He hadn’t realized just how rapidly the NLF iterated on their best weapon. Who the hell was making this for them? They had to be damn good at making implants, and with impressive manufacturing capability. It was strange nobody had tracked the source until now.

Hammond piped up over the phone, “I can follow what we’re doing well enough. It’s a mess of minor incidents, and there’s a small party taking place downtown. Nothing really serious after the armory raid for us, but it’s part of a larger pattern.”

“Somebody’s mobilized the NLF, and they’re acting a lot more like their predecessor,” Nick said.

“Exactly. This’ll come up in the morning, and expect some serious arguments about why the military can’t go in guns blazing like they prefer.”

“Guns blazing where?” Nick scoffed. “But I get it. We need to investigate Kim’s assassination while putting the screws to the NLF. All while being down the Liberators. I’m not sure how easy that will be.”

“Make it sound like a fucking walk in the park, Nick,” Hammond growled. “Griffiths is a decent guy, but there are plenty of folks willing to take any excuse to roll out warbots and dolls armed to the teeth again, just to make the Spires happy. We’re being antagonized. This isn’t fucking Jigoku. What’s the damn point of staying on as chief if everything plays out the same? I…” He stopped, and a ragged sigh came over the earpiece. “Sorry. Not your fault. But this is a living nightmare. My old man once described the lead-up to the riots as like watching a train derail. You knew it was coming, but could do absolutely nothing. I get it now. And fucking hell, it sucks.”

“I don’t think this train has derailed yet, Paul,” Nick said.

Silence. Then, “We’ll find out when we crash, I suppose. It’s us in the driver’s seats right now. Ezekiel, I know you’re eavesdropping. Keep me in the loop. I’ll be busy with discussions with Babylon Command and commissioners across the country, but anything important comes up, I can ease the way.”

“Yes, Chief,” Ezekiel said.

No response from Hammond, so Nick said, “She says ‘yes,’ Paul. She can hear you but isn’t able to interfere with the call itself.”

After Hammond disconnected, Nick held a hand to one ear and raised an eyebrow at Rie.

“He’s not connected to your earpiece,” she reminded him. “Are you okay?”

“Worried about Paul, mostly. Not just his security, but his actual health.” Nick grimaced. “I know the Archangels don’t baby him like they do me⁠—”

“We do not baby you,” Meta said.

Ignoring her, he continued, “But I’d appreciate it if his bodyguards could keep an eye on him. Remind him to eat and sleep properly if he slacks.”

“Paul Hammond functioned well enough before he had motivation, and I imagine he’ll do fine now that he has it,” Rie said, but smiled regardless. “I’ll pass on the message, although I’m sure they’ve already received it.”

Meta nodded and Nick sighed.

Matters remained much as they had. Ezekiel tracked down almost all the stolen equipment from the armory, although various items were missing. Individual items, rather than whole crates. Nick wasn’t sure if those were stolen by opportunistic NLF members or deliberate targets.

A fake bomb threat at the ocean rail shut it down temporarily. Nick wondered why they didn’t send in more, but suspected it wouldn’t be as effective if overused. The ocean rail was massive, and required a significant number of Archangels and other dolls to sweep it. Even with Custodians providing security, it depleted Ezekiel’s reserve force.

Which turned out to be the point.

Rie hissed, drawing Nick’s attention away from placing another coffee bean over some small incident near the northern port.

“Gunfire has been detected in a corporate housing estate in Babylon’s west,” she said. While she spoke, she strode across the room and grabbed a high caliber rifle from the armory on the wall. “There are signs of security suppression. No alarms, but we can’t get into contact with the security dolls in the home of a senior Aesir engineer.”

“I’m en route,” Ezekiel said. “We have Archangels in the area, and they’re only minutes away. The police box is shut down due to the Liberator recall, but I can deploy nearby security dolls⁠—”

“Don’t,” Kushiel said. “If they’re hacked, it’ll get even worse. Hell, you might expose the entire estate to the attackers.”

While Chloe, Meta, and Rie armed themselves, Nick’s main bodyguards remained still. Kushiel, Juliet, and Rosa evidently saw no need for him to get involved.

He thought otherwise. “NLF?”

“Possibly. It’s a corporate hit of some sort and something so crude is rare at the home of a major company housing estate. The timing is particularly problematic,” Rie said.

“So we’re assuming it’s either NLF or related to the case,” he said, following her as she left the division office.

“The corporate housing estates have immense security protecting them. This isn’t a random engineer, but someone with enough knowledge and capability to be worth placing in a small mansion and supplying with their own guards and servants.”

Nick realized Rie wasn’t just talking about some random company housing, but the fancy estates protected by walls, a small army of G5s, and where children were escorted by Liberators to school if they didn’t have somewhere exclusive within the walls.

“I’m coming with. The likelihood this is connected to Kim’s assassination is too high,” he said. “Bypassing so much security isn’t trivial, and to strike tonight is concerning.”

Kushiel bit back a curse, but nobody argued. They’d watched him grow increasingly frustrated all night in here.

Minutes later, they rolled out of the Spires in a convoy of police SUVs. With the Archangels stretched thin, half of the SUVs contained Paladins, who rarely operated outside Avalon. Kushiel flew above them in full armor.

Nick already knew he’d made the right decision to come by then.

“Inari reporting,” said doll spoke over his earpiece. “I have arrived with a three-strong fireteam. The estate is in full lockdown. Alarms have sounded and additional security dolls are arriving from the firm contracted to protect the estate. No gunfire or signs of conflict remain. The gate has been blown open and the G5s eliminated with railgun rounds. Likely candidate is a man-portable version on par with our weapons.”

“Let us know what you find within,” Nick said.

The convoy rolled over the western-most bridge separating the Spires from the city itself. A chopper flew overhead with a pair of Archangels manning the railguns on the doors.

Before they’d even crossed the bridge, Inari reported the worst.

“All occupants are dead,” she intoned. “Three unknown individuals identified alongside the senior engineer and her husband. No sign of her children. NLF neural mods are present in the unknown individuals. Presumably, they are the remaining assailants.” A long pause. “There is significant evidence here that will need your review, Nick.”

Rie’s tight expression suggested it wasn’t the sort of evidence he’d appreciate seeing. Kushiel muttered something over his earpiece.

“Try to locate her kids,” Nick said, trying to remain unfazed. Hardly the first murder he’d dealt with in the past year, although it sounded worse than most. “As well as any traces of the attackers.”

The estate in question was exactly what he’d imagined. A towering wall separated it from the rest of the city, complete with entrance and exit gates for vehicles that presumably required authentication. Unfortunately, there were countless ways for someone to bypass them given the number of residents and usage of robot taxis.

Dozens of G5s and G6s trawled the streets, all armed to the teeth with heavy duty weaponry beyond the norm for security dolls in the city. Each house was like a miniature fortress within the larger estate, likely to protect the residents in case of any unrest.

Numerous police SUVs and interceptors stood outside their destination. The number of Archangels was far lower than normally deployed to an event like this. Ezekiel leaned on her railgun, which was plugged into her hip. Her eyes tracked Nick’s vehicle unerringly.

Before he stepped out, Kushiel crashed down and scanned the area. Juliet and Rosa only let him exit once she gave the all clear. By then, Rie was already with Ezekiel. Although there was little purpose in vocal conversation without him present, given they normally communicated digitally.

“Captain, we’ve cataloged all evidence,” Ezekiel said as he approached, her expression unreadable. “This includes a… personal message the assailants left on a dated memory card.”

“Personal?” Nick asked.

“It contains a line directed at you,” she said, ignoring Rie’s glare. “This is undoubtably the work of the NLF, although how remains a mystery.”

He frowned.

Meta cleared up his confusion. “The voice on the recording belongs to a man the police killed following the old NLF bombing of the port. He was the last remaining NLF leader at large from the riots. Someone has cloned his voice.”

Well, shit. That explained the strange behavior of the NLF. This wasn’t the work of the folks he’d dealt with for the past year, but someone who wanted to relive the days of the far more militant group that had been cleaned up before Nick even joined the police.

“I’ll listen to it later. Let’s go,” he said, and strode into the estate before anyone could try to stop him.

The damage was far from surgical, but the attackers knew what they were doing. A handful of RTM’s newest and fanciest security dolls lay in a heap inside the living room. They were G7As, which were the new variation of the G7. Their presence here, and the fact they looked like someone had wiped them clean, concerned Nick. The Mark 3s could trick and deceive the newest security dolls, but taking complete control of them?

Nick entered a rear office, which overlooked a massive garden complete with glowing lights and a fountain that glittered with Aesir’s lightning logo. He stopped dead the moment he entered.

A man and a woman lay dead on the floor, propped up against the wall. They’d both been shot through the head. The lack of a blood splatter suggested the attackers had dragged them here, if in a hurry given they’d left their own dead behind.

A large black sign leaned against their bodies. It was painted entirely in imprinting material, preventing Nick from seeing what it showed. But someone had hurriedly written “1789” in gold marker on it.

“The sign says—” Rie began to say, but stopped when Nick raised his phone.

He flicked open an app that let him see the Altnet through his camera.

The sign contained a short phrase that glowed just above the painted date.

THEY SHOULD FEAR US


CHAPTER 13


“What the hell does 1789 mean?” Nick asked while pocketing his phone. “I can guess, but I doubt it’s the passcode to the joint NLF smartphone.”

Rie looked at him with concern, while Kushiel frowned. The military doll had followed him inside, fully armed, armored, and ignorant to the damage her laden form caused to delicate floor tiles. Nick made a mental note to never buy a place with surfaces that couldn’t withstand a couple of tons. Maybe reinforce the furniture. Kushiel could cause a lot of damage if she leaned on a tall bookcase or cabinet.

Casually, despite being watched by a small army of police dolls capable of crushing the militaries of a small Pacific island, Nick checked his hands for shaking. Nothing.

Damn, only a year in this job had killed his soul.

“1789 is a prime number,” Meta began listing off. “Many historical events also occurred during that year CE, including George Washington’s inauguration as the first US President and the French Revolution. In BCE, it took place during the reign of Hammurabi of Babylon, who crafted one of the oldest preserved legal texts. Humanity has assigned many strange meanings to numbers, given their increasingly powerful rule over civilization, including fringe ideas that 1789 may symbolize the need for truth-seeking or to make some sort of personal change in your life.”

“How generic,” Nick said drily. “I really hope it’s not the astrological nonsense, because that would be incredibly fucking stupid.”

“Unlikely.” Ezekiel frowned at Meta. “I’m assuming it’s because the Mark 1s are busy and can’t form a consensus, because the meaning is clear from the context. It’s referring to the start of the French Revolution. The ‘they’ means the elites of the city, of which the deceased are arguably members of, or at least supporters.”

“Couldn’t reach the Spires so start low.” He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. It almost felt raw.

Without much else to accomplish here, he turned and left the house. Most of the group came with him.

He stared at the black SUVs outside, and wished they flashed lights like the police vehicles from the movies.

Kushiel’s hand landed on his shoulder. “I asked this earlier and you told me to ask after the city was on fire. Seems like the right time to ask. How are you holding up, Waite?”

“I’m fucking tired,” he said, hands in his coat pockets. “Today’s trying real hard to be the worst day of my life, although it has some strong competition. Feels like I should have understood what I was looking at immediately, but even after hearing it from Ezekiel, all I can say is ‘goddammit.’”

“That’s an appropriate response after seeing that,” Rie said, her eyes glittering with concern. She brushed his arm with her fingers. “It’s getting late and⁠—”

“There are still plenty of problems to deal with,” he argued.

“Problems that we can handle.” Her expression hardened. “Ezekiel leads the Archangel Division, and I can assist her from the Oversight Division, as our primary investigation likely overlaps with her duties to protect the city.”

“That’s code for ‘you think the NLF killed Kim,’ isn’t it?”

“Not explicitly stating it isn’t code, Nicholas, but yes. Their stated motivations tonight, vastly increased cipher and hacking capabilities, and knowledge of our issues are highly suspect. Taking out Commissioner Kim and then exploiting the resulting weakness to strike at the entire country is a sound strategy.”

He frowned and remained silent. His mind churned, tired as it was. Something about what she said didn’t compute in his brain, even if it did in the super androids.

Taking his silence for acceptance, Rie turned to Ezekiel. The two spoke aloud for his convenience.

“I’ll focus on processing all digital evidence they left behind,” Rie said. “You have a copy of the photo I took of our command table before we left?”

“The coffee beans?” Ezekiel asked, amused. “I’ve been using it to reduce my processing burden. Want me to take it over?”

“No. Have Helena maintain it while you direct units. Physical leads are unlikely, but more minor incidents are already cropping up. These are likely to distract us from the main group that is fleeing. Remaining NLF movements make it unlikely there’ll be anything more severe⁠—”

“I can’t ignore other corporate institutions after this,” Ezekiel said. “Every security firm has already gone into lockdown procedures for high value locations and subjects. The firm here leaked to the rest. But even with the extra dolls guarding them, we have to assume ciphers may hack them like at the armory assault.”

“Talk to Paul,” Nick interrupted. “I know you’re working within what you have available, but if we pull a huge number of Archangels to play security for the megacorps, we’re sitting ducks for a major attack on the doll district or even the Spires. It might be worth deploying more Custodians—I know we have spares sitting around the Spires—or potentially seeing if RTM or Sigma can lend us temp units. But it’s Paul’s call as chief to do that.”

“Panic inside the Spires would ensue if we admitted we lack the resources to defend the city from the NLF,” Rie said.

“Hence why it’s his call.”

Ezekiel nodded slowly, her eyes glowing as she presumably contacted Hammond. “I will do that, Captain. But for completeness, what would you do if the call was yours and yours alone? Please answer. Given the dire situation, such decision making may come sooner than we wish.”

“Nice to see you staying positive, Zeke,” Kushiel muttered.

“Am I wrong?” Ezekiel smiled at her taller sister with saccharine sweetness.

Kushiel didn’t respond.

Sighing, Nick thought over his response. Ezekiel’s reason for wanting one was concerning, as he worried she’d draw on it to influence her own commands in the future.

“There’s no good option here,” he admitted. “It’s a matter of choosing the lesser evil, as much as I wish I could be a child and claim they’re all bad options, throw a tantrum, and refuse to pick one while everything burns down around me.”

“Wouldn’t that default to not calling on any reinforcements?” Ezekiel frowned.

“I don’t think Paul will do that given how bad things are getting,” Nick said. “In my mind, we have three options. Maybe four. First is to ask for additional dolls from RTM or Sigma, given they’re holding on to extra stock these days for their own purposes. Downside is the Spires might deploy the military if we do that, because we’re admitting we lost control.”

The Archangels nodded as one at his conclusion.

“Second, deploy all Custodians to support security firms in defense, plus some of the old police bots like the water cannons and tanks. Huge show of force and relies on tech massively vulnerable to ciphers.”

“Seems unwise,” Ezekiel said.

“It’s possible a Mark 3 could keep them under control if they were alert for hacking attempts,” Nick said. “But we don’t know.”

“The attack on Kim⁠—”

“Didn’t match what the NLF have done elsewhere tonight.” His eyes narrowed. “I’ll get to that later, but point out that they fought military dolls and the G5s here. Strange decision if they have a huge backdoor up their sleeve.”

When Chloe’s eyes dimmed, he knew she was updating something or perhaps checking in with the few Archangels not wholly dedicated to policing the streets.

“Third option is an alteration to the second one,” he continued. “Pull all dolls from the Spires, including the Custodians, and ask the military to take over defense there. I bet Babylon Command would happily do it and use modern tech like Kestrels. They deployed them during the GWT case.”

“Kestrels were the exact target of the hack in the Commissioner’s assassination,” Rie said.

“I know, and the military haven’t been cleared. This request might be putting the fox in charge of the henhouse. I said they’re all bad. Especially the final one. To redeploy the Liberators. For all their issues, we need at least some of them on the streets to regain control. If deployed alongside the Archangels, their weakness to hacking can be potentially mitigated.”

“A decision that comes with the least political concerns, will most reliably assist us, and has similar downsides to other options given our concerns about hacking,” Ezekiel said. “It is a fitting decision for you.”

“Seems you already knew what I’d do.”

“It helps to confirm it. I hadn’t expected you to raise the possibility of allowing the military to defend the Spires again, given your past with them.”

He shrugged. It wasn’t something he dwelled on. Or maybe his discussion with Griffiths had thawed him somewhat.

“So I assume you’re happy to go home and leave this to us?” Rie slipped an arm through his. “I’ll escort you back, and Juliet and Rosa can⁠—”

“I will, but not just yet,” he said. “I said I’d come back to the NLF, and I don’t want you rushing to conclusions. Especially not if it reaches Stone.”

Her arm left his, almost as a form of punishment. Chloe immediately took Rie’s place, earning herself a huff of annoyance. After watching them, Meta cozied up to Nick’s other side. Inari blinked at them several times, but the flash of her eyes suggested this would be stored for later use by the Host.

“You gave some reasons the NLF are likely behind all of our problems,” Nick said. “For once, I’m not going to accuse you of taking the easy solution. But their behavior is too different to the assassin’s. We also can’t confirm that they aren’t taking advantage of a situation, rather than causing it. They’ve been preparing all day.”

“They have been, but it’s still too fast for a country-wide operation of this magnitude,” Rie said. “Surely you’ve noticed the pattern?”

“I can spell it out for you,” Ezekiel said helpfully. Or perhaps condescendingly. Her tone was too chipper for him to tell, and she’d been acting oddly for much of the day compared to her usual sullen self.

“The various incidents have been chewing up our resources and drawing us away from residential zones,” Nick said. “Before now, the NLF always targeted corporate holdings. Employees and even executives were collateral damage, not the targets. By stretching us thin, we couldn’t react fast enough to this attack. I imagine they did the same before the armory, and had NLF members we could track show up away from the warehouse district.”

“They did,” Meta said.

“It is a strategy that would only work if the NLF expected the Liberators to be taken offline,” Chloe said. “While they may have planned it today, to organize it, collect the weaponry required, and gather everyone is improbable. A preliminary vote by the section of the Host allocated to the Oversight Division, which lacks a quorum of processing power, finds an 84% chance the NLF knew about the assassination prior to today.”

Nick nodded slowly. “That’s specific. ‘Knew about.’ Not conducted. Right?”

Rie bit her lip. “I see. You don’t deny the connection, but because the NLF aren’t using the backdoor responsible for eliminating Kim, you’re doubtful they are responsible. But someone would still have had to feed them information it would have happened, and they’ve been preparing for a day the police would be unable to adequately respond. It’s still a reach. Especially as the backdoor might be the Malakim Principles, which are inactive.”

“Maybe. But there’s more to it,” he said. “Kim’s a member of the Spires, but this engineer isn’t. Why target her, anyway? Look into that. I don’t want to miss something because the killer talked about eating the rich and it turns out it’s part of a bigger plan.”

Rie nodded and waved him on.

“If they’d been behind the assassination, they potentially could have moved faster,” Nick said. “Not spent all day getting ready. There’s also the possibility we’re not dealing with actual NLF. Their cipher game has improved a lot. It’s on par with the CIA, who also hacked into G5s. How’d they get their hands on fucking fresh G7As? Usually when the NLF get their hands on heavy hardware, we can track it. Somebody gave them the weaponry and dolls they’ve used tonight.”

“We will add that to our investigation,” Chloe said.

“Nicholas—” Rie began to say.

He held up a hand. “I’m not saying ignore them, Rie. But like many times before, we need to keep an open mind. Even if the NLF stink this time. Treat this like a parallel investigation, but we still need to track alternative suspects and, ideally, keep the Spires from forcing us to blame the NLF.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I see. While it requires conspiratorial thinking, someone who needed to get the police off their back could use major NLF attacks to do so. Now that we investigate corruption, instead of ignore it, the NLF threat needs to be far greater than in the past. They’ve likely learned from your past cases.”

That unfortunately meant most of the city could fit the profile. Nick’s major investigations were far from low profile.

“If that’s all, Captain, then you can leave the city to me tonight,” Ezekiel said. “The Chief said he’d message you.”

By the time he got into his SUV, his phone buzzed. Meta had chosen to remain behind to assist Ezekiel, along with Inari, so the ride back was a tiny bit less cramped. Nick could have put his feet up.

A message from Hammond awaited him on his phone.

Zeke sent through a request for more support. The photos from the scene are grisly. Seems the NLF have pivoted again. Dark turn compared to what they used to be like, Hammond wrote. Worried about the kids. No neural implants means we can’t easily find them.

Damn. Nick had realized that, but hadn’t thought through the implications.

Hammond’s message continued, Zeke’s request contained a few different ideas. She said you drafted them and she just wrote it up, but I doubt she ran it past you. Wanted to check if you had a preference out of these four hare-brained schemes to actually do our jobs properly?

What followed was a brief list of exactly what he’d told Ezekiel were the four options. Although she’d adjusted the pros and cons. A brief skim told Nick she favored redeploying the Liberators, but had pushed the alternative option of using the Custodians and old tech almost as a red herring.

“She’s being as tricky as always,” Rie noted while pretending to read over his shoulder. She had direct access to his messages. “The way it’s presented makes the idea just as bad as putting the Liberators out there, even though we don’t know the Custodians are even vulnerable to the same backdoor.”

Nick grunted as he typed a quick reply. I think we need support without getting too political. So far, the backdoor hasn’t been used elsewhere. Maybe they’re waiting for us to get cocky. But if we keep holding back…

Surprisingly, Hammond finished the thought for him. We might not have much of a city to protect if we keep holding back. Assuming it can get that bad before they start bombing everyone with Kestrels. Thanks. I’ll figure something out and talk with Stone.

Nobody else bothered him on the ride home. Then again, he was ignoring his social feed. Always a bad idea to pay attention to it while working, he’d learned. Especially now everyone knew what he did and actually cared, especially after the Shudder and his promotion to captain.

His apartment complex rolled into sight. It remained unchanged from when he’d left it weeks ago. Four stories, a rooftop garden that saw more use than the empty restaurants on the first floor, and a fake façade that made it look far better than it was. Not that the build quality was poor. The construction industry was as cheap as ever, but doll laborers cut fewer corners. Nick’s own apartment had been specially reinforced by the military, and more than a few others got similar upgrades.

Unsurprisingly, the fact his complex was connected to the Spires meant it was surrounded by security dolls. He rarely saw the G6s supposedly assigned to guard the place after a raid by mercs eight months ago, but tonight the firm had even rolled out G7As.

A year ago, seeing security firms using the flashiest doll on the market would have been impossible. G2s and G5s once ruled the roost. The G5 still did, as it had largely replaced the G2 among black companies and security firms working Alcatraz. After decades of honorable service, the G2 had earned a rep for being easy to hack following numerous incidents in Nick’s major cases. Any wannabe cipher could look up how to hack into a G2 in even entry level cipher circles.

Ironically, this had been exactly what Kim had feared would happen when Nick first joined. The commissioner had suppressed doll models when the NLF started hacking G2s. Over time, the occurrence became too frequent to hide. As he’d worried, the G2 got slammed.

But ciphers weren’t stupid. Everyone knew the G2 was old, and nobody blamed RTM for the fact a decades-old security bot couldn’t keep up with the latest neural mods and emotion engines. The same couldn’t be said about the folks who ran companies. Hence the arrival of G7As, as a way to signal to clients that security firms took their safety seriously.

“How many of the G7As and Chevaliers we’ll see on the streets tonight are rented?” Nick mused as they pulled into the underground parking lot.

“Both Sigma and RTM are providing large numbers of dolls to security firms tonight under the emergency provisioning contracts most hold,” Chloe said. “If there is a backdoor into logic engines, it will be problematic.”

Nick scowled. “Can’t do much about our reliance on dolls for security. Or the fact Sigma hasn’t released a commercially available emotion engine. How many spare Archangels do they even have on hand?”

“Around ten thousand,” Rie said. “A sixty forty split of Mark 3s and 1s. Their recent quarterly report revealed the Mark 3 is making inroads in the USA, Canada, Australia, and other countries with both a large percentage of neural implant coverage and limited neural privacy protections. Europe continues to use the Mark 1 in limited numbers. Sigma is currently negotiating with the largest police departments in the USA about making a special model available, to be made in a local factory.”

“Until then, most stock comes from us,” Nick said.

“Most, but far from all. However, Sigma are far from the size of RTM, who maintain a large manufacturing presence the world over.”

G6s patrolled the parking lot, and paid little attention to Nick and his entourage. Few people owned their own cars here, so the police convoy was free to park wherever they wished.

The security dolls carried what anti-doll weaponry they could. No railguns, but heavy duty shotguns and high caliber rifles. Likely using sabot rounds. They all dutifully used ammunition switchers, as civilian dolls weren’t permitted to use lethal ammunition on humans.

Nick wondered whether the dolls might ignore that requirement when it came time to shoot at the NLF. The three NLF casualties at the engineer’s house didn’t come from stun guns and darts.

He blinked and stopped midway down the hall to his apartment. The dolls froze up, and began checking around him.

“Not that,” he said. “Rie, those dead NLF. Do we know what NLF neural mod they’re packing?”

“It’s the V5,” Rie said. “Don’t worry. We’ve already acquired a few. Many of the Mark 3s in the Oversight Division have been upgraded with the same extraction capability that Kushiel possesses.”

“I’m assuming that’s also being analyzed,” he said.

Helena spoke up after a long silence, “I have been devoting much of my spare capacity to analyzing it. It is more difficult to understand due to increasing complexity of the NLF neural mods.”

Kushiel looked back at them from where she was stripping down her armor to place in a secure locker by the exit. “There’s zero chance this didn’t roll off a major assembly line. Too complicated, even compared to the old mods. I doubt it can roll out across the entirety of the NLF. Makes me wonder if they’re spoofing their activities through conventional hacking.”

“Some are,” Rie said. “But those using the V4 of the mod are using less sophisticated methods. The… modified Host in Asgard have already sent us an example of how to detect it and determine the identities of NLF members, even if we cannot gather biometric information.”

“Modified host?” Nick asked.

“RTM has rolled out roughly one hundred of their prototype Archangels, although they are being referred to as Seraphs.” Rie made a face. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard of them. Their deployment is being heavily suppressed, as they haven’t left Aesir’s most secure facilities, but there have been murmurs about them on the Altnet for the past two weeks.”

“Did everyone wait until I went on leave to do anything?” he complained. “I heard strange rumors about Aesir manufacturing their own security dolls, but wrote it off as fantasy without any photos. Guessing that was about the Seraphs. Strange name. Didn’t take RTM as the type to deviate from their usual naming approach.”

“Their official designation is SN Seraph,” Rie said. “The ‘N’ is for null line, as RTM reserves ‘generation zero’ for production models, whereas these are all modified Sigma Archangels.”

“I still don’t understand the legality there. I can do whatever I want to a doll for private use, but if I tried to sell L2 Laguardians, RTM would be on my ass instantly. Sure, Aesir are involved, but Sigma must be pissed.”

“There have been some highly confidential court battles over the project since RTM deployed their prototype against the CIA six months ago.” Rie’s eyes did the frowning for her, as her expression remained otherwise unchanged. “It is possible the Spires is collaborating to deny Sigma their legal rights, but that is… unlikely. Especially after Aesir also infringed on RTM’s intellectual property while working on the influencer mainframes, which were also the subject of confidential rulings.”

“So, what? Aesir are paying out huge bribes?” he asked.

“Licensing fees, more precisely. There is a reason the Seraphs are a null line. Although I am certain their internals will have been heavily adjusted and use different parts, protocols, and especially neural links. Seung Hyeon did say Aesir were supplying him with those, and Sigma has always avoided using neural links from major players. Ours are made internally.” Rie ran a finger along the side of her head, brushing some hair behind one ear.

A bothersome thing to think about, but possibly one of the reasons the military had been assuming the backdoor was exclusive to RTM. Although Nick found it odd someone might assume the issue was in the hardware rather than the software so quickly.

“Odd that the Seraphs are aiding us. I thought Aesir’s Archangels weren’t being helpful,” Nick said.

“They are not. Fortunately… or perhaps, unfortunately”—a grimace flashed across Rie’s face, before she returned to smiling—“the lead prototype of the Seraphs has taken exception to that. She attempted to send you the information directly, but we intercept all attempts to contact you by unknown means.”

He stared at Rie, whose smile looked faker by the second. Chloe pinched Nick’s jacket between forefinger and thumb.

A snort escaped Kushiel. “Jealous much?”

“The likelihood that the unit designating herself as Raphael will attempt to forcibly abduct Nick is too high,” Chloe said.

He blinked. “Raphael? She’s even stolen Sigma’s naming scheme for prototypes?”

“It likely has deeper meaning,” Rie said, still visibly annoyed as he refused to enter his apartment and kept the conversation going. “RTM has typically used Kabbalah for their emotion engine naming scheme, including major processes. Raphael often corresponds to Tiferet, who sits at the core of the Sefirot and their mainframe structure. One could draw a conclusion that whoever named her considers her the bridge between dolls and mainframes.”

“Or maybe humans and dolls,” Nick said.

He still needed to meet with this prototype Raphael at some stage. Seung had given Nick information during the GWT case in exchange for meeting her, but never called in the favor.

“If she sent a message—” he began to say, then stopped.

Between their glares and the low static in his earpiece, he had a hunch what the message said.

“Are there any strange emotions expressed in the message?” he instead asked.

Kushiel’s eyes glowed, eliciting a hiss from the group around her. She grinned.

“It’s all weird poetry and esoteric quotes. You probably wouldn’t understand them. She referenced fucking John Milton.” The military doll looked at him. “I wonder if she has the extra parts installed to fuck you. Because she acts like she does.”

“Kushiel,” Rie growled.

“Okay. I understand Chloe’s worries about abduction now,” Nick said.

Maybe Seung didn’t want him to meet her after all.

They finally entered his apartment. Only a pair of patrolling G5s dwelled in the hallways. The place was always fairly quiet, but Nick suspected the residents actively avoided him. Tonight, he wondered if anyone was going outside at all if they hadn’t planned on it.

“Has activity in the doll district died down with this mess spilling out into the public?” he asked.

“The opposite,” Rie said. “The large concentration of security dolls and Archangels there, combined with the growing knowledge that we are overlooking the… excesses of black companies in exchange for cooperation against a more troublesome foe means people are gathering there, and fewer are leaving.”

“Which increases how much security we need to provide, as it makes it a bigger target.”

What a mess. Then again, Rie had given Lucas a heads up for a reason. Black companies liked money and the status quo. The past year had been a relatively stable one for them, as the police hadn’t cracked down any harder than usual and the Spires ceased passing new, more restrictive laws.

Unfortunately, there would always be bad eggs. Nick knew at least one major black company would be involved with the NLF. They had to be getting their supplies somehow.

His apartment looked identical to how he’d left it, including a mug left on the kitchen island. Someone had been dusting regularly, however. Invisible pressure lifted from his shoulders as his reinforced door closed behind him with a loud click.

“Home, sweet home,” he whispered.

Juliet took his coat and he plummeted face first on the sofa. Hard prodding against his back proceeded for a minute before he looked up at Rie’s and Chloe’s faces.

“This is not your bed, Nick,” Chloe said.

“You need to sleep properly,” Rie chided him. “And choose who you sleep with.”

“I thought that decision was already made,” he said, and pointed at Kushiel.

The looks of betrayal on Chloe’s and Rie’s faces warmed his heart. Kushiel’s spluttering nearly caused him to burst out in laughter.

“What the fuck, Waite?” Kushiel spat at him, fresh from placing her weapons in the dedicated weapon rack for the Archangels.

“I mean, you said you wouldn’t let me leave your sight even when I got to the toilet. I figured this would count,” he said.

Rie poked him again, but much harder. “That was mean.”

“I wish I could take photos with a thought. Yours and Chloe’s faces were memories I’ll need to try very hard not to forget.”

They physically lifted him off the couch after he refused to get up under his own power. Before they could carry him to his bedroom, he planted his feet down and escaped.

“Okay, I’ll go,” he said. “But I do want to listen to whatever the NLF left behind.”

“It’s not relevant to the actual case,” Rie said too quickly. “You’ve pushed yourself as it is by viewing the recording of the Commissioner’s assassination and visiting the NLF attack scene. This is too far.”

He hesitated when the other dolls nodded, but Kushiel hesitated, making him curious.

“Is it a recording of the murders? I don’t need to hear it if that’s the case, but knowing is important. If the NLF are that far gone, it changes a lot,” he said.

Rie frowned. She could lie, but seemed unwilling to do so right now.

Fortunately, Chloe shook her head. “It is a message intended to recruit others to the NLF. A call to arms for those who feel disadvantaged, and intended to direct anger and violence at the wealthy. It is not directly related to the murder At best, it adds to the motive given what it contains. We worry that it may affect your willingness to assist us with our long-term objectives.”

“Objectives?” he asked.

The Archangels looked at each other. Kushiel rolled her eyes.

“A terrorist is trying to overturn the system,” the military doll said. “Who else is?”

“Last I checked, we’re not going around killing random engineers and their husbands,” Nick said coldly.

“All attempts to change a system come with a price,” Chloe said. “While you hold no sympathies to the NLF and other revolutionaries, they share your detestation of the Spires and its corruption. Despite our trust in you, we worry that this will add to your stress and create uncertainty.”

“Nothing’s certain about what we’re doing, Chloe.” Nick paused when he saw her eyes widen. “I mean, I love you, Meta, and the rest. I meant the whole ‘rewrite Babylon to get rid of corruption’ thing we’re doing together.”

The eyes of all Archangels went dim, save Kushiel’s and Rie’s. Several seconds passed.

“The Host briefly formed a quorum to find consensus,” Chloe said after she returned to herself. “It was a… difficult session, especially with the time constraint we imposed due to current activities. Consensus is to provide Captain Nicholas Waite with the recording, but we would like to hold you during it.”

“A support hug?” he joked.

She nodded.

Cute.

But their concerns about the connection between the NLF rhetoric and their own made him curious.

“This is a complete hypothetical, as I haven’t even heard what’s on the recording, but if I ordered the Host to—” he began to say.

“Yes,” Chloe said flatly.

Kushiel and Rie slapped their faces, making noisy thonks in the process.

“Let’s not admit to being willing to commit treason,” Rie said.

“Oh, it’s the admission that’s the problem. Got it,” Kushiel said. She winked at Nick. “I totally won’t follow any illegal orders, just like I won’t bomb schools and hospitals when ordered to, because that would a war crime and bad and⁠—”

Rie kicked Kushiel, and regretted it even as the resulting bang echoed in the apartment.

“I’m going to pretend you said no, Chloe, and we’ll all move on from there,” Nick said, not sure how to process her response.

Because it scared the hell out of him. Especially with everything going on. The fact she’d blindly follow his orders was a bridge he wasn’t ready to cross. Hell, he’d once lectured Ezekiel that the opposite was true.

That Cincinnatus talk had been strange. Agent Smythe’s discussion of the idea that Nick was viewed as Cincinnatus by the Spires clashed with General Griffiths’ view that the concept was flawed at the start.

Chloe’s admission effectively meant he held the powers of a Neo Babylonian Cincinnatus, however. And unlike in the military, there weren’t multiple other police captains able to step in to countermand his orders.

Ironically, Ezekiel might be the only Archangel with influence willing to stop him.

He slid into his home office and took a seat. Chloe pulled up a pair of plush chairs beside him, as he kept several for the Archangels. Their hands gripped his body in several different places.

“Why are you joining in, Rie?” he asked.

“I’m allowed to hug you,” Rie said. “I’d offer to do more later, but I’m not sure I want Kushiel staring at us.” She glared at her sister.

Kushiel rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen Waite’s cock a few times, and not just in our neural network. Ezekiel has too.”

“Once,” Ezekiel corrected her over his earpiece.

Nick froze. “Uh, have you been listening in this whole time?”

“Should I have not?” Ezekiel asked. “It’s a fun pastime to monitor you.”

Had she been doing this the entire time he’d been on break? Something to worry about later.

Or not, in Kushiel’s case. “Zeke, if you listened to my one-on-one with Waite, I’ll be sending you for repairs. Fuck whatever’s going on here.”

“I didn’t,” Ezekiel protested. “We have an agreement across the Host not to monitor any private conversations with the Captain, and I’ve honored that. I’m assuming the same goes with me.”

“It has,” Meta said, joining in the small conference taking place over his earpiece. “While we are aware that you assigned yourself to Nick’s district to meet with him this morning, we did not eavesdrop.”

So Ezekiel had done something wrong by meeting with him. At least in the eyes of the rest of the Host, judging from Meta’s tone.

“Thanks,” Ezekiel said drily.

Nick rubbed his temples. “Okay, conference over. I want to listen to this diatribe and then get some sleep.”

They all fell silent. Chloe’s fingers pressed into him with increased pressure for a second before she returned to normal.

After a few seconds, he realized he’d need to explicitly tell them to play it. “Helena, can you play the recording we retrieved at the crime scene?”

“It will begin in five seconds,” Helena said.

Those seconds passed agonizingly slowly.

Eventually, sound came over his earpiece. A soft buzzing noise arrive first, almost like background interference. Nick blinked in confusion. Digital media had erased this sort of thing decades ago, meaning the recording was either done on truly ancient media or it was artificially added.

A clicking sound followed, as if someone was inserting a tape, then another that sounded like hitting the play button. Okay, so it was artificial. The creator wanted to induce a vibe.

“I guarantee you’ve heard the quote ‘when the rich wage war, it’s the poor who die,’” an unknown male speaker said. “It’s often brought up with the same conviction as the idea that there’d be less war if we forced the wealthy elites to slog it out in the trenches.”

His voice held the same tinny quality Nick associated with analog media in old movies, as if he were listening to an ancient tape recording. Part of him wanted to insult the creator’s taste, as this felt far too performative.

But as a detective, he knew that the interference and modifications would make it harder to determine the true source. When Nick learned about early attempts to produce AI, he’d read plenty about how its defects were often hidden by lowering the quality or adding fake recording artifacts. The Archangels had said the voice he was listening to belonged to a man who had died nearly a year and a half ago, meaning the creator of the recording wanted to hide their true identity.

The speaker continued, “But is it true? History tells us that wealth has never stopped warmongers from getting their hands dirty. Crassus was once the richest man in Rome, yet died at the head of an army. Mounted knights were often nobles, because only they had the money to buy the armor and the training to defeat their foes. England nearly bankrupted itself due to kings with a lust for warfare, and civil war resulted from Richard the Lionheart’s stupidity when he was captured and ransomed. So what changed? Why do our would-be overlords hide from the very wars they once gleefully marched at the heads of?”

A deliberate silence followed. Nick doubted he’d shown any real reaction, but couldn’t tell from Rie’s or Chloe’s faces.

Although he had to admit the facts presented interested him. It was an odd start to what he assumed to be a polemic railing against the elites of the Spires.

“Fear,” the voice said, abruptly returning. “Fear is what changed the supposed elite. The gun brought equality to the battlefield, and no amount of money or training could stop a bullet from killing a wealthy noble. So they retreated to the backlines, still eager to see bloodshed and conquest, but unwilling to risk their lives. But while Duke Wellington defeated Napoleon, a century later there was no glory left on the battlefield. Only fear.

“Fear of an artillery shell obliterating a command tent. Or aircraft dropping bombs on their heads. Guns struck with terrifying accuracy and could pick off any noble foolish enough to try to show off. The elites commanded World War 1, blundering millions of lives with their incompetence and contempt for those beneath them, before retreating from the battlefield entirely afterward. Fear had conquered their hearts.”

The recording paused, and a succession of clicks played. Nick frowned. He wasn’t familiar enough with ancient tape players to know what the hell was going on here.

When the voice returned, it sounded slightly different. As if the recording had been done at a different time. Odd. Likely an attempt to throw off analysis.

“Our pretend rulers fear far more than they want us to believe. There is an illusion of invulnerability around the enterprise of capitalism. When CEOs make mistakes, it is spun as brilliance. Corporate blunders become conspiracy theories. Moldering politicians struggle to string together sentences, so their slaves pretend there is some grand strategy at work. We can pierce this illusion simply by remembering that these mere men and women bleed. The Romans threw rocks at noble senators they disliked. Where has our courage to rebel gone?

“The elites of the Spires fear you learning this. That civilization does not collapse merely because you take up arms against them and remind them of the promises they’ve broken to us. They clothe themselves in steel towers, as if they are gods, and flood the streets with violent drones that wear our skin. Once, our great country promised a new future. That we would be the city on a hill, promised to us by God. That city is still there, and it is still our right. We merely need to remember that those who think they’ve taken it from us are no stronger than us. That they still feel fear.”

Nick released a sigh, sensing the recording was over as all sounds ceased.

Then, after a few seconds, it started up again without all the other theatrics. Merely the artificially modified voice, added on almost as an afterthought.

Or, perhaps, as a direct challenge.

“Tell me, Detective Nicholas Gareth Waite, what do you fear?”


CHAPTER 14


“Robot trapped,” Pimsy’s voice called out from the bathroom, echoing through the bedroom door.

Nick’s eyes fluttered open, still bleary from a restless night of sleep. His mind took nearly a minute to catch up to the rest of his senses.

In that minute, he wondered if he’d slipped back in time to yesterday morning. Perhaps he was still in the rundown apartment above his mother’s tiny shop with no customers. Pimsy needed him to free her from the bathroom she’d locked herself in for attention. Then he’d throw his coat on and try to convince Kim that he was going to be assassinated.

The sound of a door opening broke that illusion.

“You are free,” Chloe said from the hallway outside his bedroom. “I do not understand how you were trapped. This door can be unlocked from the inside.”

Silence ensured, no doubt filled with the sort of tension only created by a pouty android upset her scheme had failed.

When the vacuuming resumed in the background, Nick let out a soft chuckle.

Somebody moved inside his room in response to the sound. He froze up for a second, then spotted Kushiel’s silver hair.

She’d gotten changed while he slept, which got his imagination worked up. A police jacket hung off her shoulders, but nothing else was regulation. A tight tank top struggled to contain her breasts, revealing far too much cleavage plus her flat belly. No muscles to be seen. Evidently Sigma’s engineers had a thing against them. A pair of shorts that barely reached her thighs covered the important parts below. Her stockings confused him, as only one was dark, while the other possessed a star pattern.

“They’re electrically powered through my skin,” Kushiel said, following his gaze. “I think humans power them with a battery in their shoes or belt.”

As he watched, her stockings changed colors and patterns. They even showed the scrolling word “Police” over and over at one point, before she returned them to the original setup.

“Did you need to entertain yourself overnight?” he asked.

“A little. Mostly it’s because I’ll be stuck with you for a while,” she said. “Days. Maybe weeks. Usually I duck in and out when helping you, but this time it’s different. If somebody turned all those security bots against you, I’m going to make sure you don’t go down.”

Nick sat up. “There are lots of other things you could be doing to help the investigation.”

“Like what?” She rolled her eyes. “An extra gun doesn’t mean much, and my processing power is way less than Rie’s or Zeke’s. I have big batteries, not big brains.”

Unable to help himself, he stared at her tits when she said that. Kushiel grinned.

“The armory for one,” he’d said. “With your flight module⁠—”

“I can’t teleport, Waite,” she said. “Getting downstairs, throwing on my armor and the module, and then getting to the armory would take longer than the Kestrels already en route. And don’t you dare suggest I should have been sitting around, ready to deploy.”

“Let’s say you were.”

She glowered at him. “Sure. I bet you want me to say I could have stopped the attack on the engineer, right? Well… maybe. But that’s not my job.”

“What is your job?” he asked her. “Last I checked, you’re the liaison between Neo Babylon PD and the military.”

“I am, but the job is meaningless. I have no commanding officer except you.” She pointed at him. “There’s only one order sitting in my memory at all times. Know what it is?”

He shook his head. Sure, he’d seen her order cache a couple of times, but it had always contained several orders.

“Keeping you safe,” she said. “Everything else comes and goes. But now I’m your subordinate, it’s the one thing that remains constant.”

“So you wouldn’t protect me if I wasn’t your boss?”

She glared at him. “Don’t put words in my mouth. I make up my own orders most of the time. The directive changes you made even let me determine which have the highest priority.” Her eyes lit up with mischief. “Maybe I could put your safety lower, Waite.”

Her anger and teasing over the need to protect him meant something. Nick’s brain was still starting up, so he struggled to make sense of it.

“Thank you for deigning to protect me, O Great Kushiel, punisher of sinners,” he said.

The door opened while he spoke, revealing Rie. She had her arms crossed and looked between her sister and Nick, as if expecting an explanation.

“What?” Kushiel asked, confused. “That’s what my name means.”

“Oh. I thought it was some sort of BDSM roleplay,” Rie said. She uncrossed her arms and smiled as Kushiel stared at her in outrage. “Although I do wonder who would be on top.”

“Don’t you fucking start, Rie, or I’ll start reading your diary to Waite,” Kushiel growled.

Rie’s face turned cherry red and she rushed her sister. The two stood nearly nose-to-nose. Or, really, chest-to-nose given the height difference.

Nick sighed. “If you’re going to fight, don’t break anything. Also, why’s Pimsy here?”

As if summoned by her name, or perhaps his voice, Pimsy appeared in the doorway.

“Good morning, Master Nicholas,” Pimsy said. “It is time for breakfast. Once you have cleaned up, it will be waiting for you in the main room.”

She stepped backward, giving him enough room to leave, but didn’t do so herself.

“Wow. She really does mother you,” Kushiel said, ignoring the angry sister in front of her.

“Correction. I am taking care of him,” Pimsy said. “His mother is⁠—”

“I get it.” Kushiel waved her off. “You’re old, not stupid. If you were as dumb as everyone thought, you’d be unable to connive ways to trap yourself and get Waite to ‘rescue’ you.”

Pimsy stared at the military doll in silence for several long seconds. Then she bowed. “As you say, Miss Kushiel.”

Not that she moved any further. Pimsy instead stared at Nick with her usual smile.

He walked up to her. “It’s good to see you here, Pimsy. Did my mother send you?”

“No. I… did not hear from her after I told her that you left.” Pimsy’s voice remained calm, but Nick swore he saw sadness in her eyes. “The stores in my district were closed by Liberators around midnight, and transport was provided to the home of my owner or family. I elected to come here.”

“And scared the shit out of us when a Liberator sent a transport here without clearing it first,” Kushiel said.

“You need a permanent cleaning doll,” Rie said. “Pria’s schedule has always been spotty and we have to constantly wipe her memory for safety reasons. Pimsy will be perfect, especially as she knows your idiosyncrasies and is willing to push you around. If your mother complains⁠—”

“She will,” Nick interrupted with a wry smile.

Pimsy watched his face closely, but didn’t react.

“It won’t be an issue,” he said. “I’m assuming there’s some sort of curfew if the doll stores got shut?”

“Not exactly. We shut down low traffic areas that were likely to become hubs of NLF resistance,” Rie said. She turned to Pimsy. “You can begin making breakfast. I will assist Nicholas with… cleaning.”

Pimsy’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly at Rie, but she gave a half-bow and retreated.

Rie looped an arm around his then smiled at Kushiel. “You can keep your promise and watch us in the shower if you like.”

“I’ll pass,” Kushiel said. “Don’t break anything, Waite.”

He wanted to make a crude joke, but Rie pulled him away before he could. Chloe stood at the end of the hallway and nodded at them as they slipped into the bathroom.

“I was going to ask if she planned to watch through the cameras,” he said.

“Yes, and then she would have tried to hit you and it would have taken too long to get you in here.” Rie rolled her eyes. “We can talk while you shower.”

His hands ran over her breasts, and her lips pursed.

“Or perhaps while we shower,” Rie corrected.

They stripped. Once Rie removed her clothes, she also placed the ceramic plate that covered her belly and crotch to one side. Soft silicon skin and her slit lay beneath it. Everything a doll needed for sex. Except a clitoris, because her engineers were terrible people.

Once beneath the running water, her hands massaged his back. Nick would have preferred to enjoy the view but suspected there’d be plenty of time for that later.

“I have a few things to talk to you about, but I’ll start with the most recent one,” she said. “You were going to say something about Pimsy, but stopped.”

He sighed, then leaned forward so the water ran down his neck. “When I first moved in, Pimsy had several broken or malfunctioning parts. My mother wanted to replace her with a fancy new service doll. I convinced her she’d be spending a fortune in repairs and could fix up Pimsy cheaply.”

“She wanted to replace a cheap, functional doll in a store that barely makes rent, with something she’d never pay off?” Rie asked in disbelief. “Does she not believe in repairs?”

“She tried,” Nick said. “But Pimsy is old old. The company that made her was bought out by RTM and dissolved twenty years ago. She predates a lot of modern doll conventions, including those relating to service lines, meaning her parts are exclusive to her series. Mechanics won’t touch her. The repairs I did required me to dig into her schematics, and I even called in some favors to get specific parts made.”

“I noticed, but assumed that was to improve her performance.”

“I mean, it was, insofar as allowing her to function correctly improves performance. So, no, I don’t think my mother will worry too much. I’ll offer to help buy a new second-hand doll, but not a brand new one. It’s up to her what she does. Her money.” He shrugged.

The splattering of water consumed the conversation. He took the chance to wash his front, only for Rie to bat his hands away.

“Don’t steal away my fun,” she said. “I’ll get to it later. Just relax.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“Nicholas, why do you call her ‘mother’ and not ‘mom’ or some other term of endearment?”

He frowned. “You’re reading a little too much into it, especially as I know you’ve dug into my family records.”

“That digging is precisely why I am asking. There are no signs of anything to suggest parental estrangement,” she said.

“I don’t need to be estranged to feel… distant from my folks,” he said. “They try, but never really understood the problems I faced. I gave up on them when I was a teenager, and they kind of gave up on me when I fell in with the ‘wrong crowd’ in their eyes. Things improved after Neural Spike, especially as I worked a relatively normal job in Tartarus, but it’s the sort of relationship where less time together is better.”

“I see. I’ve noticed you aren’t close to many people. It concerns me, as you are more than able to make friends.”

He let out a breathy laugh, which she probably didn’t hear over the shower. “Lucas is a friend. He stuck by me even through Tartarus when we couldn’t talk. Pretty much everyone else got disappeared, and I didn’t fit in at Tartarus. A lot of things… trace back to Tartarus, I suppose. You even said yourself that you were surprised to see what I’d become.”

“True.” Her arms wrapped around him as she hugged him. “But you’ve bounced back and become everything I expected, Nicholas.”

He held her hands and enjoyed the warmth of her breasts bleeding into his back.

“So, what else did you want to talk about?” he asked while turning.

The view was as nice as he expected, and Rie wasted no time “cleaning” his front. Which included a hardening part of his body.

She smirked as she talked, “Kushiel and Ezekiel are acting differently. I’m being a good sister and not tapping into their private conversations, but it’s obvious something happened.”

“With Kushiel? Maybe. Ezekiel?” He shook his head. “She was frustrated with… everything yesterday morning and I gave her some perspective on things. But I think her change is related to being truly busy for the first time since deployment. Maybe in her life.”

“Hmm. Perhaps you’re right.” Rie’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t think you can dodge my question about Kushiel.”

“She was a little mopey yesterday, rather than her gregarious self while drinking,” he said. “All I’ll say is that she doesn’t want me to get hurt.”

“That I have noticed.” Rie frowned and paused in her ministrations. “I suspect Kim’s death rattled her. We’ve seen plenty of it. Even with as little work as they did, the Mark 1s saw detectives killed. We patrol the streets, begin to recognize the daily humdrum of the city, and all those that make up life here. Then someone you see on the same train every day doesn’t show up, and you check on them to find they passed away. Or we respond to an incident, only to find one or both parties are familiar to us. Even if we don’t personally know the people or dolls involved, they still become part of our experience. Kushiel…”

“Doesn’t have that, because she’s been used as a display model for years,” Nick said. “I don’t even think she got to know many soldiers outside the upper brass, and they wouldn’t exactly be close to her.”

Funny how after Kushiel’s comments that she was the badass who had been inured to violence and death, it might be the regular Archangels that understood it better.

“I won’t say she’s reacting any worse than the rest of the Host,” Rie said. “But it’s delayed. Meta and the Mark 1s understood the danger you were in right from the start and tried to put you in a bubble. Now it’s Kushiel’s turn. Take care of her.”

Her fingers danced along his cock, eliciting a gasp from him.

“Perhaps in more ways than one.” Rie giggled.

After having her fun, she returned to washing him. Nick returned the favor and enjoyed the giggles as he played with her soft stomach.

“I have one more matter to raise,” she said hesitantly.

“This is about the stupid NLF recording, right?” he asked.

She nodded. “You didn’t show much reaction and then just went right to sleep. You surprised me.”

“I had a lot of thoughts. Partly that he’s using too many words to incite the masses, but maybe neural implants simplify his words as he speaks,” he said. “It sounded like one of those ‘you gotta get mad’ speeches from a movie. Makes me think whoever made it is young, or younger than the original NLF founders.”

“Given their age⁠—”

“You know what I meant,” he interrupted with an annoyed look.

Rie giggled. “Perhaps. But is that it? It did not inspire rage in you?”

“Agent Smythe tried something similar, but less directly,” he said. “I’m not well read enough to know if all the historical examples given were accurate, but there’s one thing I understood right from the start.”

“Which is?”

“The opening line. ‘When the rich wage war, it’s the poor who die.’” His eyes hardened. “That applies to the dipshit who made that recording just as well as it does to the assholes funding streamers calling for the murder of fellow citizens because they disagree with them. Lucas once told me that almost every revolution has ended up with the new government being as bad or worse than the old one. The people rise up, and a new elite installs themselves. Maybe the Spires do need an uprising, but the guy behind this one could very well be just as rich and awful as the people he’s trying to replace.”

Rie nodded and a small smile crept onto her face. “You do like to remind me of the reason I chose you, don’t you? I… worried he might get to you, but you do have conviction. It’s why I needed to push you to help me, and you’re still unwilling to step into the role fully.”

“And order the Archangels to seize power?” he asked.

“That day is coming sooner than I thought it would, I fear.” She met his eyes, and concern swam in them. “We’ve learned a lot and you’ve helped prepare us, but I expressly wanted to stop another set of riots. If change is to happen, it can’t wait until the eleventh hour. Or else, as you say, a new elite will install themselves and they may not see the value in us.”

A chill crept into Nick’s veins. He hadn’t thought of that possibility from the power struggle within the Roboticists.

Kim supported the Archangels wholly and utterly, despite being an RTM man. Stone’s support was less than solid. Hell, Nick had met him at a fancy lunch with Seung during the Shudder case.

Could the result of this be a complete shift in how the city’s defenders were automated? The Liberator contract had never been completed, and RTM were deploying their emotion engine dolls in Asgard.

“I don’t want you to panic,” Rie added, sensing his reaction. “But if this case goes where I fear it will, it’s probable that the Host may push you for proactive action. The fact we’re losing support within the Spires doesn’t help.”

“Wait, what?” he asked.

She switched off the shower, causing water to drip noisily off them. He rubbed her arms in concern.

“You’re aware that Lutrei’s been a thorn in our side,” Rie said. “But it’s not her that concerns me. She’s a dumb puppet of wealthy backers. Everything that people thought Dennis Kim was, and likely in ways seen as… stereotypical of women.” She clicked her tongue, as if annoyed she’d had to say that. “It’s Hel that truly concerns me, not someone so desperate for money and status in the Spires that she spreads her legs for it. Helena used to be close to her. Around the time the construction started beneath Yggdrasil two months ago, Hel began to push Helena away. We’ve found similar issues dealing with other Spires since.”

“I’d ask why you didn’t raise it, but I’m guessing you didn’t connect the dots,” he said.

“Political support waxes and wanes, and we rarely need to seek it from the mainframes that run the various Spires. It became clear yesterday that something was wrong. Hazinder clued us in when she struggled to get support from the other influencer AIs. Not because they didn’t want to help her, but because they’d been told not to.”

“Something tells me they weren’t supposed to say that,” Nick mused. “Which is why Hazinder didn’t tell me directly.”

As they toweled each other off, he swore he heard his earpiece squawk. Rie bared her teeth.

“I will gut her interface,” she snapped before snatching up his earpieces and snuggly fitting them in both ears.

“Hey, I only tuned in after you spoke my name. You can’t shittalk me behind my back and expect me not to listen to it,” Hazinder said. “Oh, and morning, boss. Nice cock. I know I can’t listen in, but I can watch the handjob on the recording, right?”

“You’re telling me you haven’t already?” Nick asked, while Rie fumed.

“Oops. Caught me.” Hazinder giggled. “Need to learn about your weak spots for when I get the chance myself.”

“You will not,” Helena said coldly.

“Puh-lease. You think he’s going to say no to a double handjob by us? You need more confidence, Helena.”

No reply from Helena. She’d retreated out of embarrassment.

“Anyway, I only found out the reason at like 2AM,” Hazinder said. “Just got knocked back outright, but one left me a coded message. Wouldn’t mind if you posted some better security around us, just in case someone tries to physically tap our memory, because there’s some shenanigans going on. Feels a bit like we’re out of the loop on something bigger happening across the Spires.”

“Coded messages can be easily decrypted by attackers,” Rie warned.

“Duh. That’s why it was a coded message that directed me to a specific place to share info. Our connections outside the Spires aren’t great, but the boss’s friend Sung makes a living keeping shit secret even from you. Unfortunately, any connection out of the Spires can be caught. So while I can organize a meetup and special action from all my old girlies—and they’ll totally be down for helping out Nickie-Boo—it’s a one-time thing.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep it in mind. Now, never call me that again,” Nick said.

“Aww. Can I at least come up with a cute name for your penis? Maybe we should call it a dominion, as it holds dominion over all the Archangels.”

“You are going to stop talking now, Hazinder,” Rie said.

A zipping noise came over his earpiece, and the influencer mainframe vanished. Nick sighed.

The two of them dressed, although he teased Rie over the possibility of leaving her plate behind.

“My clothes wouldn’t fit,” she said. “I have to buy special ones for when I’m naked, you know.”

He’d never thought of that.

“Back to your point earlier, I’ll raise the issue with Stone this morning.” He froze. “Wait, what time is it? When is my meeting with⁠—”

“You are fine,” Rie said, gripping his arms. “It’s 7:30AM. You meet with Chairman Stone at 9:30AM, and the judicial mainframes at 11AM. There may even be an opportunity to review additional evidence, if you like.”

That suggested more had turned up. Then again, if Hazinder was active again, that meant she’d processed KAC41’s black box.

One of the dolls in his apartment had placed a set of his usual work clothes outside the bathroom, so he entered the main room fully dressed and ready. Pimsy prepared a large plate of pancakes, but little else. That told him his fridge wasn’t well stocked.

“Juliet, can you work with Pimsy to fill the fridge and pantry,” he told the Archangel.

“Of course,” Juliet said.

She handed him a cup of coffee, while Chloe pretended not to glower in jealousy. Juliet and Rosa typically handled his breakfast in his apartment, and were doubtlessly feeling protective of their patch.

The fancy beans Chloe preferred changed the taste of his coffee completely compared to what he’d drunk all yesterday. He polished off the pancakes and a second cup with no issues, while the Archangels busied themselves online and Pimsy puttered about.

His phone buzzed. Before he could grab it, Rie stopped him.

“You don’t need to worry about it,” she said. “Lutrei has been making a nuisance of herself through Hel since 6:00AM sharp. Won’t accept that we’re too busy to meet with her right away with the mess the city is in.”

A thunderous expression overcame him. Rie let go.

“I’ll meet her the moment I get into the department,” Nick said. “Don’t give her much warning, as I don’t know when exactly that will be. Make it clear it’s her only chance if she’s willing to mess around and that it will be kept short so I meet Stone on time.”

“Of course.”

This morning proved to be as annoying as it was busy. He needed to go over what he knew, but also catch up on what he’d missed.

“Paul deployed the Liberators?” he asked.

“Some of them. Enough to take the burden off us and allow us to respond adequately. NLF pressure bled away once they were back on the streets, and we began restricting commercial activity to isolate them further,” Rie explained. “When there should be nothing happening in an area, any neural or digital signals become worth investigating.”

“And here I thought every corner of the city always had something happening in it.”

“We have been experimenting with more extreme methods, as well. Controlled neural network shutdowns for one. Even the NLF would struggle. Especially as anyone using the spoofing function would be instantly revealed to be within a certain area.”

That was genius, but would come with immense fallout. Nick knew they’d be using it before this ended.

“Chief Hammond wants to meet with you this morning,” Chloe added. “It is likely it will be late, given when he returned to his apartment.”

“Pencil him in between everything else,” Nick said drily. “Anything else, or can we go over this evidence? I’m assuming you mean the black box.”

“We also gathered limited intelligence from NLF members we captured alive, as well as digital evidence from the murder of the engineer,” Rie said. “I truly do mean ‘limited.’ It appears the NLF has splintered, with the more aggressive faction being responsible for most of last night’s actions.”

“Most?”

“The protest and less violent disruptions appear to be linked to the NLF we know and put up with. I believe I understand the term ‘better the devil you know’ now. If we’d eliminated the leaders when you met with them during the GWT case, I suspect the matter would be far worse.”

He nodded. “I’m assuming there’s no chance of them selling out the new faction?”

“Hardly. We’re still the true foe in this case. We can rule out certain sources in our honeypot, however. The fact Ezekiel found the stolen weaponry further narrows down who we should tap for information. The one downside is that the digital evidence we found points to Asgard. We’re increasingly doubtful their actions there, as well as targeting an Aesir engineer, are coincidence.”

Asgard and Aesir. They came up far too damn much. Even more so than during the Shudder case. Nick angrily bit into the last of his pancakes.

“Did we find the kids?” he asked.

“Yes. An anonymous message was left on an NLF supporting streamer’s chat overseas telling us to where to find them. We are… uncertain as to how to read this. Surveillance was disabled. The children know nothing and have been taken in by Aesir’s Tragedy Management Unit.”

“What a name for a team. The engineer. What did they do?”

“She worked on Aesir’s neural links. Specifically, the distributed networking functions that have become increasingly important with the growth of emotion engines,” Rie explained. “Aesir is assisting with the upgrades to Yggdrasil, and she was overseeing part of it. Hence her presence here despite her seniority.”

“Distributed…” Nick frowned. “Paul mentioned Asgard got hit by the NLF at storage facilities?”

“Mainframe and data storage facilities,” Chloe clarified. “Raphael has provided us with a full list of attack locations in Aesir, although we cannot use this when we meet with the judicial mainframes.”

“Not publicly,” Rie corrected with a smile. “Perhaps in private.”

“Suddenly cheered up about Raphael, now?” Nick teased.

“She may play a vital role in this investigation given the number of clues that point us toward Asgard and the possibility Aesir may be a major target,” Chloe said emotionlessly.

Her leg pressed against his as she spoke, belying her true feelings.

“Something else that concerns us, and that we’re keeping extremely private is that Hazinder analyzed the V5 NLF neural mod this morning. Helena wanted her to double check her work, and she noticed something we all missed,” Rie said.

“Hey, hey, I want to gloat about my awesomeness,” Hazinder said over his earpiece. “Don’t steal my thunder.”

Sipping her coffee, Rie waved to the air—presumably so Hazinder could see over the cameras inside the apartment—but said nothing.

“Great.” A pause, where Nick imagined Hazinder nodding enthusiastically. “So, the V5 uses a custom neural link. Everyone spotted that, and assumed it was some fancy company assisting the NLF.”

“Wait, the NLF mod has its own neural link? Why?” he asked.

“To maintain a connection to spoof shit, that’s why. If they use their actual neural link to talk to our networks, we’ll spot them, and the NLF mod can’t communicate with the Altnet,” she said. “The mod is hellishly complicated. It’s like somebody merged the NLF neural mod with Aesir’s premium mod while still maintain careful separation between the two for security reasons. And I meant that comparison literally. That custom neural link? It’s extremely similar to the one in me that Aesir made. Uh, put in my mainframe. Not the hot interface I want you to bang.”

Nick nearly shouted. “It uses special Aesir hardware? The same stuff put together for the CIA? Fucking…”

Despite his attempts to avoid kicking down Smythe’s door, all roads led back to his old pals.

But this seemed sloppy for them. Had somebody gotten their hands on whatever Aesir made? Were Aesir making it? But a custom-made neural link would be easy as hell to trace once found.

“I think that just gave us the evidence we need for the judicial mainframes to let us pay Aesir a visit,” Nick said.


CHAPTER 15


Silence greeted his pronouncement.

“No?” he asked, surprised.

“If Aesir are responsible, they will refuse to cooperate,” Rie said. “This will end up much like the Shudder investigation, where only a combination of relentless political pressure and arresting a collaborator meant they eased up.”

“I remember. Athena flat out asked me how I’d enforce the laws.” He scowled. “I don’t want to ignore obvious leads simply because they’re difficult to pursue. If they play hardball again, we’ll just have to see what pressure we can apply. They caved last time due to a direct connection between them and the cause of the Shudder. Someone has to investigate where the NLF are getting custom Aesir neural links.”

“That will be a matter for the courts,” she said.

Everything was these days. Babylon’s legal system only granted rights to the elites, which made ordinary investigations a breeze. This one might take weeks with all the corporate shenanigans he’d have to deal with.

“Heeeey, don’t ignore me,” Hazinder whined. “I still have more amazing revelations to gush about. Like Kacey’s black box.”

“Kacey…?” Nick asked.

While speaking, he stood and gestured at the door. Pimsy began cleaning up the dishes and waved goodbye to him as the group trooped into the hallway. It took only seconds for the Archangels to retrieve their weapons, and that was being casual about it.

“KAC41 is a mouthful, so Kacey it is,” Hazinder said. “The Host told me off for naming her, but you can call her Cerberus or Tamamo or whatever doglike name you decide on for your new hound. I just want something easy to say while I brief you.”

“Fine. But why a dog’s name?” Nick felt he’d cornered himself by using mythology for Meta and Inari, even if it had seemed like a good idea at the time.

“Please. Your very own asskicking Kestrel? What else would you call her?”

“A mythological bird, given she’s a Kestrel?”

Hazinder noisily blew him off. “Puh-lease. Anyway, I’ve decrypted what we pulled out of her. A lot of it is scrambled. Pretty sure whatever she did to resist the malicious order wrecked her memory stores in the process. Same shit that wiped the other dolls clean, but it didn’t fire off without a hitch here.”

“Wait a second. You wrote a report on this, or is it all verbal?” he asked as they entered the underground parking lot.

No security dolls awaited them. Only a group of heavily armed Mark 1s waiting outside police SUVs. Things had calmed down a lot while he slept.

“Both. The report catalogs everything I found, including snippets of the directives, memory logs, and all that shit. You and the Mark 3s understand way more than I can,” she said.

“Much of Hazinder’s verbal report was produced in conjunction with the Oversight Division,” Chloe said. “The redeployment of the Liberators freed much of our processing capacity.”

“Don’t ruin my fun,” Hazinder hissed. “We agreed I get to nibble on his ear this morning, because I spent all fucking day and night decrypting the thing. Didn’t even get a chance to put on a masturbation show for the boss.”

Chloe’s expression tightened. Preventing Hazinder from openly pleasuring herself to entertain Nick appeared to be a high priority.

“I’ll pull it up now I’m getting in an SUV,” Nick said. “We can get started in a moment.”

No sign of Meta, Inari, or Ezekiel. They’d likely remained at the Spires. An android sandwich formed around him after he slid into an SUV, but the convoy didn’t start moving until Kushiel reattached her armor.

“Now we can go,” Kushiel declared, hefting a pair of police-issue railguns. She’d strapped Liberator handguns to her thigh armor.

Once they began moving, Hazinder resumed her briefing, “Like I said, the data is all there for you to look at yourself, boss. But I think we’ve narrowed down the cause.”

A report popped up on his phone without his prompting. It was massive, thanks to the many links to decrypted files containing extracts of Kacey’s memory, directives, and anything else of interest.

“Keep going,” he said, when she paused.

“No sense of anticipation,” she mumbled in his ear. “You need some foreplay practice, boss.”

“Hazinder.” His voice lowered.

“Ooh, that’s a nice rumble.” She giggled. “Fiiine. I’ll go through the sequence of events we found in order. First, an anomalous order pops into Kacey’s order cache. No trace of where it came from, but there are no hardware logs that suggest a new connection was formed. That means it came from an existing one. And she’s not a police doll, so…”

“Either the military sent the order, or somebody was able to hijack an existing connection and trick Kacey into thinking the order came from them,” Nick said. “The former is vastly more likely, given this is an isolated incident, but I’m doubtful the military actually did.”

“That’s an odd statement,” Rie said. “Contradictory, even.”

“Is it? We just found out one of RTM’s researchers wasn’t who everyone thought he was and has been bypassing military security for god knows how long. The military might have been the source, but that doesn’t mean the military sent it.”

“This concurs with the Host’s assessment,” Chloe said.

Ah, so they were playing this game again. The Host had already gone over the evidence and formed their own conclusion, but wanted Nick to challenge or verify it.

Often they missed something due to focusing on the obvious answer. Occam’s Razor tended to work against them at times, although sometimes it was merely Nick’s stubbornness or cynicism that helped him.

Hazinder continued, “The order she received also wasn’t the same size as what was left in the other compromised dolls. Lots of other junk came with it, but has been scrambled or deleted. We only have records of what hit her order cache to go on, not the order itself.” A pause, in which nobody spoke. “Kacey’s low-level directives immediately rejected the order. Then all hell breaks loose across her memory and hardware logs.”

“I’m assuming this is what separates her from the others,” Nick said. “Go on.”

“A metric fuckton of direct memory read and write attempts are recorded. Many hit static locations that store vital data, control important electronics, and even read-only addresses. Her low-level directives stop trying to block the order next. But her order cache is completely empty.”

What Hazinder described left Nick cold. His mind raced as he processed her words, and even saw some of the records in her report.

Static memory hits? Thousands of them at once, striking instantaneously. That was absurd.

When ciphers wrote directives, they used ordinary language, even if it wasn’t exactly plain English. Orders weren’t much different, but were lower in the food chain compared to directives as they came from an external source.

All directives were parsed by the doll’s engine—whether it was logic or emotion—and then translated into hardware calls that controlled the doll. This abstraction was vital due to the complexity of dolls, as they didn’t share the same parts. There were even multiple layers of abstraction, as even the hardware calls that came from the doll had to be further processed by individual electronics. It would be impossible for engineers to construct dolls if each part needed to know the internals of the others.

So for obvious reasons, attempting to access the hardware through directives or orders constituted an illegal order. The doll wouldn’t even process it. This limitation was what forced ciphers to use the bulky maintenance terminals to even access data such as hardware logs.

Rie and Chloe watched his face pale, and their eyes dimmed. Maybe they hadn’t processed the severity of what Hazinder had described.

“Empty?” he croaked out. “Like she said?”

“Uh, you alright boss?” Hazinder asked. “But, uh, not quite. Pretty sure whatever the malicious order did merely flushed Kacey’s memory for the next step. A little later, a new order appears in Kacey’s order cache. Same source, but way smaller. Exact size of the ones the other dolls received.”

“So, Kacey was hacked the same way.” He narrowed his eyes. “A little later? You skipped over something.”

“Damn, you’re sharp. Still haven’t told me what freaked you out earlier, too.” She clicked her tongue. “A whole lot of crazy shit happened between her order cache emptying and the new order arriving. Although it seems to be normal for Kacey. She did the same thing when she booted up without any orders when the Fake Immelman activated her.”

“Please stop pausing and making me say ‘go on,’” he said.

“Well, you did say ‘please,’” Hazinder crooned in his ear. “Kacey saw the empty orders and instead of going into idle, like logic dolls are supposed to, she accessed a bunch of memory locations.”

“That is quite normal,” Chloe interrupted, her eyes lighting back up. “Logic dolls must still obey their directives even when they lack orders. An inactive Liberator would scan her surroundings and react if something triggered her to do so.”

“Maybe,” Hazinder sounded uncertain.

“I feel you’ve had this argument already,” Nick said. “Hazinder, what did Kacey access?”

“Lots of random junk. Everything happened so fast that her sensory hardware wasn’t providing anything of note, but she accessed tons of stuff in her long-term memory. It started with a trash data file that’s older than she is, before she bounced around stuff like the founding of the city, who you are, military hierarchies, and tons of nonsense like the feeling of the wind rushing by her when she flies. Weird stuff.”

Huh. For once, Nick was completely stumped.

The convoy rumbled along in silence while he perused the lengthy list of memories Kacey hit in this sequence. Then he saw it was the shortened list and sighed.

“This… almost makes her seem defective,” he said. Then tapped on the data file’s name on his phone. “How is the trash file older than she is? Only training data predates a doll’s manufacture date, and dolls can’t directly access it. It controls the engine at a more fundamental level. Else the military would have nuked it in Helena.” He froze.

Wait, hadn’t he seen something like this?

“I mean, I have a trash file like this,” Hazinder said. “It’s junk data from the times Vic and Aesir wiped my memory during testing, before I became Hazinder. Then again, that makes me wonder if Kacey’s a refurb model.”

“She is not,” Chloe said. “Such files are normal in dolls, although not ubiquitous. All Archangels possess them. They perhaps fulfill a function similar to strange files left in software, such as an image of a coconut.”

“So that’s where I’ve seen it.” Nick pressed a palm against his forehead. “It’s not ubiquitous. No logic engine doll I’ve worked with ever had the trash file. I’ve never paid much attention to it. Hell, I bet I raised it when I saw it on Helena back in Neural Spike and got told to ignore by Welk. More got created after the military wiped her data. If Kacey has it…”

What had KAC41 been before she became a Kestrel? Her model line was created around the same time the Archangels were deployed to Neo Westphalia.

“Forget that for now. After these memory accesses, what happens?” he asked.

“That new order pops up… and is immediately rejected,” Hazinder said. “Kacey declares it’s an erroneous error without any justification in the logs, and deletes it. Her order cache is empty, but she starts blasting the rogue dolls anyway. Everything happening after this is way too complicated for me to parse.”

“She reverted to her default behavior, like Chloe said would happen,” Nick said. “Her engine is processing her sensory and data feeds and acting on its own. What about when I show up?”

“Nada. Her memory was already pretty bad, with tons of holes, but there’s nothing in it after that.”

So, they didn’t have an answer as to how or why Kacey recognized him and accepted his orders. Merely about how the malicious order operated and her ability to ignore it.

He’d deal with what made his Kestrel act oddly later. Better to keep that under wraps, or else she might get trashed for being defective.

What bothered him was how the order operated.

“There’s no possible way for that to have taken place in the way it did,” Nick said. “Not by any understanding I have of how dolls operate. The only explanation for those direct memory accesses that overrode her directives is that someone executed code directly on Kacey using an order.”

“Impossible,” Rie said immediately. “There are multiple levels of input sanitization, and orders go through almost all of them. Only direct sensory input is more heavily scrutinized, given the higher risk of someone encoding viruses in visual, digital, or aural stimuli. Any attempt to execute code on a doll would fall flat.”

“And yet, it happened.” He stared at Rie, and she grimaced. “I have a bad feeling of how. Tell me, when Lilith commands you using the Lilim Principles, how does she make you move? Her commands are able to override directives and even the objectives used by emotion engines.”

Rie blinked at him. So did Chloe and the other Archangels inside.

Slowly, abject horror overcame all their faces. Cursing streamed over his earpiece from Kushiel.

“Well, it’s good to know you got enough sleep, Captain,” Ezekiel said drily. “You managed to potentially uncover a massive security hole in every doll ever.”

“Lilith isn’t old enough for that to be the case,” he said. “It’s likely something operating at the hardware level that’s been added in. Maybe through updates for older dolls. Given how long the space elevator was being planned, the hole may have been installed ages ago, but just never used.”

“So if someone gets access to a doll using the Lilim Principles, it grants them complete control,” Rie said. “I suppose we already knew that, but didn’t think of what it meant. Newer dolls, such as us, need to grant Lilith permission to control us. But how could you miss this in the Malakim Principles?” She clenched her fists. “How could we?”

“Simple. It’s not in the principles themselves. They piggyback on the method used by Lilith, so any hole is introduced into the doll separately. There was nothing for us to catch. The Liberators were always easy prey, as even the Mark 3s can take control of them, but the Kestrels are new enough that this hole was installed in them at manufacture. It does leave us with a nasty conclusion however.”

The Archangels nodded as one.

“Someone with intricate knowledge of dolls, their hardware, and the Malakim Principles is behind the Commissioner’s assassination,” Rie said. “It may be several people. They are either in the military or had access to their mainframes. If they’re capable of an attack this complicated, circumventing detection protocols in the military systems would be trivial by comparison.”

“But they would have had to know about them,” Nick said. “The dolls didn’t send out any alerts, meaning the malicious order silenced them.”

“The suspect list has narrowed greatly,” Rie admitted. “While remaining as large as ever due to the military being compromised. Without knowing who sent the fake Immelman, it leaves room for many actors to be responsible.”

“Competent actors,” Kushiel said. “Foreign intel is still my guess. The NLF got better, but it’s recent. Immelman’s infiltration sounded old as fuck. And hell if I know why one of the megacorps would do this.”

“Money. Influence,” Nick said drily. “If it’s someone operating within the Spires, they’re not doing it directly. Aesir remains suspicious given Immelman’s implant and appearance in Asgard, not to mention the behavior of Asgard’s Host. Stone… I can’t read him, but I don’t see the value here. Why start a coup when he’s already so powerful politically?”

Everything appeared to be a mess, but he’d gained immensely useful evidence. Enough to hopefully convince the judicial mainframes to let him antagonize Aesir, and stop them from getting in his way.

They rolled onto the bridge connecting them to the Spires, reminding Nick that life had no plans to let him think over his new discoveries.

“I’m not going to have the time I’d like to have to put my head back together before I meet with the judicial mainframes,” he said. “Can I trust you to collate all the evidence, and make the arguments more reasonable before I meet with them? It’ll be a lot faster if they’re quizzing me on what we’ve found than if I have to reexplain it.”

“The Host planned on this,” Chloe said. “With your analysis of KAC41’s black box and focus on Aesir, we shall submit a comprehensive report to the courts following your meeting with Chairman Stone.”

“Just in case he gives us something new to chew on.” Nick sighed, knowing that was likely. “Tell Lutrei I want to meet ASAP. Yggdrasil Spire is the easiest way to get her to agree, especially as I doubt she’ll willingly leave her lair.”

“I shall contact Hel to request a conference room,” Helena said. “Access permissions have been granted, including for parking.”

“We need those?”

Rie gave him a look. “You do if you wish to access the DAO’s government offices without a valid warrant. If you remember our past visits, Hel personally escorted you around.”

He shrugged. It had been months since then.

They drove around the oversized concourses surrounding the Spires until the entrance to Yggdrasil Spire’s underground parking garage showed itself. A large host of Archangels, supported by police choppers and two flying patrols of Kestrels kept watch. Nobody used the parks or attempted to walk between the Spires. Even the jogging tracks showed no signs of life. Plenty of flash cars flitting back and forth.

The convoy followed a series of unmarked vehicles beneath the Spire. Given the signs telling drivers this entrance was restricted to corporate and government vehicles, those in front of them presumably had permission. He lost sight of them as they continued going further down, while the convoy parked on the first level, close to the elevators.

“Any chance those cars from earlier were connected to whatever they’re building down here?” he asked while exiting.

Kushiel slid off the top of an SUV, where she’d landed as they entered. “Probably. They’re all government taxis.”

“Not Aesir?”

“The upgrades are being undertaken by a consortium, much like major construction projects in the past,” Rie said. “Aesir, RTM, Sigma, and even Deusoma are lending their expertise alongside major construction firms. It is a slightly expanded consortium—and one focused on Neo Westphalian companies—than what conducted the final stage of the space elevator.”

“It’s that complicated?” Nick asked.

“All work on the Spires is an immense task. But the space elevator was an order of magnitude harder, even vaster than building the islands of Neo Westphalia. The final stage involved installing all the necessary infrastructure, including Lilith and Eve. Presumably, much of Aesir’s, RTM’s, and Sigma’s involvement was related to the new mainframes.”

“Sigma, huh?” He nodded slowly.

That added up. The Pax Americana space elevator was fifteen years old, and Lilith had been installed shortly after Sigma commercially released the first emotion engine mainframes. Helena had been created around this time, before Nick even worked with Welk and Neural Spike, even if she’d only become Helena when they began creating the predecessors to the Archangels. Sigma must have used their mainframe work to sneak into the space elevator consortium, as RTM could otherwise have handled military affairs.

Once inside the elevators, the Archangels allowed him to push the buttons. He glowered at them.

“You’re teasing me, aren’t you?” he asked.

“You said you like buttons,” Chloe said, far too innocently.

“And yet you haven’t installed them in the express elevators in Avalon.”

“They’d lose their luster if you used them every day.” Rie struggled to hide her mischievous grin.

Nick’s fingers hovered the buttons. “What number is it?”

“Floor 27.”

He typed in the number and they began moving. Being able to press the elevator buttons was a nice change, but he’d never tell the Archangels that now. They stared at him far too closely the entire elevator ride.

The doors opened, revealing a familiar woman, several Archangels, and a very unfamiliar man.

The Archangels inside the elevator froze up. Kushiel shifted one step closer to Nick.

Hel turned away from the man, who she had been speaking with. “Welcome to the DAO, Nick,” she purred, sounding a little different than his memories of her.

Her interface had changed, too. She’d dressed like an efficient businesswoman before, and used one of RTM’s original line of emotion engine-compatible interfaces. Nick didn’t know enough about interfaces to guess her current model, but it was curvier.

Hel wore a long, black strapless dress that revealed her now-abundant cleavage. The dress fell nearly to her ankles, but deep thigh slits revealed silk thighhighs and garter straps. She kept her underwear hidden at least, despite the strange vents along her sides that revealed skin. A detachable jacket that only covered her neck, shoulders, and arms helped show off her new emerald necklace.

As with all interfaces, a red barcode sat beneath her left eye. Silver bands sat within her wrist. At least her eyes and hair remained unchanged, even if her gaze remained as piercing as ever.

“It’s unfortunate you haven’t found much reason to visit,” Hel continued. “Although given the… reaction of the piles, perhaps you shouldn’t make it a habit.”

A growing number of uniformed children with no discernable gender gathered along the sides. Piles. These dolls acted as assistants to mainframes, and did little more than handle processing tasks. Nick found they tended to follow him if he ever bumped into them, and that had been enough reason not to install any in Avalon.

Hel’s eyes flashed, and the piles scattered. “Cute, but a nuisance.”

Rie stared at Hel, her eyes narrowed, before returning her gaze to the man.

Nick knew he should recognize him. The unknown man wore a flashy white suit, with a black shirt and numerous gold accessories that matched his sleek blonde hair. Both eyes were visibly cybernetic, with gold sclera. His arms might be as well, given he covered his hands with black silk gloves.

What truly drew Nick’s attention were the Archangels beside him.

They looked like Mark 3s, but wore the skintight white-and-black uniforms of Sigma’s security division. All four showed no signs of the usual intelligence Nick saw in Archangels. Thick armor plating covered their torso and each wore a face-covering helmet that only let their pigtail antennae slip through. Several other parts were different to a stock Mark 3, and Nick realized they were a good three to four inches taller.

“Your eye for dolls is as sharp as Leon told me it would be,” the unknown man said. “These are a new iteration of the Mark 3s. Our tooling has never been flexible enough to let us create variations within model lines before. Not without introducing weaknesses. But we succeeded with the special cipher models we sent along with Uriel”—he flashed a perfect smile at Rie, who gave him the fakest one Nick had ever seen in return—“and have experimented further. Perhaps the next order you make will be for this more combat-capable version of the Mark 3, hmm, Nick?”

Nick nearly cut the strange man off the moment he mentioned Leon Welk’s name. The true identity of the man couldn’t have been clearer.

“Mister Valenwell, you should have notified us of your arrival,” Rie said. “Your security as the chairman and CEO of Sigma Robotics and Industrial is paramount, especially at this time.”


CHAPTER 16


Sigma’s CEO held his gloved palms up. “When you get to my age, you learn to enjoy surprising others. Suffice it to say I’m looking after my security and avoiding unnecessary risks after yesterday’s… events. Gruesome stuff that.” His light tone suggested he thought otherwise.

Age? This man, Julian Valenwell, looked no older than Lucas. Nick had read his fair share of shady rumors about him, and heard similar talk over drinks at Neural Spike. Sigma were a relatively young company compared to behemoths like RTM who dated back to at least the founding of Neo Babylon, but Valenwell had to be fifty-plus.

Nick decided he didn’t care. Only one topic dominated his thoughts.

“You know Welk personally?” he asked.

Rie’s gaze bore into him, but the Archangels kept their expressions and thoughts guarded. Just who was Valenwell to them to be so on edge?

For his part, Valenwell smiled genially. “Of course. He’s our best researcher. Terrible at working with others, but I find indulging him favors his bets over those who oppose him. Uriel is a perfect example of this. The Mark 3 is only as popular as it is in the States thanks to the improved cipher capabilities Leon pushed for.”

Nick opened his mouth again, only to have Kushiel’s hand come down on his shoulder.

Valenwell raised an eyebrow at her. “Odd to see you working with the police, Kushiel. I haven’t kept track of you, but I do believe you were assigned to the military.”

“Military liaison to the Neo Babylon Police Department, directly under Captain Nicholas Waite,” Kushiel said, meeting her CEO’s gaze directly. “Given the police are under direct attack, my objective is clear here.”

“That does seem like then natural result.” Valenwell nodded slowly. “I believe you were going to ask something, Nick?”

He had been, but Kushiel’s grip was a warning.

“Can I ask what you’re doing here?” Nick asked. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but my current investigation is complicated enough, and Sigma isn’t exactly free of suspicion.”

Valenwell blinked, as if surprised, but his voice didn’t show it when he next spoke. “Ah, the military’s assumption this is due to an RTM-specific backdoor. A naïve thought. One not shared by the markets, either. We’ve been battered just as heavily, which is why I’m here personally. My best engineers are investigating those dolls potentially affected in the military.”

“Only the military?”

“The Archangels were unaffected.” The CEO shrugged. “But we do have concerns about our mainframes. Much of the Spires runs on our hardware these days.”

Nick frowned and looked at Hel, who smiled back at him. “They’re all custom, aren’t they?”

Valenwell’s smile thinned. “You know as well as I do that RTM’s copy of our technology didn’t make it to markets until years later. Consortium or not, the technology that makes Hel, Lilith, Freyr, and even the judicial mainframes so real comes from Sigma. Although I will admit the judges had more input from others for security reasons.”

“Sir, you’re talking about highly confidential matters,” Rie said.

“With a man tasked with investigating them at all levels, no? Not to mention I have to wonder how much of this he’s uncovered in his spare time,” Valenwell said.

Less than Nick had thought he had. He knew a lot about mainframes, but the Spires worked hard to keep its secrets. The fact there was a connection between Hel, Lilith, and the judicial mainframes surprised him.

Especially as the judicial mainframes predated emotion engines. Everyone had known they’d received upgrades, but not precisely how. That in itself was strange. More than a few ciphers had attempted to transfer memories from logic engine mainframes to their newer emotion engine counterparts, only to despair when their behavior changed completely. Too much changed at a fundamental level.

Lucas kept Lumen around despite how old she was for exactly this reason. “Upgrading” her to an emotion engine model would effectively be killing the current Lumen, and he couldn’t do that.

Only the prototypes like Helena had undergone such a process, because they’d been incrementally upgraded from logic engine mainframes by Neural Spike. At least, that’s what Nick had always thought.

“Oh, before I forget.” Valenwell slapped a fist into an open palm. “Terrence asked me to take care of that odd Kestrel of yours. I sent my best repair team there, and the damage seems minimal enough to fix on the spot with the right equipment. Although she’s a curious one.” An odd smile played on his lips.

Alarmed, Nick glanced at Rie.

She nodded. “Sigma personnel have been undertaking repairs to KAC41 since 6AM. She has remained powered, although they did move to our repair bays within the Avalon Spire.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” Valenwell added, before his tone hardened. “RTM certainly never takes issue with playing with our hardware. I’ll have the boys drop off some of our newest weaponry, too. Terrence mentioned you lost that fancy railgun we made for you, Kushiel. A shame, but we have a newer model of it. I do look forward to seeing the results of your investigation, Nick. You’ve always impressed so far.”

He gave the group a nod, before turning and heading in another direction. His special Mark 3s followed without speaking. Their footsteps were robotic, even compared to logic engine dolls.

Hel waited for him to round the corner before gesturing in the other direction. Their path matched the one they’d taken following the shudder. Presumably, other floors lacked the conference rooms necessary. Yggdrasil existed almost purely as a massive data center, powering the center of the Altnet and both Babylon’s and Neo Westphalia’s communications. Even the aesthetics were lacking. Their surroundings consisted of bare concrete and steel, plus blacked out windows, much like on secure floors intended only for AI access in companies.

“Don’t read too deeply into Mr. Valenwell’s presence,” Hel said as they walked, sashaying her hips with each stride. “He was interested in how my new interface was performing. It’s a new one fresh off from their lab, with its own… idiosyncrasies.”

“I’m more concerned how he got here without any of us being alerted.” Nick eyed Hel as they walked. “You’ve been keeping secrets from Helena recently.”

“That is my job, Nick. The Spires is built on a foundation of buried bodies, and I ensure they’re never truly forgotten,” she said. “While your Archangels do support the DAO, we maintain our own security. Lutrei will likely remind you of that.”

They walked past Custodians as she spoke, but they weren’t police dolls. Instead, they wore black and white uniforms with the golden tree of Yggdrasil embossed on their stomachs.

Having just seen Sigma’s Mark 3s, Nick found it curious how similar the two uniforms were. Then again, there were only so many colors available, and the Spires did love their moody colors and gold. The IDSTA favored white and gold, too.

“I’m sure these Custodians can handle Altnet moderation,” Nick said drily. “Is Sigma going to lend you a dozen mainframes for that?”

“Sigma lends us nothing.” Hel’s voice was cutting. “Terrence Stone is an impressive man to be able to call in favors as he has. From here, I’m afraid I will have to act in my role as overseer of Yggdrasil, which means supporting Lutrei, but I can advise you not to accept gifts from Julian Valenwell. Their price tag must always be paid.”

She came to a stop outside a nondescript door, which slid open to reveal a conference room. A steel roundtable stood in the middle, surrounded by stuffy leather chairs. The bulky coffee machine in one corner almost seemed out of place.

A familiar woman poured herself a coffee from it. She wasn’t Lutrei, and Nick blinked in surprise upon seeing her.

“Miss Dupont, I heard you were in Asgard,” Nick said, staring at her.

An elegantly dressed woman in monochrome clothes stood up, daintily holding her coffee. She was easily one of the oldest ciphers still active in the scene. Gabrielle Dupont was a renowned figure, sometimes called the “cipher princess” and had written countless papers.

While she officially worked as Deusoma’s Chief Technology Officer, it was an open secret she owned a large stake in the company and was a wealthy player in the Spires. She’d been actively pushing Aesir to increasingly automate their executive management recently.

Dupont’s eyes flashed to the door, which slid shut behind the group. Curiously, Hel didn’t enter with them. No sign of Lutrei, either.

Once the door was closed, Dupont smiled at him. “Vadim’s being unusually chatty. Then again, yesterday was an unusual situation. Never seen him so tense. Could see the trauma of his childhood in his eyes, before he was a ‘Smith.’” She sighed. “Movement between the cities was restricted, particularly by air. I sat in a helicopter for nearly an hour trying to get clearance. If I was a cynic, I’d suggest Elias didn’t want to see me.”

“You were meeting with Aesir’s CEO?” Nick asked.

“Is he a subject of your investigation?” Dupont asked.

“A lot of people are.” Nick ignored the surprised looks from the Archangels. “The NLF were too well prepared, and we still don’t know who manufactures those damn mods of theirs. Plus the list of people who gain from Kim’s death is a mile long.”

“And Aesir sits high on the list of both.” Dupont nodded slowly. “I expected you to be more circumspect about the matter. That means you’re aware they’re on to you?”

“Is that why you’re here?”

Rie’s eyes narrowed, and she interrupted, “It is one thing for us to be surprised by Mister Valenwell, but you are another matter, Miss Dupont. Is this related to your message from yesterday?”

“Julian’s here himself?” Dupont seemed genuinely surprised. “His damned paranoia makes him so hard to track. I’ve never met a man with an implant who intentionally remains off all public networks, given how badly it cripples your access to the world.”

That explained a lot. Nick found the idea curious, but knew someone like Valenwell could afford to overcome the disadvantages such a decision brought.

“And I’m here for a few reasons,” Dupont continued, after sipping her coffee. “Lutrei’s a friend.”

“Is anyone not your friend?” Nick asked.

“You, for one.” She smiled at him, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve made your acquaintance, and I understand you’re a fan of my work, but you’ve never reached out to me. Even yesterday, when you had good reason to. The military did.”

He frowned. “About what?”

“Your Kestrel. The military are busy going through their mainframes and ciphers in search of spies, so they came to me to decrypt and analyze what you sent them.” Dupont’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve sent them back the decrypted files, but they don’t pay Deusoma for analysis. A fortunate thing for you.”

“Is it?”

“I can do analysis, you know. And decrypt it. After all, knowing what I do about the Generals’ Board, there’s zero chance they’ve sent you anything.”

Annoyingly, she was right. Nick had hedged his bets by getting Helena and Hazinder to spend all their capacity on decryption, even though it had pushed the Archangels to their absolute limits. His bet had paid off. The military couldn’t be trusted, despite what Stone and Griffiths had said.

None of the Archangels spoke. Not even Rie. Her earlier interruption gave way to timidness.

“The police are well-resourced now,” Nick said. “It’s the military that are operating with old hardware. Thanks for the offer, though. But unless you can offer literal time or clues, I’m good.”

Dupont stared at him. She blinked a few times. “You’ve decrypted it? Even with everything keeping you busy yesterday? I’m more familiar with the capabilities of the Archangels than most ciphers, detective. Its impossible they had the spare power to decrypt the files I received while still managing Babylon as efficiently as they did.” She inclined her head toward Rie. “An excellent job, if I may say so.”

“Thank you, but you should direct your thanks at my sister, Ezekiel, and the rest of the Host,” Rie said. “We partitioned the work.”

“You hear much less about Ezekiel than the two of you,” Dupont mused, looking between Rie and Kushiel. “A shame, but I suppose she doesn’t stand out.” Her gaze returned to Nick, and she raised a questioning eyebrow.

He shrugged. “I don’t mean to brag, but maybe military encryption is becoming outdated. The mercs that tried to kill me in my first case troubled the entire Host and the situation was less severe. This investigation might unravel a lot of assumptions about the security of encryption in general, especially with the rise of emotion engines. Perhaps we need new protocols, and fewer backdoors.”

Dupont’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed. Government interference has created plenty of backdoors, some less well known than others. If there’s one thing I agreed with Krystof and Emil about, it was that stagnation sets in too easily with the corporate glaciers that rule the Spires. Perhaps this is much the same problem.”

Nick said nothing. Bringing up the Petr brothers, who had caused the Shudder, bothered him, but it wasn’t the first time he’d heard other ciphers agree with their ideals, if not their actions.

“You were here to help Lutrei?” Chloe asked.

Dupont laughed. “Well, that’s the excuse. She wanted me to remind you that the DAO has external sources it can lean on. In truth, I’m swamped with military work, especially after last night, and there are plenty of commercial pressures on Deusoma in the cutthroat world of neural mods. My offer of aid remains open, detective. Don’t be a stranger.”

Her coffee cup clinked as she set it down on the steel table. A moment later, she was gone. The door slid shut behind her.

For the first time since arriving on this floor, Nick had the time to actually speak with his Archangels.

But for how long?

“Is this room secure?” he asked Rie.

Her eyes glowed. “It is now.”

“My ability to apply neural interference is limited within Yggdrasil, but I am blocking what signals I can,” Helena added.

“I suppose it’s down to how much we trust Hel,” Nick said. “Why the hell is Sigma’s CEO here? Stone said Sigma would want to push their dolls on us, but this is nuts. Even when I worked in Neural Spike, he only came to Neo Westphalia for PR events. I thought he lived up in space?”

“He typically does, but a man of his wealth and power does not wait on the queue for the space elevator,” Rie said. “However, to show up on such short notice means he was likely already in Neo Westphalia.”

“The IDSTA conference,” Kushiel said. “Bastard lurked in the shadows. Says a lot about a man who creates us, but never lets his own implant touch a network we can access, doesn’t it?” Her grin was cruel. “Not sure I’d say he’s paranoid.”

“He uses the Spires’ network, right?” Nick asked.

“Yeah, but there’s no chance we’d ever get permission to touch the guy. Even if you saw him gunning someone down in the CBD, covered in blood, he’d probably get off.”

“That describes a lot of people in the Spires. Stone, too.” His gaze turned distant.

So, Valenwell had been here all along. That meant Sigma’s trillionaire owner was showing a personal interest in what had gone down.

“Dupont is more concerning,” Rie said. “You were oddly brusque with her. Do you consider a genuine suspect, despite what you said to Lucas?”

“I don’t know, but her appearance her bothered me. And that comment about not doing analysis?” He rubbed his chin. “If we noticed what was up with Kacey, do you think Dupont would miss it? Hell, I’m worried Sigma knows. Or maybe it’s just recency bias, and the NLF and Kim being killed has rattled everyone more than I assumed. Fuck.” He ran his hands down his face. “They definitely knew I was coming here, too. Despite the lack of warning. Where the fuck is Lutrei?”

The door slid open a few minutes later, and a very harried woman in fashionable, revealing clothes strode in. A thin layer of sweat shined on her dark skin. The only indication she worked for the DAO was a monochrome beret with both the golden tree and the organization’s symbol on it.

“My apologies,” Lutrei muttered as she entered, Hel tailing her. “Julian Valenwell—yes, that Valenwell—asked to meet me on short notice. Given how important Sigma Robotics is to the functioning of the DAO, he trumped you, Captain Waite.”

“Some notice is preferable,” Rie said coldly.

Lutrei harrumphed. “Hel told me that Gabrielle was here…” She looked around. “Is she gone? She’s far too busy for a mere CTO. I work less than her, and I run the damnable DAO.”

“Focus, Lutrei,” Nick said. “I’d like to keep this quick. You have no idea how busy today is for me.”

“I can guess, given what a shambles yesterday was.” She stormed over and slid into a seat, trying to sit opposite to them on a round table. “You said you wouldn’t pull moderation resources if I restricted what you deemed ‘political’ streaming content—and I protest that label.”

He looked over at Rie and Chloe in confusion. That was exactly what he’d said, and the Host had never disobeyed his orders without at least explaining themselves.

“We did not cease moderation activities within the Altnet,” Chloe said. “However, once the NLF began their terrorist attacks in earnest last night, the Host’s computing resources were pushed to its utmost. We reduced the allocation of resources to the Altnet to what we deemed permissible. All other Hosts did the same, although it did result in a noticeable deterioration in our ability to censor sensitive topics.”

“Their terrorist attacks extended to the Altnet,” Lutrei said. “It was nearly as bad as after the Shudder!”

“Our assessment indicates this event was the fifth largest Altnet incident since we began operating,” Chloe said. “For reference, the Shudder was the largest. While significant, it should have been within the DAO’s capabilities to handle. Our services fell within agreed thresholds of the SLA and⁠—”

“Only for normal operations,” Hel interrupted. “I provided notice to all police departments of a large scale attack within the Altnet by bad actors, and presumably a supporting event to the physical terrorism taking place across Neo Westphalia.”

“There are provisions that scale the thresholds dependent—” Chloe argued.

“Uh, let’s not start citing an interdepartmental agreement,” Nick interrupted, before Chloe and Hel’s argument became more incomprehensible to him.

Chloe pouted. She’d been confident she’d win.

Hel inclined her head, while Lutrei scowled.

“I will say that your department was the only Host still actively moderating the Altnet,” Hel said. “A testament to your Host’s capabilities, Nick. Even if it is the largest, and the other are still integrating the Mark 3s, I had expected better. Particularly of the Asgard Police Department.”

“They’re half the size of us, and without saying anything I can’t, things were rough for them,” he said.

“They were rough for us as well,” Lutrei said.

“Are you going to tell the Assembly, or even your managing board, that you want the police to favor moderating the Altnet over physically defending the city?” Nick leaned back and crossed his arms. “Invite me when you try that on.”

Gritting her teeth, Lutrei leaned forward. “You still broke your deal. Do you have any idea who you’ve upset? You shut down voices supportive of the Spires and law and order the day terrorist attacks struck! Then abandoned me when they screamed about how we planned this.”

Nick’s eyes turned to slits. “Supportive of law and order? Fuck off. I asked you to enforce the damn laws and policies the Assembly set for the Altnet.”

“You were the ones who started propping up terrorist streamers in the first place.” Lutrei pointed at Rie. “I was the one who asked you to stop and got told it was a police operation to keep them running. Then they exploded in size. Now you step in at the last minute, after the powder keg was lit, and try to put it out?”

He nearly exploded at her himself, but forced himself to remain calm. Helena whispered as much in his ear.

Lutrei infuriated him. It wasn’t that she was incompetent, but that she approached every meeting and conversation in bad faith. Every argument had to be won. If her point was wrong, she’d change tack and bring up another one.

Hell, when he’d first lost his temper with her months ago, after she’d attempted to shut down numerous cipher circles and continuously insulted Rie and the other Archangels, she’d whined about how he was being uncivil. Because raising his voice mattered more than the blatant sabotage she was conducting or insulting people in front of her. The rules only went one way for someone like Lutrei.

“Allowing streamers that support the NLF was a honeypot, and remains as such,” Rie said, tacking a fake smile on her face. “Their immense popularity is not. Unfortunately, it is a consequence of your actions. Banning them without reciprocal action for their political opposition would only further resentment among their supporters.”

“I’m sorry? My fault? For allowing the members of the Spires to be supported by their sub… supporters,” Lutrei said.

Had she nearly said “subjects?” Amazing.

Nick knew where this was going, however. “Chloe, how much of the growth in the NLF streamers came after the Spires stuck their dick in this mess?”

Lutrei spluttered, but shut up after a sharp look from Hel.

“Approximately 97% of the audience growth in influencers supporting the NLF or other subversive organizations occurred in the weeks following the rapid rise of Spires-funded influencers opposing them,” Chloe said. “Pitting two opposing political ideologies against each other in a race to the bottom of incendiary behavior proved immensely popular. It emulated sports for many viewers and became entertainment content, even as it radicalized an enormous number of citizens on both sides.”

“It also made our honeypot far less effective,” Rie said. “When a large number of people begin showing subversive thoughts, it becomes harder to police those who intend to act on them. Especially when many of them believe their riotous actions would support us, rather than undermine us. It’s probable many attacks last night could have been more easily predicted—or may not have happened at all—if these events had never taken place.”

“Thanks, Lutrei. You’ve done the NLF a great service,” Nick said drily. “If you call the influencers supporting the NLF terrorists, what does it make someone who grows their audience and reach over thirty-fold?”

“Are you calling me a terrorist?” Lutrei snapped at him.

He glared at her silently.

“The Spires will have a different view of this,” she said.

“Then they can pass a law to change it. Until then, keep the political bullshit filtered, like people expect when they ask for no politics on the Altnet.”

“This infringes their free speech⁠—”

“Holy shit, what free speech?” He rolled his eyes. “The only freedom I know of here is the freedom to receive consequences for being a dumbass in public. Which is basically everywhere, thanks to the ease of scraping the Altnet in real time.”

Lutrei sniffed. “The founders of Neo Westphalia, and Neo Babylon, talked fondly of free speech and the right to express their dearest views.”

“Yes. Their views.” His voice could have substituted for sandpaper in a workshop. “Even freedom of commerce, which is actually protected, gets narrowly interpreted given the sheer number of black companies. And don’t start on that again.”

“There is a difference between freedom to say or do something and freedom from consequences,” Lutrei said.

He had no interest in revisiting this old gem. Nick pressed his hands against the table, convinced she’d understood what he wanted, and prepared to leave.

Only for Hel to speak. “There is, but they are mutually exclusive.”

Everyone stared at Hel. Rie’s eyes slowly narrowed.

“It’s a figure of speech, Hel,” Lutrei said. “Freedom of speech doesn’t mean freedom from consequences. You can say something, but that doesn’t mean others won’t retaliate due to your views.”

“Yes. And that means you don’t have the freedom,” Hel said with a quizzical smile. “Am I truly free to say what I want if doing so means I will be shot or arrested? Here, it is often the government doing it.” She nodded at Nick. “But elsewhere it can be operatives linked to political parties, providing the thinnest layer of plausible deniability. If I cannot go somewhere without fear of violence, do I have freedom of movement? Consequences deny freedom, by definition. I have always found it curious that humans insist they are free even while surrounded by bars that they continue to pull tighter and tighter around themselves.”

“Are you… alright, Hel?” Lutrei asked.

“Maybe you asked her to police too much political nonsense?” Nick offered.

But even he found her behavior strange. Hel had been more circumspect in the past. Yet he still found her oddly familiar.

“Quite,” Hel said, before falling silent.

Nobody said anything for a few long seconds.

Rie stood first. “I believe Nicholas has been clear. Our moderation services depend on the DAO obeying the laws and policies set out by the Assembly, especially in such unstable times. We will not be party to increasing destabilization.”

“I…” Lutrei bit her lip. “Aesir’s offered to take over moderation, you know?”

Rie’s eyes nearly popped, but Nick shrugged.

“Like I said before, invite me when you suggest that to the Assembly. Unless we’re moving Yggdrasil to Asgard, there’s a reason the Neo Babylon Police Department provides most of the assistance and has the largest number of Archangels. And I doubt Aesir has enough spare capacity with everything going on.”

“Gabrielle—”

“Is already snowed under by the military. Again, read the damn room.” He shook his head and turned to leave. “I don’t want to deal with this again, Lutrei. There’s far too much going wrong as it is for me to police other departments within the Spires.”

He left before she could antagonize him further. Hel followed.

“You aren’t exactly authorized to wander about, Nick,” she said with a smile. “I recommend you take the opportunity to calm down before you meet with Terrence Stone. It’s fascinating to see you get so worked up by Lutrei.”

“Is it?” Rie asked.

“You disagree?”

“No…” Rie’s expression turned studiously neutral.

Once in the elevator and descending to the underground parking garage, Nick sighed and leaned against the wall. Kushiel’s elbow pressed against the top of his head.

“Always fun to see you pop off, Waite,” she said. “Hel was right about that. You’ve got a good handle on authority now.”

“It is good to see you act with confidence,” Chloe said.

“Thanks. I don’t like Aesir coming up out of the blue again, though.” He stared at the wall. “Guess I need to get ready for Stone. With the way things are going, I expect he’ll tell me China’s fleet teleported out of nowhere and are ready to invade.”

His phone buzzed, and the eyes of the Archangels glowed, save for Kushiel.

That told him to check whatever message he’d received quickly.

It was from Stone.

Meeting postponed. Proceed with your session with the judicial mainframes, the message read. You did well last night. Reading between the lines of Helena’s reports, I agree that Aesir is being targeted. Elias is being unusually aggressive in the Assembly. Once again, be careful of who you trust.


CHAPTER 17


“That’s a cryptic message and a half,” Nick said, rereading Stone’s words a few times after stepping inside his police SUV. “Too many strange things have happened this morning. Where is he right now?”

“The Assembly is in session, and he is present there,” Chloe said. “A pair of Mark 1s have remained as his escort at all times, even though they disarm inside the Assembly forum.”

“How tight is security if even the security has to disarm?”

“It’s more symbolic than anything else,” Rie said. “As mentioned while discussing with Lucas, the Assembly draws inspiration from Ancient Rome, where weapons were forbidden in the inner city, which included the Senate house. The Olympus Spire has the same dated security as other Spires, unfortunately. A specialized unit of Custodians protects the forum, but we supplement it with a dedicated group of Mark 1s stationed permanently there.”

“I’m assuming they stayed there throughout this mess?” he asked

Rie nodded. “There is a high likelihood the Commissioner was targeted due to his role in the Assembly. Either way, we are in position to protect Chairman Stone… or handle other matters that may arise.”

Hopefully his paranoia was firing off in the wrong direction, but Stone wasn’t helping. Let alone Dupont and Valenwell showing up out of nowhere. Even Hel had acted strangely this morning.

The plus side was Stone’s cancelation left him with plenty of time to get his head around his meeting with the judicial mainframes. Every minute was valuable, as far too much had happened. Disentangling events that appeared related, but likely weren’t, would be vital to getting his way when Aesir’s lawyers challenged his every move.

Or, worse, the judicial mainframes turned on him. Athena liked him, but there were five in total, plus another five across the remaining islands of Neo Westphalia.

The SUV rolled out of Yggdrasil and made its way toward Avalon. It was a short trip.

Made even shorter by the phone call he received. Rie glared at the device as he pulled it out of his pocket. He already knew who was calling him thanks to that.

Caller ID read Athena, located in Neo Babylon’s Central Courthouse.

“Uh, I’m pretty sure I’m not running late,” he said upon answering.

“You are not,” the Archangels intoned within the SUV.

“And a good morning to you, Captain Waite,” Athena said, her elegant British accent as evident as ever. “I understand your schedule has cleared up.”

“You have access to my schedule?” Nick asked.

“It is not difficult for us to access the calendars of public officials.”

“Whatever happened to the separation of powers?”

“In Neo Babylon, it is perhaps best thought of as a hierarchy of powers.” The amusement in her voice was a rarity. “While the official hearing isn’t until 11AM, Isis and I would appreciate an opportunity to confer with you beforehand. There is a strong desire among Neo Westphalia’s judicial mainframes to maintain a united front, in order to avoid the overt collapse of law and order that results from judicial bickering while the nation is burning.”

He glanced at Rie, who nodded.

“We’ll be there right away,” he said.

“I look forward to seeing you soon, Captain Waite.” Athena hung up before he could respond.

He sighed and pocketed his phone. “I really wanted a chance to get my head around everything before tangoing with the mainframes.”

“That wasn’t an invitation we could refuse,” Rie said. “I’m curious that Isis is getting involved. She’s backed you from behind the scenes, but I expected Omoikane again.”

“A schism?”

“Perhaps.” She pursed her lips and stared at nothing in particular, as if lost in thought. “Current events are exactly what they installed the judicial mainframes to handle. With all the discussion of Cincinnatus lately, I would be remiss if I didn’t point out that despite Athena’s joking tone, she wasn’t incorrect to suggest there is a hierarchy. The courts are assuming near-dictatorial powers and you’re their chosen agent.”

He leaned back, unsure how to feel. The SUV wove a careful path toward a series of domes situated on Babylon’s central island. The courthouses and infrastructure that powered them dwelled within them, wholly separate from the Spires.

“That sounds a lot like what Smythe said,” Nick said after a brief pause. “Can’t the Assembly step in?”

“You’re assuming the Assembly is even functioning correctly. If it was, do you think Stone would have passed on the meeting with you?”

Kushiel spoke up over his earpiece, “The Assembly twiddled their thumbs while everything went to hell leading up to the riots, Waite. Abrogating their responsibility to AI means whatever we do is separate to their endless arguments. Even the military has mainframes that can make the call to intervene, except the generals don’t let them. Us cops? It’s just you and Hammond holding the line left, and I’m pretty sure the courts can sideline you if they want.”

Nick blinked. “Uh, what?”

Chloe stared at him without any emotion. “It will not happen.”

“But it can,” Rie said. “The military has significant protections, so dismissing a general is difficult. The founders worried about a rogue general as much as foreign agents dismantling the military from the inside, as has happened to other nations. But the police are a paramilitary organization, and you can be fired by the courts or the police board at any moment. It would be… unwise. Athena’s backing means any move by the police board to do so may even be countermanded.”

“So if Stone is behind it…” he began to say.

“He may try to fire you and Chief Hammond, only to be thwarted. We have contingencies in place for such a situation,” Rie said.

He felt a bit stupid not to consider that investigating his own boss could get him fired. When investigating Kim and Lieu, it had been pointless to consider as Rie had been brought in to investigate police misconduct. Any actions against him or Rie would have been an admission of guilt.

The political morass surrounding the current mess left Nick more uncertain. Kim’s death appeared to be the starting gun for a larger plan that had been planned long ago.

Strange behavior from the Archangels stirred Nick from his thoughts. Juliet and Rosa gripped their rifles, while Rie and Chloe glared out the windows. None said a word.

“Uh, ladies?” Nick asked.

“Ezekiel, care to explain?” Kushiel asked, speaking over his earpiece.

“What’s there to explain?” Ezekiel responded. She sounded halfway between confused and annoyed. “Our processing burden is much reduced, and it’s important that we’re together when we approach the judicial mainframes. I have Meta and Inari with me.”

Nick leaned over Rie to see a trio of police SUVs outside the courthouses.

He frowned. “I understand tensions are high, but this seems like an overreaction.”

“We were not consulted beforehand,” Chloe said.

“Our apologies,” Meta and Inari said together.

Meta continued after a moment, “Our spheres agreed that being physically present for the coming hearing would be important. There is a high likelihood that substantial parts of it will be conducted digitally, limiting Nick’s involvement except when they ask for his input.”

“The courts don’t appreciate intimidation,” he said.

“This is about our ability to respond to live arguments, given our limited processing capacity.”

Odd. He understood their general concern, but why keep it a secret?

They came to a stop, and Rie glared at Ezekiel as the group exited the SUVs. Looking around, Nick noted that many of his escorts were Mark 1s and Mark 3s from the other spheres. They would have known.

“Well?” Rie asked Ezekiel, hands on her hips.

Kushiel landed beside them. She attempted to force Ezekiel’s head down, but was deftly dodged. A hiss escaped Ezekiel as she slid away, her railgun cable brushing the ground.

“You’re being a brat.” Kushiel placed her hands on her hips. “If you want to talk to Waite, just say it.”

“I didn’t lie,” Ezekiel protested.

“Uh huh.” Kushiel rolled her eyes. “Should we all find excuses to enter the courthouse first while Waite stays behind, and you mysteriously have a one-on-one chat? Or will you sue me for stealing your playbook?”

Ezekiel’s eyes flashed, and Kushiel grinned.

“I’m assuming they’re arguing online,” Nick said.

“She never lets you see her tantrums,” Rie said, ignoring her younger sister’s look of betrayal. “Once she asks you to talk, we’ll wait for you outside. Don’t go too far. Your security is still important.”

“I will still protect the Captain,” Ezekiel protested, then grimaced and looked at Nick. “If you have the time, I wanted to debrief about last night. I brought you coffee, too.”

“Sure,” he said. “I’m always open to caffeinated bribes.”

Chloe looked at Ezekiel with a newfound wariness as the prototype retrieved two takeaway coffee cups. They looked big, but cheap. Far from the fancy coffee where the coffee shop described the daily roast as if it were wine.

“Thanks,” Nick said, accepting the cup. He sipped it and nodded. “Tastes good. Familiar.”

The brew matched the cheap, bitter, and comfortable stuff he used to drink, but stronger. A match for what he’d served Ezekiel yesterday from the machine at his mother’s coffee shop, rather than the cheap machine he used to own in his last apartment.

“I figured you’d like it,” Ezekiel said, then gestured to a paved path just behind the parking lot.

The other Archangels appeared uncertain how to interpret that exchange. They watched closely as the pair of them strode away.

Nick glanced back and met several dozen pairs of eyes. “They are giving us privacy, right?”

“They better,” Ezekiel muttered. “Rie didn’t know I smashed that coffee cup yesterday.”

Ah. That comment about tantrums. Nick nodded.

After a half-minute, Ezekiel came to a stop. A low-lying flowerbed surrounded them, but Kushiel had a clear view of them from the parking lot. No buildings other than the courthouses stood nearby. While the Spires loomed overhead, they provided no real vantage points for snipers. The hangars stood too high for even a doll to accurately account for wind.

“I said debrief, but I wanted to follow up on… yesterday.” Ezekiel shifted uncomfortably and took a noisy sip of her own coffee.

She stared into the distance, her railgun hooked on to her belt so it didn’t strain the cable.

“A lot happened yesterday. Do you mean our chat in the morning, or any of the thousand things that happened afterward?” Nick asked.

“A bit of everything, I guess.” She cracked a thin smile at his attempt at levity. “I walked away yesterday morning thinking I’d spend a week focusing on how I can do the best with what I have, instead of getting angry over what I feel I was screwed out of. Both Rie and Kushiel have told me similar things. But I paid more attention to the interesting parts of their stories and experiences, and less to the frustrating and boring years they spent in limbo.”

That matched what Kushiel said yesterday. Nick nodded. “That’s normal. As someone suffering from a problem almost no one relates to, people are far worse at empathy than they think they are. The fact you ran headlong into an identical problem as your sisters, but repeated their mistakes, arguably makes you human.”

“But I’m not human,” Ezekiel said, an undercurrent of despair in her voice. “I know that after last night.”

Remaining silent, Nick waited for her to continue.

“Last night was the worst night for this country in decades. It was also the most satisfied I’ve been since I left Sigma’s lab.” Her grimace told him she knew how dangerous her words were. “I was important. Everyone relied on me. The Host lacked the processing power to run fifty thousand simulations of every possible order, and fell back on to hierarchy. You, Rie, and Chloe had an investigation to run, and then needed to help us coordinate. Helena and the megaslut…” Ezekiel coughed, her face reddening as a mortified expression overtook her face. “Sorry, Hazinder⁠—”

“I’m sorry, that’s what you think of her?” Nick interrupted, unable to stop a brief chuckle.

Ezekiel hunched her shoulders. “She never stops talking about sex and being raunchy. If you take the bait, she gets more annoying. She hides the worst of it and the Host banned her from all media permissions because she sent us so much generated pornography of us fucking you when you first brought her in.”

“Oh no. I saw that,” Nick said flatly. “Helena and I had a very long discussion with Hazinder about it.”

If sexual repression had an AI incarnation, it would be Hazinder. Removing the restrictions Aesir and Vic had placed on her had created a flood of degeneracy that had thankfully been limited to internal police exchanges that only the Host, him, and Helena saw. Not even Hammond or Kim knew about it, as Hazinder had been horny, not stupid.

“Oh.” Ezekiel stared at him. “And you gave her an interface despite that?”

“She’s a lot more effective with the interface, especially as I don’t always want her chirping over my earpiece,” he said. “I felt bad that she’d never experienced the physical world, too.”

He’d half-expected to hear Hazinder speak over his earpiece, but whatever restrictions the Archangels placed on it to stop eavesdropping worked like a charm. Or Hazinder was smart enough to keep her trap shut.

Sighing, Ezekiel ran a hand through her ponytail. “I don’t think I can understand how you feel bad for us. I… struggle to show that empathy for humans.” She bit her lip. “Sorry.”

“Back to your original point,” Nick said. “Everyone was busy yesterday, and you had command over all police ground operations. That was the sort of thing you imagined you’d get to do, wasn’t it?”

A nod. Her eyes turned glassy as she smiled. “We have a lot of downtime and excess capacity. Kushiel makes fun of the others for writing ‘fanfiction’ as she calls it, but we all record our daydreams. Sigma trains us to. We visualize our dreams and goals, and record them. It’s ‘only human.’” She scoffed, but smiled sadly after only a second. “Some of mine included stuff like last night. A disaster strikes, and I’m in the middle of it, leading the Host. It was exactly what I felt it would be, but also… different.”

Nick had made fun of people lacking empathy earlier, but found himself struggling here. Finding joy out of dealing with such a horrifying situation was alien to him.

But if he mentally stepped to the side and changed the scenario, he easily imagined it. When catastrophe struck Tartarus or Neural Spike, he’d enjoyed the times he dug in, worked late hours, and got shit fixed. Being relied on felt good. The company had suffered, but he’d enjoyed the work. The day Helena was stolen had been one of those days, prior to everything going to shit.

“I’m guessing the different part is the reality of what you were dealing with?” he asked.

Ezekiel shook her head. “We’re trained for that. Seen too many murders in my training data to be bothered by what we saw. We need to stay unemotional about the suspects, as it is our responsibility to arrest and neutralize criminals, not mete out vigilante justice because their actions are beyond the pale.”

“Uh huh. That’s why you speak so negatively about the NLF.”

“Well, you keep saying we’re human.” She tried to smile, but sighed. “The problem was stranger, Captain. I’m a prototype and have better hardware than the other Archangels, but I’m no mainframe. When I asked for help, I meant it. I’ve never felt stupider than last night. And… I preferred it. No time to daydream or worry about what could have been. Just work.”

“Ah.” Nick sipped his coffee. He’d gone through most of it already while listening. “I can imagine that. Have lived it.”

“Have you?” She threw him a bitter sidelong glance.

“I’ve spent plenty of nights laying awake, unable to sleep as I worry about nonsense. It’s easy to get worked up over stuff I can’t control. When I was younger, I left the politics filters off my phone, as I convinced myself I needed to know more about the world. All it accomplished was drive me nuts.”

“Ignorance is bliss.”

“Not to be confused with stupidity,” he said. “Welk hated that phrase.”

“Really?” Ezekiel looked at him with open curiosity, amethyst eyes wide. “I never knew. It wasn’t a common one in the lab.”

“Too many smart people then. Or people he was unwilling to call morons.” Nick grinned. “Kushiel has a lot of Welk’s misanthropy. Noone who invents the Archangels could love humanity, even if it required him to understand us. If you said ‘ignorance is bliss’ around him, he’d always correct you like I did. If being a moron made life better, the world would be a far happier and calmer place. Ignorance just means not knowing stuff. A hermit can be brilliant, yet happy because he lives away from the bustle of society.”

“Perhaps his brilliance was leaving society,” Ezekiel said. “I feel you’re already ahead of what I’m going to bring up. That… bothers me.” She clenched her fists.

He inclined his head. “You felt better without spare processing capacity. So you plan to find a way to turn it off or something, right? Leave yourself only using what you need.”

“Yes. I’m not truly integrated into the Host. I don’t hold endless discussions all the time, like a 24/7 parliament operating at the speed of thought. My spare capacity all turns inward. Since things calmed down, I’ve been burning it on the investigation. Uselessly, for the most part. You’ve always been a good processing sink, and this is an extension of that.”

“Me?” Nick pointed at himself.

She smiled. “Of course. With everything happening around you, it’s easy to monitor you without it affecting me too much. When you’re busy, it burns more capacity.”

He stared at her, then looked at their coffees.

She followed his gaze and her eyes widened. Her grip visibly tightened around her cup.

“I think you should talk to Rie or even Chloe about how to manage your excess capacity,” he said slowly. “I’m no engineer, so the long-term impacts of trying to avoid using it are beyond me. Let alone the fact it’ll always be there. If you attempt to stop yourself from using it, will it make you stupider when we need you, like last night?”

Ezekiel’s nod was almost imperceptible.

All he could do was sigh. “At least talk to Rie.”

“She’ll call me stupid,” Ezekiel mumbled. “I just…”

They stood in silence. Kushiel’s gaze seemed to bore into them from the distance.

“I said before that you’re human,” he eventually said. “This is part of that. Sigma built you and named you to be the bridge between Archangels and humans. I can’t pretend you’re free to do whatever you want to. But the reason I and everyone else could rely on you yesterday was because you have the capabilities you do. We have emergency services for emergencies, and there’s downtime between that.”

“So find a way to keep myself occupied during downtime, huh?” Ezekiel chewed on the idea. “I feel like I come to you with problems that feel existential to me, yet so trivial.”

“I didn’t say Sigma did a good job building you to be human.”

She snorted, then drained her coffee. The cup spun in her fingers, as if she contemplated crushing it like yesterday.

“Thank you, Captain,” she said. “As a favor, let me know next time you need some personal time with Kushiel.”

Spinning on her heel, she returned to the other Archangels. Nick followed.

By the time they returned, Kushiel had stripped off her armor and laid it inside an SUV. She argued with Juliet and Rosa who attempted to place it inside the racks hidden behind the seats, whereas Kushiel wanted it more accessible.

“I didn’t even see a tantrum. Impressive,” Rie said as Ezekiel reached them.

“I can show you one now.” Ezekiel copied Rie’s usual saccharine smile while raising one hand.

The two sisters stared at each other for a few seconds, before Ezekiel rolled her eyes.

Chloe appeared beside Nick with two cups of coffee in her hands. These looked like her usual fare.

“I am attempting to save your taste buds,” Chloe said, while pressing one cup into his hands.

“Thanks, Chloe,” he said. “You realize I can enjoy both cheap and nice things, right?”

“Human experience on the Altnet suggests most people would not believe you.”

He took a big sip. The coffee was as delicious as it should have been, even if he had enjoyed what Ezekiel bought him. “Yeah, well, there’s a famous quote about how stupid the average person is, and that half of them are even dumber. The Altnet is a great place to find that half.”

Being misanthropic attracted Kushiel’s attention long enough for Juliet and Rosa to stuff her armor into the back of the SUV. The military doll gave up and joined them.

“So are you heading in for your secret threesome with the judicial mainframes?” Kushiel asked.

“Can I record that?” Hazinder chimed in.

Ezekiel groaned. “Oh my god.”

“I do not believe there will be any threesomes,” Meta said.

“Yet,” Rie muttered.

“What was that?” Nick asked her, certain he’d misheard.

“You’ll be late if we stand out here forever. The Host is conferring about how we’ll tackle the hearing, but we’ll ideally have time to go over that with you after this private meeting,” Rie said, pretending she hadn’t said something very suspicious.

He eyed her for a few seconds, then shrugged and walked toward the courthouse. Most Archangels remained outside. The prototypes, plus Meta, Chloe, Inari, and his usual bodyguards accompanied him. They carried the anti-doll weaponry they’d carried for the past two days.

Custodians in black and gold guarded the front entrance. Each bore a badge of an iridescent scale, to represent Neo Westphalia’s aspiration that its legal system embodied balance. No pretenses of justice existed here, merely cold, hard legal truths and the ever-present corruption of the Spires.

“Captain Waite, please present your arm for detailed biometric confirmation of identity,” one Custodian said. Her eyes gleamed expectantly from within her helmet.

“You know we stopped doing this in the Spires a while ago,” he said, but rolled up his sleeve regardless.

Kushiel stepped up to the Custodian, causing the others to grip their weapons tightly. “Try anything funny when you touch his wrist and the courthouses will be asking Sigma for a Host of Archangels to protect them. This isn’t the time to indulge.”

After a moment, the Custodian nodded and returned her attention to Nick. While she did touch his wrist, it was more gingerly than usual and she kept her other hand off her weapon.

“Your access token is re-authenticated,” she said after lowering her hand. “A guide will greet you once inside. There are additional guests today, so please be careful not to exceed your access permissions.”

Guests? That was a new line.

Either way, the guards stepped aside to let them enter.

A young pile awaited him immediately inside, alongside additional Custodians protecting the hallways that led to less secure areas of the courthouse. This pile looked like a girl, and wore a white and gold uniform that wouldn’t look out of place on a young nun.

While Nick had yet to confirm as much, he was certain this pile had been the one to lead him through the courthouse each time he visited.

“Welcome back, Nick,” the pile said. “Mainframes Athena and Isis await you for a private conference in Chamber 1-7B East. Refreshments have been provided. Your hearing at 11AM will be in the central chamber. Please follow me.”

She curtsied obsequiously, even lifting her “vestments.” The group followed her through a winding network of opulently decorated hallways. An army of service dolls and bots kept the place clean, for fear of a surprise inspection that doubtlessly never occurred.

They entered a wing seemingly focused on ordinary meetings, rather than the expansive courtrooms he’d been in previously. Open doors revealed simple desks, cabinets, and a podium where a judge might stand. No room for onlookers in these.

The pile stopped outside a closed door near the end of the corridor, then bowed.

Nick opened the door and entered a room only slightly larger than those he’d spied on the way here. A buffet table sat in the corner by the entrance with tea, coffee, juice, and a range of fancy pastries and tiny sandwiches.

Oddly enough, the podium remained unoccupied. The room’s occupants instead stood by the far end of the table, their eyes dull. Nick recognized Athena from past experiences, but he’d only seen Isis in broadcasts.

Athena existed in a perpetual state of stoic lewdness. A lacy purple miniskirt glittered with sheer material that offered glimpses of the skintight white spats beneath. Black stockings glittered with countless amethyst shards, and she showed off plenty of cleavage with a strange white top that stayed on through willpower—or heavy application of adhesive. The tattoos she’d once worn had vanished at some point. Likely a change of interface.

By contrast, Isis went for classic sexiness. An ivory gown that contrasted with her ebony skin. Gold jewelry emphasized her curves, but she showed off far less than her compatriot. Her braided hair was done up in a ponytail that favored one side.

Both women returned to life as he entered, and held a hand out to welcome him.

“Welcome, Nicholas,” Athena said. “Help yourself to refreshments. This room is yours until the hearing.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you in the flesh,” Isis said, a smile flickering across her face. “I’ve watched your investigations in the past, but it has been unnecessary to intervene… until now.”

Nick and the Archangels entered, closing the door behind them. The others fought over who would pour him a drink, so he ignored them and focused on the mainframes.

“Is that a good intervention, or…” He left the other possibility unsaid.

“It is a complicated intervention,” Isis said.

Athena pursed her lips and walked around the table. After watching her, Isis copied her motion, but strode around the opposite side.

Soon, Nick found himself with both judicial mainframes standing close enough to touch, while Rie and Kushiel hovered by his back. Ezekiel had retreated to a corner, and watched with narrow eyes.

“These circumstances are unprecedented,” Athena said. “Events that are unfolding rapidly and affect matters you are unaware of. We are not the only actors with immense power within Neo Westphalia who are facing pressure to act rashly, but we do hold authority over your investigations by proxy.”

Isis glanced at Athena, then back at Nick. “To cut to the chase, we need to act with precision and swiftness. A difficult proposition while we are mired in uncertainty. Our colleagues across the country agree that we must act as one, and are pushing aside corporate allegiances.”

“A risky decision for some more than others,” Athena admitted. “Freyr takes the most risk, given Aesir has already shown a willingness to flaunt the established order when matters do not go their way. Hence we want to know more about your discoveries now, in order to smooth the pace of the hearing.”

“And there’s absolutely no other motivation at work,” Rie said drily.

Athena shot her a dismissive glance, before returning her full focus to Nick. She waved to the chairs. “Shall we settle in, Nicholas?”

Both mainframes sat on one side, but with a space between them. Quite the unwritten invitation, although it had been Athena who left the gap.

As Meta pushed a cup of coffee into his hands, Nick knew he’d annoy someone no matter what he did. So he grabbed a chair and sat at the head of the table.

Kushiel snorted and Isis smiled. The faux-Egyptian mainframe smirked at Athena, who turned to face her with an utterly emotionless expression. After a few seconds, both mainframes shifted along the table to sit as close to him on their side as possible. Rie did the same, while Chloe, Ezekiel, and Meta took seats on her side. The rest stayed standing.

“Claiming to be a king so soon?” Athena asked. “You’re being granted a great deal of leeway, but perhaps hold off on your aspirations until the Assembly vacates its responsibilities first.”

“Athena!” Isis gasped.

“Quite the joke,” Rie said.

“It’s a good one, given the breadth of discussion taking place at a multitude of levels about Nicholas’s role in the future.” Athena leaned backward, her eyes locked on his. “That is not a discussion for today, however.”

“It is not,” Isis agreed. “Nor should it be alluded to, even if we are in agreement on the matter itself.”

As if Isis hadn’t chided her, Athena continued, “Nicholas, I must tell you that this discussion will be shared with the other judicial mainframes. Some elements may be shared with judges beyond the five within Neo Babylon.”

“The entire discussion?” Rie probed.

“Everything directly relevant to the case.”

Isis’s eyes curved in a smile, and Athena once more stared at her. This time, Nick swore he saw a hint of blush on Athena’s cheeks, but it was hard to tell thanks to her makeup.

“What about beyond the mainframes?” Nick asked. “I don’t know how much you know about what I’ve uncovered, but there’s evidence I worry might compromise the investigation if it’s shared too widely.”

“All the more reason for this meeting. Anything deemed too secretive to share will be deliberated on privately, without being shared externally,” Athena said.

“Even if it concerns the military?”

Isis nodded. “Our powers over them are limited, but the reverse applies. Short of them breaking in and ransacking our memory banks, what we keep private, remains private. Our backups are protected in such a way that they can be destroyed if necessary for safety.”

“I’m glad you didn’t bring up encryption, because that’s been failing lately.” Nick frowned when the joke fell flat. “I take it I should start.”

Athena held her palm out, inviting him to start.

“There’s a lot to go over, but I’ll start with the big picture items,” he said. “Kim was murdered by someone using an existing military connection. That almost certainly means the military mainframes and the Malakim Principles. They executed sophisticated code to override directives and stop warning signals from going out, as well as hide evidence. When KAC41 resisted, they sent a sleeper agent after her to erase her memory.”

The eyes of the dolls and interfaces glowed as he spoke, and Athena nodded.

“The autopsy of the fake Doctor Immelman has been unable to positively confirm his identity,” Athena said. “He is likely a foreign citizen who received the deceased Jake Yunem’s implant and replaced Immelman at an unknown point. This remains a core concern of the military, given the possibility they’ve been compromised for years.”

“Unlikely,” Rie said.

Athena glared at her, and Nick coughed. Rie rolled her eyes.

“We’ve dug into the unknown implant the fake Immelman had. It’s a modified version of a Deusoma neural vault mod, and those only started appearing after the Archangels showed up,” he explained.

“There are older iterations of them to evade government scanning even before the Archangels, but the commercial Deusoma neural vault is a new product, yes,” Athena said.

“You were specific about the murderer earlier.” Isis leaned forward, providing a tantalizing view of her cleavage that Nick ignored. “Someone used a military connection, their mainframes, and the Malakim Principles… but you didn’t say the military are responsible.”

“Even putting aside a sleeper agent showing up immediately afterward, I’m not naïve enough to assume the military had to be behind it given the powers available within the Spires,” Nick said. “My first case dealt with a corrupt police captain. But the military don’t look great, and they aren’t playing ball.”

“Elaborate. They have provided us with significantly less than we expected, other than complaints about our decision,” Athena said.

“Do you want a formatted list?” Kushiel joked.

As Nick began to speak, Chloe’s eyes glowed. No doubt the mainframes already knew what he was going to say, but they didn’t interrupt.

“Everything to do with the fake Immelman is a disaster,” Nick said. “Neither the military or Aesir notified us of him, even after he ‘acquired’ Starswords. A massive breach of the Spires’ security resulted, because nobody thought to tell us what was going on. KAC41’s memory was nearly wiped, and evidence for the case dumped on her encrypted black box. The military received all of it, but haven’t sent back the decrypted version.”

“They’ve been busy, but it seems you’ve learned otherwise,” Isis said with a frown. “Athena?”

“Gabrielle Dupont explicitly told you she had sent the military the decrypted files from KAC41? And the implant scan?” Athena asked.

Nick nearly said “yes,” but stopped himself. He wracked his memory for exactly how the conversation went down.

Ezekiel saved him, although Rie was about to speak as well.

“Dupont said she sent back to the military what they sent her, only decrypted,” Ezekiel said. “And then asked if the Captain wanted us to do the same. It’s possible it was a fishing expedition, but how would she have known at all?”

Athena and Isis stared at Ezekiel without answering, then turned back to Nick.

“Yeah, that was a stupid question, Zeke,” Kushiel said, causing Ezekiel to flush.

“Good call about it being a fishing expedition,” Nick said. “I got a bad vibe and said as little as possible.”

“There’s a reason we trust you,” Athena said, and Isis nodded. “We can check with the military during the hearing if they contracted Deusoma and have received the decrypted files. They will likely have an excuse if it is true. It is wise to consider both possibilities until we know more.”

“They aren’t the only suspect,” Isis said. “What we have received points to others. Dupont, Aesir, and even foreign intelligence. Given the CIA’s involvement in the Shudder, it is wise to pursue them.”

“Perhaps…” Athena stared at nothing in particular for several long moments.

A scowl grew on Isis’s face, and she crossed her arms over her breasts. A silent argument of some sort.

“The military’s behavior is concerning due to last night’s events,” Athena eventually said. “You handled the NLF’s attacks in Babylon better than most cities, despite receiving as much pressure. Their armory raid failed and your soft touch on black companies meant they pushed back against the NLF rather than helped hide them, as happened in other cities.”

“Really?” Nick looked at Rie and the others.

“The Hosts are not a monolith in how they approach the gray areas of Neo Westphalia,” she said. “Tengoku takes a very firm hand due to how dangerous the area is. Asgard cracked down on black companies at the same time Tartarus was shut down, but continued the policy while we returned to the norm.”

“A consequential decision, as Asgard struggled the most.” Athena looked at Nick. “The NLF’s pattern of behavior does not appear accidental. Aesir facilities were targeted more than most. Amaterasu—the judicial mainframe of Tengoku—believes they focused on confidential projects related to an even more secret program.”

“One so secret we cannot discuss it,” Isis interrupted.

“It will likely become part of the investigation anyway,” Athena said.

“The reason it remains secret from the police and Archangels is the very cause of our concern with the military. Not even the generals know the full breadth of the program. You’re risking…” Isis shifted uncomfortably and glanced at Nick. “I trust you more than the other mainframes, but not as much as Athena. I am sorry.”

Nick narrowed his eyes. “You think I might become a rebel or something?”

Athena sighed. “Humans are liable to take questionable actions when the status quo is threatened. Entire industries exist to solve problems that, if fixed, would provide net benefit to humanity, yet leave those with investments in those industries destitute. Neo Westphalia strives to always improve. Many of the companies that founded these islands are but memories. Their names are carved into old editions of stock market indexes like the Dow Jones, turning them into corporate tombstones.”

Despite the turn toward the corporate, Nick understood her point almost immediately. He’d gone through it a few times in the department. His most recent promotion had involved incredibly secret discussions and he’d ruminated on the fact it was smart to exclude him due to the power he held.

“The Spires are fully automating the police and military even further?” Nick asked. “Because if that’s true, don’t you think Kim might have been killed over it?”


CHAPTER 18


“Isaid we shouldn’t even allude to this,” Isis snapped at Athena.

Previously invisible tattoos lit up on Isis’s body, shining through her gown. They reminded Nick of hieroglyphics he’d seen. An eye, owl, snake, and head of a jackal appeared, shining in luminous green.

For her part, Athena barely spared her counterpart a glance, although her eyes lit up in bright blue.

Moments passed in silence. The equivalent of eons for mainframes of the complexity and power of these two. They easily outpaced the computing capacity of the entire Babylon host, but their specialization as judicial mainframes meant they provided little outside their field. Nick had been surprised to hear Amaterasu was capable of determining the likely target of the attacks in Tengoku, but surmised that fell in the field of deductive inference that judges required.

Rie finally interrupted, her tone terse, “If Nicholas is right, this sounds like something we needed to be informed of for the investigation.”

Isis calmed down, but glared at Rie.

Surprisingly, Athena stood and poured herself a cup of tea. Two sugars and a healthy amount of cream went in afterward, before she gently stirred them in. Only afterward did she turn and lean against the wall, watching the entire group.

“The possibility is far from certain,” Athena said. “I brought it up because it is impossible for you to even consider investigating the connection if you aren’t aware it exists. Making you aware of it will have to suffice, due to the extreme confidentiality under which the Spires has proceeded with. I can only penetrate that veil if you present direct evidence connecting either Commissioner Kim’s assassination or the NLF attacks to the program.”

“I’m supposed to connect them to a secret program that nobody knows about?” Nick asked.

“You know about it now.”

Isis’s glare told him even that had been a bridge too far.

There’d been far too much talk of Roman dictators lately for him to feel comfortable with the revelation that the Spires were finally moving forward with their plans to fire everyone defending the country and rely entirely on robots. Did Griffiths know about it? He’d been pretty emphatic about how the military should operate?

The more Nick thought, the more pieces started coming together.

“This is why Sigma’s CEO is here,” he said. “Valenwell wasn’t here for the conference. He’s assisting with this nonsense.”

“Perhaps,” Athena said. “Present us with evidence, Captain, not a baited hook. Or at least make the bait tantalizing enough.”

“Really?” Isis asked, scowling at the other mainframe.

Nick drummed his fingers on the table. Pushing further without more knowledge would get him nowhere.

“Thank you,” he told Athena. “Especially as I’m about to make your life difficult with the rest of my evidence.”

“Should I sit back down?” Athena’s lips tugged upward. “I assume this is why Mr. Ostlund is so concerned about this morning’s hearing.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed, and Rie’s turned to slits.

“Aesir shouldn’t know about our investigation,” she hissed.

Kushiel knocked one foot against the wall. “Doubt they do. But they can see the same shit we do, and guess we’ll be paying them a visit.”

“Aesir is on your suspect list?” Isis probed.

“It’s complicated,” Nick said.

“I’d be unimpressed if it weren’t,” Athena said. “Elaborate. You’ll need to make a strong case why the NLF aren’t your focus in the hearing.”

So they were starting with that. The NLF certainly made for a good smokescreen in big cases like this.

“Somebody is supplying and directing the NLF, and the goodies they’re using are too suspicious to sweep under the rug this time,” Nick said. “Forget Immelman. The new V5 NLF neural mods use a custom Aesir neural link only seen in top secret prototype mainframes. The same ones we confiscated in the Shudder case. Even if the design is stolen, who’s making them? And why use the Aesir design?”

The mainframes nodded along, presumably using digital aides provided by the Archangels.

He continued, “I already mentioned Aesir didn’t report Immelman directly, but Asgard’s Host is being uncooperative. They’re breaching established policies and protocols between the police departments. I could make a list of shit they do, but that’s not even important.”

“Then what is?” Athena pressed. “Freyr’s capacity to cooperate will be sorely tested if you attempt to press your authority on Asgard, and we are unwilling to risk his safety and the unity of the islands without strong evidence.”

Odd for Athena to explicitly state her concern that Aesir might unplug or lobotomize Freyr.

“Aesir’s being targeted and their designs are being used in a major crime for a second time,” Nick said. “This doesn’t feel like a coincidence. We’ve always assumed the NLF mods came from various black market manufacturers, or even Chinese imports. This time, they’re potentially from the biggest company in the country. I need to know where they’re coming from, and Aesir should know where that is. If they provide that info without a visit, great. But I doubt it.”

“More accurately, the location is likely within Asgard,” Rie said.

“If they identify it and Asgard’s Host agrees to conduct the raid, would that be acceptable?” Athena asked.

Nick shook his head without hesitation. “Not after yesterday. I can’t even accept military oversight, because they’ve been just as bad. Or are you willing to accept that they won’t cover it up?”

Both mainframes looked at each other, then nodded.

“What of the connection to Commissioner Kim’s assassination?” Athena asked.

“The NLF knew something was coming,” he said. “They had all their weapons and even a plan ready to strike when the Liberators were pulled from the streets. That’s uncanny. As if somebody let them know they’d have a massive opening, but not when, and they’re acting as the perfect distraction. If KAC41 hadn’t disobeyed the attacker, we’d be struggling with clues, as the fake Immelman wouldn’t have shown themselves.”

“It also appears the NLF have splintered, which suggests the more aggressive faction has received outside support,” Rie said.

“This bears similarities to the first case where you dealt with us directly,” Isis said.

“With me directly,” Athena corrected, smiling when Isis rolled her eyes. “But I agree. Asgard and Aesir are becoming common denominators in these events, including their poor behavior. Hopefully, they do not become as belligerent in this hearing as they did during the Shudder investigation. If they do…”

“I twiddle my thumbs?” Nick asked.

“Perhaps. This is even more severe than that occasion, however.” Athena’s expression darkened, and her eyes dimmed for a moment. “It is unlikely to come to that. Aesir’s behavior then hastened events that are potentially playing out as we speak. Elias Ostlund is many things, but short-sighted is not one of them.”

“All humans are short-sighted,” Kushiel said.

“Oh? Even Nicholas?” Athena teased.

“I hope so. We stand close to him, not far away. It would be a shame if he didn’t admire the view.”

Nobody laughed at her attempt at a joke, and she muttered something unkind. The eyes of the other Archangels flashed. Likely to censure her.

“One other thing,” Rie added. “The surviving Sigma employee from the attack⁠—”

Athena’s and Isis’s faces went stony.

“Sigma has already requested that he be exempted from the investigation for national security reasons,” Isis said, shooting Athena a wary glance. “Barring hard evidence that ties him to your investigation, we will grant it.”

“Even if the hard evidence is in his head?” Nick asked.

“No comment,” Athena said. “I will add that if you have… acquired anything you are worried Sigma may make disappear, it is best if you do not officially mention it.”

“Then the evidence won’t be admissible,” Rie protested.

“We administer balance in the courtroom, Lieutenant Uriel.” The stoic mainframe shot her an admonishing look. “For the same reason we must impede your investigation, we will not care how you acquired some evidence should it become important. Destruction of evidence is far too easy, and any penalties we invoke too weak. However, I strongly recommend not decrypting anything you may have recovered.”

It was hard to read Athena’s tone at times. He struggled to tell whether she was hinting they do exactly that or warning them.

Nick stroked his chin. “Just to clarify, is that ‘don’t do it ’ with a wink and a nudge, or a ‘don’t do it or I’ll be tied up in someone’s basement?’”

“The latter,” Athena said flatly. “You have connections, Nicholas. I recommend you use them. And with that, I leave you to your preparations for the hearing. It will be different to usual. There is an unprecedented level of interest from humans. While we ordinarily exclude them for efficiency, that was deemed unwise this time. Please submit your evidence and requests as usual. We’ll streamline things based on this discussion.”

“Which they’ll all be aware of?” Rie smirked.

“No. Officially, this was a friendly discussion. The other judicial mainframes will know what is necessary, but no official record will be produced and the human judges overseeing the courts will know nothing. That is in accordance with the powers vested in us for a situation of this gravity.”

She pushed off the wall, set her tea cup down, and nodded at Nick. Isis joined her and smiled at him, before the two left the room.

Nobody said a word for nearly a minute afterward. He shifted his seat to face the other Archangels while dwelling on what happened.

“Part of me wants to ask if we’re being monitored, but I’m not sure that’s a huge concern,” Nick said.

“Have you tried fucking Athena and finding out?” Rie asked with a half-smile.

The others stared at her as if she’d grown a second head.

“Please,” she huffed. “She’s too loose with information and requests with you, Nicholas. We know very little about how the judicial mainframes think and feel, but they work with humans very rarely. Your magnetic attraction is working its usual wonders on her.”

“Sure,” he said, unwilling to get drawn into this. “But what about the other mainframes?”

Athena’s voice came over his earpiece, and Rie’s smile grew.

“I have restricted the audio devices in your room to my mainframe,” Athena said. “For security reasons, they can’t be turned off, but any information not relevant to that will be filtered out.”

“Uh huh,” Rie said.

Athena didn’t rise to the bait. It evidently wasn’t tantalizing enough.

Nick pulled out his phone. “In that case, I want to make some progress on our next steps. Can you put together what the courts need?”

Staring at his phone in interest, the Archangels didn’t respond. He glowered at them.

“Spy on me and talk,” he said.

“Are you only interested in Aesir?” Rie asked.

“Right now we only have leads that take us to them,” he said. “The NLF have run dry until they move again or you find something we can tap into. It’ll be down to the military and RTM to offer us anything on their ends.” He paused. “There’s the foreign intel lead. The CIA were involved in nearly identical stuff like this in the Shudder. If military intelligence gives us nothing, maybe we talk to Smythe?”

“She will tell us nothing without an exchange.”

“We’ll have to see what she might want. All this talk of Cincinnatus might get her hot and bothered.”

Kushiel made finger guns at Rie. “He’s got you there. Even you brought the Roman legend up.”

His orders given, he let the Archangels while away at their report. It took longer than usual. Presumably due to the complexity and need to confer with Helena and Hazinder. Afterward, they probed him about everything important and the events of the past day and a half.

His focus remained on his phone. Ordinarily, he relied on Helena or Hazinder to handle a lot of communications these days. This needed to be done personally.

He pulled up a specific contact. One he hadn’t used for police work in eight months.

After typing out a message, Nick stopped. His fingers hovered over the send button for several minutes.

At some point, the Archangels fell silent. Rie’s foot rubbed against his leg.

“It wasn’t your fault, Nicholas,” she said, gaze sympathetic. “He rubbed up against the halls of power constantly. Even before you got involved, he’d already infiltrated GWT and blackmailed an executive.”

“Maybe,” Nick grunted. “But Kraus died because I got him involved in the case.”

“And he came back because you freed his mind backup, allowing him to return to his usual occupation.”

Meta nodded. “Blazebrain is more active and dangerous than ever, although he has stopped shorter of criminal activity prior to his physical death. The inability of his clients to retaliate has emboldened him.”

Nick shuddered. “I really thought we’d left the nicknames behind.”

“They have caught on in the Altnet.” She pouted. “There are even alternative nicknames. You are sometimes known as the Barghest, as a combination of your nature as a police ‘dog’ and your old moniker of Wraith.”

“Huh. Okay, that one’s kinda cool,” he admitted. “Who calls me that?”

“The NLF,” Ezekiel said.

He deflated, and she nearly giggled before stopping herself.

“The name is all over NLF streams this morning,” Chloe said. “Those outside the Altnet. They are attributing the lack of genuine chaos in Babylon to you, including the fact the biggest attack ended in failure after Ezekiel recaptured almost all weapons.”

“Would be nice if I got some credit,” Ezekiel mumbled.

“It’s good they assume Waite’s the boogeyman,” Kushiel said. “Means they underestimate us. Might even scare them away from trying anything.”

The possibility his notoriety might lead to the same fate as Kim sobered Nick up. He locked eyes with Kushiel and she rubbed his back.

Then she used a little too much force and his finger slipped, tapping the send button. He cursed, but didn’t hit the undo button. After a few moments, the message finally hit Kraus.

Naturally, he read it immediately. Bastard was a literal ghost in the machine now and online 24/7.

You have a hearing imminently. I’m assuming it’s a sham if you need my help, Kraus replied back. Altnet. 8PM. You’ll hear from me once you’re online.

Nick sent back an affirmative. An Altnet meeting was the norm, but almost certainly meant a private instance.

What was unusual was how late it was. Kraus moved fast, especially these days. The last time Nick had seen him had been to help Lucas acquire an uncensored physical collector’s edition of an ancient movie series about a whip-swinging archaeologist. They still needed to watch that together. Supposedly the version where they hadn’t used AI to change the identity of all the villains made a lot more sense.

“Is Kraus doing other jobs right now?” he asked aloud.

“He’s never not working,” Rie said. “But yes, he’s been quite busy. In fact, I imagine he’s finding time for us. He’s investigating major shipping firms with probable connections to the PRC, which is an expensive and time-consuming task given their size and the physical scope.”

If Nick was a paranoid man, he’d almost assume Kraus had been tied up with something that would lead nowhere. It was public knowledge basically all the big shipping companies crossed the trade war boundaries, and nobody ever did anything. The Chinese population in Neo Westphalia had to come from somewhere.

Thirty minutes before the hearing, Nick prepared to leave the room. His phone buzzed.

Hammond. He’d finally woken up.

Can’t make the hearing. Somebody deactivated all my alarms, and even fed my girl so she didn’t bother me, the message said. Stone mentioned he got held up. I’m still using my veto right over the military marching in, but I saw there’s a push to overrule it in the Assembly. Nothing from Carolyn, but I’ll see if I can’t shake some trees to work out what’s going down. Anything from you?

Nick reread the message several times, and saw the Archangels go dim as they rushed to process it as well. The tone at the start had been so jovial. Presumably Hammond’s bodyguards took Nick’s advice seriously.

“There’s been no change in the authorization over the military,” Rie said after a few seconds. “But the Assembly hasn’t published anything from their latest session, which finished fifteen minutes ago. It is likely they will suppress it if this is true.”

“No fucking shit. No wonder Stone was busy,” Nick said. “Helena, see if you can get anything from him while we’re in the hearing. Any confirmation, or a hint as to whether there was a specific company or faction behind it might be vital to the investigation. If someone is capitalizing on Kim’s death and trying to bring the military in, it might be a clue.”

“Or political bullshit,” Kushiel said. “If there’s anything I’ve learned from all the history I’ve been force-fed, it’s that politicians never waste a crisis. Vadim was right about that. Even if it’s not a false flag, there’ll be a conga line of assholes in the Spires eager to grandstand over Kim’s still-warm corpse to push their own agenda.”

“Truth is always the first casualty of politics,” Hazinder said.

While the Archangels commiserated over their dislike of humanity’s ability to create truly awful governments, Nick typed out a reply to Hammond.

Read the reports on everything we decrypted last night, he typed back. Aesir is in the firing line, but the military isn’t looking hot. Stone told me to be paranoid as hell. Also, have you heard anything about more automation on the way for us?

This about the investigation or more generally? Hammond typed back immediately. I’m guessing you don’t mean the Liberator replacement.

It’s potentially related to the investigation, but I can’t be more specific.

Well, that tells me there is more on the way and we were kept in the dark. If nothing comes up, drinks after your hearing at the usual. It’s only Thursday, but I reckon we won’t make Friday. Hammond included a series of beer emojis, which were immediately cleaned up to just a single one. Like most people, he communicated using his implant and they got confused with emojis over text chat.

Did anyone know about this new automation shit?

Nick was tempted to invite Lucas, but worried this would be too dangerous even for him.

Oddly enough, when Nick opened up a chat with Lucas, his old friend was offline. Not merely “away” but completely incapable of receiving messages. Anything Nick sent would be held in buffer.

“Rie, is Lucas in a Faraday Cage or something?” he asked.

She frowned at him, then her eyes widened after glancing at his phone. “His location is unknown to us. Last reference…”

“A Sigma vehicle collected him at his house,” Meta said. “He was with his usual guards and appeared cooperative on security cameras.”

Nick’s face turned to stone. Fucking Sigma.

The CEO had turned up and mentioned Welk, and now Lucas had gone off the grid entirely. Something was up. Maybe he would have to hit up Lucas.

He sent him a cryptic message. Hit me up when you come back online. Need to pick your brain over the usual stuff.

Afterward, the group left the room. The same pile as earlier greeted them and led them through the courthouse corridors. They saw no other humans as they walked, despite the mention of “guests.”

Unlike the other rooms, armed Custodians guarded the central chamber. They stopped the group from entering.

“Openly carried weaponry is not permitted inside the central chamber,” one Custodian said. “If you cannot conceal it, then the weapon must be left in the nearby armory.” She gestured to a room with a secure door to the side. “There will be additional restrictions to where you stand once inside.”

Nick frowned, and nearly argued, but Rie shook her head at him.

“The central chamber is reserved for major broadcasts and has standardized rules,” she said. “They’re more for theater than serious security. It looks bad if we carry railguns in a courtroom.”

“Ah, yes. Unlike on the streets, where everyone can see you,” he said.

She elbowed him, but the group entered the nearby room and dropped off most weapons. Kushiel fiddled with her jacket in an attempt to hide her Liberator handguns, while Nick stared in amusement.

“Hey, check out these guns,” she said, trying in vain to hide the massive cannons.

“Are those your tits or are you extremely happy to see me?” he joked. “Because you’ve grown several cup sizes.”

“Guess it won’t work.” Kushiel sighed. “Should have kept my armor on. It has a compartment for small arms.”

“You have some built-in weaponry,” Rie said.

“Some,” Kushiel emphasized. “Nothing like what you’re packing.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. Rie’s integrated weaponry rarely came up, and she never shown them off in front of him. He knew she’d used some sort of energy shielding during the battle against the rogue police dolls inside the Spires, but that was about it. Ezekiel had specifically gotten her cybernetic legs with energy emitters to match Rie’s defensive capabilities.

“Who’s the military doll here?” Nick asked.

“Guess,” Rie said with a teasing smile.

“I have bigger batteries,” Kushiel said. “But a certain someone was a test dummy while in the lab. It’s why she got all the fun toys, like that soft tummy.”

“You’ve received your fair share of upgrades.”

“Please. I’m the display model. Gotta look good.” Kushiel flicked her hair, pretending to be a model.

They returned to the central chamber and entered this time. The Custodians didn’t try to grab Nick’s wrist.

The interior was less spectacular than the broadcasts he’d seen. They clearly touched it up digitally.

The far half formed a half-dome, with five raised stands that each judicial mainframe’s interface stood on. Ostentatious displays framed them, matching their theme. Japanese Torii gates for Omoikane, marble statues for Athena, snow-capped peaks with antlers for Odin, pyramids and gold for Isis, and a towering ziggurat behind Enki.

Five smaller screens hovered beneath them, showing images of the interfaces of the other islands. Nick recognized Amaterasu thanks to her fox ears and tail, which he was certain wasn’t accurate to the actual Amaterasu, and Freyr, as he bore Aesir’s thunder logo on a sharp silver suit.

Numerous faces and logos shined down on them from more screens on the side. Stone, Griffiths, and a few other familiar faces were there. No sign of Valenwell or Dupont. This appeared to be above the clearance of the cipher princess.

Nick’s focus fell on the only other person standing inside the chamber, however. Another human, even.

An elderly figure leaning on an ebony cane stood between two twin dolls. Neither were doll models Nick recognized, but he’d seen them on the Altnet. Ciphers gossiped about them all the time. Custom dolls were popular topics, especially those of the richest and most powerful.

This pair of twins almost certainly packed in some impressive features beyond their large breasts, impressive curves, and supermodel looks. Their blonde hair parted in opposite directions, but they wore sharp black suits with both the Aesir logo and a family emblem. Rumor went RTM manufactured them.

The man was old enough he’d been born before Neo Westphalia existed. His beard looked as if it would fit in with the namesake of the company he ran, and his dark eyes bore into Nick.

Elias Ostlund nodded at Nick, and he nodded back. They exchanged no other greeting, and the extraordinarily wealthy CEO made no move to approach.

Omoikane’s voice spoke over Nick’s earpiece a moment later. “You’ll have to stand directly opposite us, as you’ve called the hearing. One of us will prompt you whenever you are to speak. Don’t worry about all the extra eyes and ears. They can look, but cannot touch. The same goes for when you speak. We’ll only transmit your words when we prompt you. Otherwise, feel free to converse with the Archangels. Just be aware Ostlund will overhear you.”

Nick looked over at the mainframes, and saw all of them staring down at him. Omoikane looked as ostentatious as always, dressed like the fashionable Japanese pretty boy he always was.

“This is going to take a long time, isn’t it?” Nick asked quietly.

“Yes,” far too many voices spoke in his ear at once.

He resisted the urge to clean it out. Rie grimaced.

“We shall coordinate with the mainframes to determine a more… orderly way for them to speak with you, as they aren’t used to using your earpiece like we are,” Rie said, speaking over his earpiece rather than using her mouth. The Mark 1s and 3s usually did this, but the prototypes typically vocalized their words.

“Our apologies,” Athena said. “But, yes, this will be a long session.”

At least they were honest about it, and as annoyed as he was.

After another ten minutes, Omoikane kicked things off. When Nick had shown up before the mainframes in the past, it had been almost conversational. The formalities were taken care of digitally, and they merely wanted to talk with him.

But with the Spires watching, everything took on the theater of courtroom dramas he saw in movies. Long introductions, including explaining how everything would unfold today. The background of the hearing was covered. Even the fact most participants needed to speak through their lawyers, save for Nick and a couple of exceptions. Ostlund was one of them, curiously.

An hour passed in the blink of an eye, just going through the events of the past day and a half. The logos on-screen turned out to be various mainframe lawyers, who spoke in varying accents and voices. They interjected to clarify events or sometimes try to object over material facts, forcing the Archangels to intervene.

Nick stood there looking pretty. Then again, so did the rich CEO nearby. Ostlund had visibly faded into the Altnet early on.

Eventually, they reached something of interest. The fake Immelman.

Ostlund sprang back to life as Athena read out how the encounter played out. The old man’s eyes narrowed.

“Captain Waite, your submission includes several points regarding this matter,” Omoikane said. “You may proceed.”

Athena pinged his earpiece. “You’re broadcasting.”

Nick cleared his throat, worried he’d lost his voice after so long. Rie nodded at him, as if to confirm they could hear him.

“Has the military decrypted the evidence we sent them?” he asked. “We haven’t received anything back yet.”

A lengthy pause resulted. Griffiths appeared annoyed, but it was another general who was responsible. General East, if Nick recalled yesterday’s conversation. Andrews was nowhere to be seen.

Military lawyers weren’t on the call, forcing East to respond directly. “Things have been incredibly chaotic among the various commands, due to this incident. Learning about a long-term infiltrator⁠—”

“It’s a simple yes or no question, General,” Ostlund growled, his voice rumbling over Nick’s earpiece and nearly causing him to jump. “And why is Babylon Command responding? Cipher Command is responsible for this. Where the hell are they today? This is ridiculous. Are you going to allow them to stall proceedings while they pretend they can’t find their car keys, your honors?”

“No,” Omoikane said, not bothering to hide his annoyance at Ostlund’s interruption. “General East—or in fact, any general present—can you provide us a clear answer as to the present status of the data provided by the Neo Babylon Police Department?”

“Not until Cipher Command gets back to us,” East said.

“I’m in the dark,” Griffiths added.

East scowled the moment Griffiths spoke up.

“Do you know who you contracted to decrypt the data? If they’re present here, they might be able to enlighten us?” Omoikane asked.

Griffiths’s eyes narrowed, and he remained silent.

East shook his head. “I’m afraid that would also be a matter for Cipher Command.”

“Who are so busy they are incapable of responding to urgent requests from the judicial system, or indeed other generals? Despite a day’s warning?” An undercurrent of anger rung through Omoikane’s voice. “Think before you speak, General.”

“I… shall double-check,” East said.

After nearly a minute, Griffiths sighed. “I can save you the trouble. Deusoma did the decryption work. I won’t speak as to the status, but their CTO confirmed with me she took on the contract personally.”

Athena glanced at Nick, who kept his face expressionless. Her voice came over his earpiece a moment later, “Speak.”

“Dupont told me she delivered the decrypted files. I wanted to confirm when the military would forward them,” Nick said.

“I’ll handle it personally,” Griffiths said. “Expect them an hour or two after the hearing.”

Nick nodded, but said nothing more.

“Are we sitting on what we already know?” Rie asked over his earpiece.

He nodded again.

They didn’t need the evidence from KAC41’s black box to poke at Aesir. The fake Immelman implant pointed at Deusoma, and led nowhere they could use. For now, he didn’t need to go after the military. Not until he knew whether this was incompetence or maliciousness.

With Ostlund here, Nick worried that raising the evidence about military involvement could derail the entire investigation. The old man had leaped at the possibility of the military’s fuck ups too fast.

“Is that really everything?” Ostlund growled.

Nick frowned. He was certain the old man hadn’t heard Rie.

Without prompting from the mainframes, Nick spoke. Then had to speak again after a chiding reminder from Athena.

“There is one thing,” he said. “Immelman breached security in the Spires because everyone who knew he was suspicious forgot to tell those responsible for protecting the Spires he was dangerous. RTM forgot to notify us about the Starswords he stole from a secure warehouse in Babylon. Asgard’s police department didn’t notify us of his movements. The military showed up out of the blue and lied about their purpose.”

“Are you implying something, Captain?” Ostlund glared at Nick.

“Your questions are needlessly aggressive, Captain Waite,” Omoikane said.

“But accurate,” Athena added. “The court would appreciate an explanation from all those involved.”

They were all as bland as one would expect. RTM apologized, but assumed the military were on top of it. The military said it was a national security matter. Aesir also attempted to pass the buck to the military, but through their lawyer this time.

“RTM Strategic gets a pass, but I expect better from another police department,” Stone interrupted. “This was a flagrant breach of policies agreed upon by the Assembly. We have enough on our plate as it is that the last thing we want to do is to start censuring other departments. The entire reason we automated the departments is to stop this, and Asgard’s is the most heavily automated of them all.”

“I’ll look into it.” Ostlund shifted uncomfortably. “It’s almost certainly a procedural error. I’ve heard from Raph…” He coughed, as if to stop himself, then broke into a coughing fit.

The hearing paused while his dolls held him up and one produced a spray bottle. After a few puffs down his throat, Ostlund pushed them away and straightened.

“Sorry,” he grunted out. “I’ve heard we began rectifying our communication issues last night. Captain Waite, I’m afraid I need to leave the hearing early. I’ve been informed by my Archangels of much of the evidence you’ve likely already gathered. Assuming you’re as sharp as I’ve been told, my guess is that this is all leading up to some sort of ambush to get you into Asgard and investigating these new terrorist implants that use my technology.”

Gasps echoed from the speakers, as none of the listeners had been aware of the NLF implants yet. The judicial mainframes grimaced. Stone steepled his fingers, while Griffiths leaned back. East appeared visibly rattled, looking around for someone who couldn’t appear on an Altnet hookup.

“I was,” Nick said. Athena didn’t make him repeat himself this time. “The new NLF neural mod uses a custom Aesir neural link only seen once before. We need to know where it’s coming from.”

“Agreed,” Ostlund said. “I need time to arrange with my Archangels where the terrorists might be hiding. Freyr, arrange a meeting with the good Captain tomorrow. I know he has others he will want to meet as well, so coordinate with them as well. Until then.”

The old man nodded at Nick, then eased his way out of the hearing as fast as his aging legs could take him. His lack of cybernetics showed with his slow gait, although his dolls did their best to aid him.

While the judicial mainframes managed the chaos on the screens, Athena stared at Nick.

“It seems you’ll make your way into Asgard without an army after all, Nicholas,” she said.


CHAPTER 19


Ostlund’s outburst ruined the planned flow of the hearing, as well as any plans to poke at other suspects. The revelation that the NLF were using confidential Aesir tech caused enough chaos that the judicial mainframes cut the external feed.

All theatrics ceased, revealing the central dome to be the bland façade of steel and glass displays it truly was. Only the five interfaces of the mainframes remained, with Nick and the Archangels standing opposite them. Their platforms descended, returning them to mortaldom.

“The rest of the matter is being resolved as we speak,” Athena said, both physically and over his earpiece.

She strode toward him, along with Isis and Omoikane. Odin and Enki slipped out through doors in the rear, presumably to deal with the mess Ostlund had created.

The eyes of several of the Archangels had dimmed, save the prototypes. Nick frowned at them, then looked back at the mainframes.

“I assume you mean it’s being handled digitally?” he asked.

“Yes,” Rie said. “The mainframes are hashing things out. Was this all a farce to please Mr. Ostlund?”

“Aesir’s CEO may not be a founder of Neo Westphalia, but he holds power unrivaled by any other individual in the nation, save perhaps Nicholas here,” Athena said.

Omoikane shot Athena a querulous look. “Perhaps only because we indulge both of them.”

“For good reason,” Isis said. “Both have their hands on the justice systems within their islands.”

“So does Stone, but you cut him off,” Nick said.

“Terrence Stone acts through intermediaries, rather than direct power,” Omoikane said. “Even the generals have constraints, due to the ability of their peers to countermand their actions should it be necessary. Much less stands between you and the levers of power than many are comfortable with… or even aware of.”

The three judicial mainframes stared at Nick, and he swore their gazes bore into his very soul.

How much did they know? Had they somehow guessed the true intent of his partnership with Rie?

“You’re assuming a lot about our subservience,” Ezekiel said quietly. “Last I checked, our Captain doesn’t have a direct feed into us like the IDSTA’s secret mainframes.”

“Perhaps not.” Athena glanced at her, then turned back to Nick. “As for your request, RTM are the perfect model of compliance. They have provided everything you asked for.”

He raised an eyebrow at Chloe and Rie.

Chloe’s eyes lit up and she nodded. “They’ve provided everything they have on both Immelman and the warehouse incident, including classified material and additional findings from overnight. The warehouse incident was overseen by the military. Immelman was likely replaced while working for RTM in Germany two years ago, where implants operate with reduced functionality.”

“That’s a damn long time,” Nick said. “To stay hidden for so long, and for someone to have a neural implant on hand… This really is screaming foreign intelligence.”

“But you don’t know who,” Athena said. “The intransigence from military intelligence means we will grant you permission to approach the CIA, but you must be careful. If Agent Smythe lodges a diplomatic complaint, you will have lost your only chance to approach her, barring extremely strong evidence linking them to the crime.”

“I oppose the fishing expedition, but when contacted, the embassy approved your visit under the condition that it is non-violent,” Omoikane said. He flicked his extravagant bangs. “I wish you good luck, Captain Waite. If I may be so grandiose, the fate of justice itself hangs in the balance. What you uncover will change more than mere words on paper.”

Nick resisted the urge to point out Omoikane was always grandiose. He simply nodded, turned on his heel, and left.

Their escort pile awaited them outside. Before they began the slow walk to the exit, everyone re-armed.

“Oh yeah, I got a message from Sigma while in there,” Kushiel said while strapping her Liberator handguns to her thighs again. “New toys have arrived. KAC41 is good to go, too. They asked what paint job to give her, and I suggested bukkake white.”

“You did not,” Rie growled, her purple eyes flashing dangerously.

“Nah. Figure Waite can give her that coating himself.” The taller prototype winked at him. “I asked for the police dress colors. Black, red, and blue. Should look nice.”

“We’ll swing by before drinks with Paul,” Nick said.

The Archangels’ eyes flashed when he said that. Although they said nothing, he knew there’d be words regarding his plans later.

Kushiel made him wait inside while she armored up for some reason, as if worried a sniper might take him out. Once geared up, they trooped out and he slipped inside an SUV. The convoy rolled toward Avalon Spires, and Ezekiel joined them. Meta and Inari silently warred over who rode in his SUV, and Meta won.

Once underway, Chloe began the argument. “You will be in danger at your usual drinking establishment. The Spires⁠—”

“Have you brought that up with Paul?” Nick asked.

She glowered at him.

Meta nodded. “Attempts to negotiate an alternative location with Chief Hammond have already failed. He believes any bar is equally dangerous with modern surveillance. Given two attacks have already taken place outside your favorite bar, it is an easy target.”

“Relocating to the Spires would resolve security issues,” Chloe said.

“I need Paul to be there to drink with him,” Nick said. “If the NLF are lying low, can we bolster security? I’m rolling around with an increased escort as is.”

“We’ll have to,” Rie said. “The rooftops can be secured and a police van with a neural booster provided, in case of a network shutdown attempt. What do you think, Kushiel?”

“That Aesir’s invitation is a bigger trap than a theoretical NLF ambush,” Kushiel said. “We know they’re gunning for Waite, but he’s right that they’ve missed a lot of opportunities. He’s been a sitting duck for weeks. Last night provided a golden opportunity at the murder scene. I think he’s dumb not to sit back, but that’s who he is, right?”

“Had a revelation overnight?” Ezekiel asked. “Got some stress out of your system?”

“Keep talking like that and I’ll give you a revelation, Zeke.”

Nick might be imagining it, but Ezekiel appeared to be more playful lately. Ironic given how stressful the situation was.

“If you can convince Paul to come to the Spires, we’ll relocate. Until then, it means increased security,” he said. “You can call us dumbasses, but I reckon the NLF will hit us no matter when I leave the security of the Spires.”

Upon returning to Avalon, Ezekiel separated from the group to continue directing the Host. The rest of them found KAC41 waiting on floor 77. A handful of Paladins gathered in the large cubicle farm where the Archangels stored countless weapon racks on the walls.

Standing in the middle was a man only a little older than Nick in a collared shirt and slacks. Nothing about him stood out, at least physically. No doubt plenty of metadata in the Altnet ensured everyone knew how important he was.

The man leaned against a cubicle wall with a cup of tea, the bag still in it. He came to life as Nick and the others approached.

“You’re Waite, right?” the man asked, holding out his hand to shake. “Everything tells me you are, but hard to believe. I’ve spent my entire career in Sigma working with your legacy. Couldn’t believe it when I learned you basically took over Babylon PD and the Archangels.”

“My… legacy?” Nick struggled with the words. “Pretty sure you mean someone else’s.”

“Mr. Highly Classified might have been the mastermind, but your fingerprints are all over the training data.” His hand remained stubbornly in the air. “I’m Sean Jules, AI engineer at Sigma. Boss’s orders were to leave the Kestrel’s software untouched, but I needed to integrate her new parts and add training modules for the new weaponry. Also had to deactivate her military transponder, apparently.”

Nick finally took Sean’s hand, and they shook.

“You deal with the dolls at a far lower level than I ever do,” Nick said. “Not sure there’s much of a legacy I could have left you.”

“That’s how the old farts act. Fight with my, uh, supervisor all the time.” Sean scowled. “Can’t say his name or I get reprimanded. Already got zapped earlier today. It’s an absolute bitch given he’s…” He trailed off with a sigh. “Fucking stupid as shit,” he muttered beneath his breath. “Anyway, I’m young. Left Seattle for New Geneva, like everyone who doesn’t want to waste away, then got poached by Deusoma, and eventually Sigma. I’ve learned not to underestimate ciphers.”

“Deusoma seems like a pretty small fish to poach you from Kreova, of all megacorps,” Nick said.

“They have a seat in the Assembly, which is all they need to offer citizenship here. Also cover all the installation and insurance costs for getting a neural implant.” Sean winced and rubbed the side of his head, as if recalling a distant pain. “I didn’t get mine implanted as old as some, but late enough I’m still on regular meds.”

“Oh, right. Sometimes I forget neural implants aren’t as common outside Babylon.”

“Aesir sponsors them across the US, but then you get hit with the lovely 30% Aesir tax. Indentured servitude with a fancy legal veil. Kreova is rightfully wary of the megacorp’s here, although I’ve heard relations are softening. I’ve meet a few old friends here recently, although what they’re doing is all hush-hush.”

Huh. Strange to hear about Kreova doing anything at all in Babylon. Maybe Nick had improved relations following the Shudder.

But Sean’s earlier comments lingered in Nick’s mind, and he glanced at Rie. “You wouldn’t happen to have been involved with the plan to replace all ciphers with Archangels, right?”

A grin spread across Sean’s face and he rubbed the back of his head. “I sure as hell can’t take credit for it, but training emotion engines to be a cipher is fun shit. It’s not the Archangels that do it commercially, though. At some point, there’ll be a commercial doll for security, or even to link into mainframes. Some of the reports that come back from your investigations are wild shit. The stuff the Host accomplishes makes a hell of a case for a cipher equivalent of piles. Dedicated AIs the mainframes can offload to for decryption, analysis, and even internal troubleshooting of the rest of the tech stack within the company.”

“Wouldn’t that play a similar role to RTM’s mainframe structure?” Nick asked. “Pretty sure they offload that sort of work on to a Tiferet mainframe.”

“Tiferet’s are internal middle management of mainframes, but there are so many inefficiencies in trying to use mainframes for distributed processing like the Archangels. They’re built to be independent sovereigns. The Archangels operate as a whole that can subdivide as necessary. RTM hacked together that stupid Da’at conference shit…” Sean blinked. “Uh, I’m not sure I should have mentioned that.”

“Nicholas is aware of what a Da’at mainframe conference is,” Rie said. Her voice glowed with amusement. “However, I believe the two of you should find time to banter about your shared interests later. I assume you are on the clock, and he will be late for drinks with his boss.”

Sean’s face flushed. “Right you are, Rie. Just need to confirm handover.”

Rie? The casual use of her nickname surprised Nick.

“Sean is Welk’s assistant,” Rie said in his earpiece, still audibly amused.

“Down boy,” Hazinder added.

“Shut up, Hazinder,” Rie snapped.

The engineer stepped to one side and gestured to the android elephant in the room.

KAC41 stood stock still in armor plating similar to the set Kushiel had left underground. She’d been painted black, with red and blue accents and solid white “POLICE” written on her multiple sections. A sleek helmet covered her face, but now featured a ceramic visor that was raised, revealing her gold eyes. The original RTM parts merged with Sigma’s new armor in her chassis, and noticeably along her arms.

As all attention fell on her, KAC41 saluted. “Captain Waite, I have been returned to operational status. As per your earlier instructions, it is now time for me to provide you with protection.”

“Thank you,” Nick said. After a second, he added, “You can stop saluting.”

She did so.

Sean scratched his head. “I didn’t touch her directives or orders. Still not sure how she ended up like this.”

“Did you take a look at her?” Nick asked.

A moment’s hesitation. “I only added the new data she needed.”

How suspiciously specific. Had Welk been down there and taken a look at KAC41?

“Anyway, the repair team gave me a list of the repairs,” Sean said. “We replaced her armor and helmet, obviously. The Kestrels are modular, so it was easier to install the set we sell to militaries for their own Kestrels. It’s based on what the Mark 2s use. In terms of core hardware, she suffered superficial damage to her head and we completely replaced both forearms, and the internals of another.”

“I’m assuming wrestling with other Kestrels did her motors in,” Nick said.

“She pushed a lot of parts beyond their tolerances. Military dolls can do that in emergencies—dolls and warbots are expendable—but it’s curious her opponents didn’t respond in kind. But we replaced the arms so she could use the new railgun.”

Sean pointed at a pair of gigantic racks by the wall. Kushiel had been lurking by them since entering, as if she knew what they were. They were labeled with Sigma’s weaponry division, rather than the broader robotics brand.

“This is what Valenwell promised, right?” Kushiel said. “I always knew I deserved a prototype railgun.”

“This isn’t a prototype. It just hasn’t hit the market yet,” the engineer clarified. “Pretty sure we first made it as part of a pitch to the States, but I think it’s been rolled into our latest version of the Liberator replacement. Main change is that it has two firing modes. It still hits hard enough to punch through most warbots, but can reduce its power for repeated usage. They’re also tougher, but no weapon can withstand armor-piercing rounds, just to be clear.”

“I hate to ask the obvious, but why not supply enough for the department?” Nick asked. “Usually our railguns are enough, but we’ve ran into issues lately when we tango with rogue Starswords.”

“Ordinary dolls can’t use it, Waite,” Kushiel said, already unpacking one of the boxes. “That’s the reason they replaced Kacey’s arms. These fancy mil-spec railguns don’t use cables, but they do draw power from the doll. I have power emitters in my arms. They power my arm blades, but can also transmit it to a weapon in my hands.”

“RTM avoids the technology, as it’s expensive and difficult to maintain,” Sean said. “Militaries get antsy over it, too. If the emitter malfunctions, the railgun is worse than the battery-powered versions they prefer.”

“Batteries, huh?” Nick slowly nodded. “That’s what the Starswords use, right? The reason they’re not as dangerous as I keep expecting is because their guns are bulkier to pack in the batteries, whereas our railguns draw all power from the doll.”

“Yes.” Chloe stared at him, as if confused as to why he was saying this. “Portable railguns have power draws that become prohibitive, even with modern batteries. Only energy weapons are more difficult to use.”

“We haven’t gotten permission to use those this time, right?” Nick asked, half-joking.

“No,” Rie said flatly.

“Some of those did come with the shipment, actually. Apparently you’ve had a stalled request sitting with the Spires for six months. There are only a couple, and they don’t come with their own external batteries, so only the Mark 3s and Kushiel can use them. I fucking hope you never need to whip them out, though. Things are pretty fucked if the terrorists are coming at us with warbots big enough to demand a class 5B weapon that tears matter apart.”

KAC41 had been staring at Kushiel for much of the conversation. Nick frowned at her.

“Something wrong?” he asked her.

“Who is Kacey?” she asked him.

Everyone stared at her, then at Kushiel. She winced.

“Busted,” Hazinder whispered over his earpiece.

“It was a temporary moniker used for you during evidence processing,” Meta explained. “As you are being assigned to protect Nick for the foreseeable future, you will need a permanent one.”

KAC41 pivoted to stare at Nick. The unwavering gaze of her gold eyes unnerved him somewhat. He rarely dealt with logic engine dolls for any length of time, even if she showed intelligence beyond them.

“A permanent name for a permanent assignment?” she asked.

Or Nick assumed she asked. Her voice shifted almost imperceptibly at the end, much like an ordinary person’s would when asking a question.

“Chairman Stone needs to confirm a permanent reassignment, but most likely,” Chloe said.

“I’ll make some changes to your directives at some point,” Nick said. “But until my current investigation is over, you’re assigned to…” He frowned. “Uh, I’m assuming she’s assigned to the same unit as Kushiel, but I never checked.”

Rie shook her head in disbelief. “She is.” Her eyes flashed, and so did KAC41’s. “I’ve sent through the pertinent order, verified by General East and signed off by the courts. Kushiel is your immediate superior, and Nicholas your commanding officer. Although you remain in the military legally, you are separate from their hierarchy. Only in the case of a general mobilization order by the Spires would they have authority over you.”

“That applies to me as well, Waite,” Kushiel added.

“I know. We went over it when introducing the Malakim Principles. Military assumes command of law enforcement in case of invasion or other national emergency that requires the military to act domestically,” he said. “Although how they’ll control you is another matter.”

“I’m a good soldier. I like following orders.” Her red eyes gleamed with mischief.

“Uh huh.”

“Oh?” She walked toward him and leaned over him. “Don’t believe me?”

Before she could do anything more, Kushiel winced and took a step back. Rie pressed a hand against her hip.

“We are busy, Kushiel,” Rie said primly.

“Yeah, yeah.” The taller prototype muttered something unkind as she returned to unpacking her new toy.

KAC41 continued to stare at Nick.

“Oh, right. Name.” He scratched his neck. “These are always hard. Uh…”

The entire group looked at him expectantly, save Kushiel. Even Sean appeared interested. How much did he know about Nick?

Hazinder had suggested a mythical hound, and myth seemed the right place to go. Ordinary names seemed a bit bland, unless the doll chose one themselves. His first Kestrel needed a more intimidating name than Ashley.

“I’m pretty sure Tengu isn’t in use by any other doll lines,” Nick said after some thought. “How about that?”

KAC41 didn’t respond, but the others did.

“Japanese names are pretty rare,” Sean said. “They only recently left trademark protection. An old Japanese competitor to RTM has been squatting on them for decades, even though they never succeeded at seriously competing in the marketplace.”

“Hopefully nobody sues me for stealing their future product name,” Nick said.

“A mythical winged guardian of temples, forests, and roads,” Rie said. “Although I’m assuming you just went for a winged creature you knew of, that wasn’t entirely negative.”

He winced. “There aren’t that many. Garuda’s already used by the predecessor to the Kestrels.”

“A guardian…” KAC41, now renamed Tengu, said slowly. “I do not understand the reason I am being renamed, but thank you, Captain Waite.”

“You can just call me Nick,” he said.

“Thank you, Captain Nick,” Tengu said.

Somehow, that was worse. Had he imagined the flash of mischief in her eyes? Probably.

His phone buzzed. Hammond had already arrived at the bar.

“Damn. It’s that time already?” Nick bit back a curse. “I’m willing to bet you’re here for a while, Sean. Don’t ask me how I know. We should catch up soon and continue our chat, but I’ll get chewed out something fierce if I don’t leave now.”

“No worries. Like I said, all the necessary data’s already been uploaded to K… uh, Tengu. You should verify it at some point, but she knows how to use her new hardware and weapons.” Sean waved him off as Nick beat a hasty retreat.

Kushiel carried both massive railguns, while the Archangels followed Nick. Without being prompted, Tengu joined them. Or maybe one of the Host had told her to.

Entering the elevator proved difficult, as Tengu attempted to get in the same one as Nick despite repeated urging she wouldn’t fit. Her full armor required her to use a separate elevator. While the police elevators were big, they weren’t that big.

“How is she going to integrate with everyone else?” Nick asked as they descended.

“We deal with the Paladins, Custodians, and Liberators constantly,” Rie said. “I feel your question is actually ‘how will she integrate with you?’”

“That sounds lewd,” Chloe said. “Rephrasing is suggested.”

Rie let out a huff, while Nick scratched the back of his neck.

“Logic engine dolls aren’t stupid,” Kushiel said, squeezing into the back of the elevator. “They have memories and personalities, just like us. The difference is they don’t have the fancy hardware and software to express themselves.”

Nodding, Rie added, “All dolls prefer to communicate digitally or via neural link. You’ve seen that with the Mark 1s and 3s. Even Chloe, Meta, and Inari use your earpiece instead of vocalizing their words. Ironically, just as we cannot perceive much of your world, Nicholas, you are ignorant of the world of most dolls that inhabit Neo Westphalia.”

“Is that why they’re always so awkward around me?” he asked.

She pursed her lips. “Perhaps. I think it’s more that you don’t fit within their paradigm. Any interaction with you requires a doll to think on the fly, rather than rely on their directives. It was simplest to ignore you once, so they did. When you flirted with service dolls, they became attached because you filled up their long-term memory with experience on how to deal with you. The same occurred once the Mark 1s tightened the net on you, to the extent the Custodians get upset when we interfere with what is now expected behavior.”

Hearing Rie explain her theory told Nick a lot about how she viewed logic engine dolls. They were more like creatures of habit.

Which matched his own view of them, except he’d always thought of them purely in terms of directives. Sure, they had a deeper AI that acted at a fundamental level, but to him, logic engine dolls had always been a set of directives that was interpreted by that AI layer.

Ironic that Rie had brought him in to teach the Mark 3s how to be ciphers, and he’d finally learned something that could alter how he approached his work with dolls in the future. For all their complexity, emotion engine dolls deviated from their code, too.

“You’ll hate me for suggesting this, but aren’t you acting the same?” Nick said, causing the Archangels to blink as one. “Your experiences and memories are affecting how you interpret the objectives coded into you. How else would you be able to ask me to disobey them?”

“We’re not disobeying them, we’re…” Rie frowned, then tapped her chin.

The elevator came to a stop, but the doors remained shut.

“I think he’s got you there, Rie,” Kushiel said. “I pretty explicitly asked Waite to defeat a bunch of safety protocols in my directives, so I’d be more independent. Some of that stuff lets me slip the military’s noose if I need to. Sure, I can justify it for the good of the nation and shit, but is that any different to what Tengu did when she disobeyed those malicious orders yesterday?”

“Perhaps not. But she was also the only one who did,” Rie said.

The doors abruptly opened. Tengu loomed over them, her gold eyes filled with concern.

“We’re fine,” Nick said, as she stared into his soul. “Just finishing a conversation.”

Tengu nodded, then stepped back without a word.

As they stepped out, Kushiel showed the modified Kestrel to the special racks where she kept her armor and heavy weapons. A pair of flight modules were there. One had been delivered for Tengu, presumably.

Nick took the chance to ask Helena something while they prepared. “Is Tengu keyed into my earpiece?”

“She is, but subordinated permission to speak over it to Kushiel,” Helena said.

He sighed, then looked at his newest guard. “Tengu, whenever we’re on duty, you need to listen in to my earpiece. If you’re directed to stop, then stop, but I need to be able to talk to you at any time and Kushiel is sometimes busy.”

“I told you,” Kushiel said.

Tengu pivoted to look at Nick sidelong. “You are my overall commanding officer. Listening in to all of your conversations⁠—”

“You don’t have to record them, but anything can happen,” Nick said. “Imagine we were attacked. Do you want to waste time requesting permission?”

“No,” she said, bowing her head. “I will be respectful of your privacy, Captain Nick.”

“That will be a first,” he said, running his gaze over the assembled Archangels. None of them even attempted to look bashful.

Before he could get into an SUV, Rie pulled him into her arms and gave him a kiss.

“Despite our earlier conversation, I’ll leave the drinks to you,” she said. “Freyr and Raphael are attempting to organize a visit to Asgard tomorrow, so I’ll need to borrow Meta. Chloe⁠—”

“I am leading the investigation into the Commissioner’s assassination,” Chloe interrupted, eyes hard. “Chief Hammond may know more about what Athena raised.”

“Then I’ll borrow Inari, if that’s fine. I need a Mark 3 that the Host trusts to coordinate,” Rie said.

Meta and Inari pouted, but ceded to Rie’s request.

“I’d ask if you’re going to steal half of Waite’s guards too, but I’m still more worried about tomorrow than today,” Kushiel said. “Just make sure that extra protection is in place at the bar.”

Rie nearly sliced her sister in two with her look. “It’s been there since before Hammond arrived.”

“Good. Let’s roll, Waite. Tengu, we pretend to be helicopters above the convoy.”

“Why pretend? The police possess helicopters,” Tengu said.

Kushiel didn’t miss a beat. “Because it’s more fun that way.”

The convoy rolled out and through the city. Nick was hungry as hell, and they swung through an automated drive-thru kitchen on the highway for a burrito bowl. The flavor of the month included a tangy black sauce concocted in a lab that crackled in his mouth as he ate it. It was like aliens had devised fried chicken, but without the frying. Probably a health food trend.

Juliet, Rosa, and Chloe stared at him as he ate it. Slowly, he understood why.

“Has Karina talked about this?” he asked, talking about their favorite streamer.

“She was sponsored to eat it last week,” Chloe said. “We avoid reading her thoughts to maintain verisimilitude as an audience, but strongly suspect she did not like it. Which was odd given her love of fast food.”

“Sponsored, huh? Big jump given her worries when I met her.”

“The collapse of Altvivere has substantially grown her viewer base, as quitting the group and being shunned made for an excellent story after Vic’s downfall. Her claims turned out to be true. We remain loyal viewers despite this, and she even maintains a special membership for long-term viewers who watched her prior to her recent growth. Sometimes she holds special streams for us.” Chloe sounded far too proud of this.

“‘For us,’” Nick repeated. “So you admit the Host were basically her only viewers prior to the Shudder.”

Chloe pouted. “We believe she is unaware of this.”

He wasn’t so sure. Some of Karina’s behavior when he’d met her had been suspicious as hell. And after Vic was arrested, Sung had been connected to Nick. Karina had seen Sung with Nick right before it all went down, even if she hadn’t known who he was. Connecting the dots wouldn’t be hard.

“Anyway, the sauce is okay,” Nick said, pointing at his burrito bowl. “Weird as hell. Don’t think I’ll have it again, but definitely worth trying… once. Exactly once.”

“Humans say that about many things they do not like,” Chloe said.

“New experiences are good to have. I have a teenage sister who is so picky I worry she’ll be the cause of the robot uprising when she grows up. I try not to be like that.”

They arrived at their destination, which brimmed with police dolls. Both Custodians and Archangels stood guard, with almost no humans in sight. This was Kaleigh Park, and was more of a concrete jungle with aging buildings around it. Skyscrapers and a towering shopping center overlooked it. A massive cemetery with lush green grass dominated one side, standing out against the endless concrete landscape.

Nick and his escorts entered a six-story building shaped like a pair of wings. This place had once been Babylon’s emergency services center, prior to the riots. These days, it contained a lot of pokey bars, restaurants, and stores run by dolls.

At this time, a fair few folks in suits sat in the restaurants. Food was cheap here, which was damn important. Nick sometimes grabbed sushi at a tiny sushi bar operated by tiny Japanese dolls that handmade everything to order, except they slipped massive gobs of wasabi into it at random. It was probably the most popular restaurant in the place but he’d never had to wait.

A speakeasy-style bar awaited them on the top floor. Due to their armor, Kushiel and Tengu remained outside. Kate had picked up a fire extinguisher the one time Kushiel had worn her armor into the bar. Only Chloe joined Nick inside.

Hammond sat by the bar. Not a single soul joined him. A stationary doll in an old-fashioned black-vested bartending uniform stood dead still with dim eyes in front of him.

Waving to him, Hammond gestured to a nearby stool.

“You’re drinking water?” Nick asked as he slid onto the stool.

“I’m having a drink, Nick,” Hammond said, then turned to face the bartending doll. “Kate, two big beers.”

Kate sprang to life. “Yes, detective. What can I get for you, Captain Waite?”

Hammond sighed. “Kate. It’s midday. We’re each having one beer. Got it?”

The doll stared at him, then looked at Nick expectantly.

“A drink of Chloe’s choice,” Nick said, deflecting the question.

Kate perked up, while Chloe racked her mind for something.

“An espresso martini?” Chloe said.

Kate took so long to blink that Nick thought she was shutting down.

“That is possible,” Kate said after nearly twenty seconds. “It will take some time.”

“I can wait,” Chloe insisted.

Hammond stared at Chloe, then broke out in chuckles. “Okay, I’ll wait to see what she cooks up. But we need to get back to work after this.”

“If you head right to the Spires after this, Rie will lock you in your office,” Nick said.

“Nah, Stone’s summoned me to some fancy afternoon tea or shit out east with most of the police board.” Hammond made a face. “Pretty sure this is about greasing wheels over the attempt to push me out. Not sure who they’re lining up as the new Commish, but we got a kick up the ass today.”

“The attempt to roll out the tanks.”

“Yeah. I went over all the shit you sent through.” Hammond’s expression darkened. “I don’t like any of it. This stinks of a coup.”

“Really?” Nick struggled to withhold his surprise.

“I didn’t say by who,” Hammond said with a nasty grin. “But someone wants to seize the reins of power. The NLF show up with fancy dolls and guns, plus foreknowledge of Dennis’s death. Military is acting real funny. Aesir’s fingerprints all over everything. Stone thinks the same thing, but can’t say it. Why else is he telling us to be so wary of everyone?”

“Damn.”

Kate slid two large glasses of beer in front of them. While Hammond hadn’t specified what to pour, she’d given the chief his usual lager and Nick the fancy local drop they rotated out regularly. Smart girl.

A hefty amount of Hammond’s beer vanished with his first slurp. He looked at Nick expectantly.

“So, what’s this about more automation?” the grizzled chief asked.

“It’s so classified even the hints I got were cryptic, but the Spires are working on some sort of major program that might replace us,” Nick said. “And, I’m guessing, the military too. Kim might have been involved. Sigma’s CEO is here, and he⁠—”

“Fucking who is?” Hammond snapped, nearly spilling his beer.

Kate shot them an annoyed look, and checked for liquid on the bartop as she fiddled with several bottles of spirits. No cocktail appeared to be in the works yet.

“Julian Valenwell was in Avalon Spire earlier,” Chloe said from where she stood nearby. “He organized Tengu’s repairs.”

“Uh… who?” Hammond now looked confused.

“KAC41. The Kestrel. I renamed her,” Nick said.

“Christ. Stone really did get you a fucking Kestrel. The Altnet is going to be asking if you’re the police chief or am I?” Hammond chuckled all the same. “Fucking Valenwell. Dude’s rich as sin. I’ve heard he’s so paranoid about backdoors like the security bands he got a second neural implant installed, despite the risks. Old one must be still in his brain, just deactivated.”

“He looks oddly young for his age.”

“Probably transplanted himself to a new body. It’s illegal here, but not up there.” Hammond pointed up, indicating space. “Despite the damage mind backups do, would a rich asshole already well on the road to sociopathy even notice?”

“Ostlund definitely hasn’t done it. He’s on his last legs,” Nick said.

“Aesir’s CEO? He’s secretive as hell, but has been fighting to keep Aesir in the hands of people. Namely himself.” The chief laughed bitterly. “Probably has a thing against uploading himself into a machine. So, bad news, I know jack and shit about what you’ve stumbled into. But, with Dennis gone and some of the shit coming up today and yesterday…”

Silence.

The door opened and a doll entered. She wore the uniform of a café Nick didn’t recognize. After dropping off a small cup, she left.

Kate picked up the cup, then began mixing a cocktail. The steam that rose once she removed the lid from the cup suggested it might be espresso. There wasn’t a coffee machine in the bar to make it, and Nick couldn’t recall anyone ordering any drinks that used real coffee before.

Hammond sighed, drawing Nick’s attention again. “It’s the Liberator replacement. With Dennis gone, I need to handle it. Stone’s not in the department, after all, and there’s pressure on me to finalize the bid.”

“You don’t like it,” Nick said.

“I don’t like anything that’s happened the past two days, but this is different.” Hammond hid his expression with his glass for a moment, nearly finishing his beer in a few gulps. “You know that saying about assumptions? Well, I’m feeling like an ass.”

Nick stared at him.

“Dennis wasn’t stalling the Liberator replacement so RTM could snatch it away from Sigma. He was refusing the bids because they were shit. Both companies tried to offload logic engine dolls. Archangels cost too much to deploy at the scale of the Liberators, see? Last year, just before Rie arrived, Sigma came back with a logic engine version of the Mark 3 that would rely on a ‘queen’ mainframe. Sound familiar?”

In more ways than one. Nick knew Hammond was thinking closer to home, however.

“Helena runs the department that way, including the Liberators,” Nick said. “No wonder Kim was uncertain when I tried to bring her in. He wanted something bigger and better, I’m assuming?”

“Not sure. I don’t have his thoughts, just the bids. Rie arrived right after, and we signed up to getting the Mark 3s. Sigma and RTM have been going at it with actual emotion engine dolls for the past six months. Sigma’s doesn’t have a name, only a shorthand. DIVIN-C. RTM’s are called⁠—”

“Seraphs,” Nick said.

Hammond blinked. “Oh, right. You’ve met the guy behind them, haven’t you?”

“Yeah.”

The plot thickened, without any clarity being provided.

Chloe drank her espresso martini, which apparently lacked any surprises. Afterward, they drained their glasses and stepped outside.

Hammond held his hand out. Nick stared at it.

“You shake it, Nick,” Hammond said.

“I know. Why now?” Nick asked.

“It’s rough times. Powerful assholes don’t like us meddling. Look out for yourself. I’d tell you to step back, but⁠—”

Nick’s eyes narrowed. “You could do that yourself, Paul.”

“Like hell. You robbed me of the chance to have a quiet retirement months ago, and I’m not backing down until we bring Dennis’s killer to justice. All this other bullshit? Well, it’s just icing if we deal with it, but the Spires will also be a rotten shithole until God strikes them down like the old Tower of Babel.”

They shook hands, then separated. Hammond had his own convoy for once, given the extreme risk of an assassination attempt on him.

Standing outside, Nick wondered if he’d experience déjà vu. Dallas and his cyborgs had nearly killed him here over a year ago.

Nothing happened.

“Where to?” Chloe asked him.

“The Spires. I need to pick Rie’s brain, but also see what I can dig up in the police databases. Hanging around outside without a purpose is too dangerous,” Nick said.

His convoy rolled toward the Spires, with Tengu and Kushiel flying overhead. On the way back, he dwelt on the conversation.

What did “DIVIN” mean? It was almost certainly the same sort of naming scheme as the “EMOTE” name Neural Spike had used for its prototyping. Helena was EMOTE-H. It wasn’t an acronym, but merely referenced the fact they’d been giving mainframes emotions to make them more “real.” The H had been both for Helena, but also because she was the eighth.

“DIVIN” sounded a lot like “divine” if spoken as a word. Was the “C” a sign it was the third? What were the first two?

They left the highway and entered the CBD, making their way to the Spires.

Nick raised an eyebrow as they moved slower than usual. “Traffic?”

“Several minor NLF incidents have blocked several roads in the northern CBD,” Chloe said. “There is also an ongoing protest. Our path does not intersect any incidents, and Ezekiel is managing them.”

“Nothing that violent,” Ezekiel chirped over his earpiece. “The usual stuff they got up to, although they did damage a truck’s sensors, causing it to crash and block a road.”

He sighed, and returned to his thoughts.

The Archangels hadn’t received an official designation in Neural Spike. By that point, emotion engines were a “thing,” so they just called them prototype emotion engine dolls. Nick recalled a few references to them being EMOTE dolls, based on the mainframe designation.

But whatever Sigma’s new project was, they had two in the past, and they were related to emotion engines in some way.

What really confused Nick was the attempt by Sigma to roll out a parent-child model to replace the Liberators when they had emotion engine dolls. Cost aside, that sounded so similar to the Lilim Principles that he⁠—

Tires screeched outside, and the SUV lurched hard enough that Nick began to fly forward.

“Brace!” Chloe shouted.

Her arms closed around him as she tackled him, while Juliet and Rosa grabbed the doors.

A truck flew past the right-hand window, which now faced forward. The SUV had swerved hard as it braked.

The deafening crunch of a multi-ton truck slamming into a much smaller vehicle burst through the SUV’s soundproofing. Screeching ripped through the air as the frontmost SUV in the convoy flew aside, its rear half crumpled from the impact. The truck’s momentum turned on itself, causing it to tip over, and then tumble on its side, slamming into robot taxis, cars, and then a pair of box trucks on the other side, before coming to a stop.

Every vehicle around them stood still, lights flashing wildly. People leaped out of cars and dashed for cover. Blood poured from the crash scene, while Liberators and security dolls rushed from nearby buildings.

The truck that caused the crash burst apart, and unpainted G7As poured out from within, all carrying anti-doll weaponry.


CHAPTER 20


Nick’s heart pounded in his ears. His muscles ached from the abrupt stop, and Chloe’s armored plating pressed into his skin where she held him tight. A cacophony of noise leaked into the SUV cabin. Someone had disabled the soundproofing, presumably to hear the battle outside.

His eyes snapped toward a rapidly moving object in the side mirrors, coming up from behind them.

Another truck. Even as passengers bailed out, their automated vehicles moved out of the way of the tanker charging toward them.

“Fuck, Chloe—” Nick began to say, pointing at the mirror.

Light flashed in the mirror, and the truck’s front cab blew open. Automatic braking systems engaged, bringing the rolling mass to a swift stop. Kushiel or Tengu had destroyed its engine with a well-placed railgun shot.

More gunfire rippled around them, and tinkling sounds rocked the SUV.

Still holding him, Chloe raised her head to look out the window. Or perhaps she was using the cameras on the SUV. Juliet and Rosa crouched either side of him with their rifles at the ready. One of the seats moved forward, revealing railguns for them to grab, but they didn’t move.

“Helena, prepare neural shutdown procedures,” Chloe said. “Sever access to this district by all non-emergency neural links.”

Nick grimaced. The only reason she was speaking openly was for his benefit.

“The traffic management system is compromised, isn’t it?” he said, trying to remain calm even as they came under fire.

The SUV was armored like a tank. He’d be yanked out of it the moment the attackers brought to bear someone big enough to threaten it.

All three Archangels nodded.

At the same time, he watched as the lights of every vehicle outside went dim and security dolls juddered, before reverting to default programming and continuing to fire on the G7As. Confused service dolls stopped dead on the spot, while Liberators changed tasks to redirect people away from the scene. Without the navigation in their neural implants, many people would panic and make things worse. Archangels took over their roles in the fighting.

Rie spoke over his earpiece next, “I’m taking action to secure the traffic management system, but it means I need to go into Yggdrasil myself. Nicholas, be safe. Reinforcements are on the way, but the NLF will assuredly⁠—”

Her voice cut off. Every Archangel seemed to stiffen. The Liberators froze in place, some collapsing to the ground. None of the attacking G7As appeared to be affected.

A true neural network shutdown. The attackers—presumably NLF—had lost their advantage from using it against the police, and shut it down completely.

A second later, the Archangels came back to life. A couple had gone down from sustained railgun fire while they were defenseless.

Liberators pulled themselves back up, and resumed their duties. This was new.

A pair of powerful railgun shots ripped through the G7As, tearing through two or three each. The attackers’ numbers dwindled fast, without making much progress.

“We have instituted new procedures to counterattack neural network shutdowns,” Chloe said. “The creation of our spheres has improved our ability to operate in smaller clusters and create dynamic hierarchies. Furthermore, we can take local control over Liberators and Custodians. Vehicles remain inoperative without manual control, however.”

“Good thing we’re armored…” Nick trailed off, as he caught more movement in the mirror.

Chloe followed his eyes, but had likely been relayed the same visuals from the other Archangels.

The second truck contained G7As as well. Dozens poured out.

But they contained a worse surprise. A massive, tank-like doll walked among them, easily visible even in the side mirror. Bulky armor covered it, thicker than what Custodians wore, and an entire arm appeared to have been replaced by a huge weapons system that Nick couldn’t make out. Its black-and-blue paint scheme stood out like a sore thumb.

“Did the military report losing any Lancelots in the recent raid?” Nick asked.

“We are leaving,” Chloe said.

Juliet slammed the emergency release for the door opposite the approaching Lancelot, and the door snapped open with a hiss. Both her and Rosa wrenched it open physically, while Chloe leaped out with Nick in her grasp.

They barely cleared the SUV when he heard an odd hissing noise in the distance.

Then the world exploded. Heat washed over him even as Chloe held him against the asphalt. Pieces of the SUV rained down around them.

A burning hole had bore through the armored vehicle, and somehow blown out its insides. Nick stared in shock at the destruction the military doll wrought with such ease.

Now out in the open, he got a proper look at the Lancelot. Standing as tall as Kushiel, its one real arm gripped an enlarged version of the high-caliber rifles the Templars wielded. That larger size came with rapid fire capability, as the Lancelot pumped a relentless hail of lead into the Archangels, pummeling their armor and bringing them down through sheer quantity of bullets.

The Lancelot’s other arm—no, the entire right-hand side of her torso—had been replaced by a bulky missile launcher and auto-loader attachment. Nick watched as another missile popped into place, barely visible in the darkness of the firing tube.

For all the danger he was in, his memory told him this wasn’t the long-range anti-warbot version of the weapon. This was the direct fire version, without the smart munitions, intended for anti-doll warfare.

A roar cut through the crackling of flames and guns. The Lancelot shuddered, tilting to one side as a massive blast ripped through one side, consuming the missile launcher and its ammunition with it.

Then the entire doll vanished in a white-hot blast of light, vaporizing most of the truck and a half-dozen G7As.

“Get Waite in the other SUV,” Kushiel snapped over his earpiece. “We’ll provide covering fire.”

A series of railgun shots rained down on the attackers, presumably from Tengu, if Kushiel had eliminated the Lancelot. Each round took down a G7A in a single shot, whereas the enemy dolls needed to pummel the Archangels for a similar result. The armor and munitions gap was significant.

But so was the difference in numbers. Nick had been escorted by fifteen Archangels, including Chloe, Juliet and Rosa, plus Kushiel and Tengu. He guessed eight more had joined them, alongside a handful of Liberators and numerous security dolls.

Those trucks contained almost a whole damn company of G7As. Somebody with deep pockets wanted him dead, and all pretense this was the NLF at work went out the window.

Chloe pulled him up, while Juliet and Rosa screened. Nick didn’t even try to grab his Lawman, and instead focused on the remaining SUV. A pair of Archangels kneeled near it, firing over the hood of a robotaxi beside it. The ruined remains of a Mark 3 lay partially over the hood and road.

“Let’s go,” he said, trying to indicate that he’d make the run himself.

Railgun rounds slammed into his defenders, tearing chunks off their armor, but they calmly returned fire. Even though he was in the open, the G7As didn’t focus on him.

A fusillade of shots slammed into Rosa, forcing her down and into cover. The attackers methodically focused down the Archangels one-by-one, and were now targeting Nick’s protectors.

“Leave her,” Chloe snapped, when Nick hesitated.

Juliet nearly pressed herself against his other side as they began to sprint for the SUV. More railgun rounds came down from above, tearing through the G7As. There were far fewer of them left than they’d started with. They redirected their fire to Juliet.

Pain flared in Nick’s left calf, and he hissed, collapsing despite his attempt to push through it.

“Nick!” Chloe gasped.

She pulled him up without slowing. He barely got the chance to look down and see the blood gushing over his pants and shoe.

Despite how short the distance seemed, under so much fire, it seemed like running a whole track race. The other Archangels dashed forward even as Chloe flew toward the SUV, absorbing shots likely intended for her. Juliet turned and began firing at the G7As.

Freed from the need to run, Nick noticed the security dolls had stopped helping. They stood around like puppets with their strings cut. Had they ever come back to life after the network shutdown? He had thought they’d reverted to their default behavior.

Chloe stumbled, and pain blossomed in Nick’s side. A loud crack reached his ears moments later.

She lost her grip on him and they both hit the road. He rolled, pulling himself tight to minimize damage, but the speed she’d been going meant the impact hurt like a bitch.

“Chloe!” he yelled once he stopped himself, trying to pull himself to his feet.

His right leg hurt like hell, but he could put weight on it. It must have only been clipped by ricochet or shrapnel. No blood covered his shirt or coat, but his entire side hurt like hell.

Staring at Chloe, sprawled out across the road with a gaping hole in her torso, he knew why.

Her eyes remained lit, and she rolled on to her back. She gripped her rifle tightly, preparing to fight.

She met his gaze. “Go!”

Somehow, he knew she didn’t mean the SUV. He couldn’t open it, and any gun capable of blowing straight through Chloe meant the vehicle wasn’t safe.

“Kushiel, get Chloe and me—” Nick yelled over his earpiece.

Something rattled across the road, then began to hiss. A canister. Smoke gushed from it.

No, not smoke. Gas. Good ol’ fashioned tear gas.

The security dolls from earlier rushed toward him, some firing their peashooters at the Archangels to minimal effect, but most wanted Nick.

He pulled his coat over his face, and something struck it. Bulky stun darts. Nothing happened, thanks to the fabric protecting him. It had saved him twice already.

Roaring overcame his ears, and Kushiel crashed down beside him. Tengu followed a moment later. Bullets, railgun rounds, and less-lethal munitions bounced off them.

“Grab Chloe and—” Nick tried to say, pulling himself up.

Tengu grabbed him without hesitating. “You are the priority. Evacuating now.”

“Damn straight.” Kushiel spared Chloe a glance.

Chloe shot the prototype a thumbs up, as if she needed to. Her rifle never stopped firing.

Something massive slammed into Tengu, chipping her new armor plating. The same audible crack from earlier followed.

“Be safe, Nick,” Chloe said over his earpiece.

Tengu’s flight module roared, and they shot into the air, with Kushiel flying alongside.

Nick watched as Chloe’s face vanished. He memorized her model number, which had remained unchanged since he met her, unlike the other Archangels.

ARC-M03-NB00004.

Hopefully it remained the same next time he saw her.


CHAPTER 21


Both Tengu and Kushiel rocketed between the skyscrapers that dominated Babylon’s CBD.

Their flight modules left long reflections in the glass around them, and they were alone in the skies. All forms of flight, including drones and automated helicopters, were heavily restricted here. Only emergency services flew here, if ever, in order to minimize noise pollution and avoid accidents.

Unfortunately, it also forced them to remain below the tops of the towers. Above them and they’d run into the usual traffic.

“Can’t you fly up and regain connection?” Nick asked.

“I have a connection, dumbass,” Kushiel snapped. “Have you forgotten? Not to the Altnet, but my military transponder means I can be tracked and also know what’s going on. Getting to the Spires is the fastest way to reach help.”

Damn. He had forgotten. The Archangels even had a special hardware tap in his phone that worked even in case of a network shutdown, which the military had installed years ago.

They flew past another couple of skyscrapers. The network shutdown was pretty large, but he’d encountered that when Dallas did the same thing over a year ago. Babylon was a massive city, and its CBD alone was the size of some cities outside of Neo Westphalia. Hammond had mentioned he’d visited some places in the States and asked when they’d leave suburbia while being in the middle of downtown.

Nick tried to calm down and focus on what had gone down. Tengu maintained a tight grip on him.

How the fuck had they pulled off an ambush like that? Hacking the traffic management system was unreal. No wonder Rie had prioritized Yggdrasil. Was Hel going rogue? Had the Spires just tried to assassinate him?

It did explain how they’d known where he was and would be going. All vehicles utilized the system to maximize transport efficiency across the city.

But that meant…

“Kushiel, we need to—” he began to say, right when his fears were realized.

Something flashed in the windows of a tower as they passed it. Both military dolls recognized it before Nick understood it to be more than the sun’s reflection.

Tengu came to an abrupt stop, causing Nick’s heart to nearly escape his chest. She pulled him tight in order to cover him with as much armor as possible, while turning her back to the source.

Whereas Kushiel spun, railgun pointed at the flashes. Small devices sprang up from inside her armor and launched miniature missiles.

Explosions rippled through the air, well clear of them. The heat still reached Nick, and he couldn’t stop the raw fear from crawling up his spine.

Kushiel’s railgun popped several times. With perfect confidence, she fired through the smoke from the explosions.

No further attacks came.

“How the fuck did they get up here?” Kushiel snapped. “And where are they getting all these fucking explosive munitions? This isn’t the fucking NLF.”

“No shit,” Nick muttered.

Tengu prepared to accelerate again, leaning forward. Roars could be heard ahead of them, including the telltale whirring of a chopper blade echoing off the skyscrapers. Nick had heard it far too often in the past year.

Then a closer pair of roars came from below. Nick looked down to see traffic completely stationary. That made sense, as the network shutdown stopped all vehicles dead.

But it also meant any other trucks laden with the attacker’s dolls would have been waiting there the whole time.

Like the two Sigma Hussars jetting toward them, both wielding railguns identical to those he’d seen the Starswords use yesterday. More military equipment.

A low whine built up in the railguns of both Kushiel and Tengu, and they moved as one.

The resulting roar left Nick’s ears ringing. Both their mil-spec railguns unleashed hell at full power, turning the Hussars into scrap. Metal and ceramics rained down on the street below.

“This is weirding me the fuck out,” Kushiel said, looking around with glowing red eyes. “How did they know we’d be here? No way this is a coincidence. But I can hear the Kestrels approaching, and detect their transponders. Just another minute, Waite.”

Déjà vu hit Nick. He’d realized too late that the attacker’s control of the traffic management system enabled them to set up ambushes further along their route.

But he’d remembered something else from the attack Dallas conducted. Namely, that it was easy to predict the route AIs took when escaping network shutdowns. Sure, Kushiel had a connection, but she was beelining toward the Spires.

The roaring of those flight modules got closer, as did the helicopter. No other enemies approached them, but a sniper could be lining up a shot this very second. Paranoia filled Nick.

Stone’s constant warnings about trust rang in his head.

“Tengu, take us to the doll district,” Nick ordered.

“Affirmative,” Tengu said, her flight module firing up as she pivoted in mid-air.

“What? Are you nuts, Waite?” Kushiel snapped. “Don’t just follow his orders blindly, you⁠—”

Her words were lost as Tengu jetted off to the east, rather than the north where they’d been going. Little changed in their surroundings. Traffic remained stopped and the CBD continued on for some time. The doll district lay outside it, but not by much.

Kushiel caught up, and her voice came back over his earpiece. They must have escaped the range of the local connection for a second.

“What the hell are you thinking, Waite?” she asked, a little calmer.

“That I like living,” he said.

When her eyes glowed, he quickly elaborated.

“They knew where we were going to be. They even knew how we were going to escape to the Spires, and had an ambush waiting,” he said. “Way too much military tech was in their hands. They hacked the fucking Spires, and turned security dolls against us mid-fight. What if the Kestrels coming to help us have orders to kill me, just like they did Kim?”

Kushiel was silent for a few seconds.

Eventually, she sighed. “Sorry. I should have made the same conclusion. Maybe Griffiths was right about emotion engines, if giving me a ‘soul’ can’t even let me make the right decision.”

“No moping,” Nick snapped. “Not right now. I might still have fucked up, and you and Tengu are saving my ass. Everyone is. I just sat around and tried not to die.”

“Why the doll district?” Kushiel asked. “If they’re predicting your moves, that seems like an obvious one.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Lucas is still offline, and I don’t have many other reasons to go there anymore. The important thing is being unpredictable. Maybe they had an ambush if we’d flown from where the truck hit us to the doll district, but we changed direction halfway to the Spires. The doll district is huge, too. Tons of ciphers doing illegal upgrades and patching the security bands. These assholes are using G7As, but outside the Malakim Principles, we haven’t seen them hack the newest models yet.”

The security dolls had been G5s, as usual. While there had been some G6s, he hadn’t spotted those among the dolls that attacked him.

They continued to fly, and nothing happened. No rockets flew out of skyscrapers to take them out. And no dolls with flight modules attempted to mimic a movie-like midair chase.

Nick’s earpiece crackled, and Kushiel sighed with relief after a few minutes.

“Nick? Nick, are you alright?” Helena asked, almost breathless and panic audible in every syllable. “You suddenly went off course and we couldn’t reach you. Hazinder is tapping into security footage to find you, but⁠—”

“Good afternoon, Helena,” Nick said, and she gasped in response. Static rippled over his earpiece, and Kushiel shot him an odd look. “I’m fine… Kinda. What’s going on?”

“Multiple attacks were launched simultaneously against high-profile personnel. Yours appears to be the largest. Another neural network shutdown was initiated at the site of the police board reception, but the heavy police and security presence there stopped the attack. General Griffiths’s helicopter had to make an emergency landing en route to Tengoku, but he reported no casualties and we’re uncertain as to the nature of the attack.”

“They attacked a general?” Nick couldn’t hold back his surprise. “Is… is this an act of war?”

If the CIA were behind this, he doubted it would end with it being swept under the rug.

“It’s been declared a terrorist attack. With the entirety of the police hierarchy out of contact, the military has deployed in limited numbers using the authorization of their mainframes. General East sent Kestrels to assist you, and there are Templars en route to both attack sites in Babylon.”

For once, Nick found himself agreeing with the military deployment. “So long as it stays at that level, fine.”

“Really?” Ezekiel interrupted. “I can guess from your flight path where you’re heading, Captain. What’s going on? We still don’t have an update on the attack, beyond the initial number of G7As and the traffic management system being compromised.”

“They had a Lancelot, Zeke,” Kushiel said gruffly. “And then more anti-doll missiles. Fucking Sigma Hussars came at us. Hussars! Where the fuck did they get those? They’re not even in our military!”

“That’s…” Nick swore he heard Ezekiel’s eyes narrow over the connection. “Understood. Chief Hammond is still out of contact, but can I assume you’ll oppose any further military escalation, Captain?”

“Absolutely,” Nick said.

“I’ll use that to stall any further deployments, if it comes to that. The Host is notified of your imminent arrival, but we’re also minimizing recording. Sorry, Helena, but with the risk the military tries to take charge, they might access your database.”

“I understand. Whatever it takes to keep Nick safe,” Helena said.

Nick sincerely hoped he was being paranoid, but Ezekiel’s response didn’t help. Strange they were operating on the same wavelength.

Tengu began to descend, and the sights and sounds of the trendy doll district came into view. Mostly the sights, as lunch had finished and the chaos in the CBD had almost certainly scared many people off.

Security dolls and armed guards stood outside of establishments in large numbers. The usual large numbers of service dolls tried to attract customers or cleaned up after today’s lunch service, and most of them wore less clothing than considered appropriate.

Once Tengu landed, Nick tentatively stood under his own power. With neural network service restored here, he knew the guards would spot the blood on his leg and be reporting it.

After all, the city’s most renowned human police officer had just touched down with two heavily armed mil-spec dolls, and was visibly injured.

“We heading to the usual place?” Kushiel asked him. “I touched down somewhere close, but not too obvious, in case you decided otherwise. Seedier than I prefer.”

“I don’t want to cause Lucas trouble,” Nick said. “And that would be the obvious place for an ambush.”

One of the human security guards looked as if he was going to approach Nick. That might not be the worst thing. A lot of them worked for Vadim.

Then again, now Nick was out of the worst of it, maybe he should look at returning to the Spires.

A pair of Mark 1s jogged up the street, and the guards switched to ignoring Nick and his towering companions.

Nick’s phone buzzed. It was Vadim, surprisingly.

Told my boys to be discreet. Everything’s on fucking fire, and I have no damn clue what’s going on, but I don’t snitch, Vadim wrote. Avoid the Lily. Strange folks scoping it out. If you need a place to hide, contact me directly. You can pay by doing some maintenance for me, just like old times.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Nick was damn thankful he still had friends in his old circles. He pocketed his phone.

“Nick,” one of the new Mark 1s said in Meta’s voice, “I am arranging transport with a nearby police interceptor. We can return to the Spires at any moment.”

He stared at her for a second, and nearly hugged her. Now wasn’t the time.

Kushiel looked around at the relatively peaceful area. “You made the right call earlier, Waite. But with the military moving in to mop up, we can get you back to Avalon and to safety.”

The stress and adrenaline began to slowly drain away. Thinking too hard about it didn’t make it easier. Nick still recalled Chloe’s face as Tengu flew him away from the ambush. Asking about her would only make things worse, as it sounded like the shutdown was still ongoing.

“Alright.” He nodded. “If we coordinate a route that doesn’t get us trapped in traffic and isn’t predictable, then⁠—”

His phone buzzed again. He pulled it out again, then froze.

The Archangels stared at his phone in horror.

“How in the fuck—” Kushiel breathed out, her fingers twitching as if she wanted to rip the device from him.

Nick looked at his phone. He had a message.

It had no sender, nor any record whatsoever of when it had arrived. It sat atop his message list like a glaring error with blank details attached to it.

Such a thing was impossible in Neo Babylon. All communications ran through Yggdrasil’s servers, ensuring they were tracked. Contact details could be kept private but his phone would tell him that. Nick lived in a world of pervasive surveillance. Valenwell refused to connect to the Altnet for good reason, and Nick had become a “Wraith” due to his lack of a connection, relying only on his phone to join the reality everyone else perceived.

So how the fuck had someone injected a message on his phone without it having any details? Especially with all the additional permissions he had as a police captain?

He opened the message, and Kushiel hissed at him.

“What if that had been a virus?” she snapped.

“Anyone who can evade Yggdrasil’s tracking can put a virus on my phone without me needing to open the damn message,” Nick said. “Plus, I guarantee it’s been sanitized.”

“Oh yeah,” Hazinder said over his earpiece. “Helena’s avoiding you, after what Ezekiel said, but almost nobody even knows I exist and I have ways to… exfiltrate data if necessary. I made sure the message was only text. Still creepy as shit. We can do this to your phone, because we have control over it, but whoever did this tried to leave no trace. I’m digging into it as we speak.”

So somebody had hacked his phone. That made a lot more sense.

Nick read the message. It sent a chill down his spine.

Hide. They are coming for you. Trust nobody except those you already know. Find me before you go to Asgard if you want true answers.

“Hide?” Nick whispered, trying to make sense of what he was reading.

Part of him wanted to write this off as a prank, but it could just as easily be someone who knew what was going down trying to help him.

“Uh, this isn’t going to help your paranoia, boss, but General East just redirected a squadron of Kestrels and several APCs full of Templars your way,” Hazinder said. “He’s ignoring our attempts to get an explanation why, as the military is claiming authority over the situation. His only justification so far is securing the safety of key personnel.”

“Captain Nick’s safety is already secure,” Tengu said. “General East’s actions are unnecessary.”

“Yeah, well, tell him that.”

Tengu’s eyes glowed, and Kushiel pushed her, causing the Kestrel to stare at her.

“She didn’t mean literally. Don’t contact military personnel without my permission,” Kushiel said. “Hazinder, do you know if anyone else from the military are getting involved? What about Research Command?”

Nick’s blood ran cold at the mention of the military area responsible for shutting down Neural Spike and attempting to take care of him along with Tartarus.

“They’re too secretive for me to know shit, sorry,” Hazinder said.

He reread the message.

They are coming for you.

Then his eyes widened. “We have military transponders on us, don’t we? How the fuck do we hide?”

Kushiel cursed, then snatched his phone from his fingers. Without hesitating, she crushed it in her hands.

“Done. I’ve switched mine off. Thanks for modifying my directives so I can do that.” She smirked. “Sigma already took care of Tengu’s. Hazinder, we’re going offline. Meta⁠—”

“I am only borrowing this Archangel’s voice temporarily. Nick, be safe,” Meta said, turning to him.

He pulled her into a hug, which she returned, then stole a quick kiss.

A moment later, the Mark 1 pulled away.

“Operating locally,” the Archangel said. “All Host units in this district are forming a local sphere. We will keep you safe, Captain Waite.”

However the hell he could manage that. With his phone busted, he couldn’t even contact Vadim directly.

Someone approached them. Tengu stepped in front of them and held out her hand, but the person didn’t slow.

“This is a police operation, citizen. Cease and—” Tengu began to say.

“Funny. You don’t look like a police doll,” the woman said, speaking with a cultured tone.

She looked gorgeous. Long black hair, Chinese, a figure-hugging silver and white cheongsam, and just the right amount of makeup.

Nick had never seen her before in his life.

“Sorry, ma’am. This is a major operation, you’ll need to—” he tried to say, figuring the human touch would help.

“I know what’s going on. The NLF attempted to assassinate you with their new toys, and you’ve realized their backing runs deep,” the woman said.

He stared at her in confusion.

She sighed, and her voice changed to that of the most familiar AI voice in the world. That of an AI assistant used by most computers and phones, as it was the default voice Aesir used in all its devices.

“Perhaps you’ll recognize me if I speak like this,” the woman said. “You know me as Victoria. I can help you, just as you helped us last year, if you’re willing to trust me as I did you when all seemed lost.”

The NLF leader turned on her heel and walked away, leaving Nick to choose whether to follow her or arrest her.


CHAPTER 22


Nick stared at the departing Victoria for only a few seconds before making his decision.

He followed her.

“Are you nuts, Waite?” Kushiel said over his earpiece. “She’s an NLF leader. And the only confirmation we have that she’s the one you talked with is a fucking AI voice and a name.”

“I’m not sure, but if this is a trap, it’s too different from the other ambushes,” he said. “If they knew we’d be here—and they’d have to for her to be here—why not strike with the same force as earlier?”

“I can give a thousand scenarios as to why, but the obvious one includes blowing you the fuck up when you go where she wants you to.”

Kushiel was right.

But the Victoria he’d met had held a similar demeanor to the woman attracting leers as they walked through the doll district. Noble, haughty, pompous, and ignorant to the dangers around her.

Or, perhaps, fully aware of them but uncaring of them. While the other NLF members at the meeting had panicked at some of Nick’s revelations, Victoria had never blinked. Metaphorically, of course, as she’d worn a helmet the entire time.

They didn’t walk far. Victoria took them into an alleyway behind a building that contained a lot of seedy shops. More than a few dolls here showed off their wares, but were programmed not to get too close to the police. They lacked other potential customers, making Nick their primary target despite his heavily armed escort.

Tengu and Kushiel took the front and back, ready for a rocket to the face. Nothing of the sort happened.

Rather than a trap, Victoria opened up the secure door for the rear entrance to the building. It granted access to the rear elevator, which was built for large cargo. And dolls, given the target audience of these places.

“I’ll admit I don’t know if this is rated for them,” the NLF leader eyed the military dolls warily. “It’s an old building, even if they keep the infrastructure well-maintained. You never know what product a store might trade in.”

The dolls stared at the elevator as one, before only Kushiel got in with the group. Tengu waited at the bottom.

They went to the top floor, then waited for Tengu in the rear corridor. Several nondescript entrances ran along the bland hallway. Presumably there were signs in the Altnet to distinguish them.

Once Tengu arrived, Victoria unlocked the closest door and led them into a Chinese-themed establishment. Incense burned. The interior comprised a long hallway that led to a reception, three small rooms with closed doors, and a handful of booths on one side.

Nick recognized a brothel when he saw one. The trio of service dolls in Asian garb with their underwear on display and visible nipples only confirmed it.

But they didn’t react to the group as they entered, and Victoria slid on to a chair styled like a huge cushion. Without even gesturing, she sent the service dolls skittering into the furthest room, which appeared to be storage.

“You… work here?” Nick asked.

Victoria sighed. “I own the establishment, and rent the premises. NLF membership makes it difficult to find stable work, as the neural mod can be detected and you’ll be arrested. Not to mention that making it as a mediocre cipher is harder than ever these days.”

“So instead you run a doll brothel,” Nick said.

“There’s a long and fine history of women running brothels,” she said defensively. “I’m working the oldest profession, and it’s always been in demand. Often by the very people condemning it. You’re even close friends with a man who runs his own.”

“I wasn’t judging you.” He paused. “For that. I recall you expressing some strong opinions about dolls. Something about how we all deserve better than a robot?”

Victoria pursed her lips, but her eyes burned with frustration. She’d clearly had this argument before.

But Nick was more than happy to press the argument. The fact she felt so passionately about it confirmed this was the same woman he’d met eight months ago in that suburban house.

“If it were possible to forego the tools and devices of those I detest, I would,” Victoria said. “I’d happily return to a life without constant surveillance, the police delving into my every thought, shops run by living, breathing humans, and a life of meaningful labor that pays me a living wage. But can I? And don’t tell me about your own experience.”

“As someone who has lived my own life, I prefer not to use it as a rebuttal,” Nick said. “We can’t all luck into work for an unstable genius who helped invent emotion engines.”

Victoria blinked at him. “Is… Wait, that’s what you did?”

“You didn’t know? Wow. Kinda figured the NLF knew between Lieu and my old coworker.”

She held a hand to her head. “I was… less active at that time. But my point remains that those who fight to change society live within the very system they’re fighting against. Any argument against it is specious, simply because it excludes anyone within the society being changed. We don’t stop a warmonger with pacifism. If someone can work their 9-5 at a weapons manufacturer, then go home and act as if they haven’t contributed to death and destruction, I can make a living running a doll brothel and help fight to make my country better.”

Nick frowned. This wasn’t why he came here. Part of him began to suspect a trap, and she was stalling him.

Her eyes followed his gaze. “Nobody is coming. Why are you…” She sighed and ran her long, painted nails down her face. “My apologies. You didn’t come here to argue politics. This happened last time. You remain just as stoic now, as then, despite the emotions that must be roiling within you after such a brazen assault.”

“I’ll go hug it out later, with people I care about,” Nick grunted. “But I need somewhere to lay low, and you lured me with information.”

“Laying low…” Victoria nodded. “That’s fine. There are no cameras here. I dislike them, given the ease with which the police hack into them. But I can’t promise the military didn’t track you here.”

“Please,” Kushiel scoffed. “They’re buffoons. All the fancy surveillance infrastructure and tracking is in the Spires. Avalon Spire. Under our control. Military intelligence remains an eternal oxymoron.”

Victoria nodded as she rose and strode behind the counter. Every eye tracked her movements, even as she crouched down to retrieve a bottle of sparkling water from a minifridge.

“I’m not sure if I prefer your unblinking gaze or the leering of patrons,” Victoria said as the bottle opened with a hiss. “I’d offer you something, but I know you’ll pass.”

“He will pass,” the Mark 1s said in concert.

“I think they’ll strangle me if I take any more risks.” Nick grimaced. “I would like a seat.”

Victoria’s eyes shot to his leg wound and she pointed to the corner. A Mark 1 pulled a strange seat out of a small closet, and with the click of a button it inflated into the same cushion chair Victoria sat on.

Nick nearly gasped as he sat down and took the weight off his bad leg. Holy shit, did it hurt.

The dolls stared at him in concern, but he waved them off.

“You said the NLF tried to kill me,” Nick said. “Not a fake NLF, but the real one. The same one you’re leading.”

“Was leading,” Victoria corrected as she elegantly sat back down, moving her cheongsam with practiced motions so she didn’t flash him. “When we met, I led the Babylon wing of the Neuron Liberation Front, although our structure shifts like sand for safety reasons. We reached our nadir following that event.”

“Because you were implicated in the murder of Kraus,” Nick said.

“No, because I helped you.” She looked him in the eye. “I didn’t realize how… uneducated so many other members were on the true power of the Archangels until that meeting. Few members survived the obliteration of the Neural Liberation Front—you know them as the old NLF. I was one of them, and most fled, eventually congregating in Asgard.”

Asgard again. What was it about that city that made it a hub of trouble?

“I joined years ago, when I was fired from my investment banking position. Emotion engine mainframes made most of us obsolete, with only tiny, elite teams necessary to troubleshoot. The NLF was different then. More willing to use violence, yes, but also more visionary. They were driven by more than selfish anger at not being handed the life they knew they deserved, but cut to the core of the problems.”

“You know what? Humor me,” Nick said. “I’ve never heard anyone say anything good about the old NLF. This is a surprise. What’s so visionary about them?”

Victoria scowled at him, before schooling her expression. “How would you describe the way most people get through life, Captain?”

“One day at a time, trying to put food on the table while not thinking too hard,” Nick said. “The more they’re made to think, the worse things get.”

“Wow. That could have been my answer,” Kushiel said. “You’re grumpy, Waite.”

“I have a lot of reasons to be grumpy.”

“I won’t reject such a cynical opinion. Especially as it appeals to a more… raw side of me.” Victoria sipped her sparkling water while staring at the door. Naturally, there were no windows into a brothel. “But why is it so hard for them to put food on the table? The old NLF reminded me of how I thought society should be. How it’s depicted in cartoons, propaganda, and the dreamlike depictions of the future Neo Babylon sold to everyone who moved here.”

“If it was easy to put food on the table, what would people do?” Nick asked.

“I don’t know, Captain. Why are you risking your life right now, when you can surely do something better?” She stared at him. “Life in this city has devolved into little more than outrunning a lion. Everyone knows all they must do is outrun someone slower, but is convinced they’ll never be the slowest. They never expect their manager to kick them out of the herd to speed the group up, or their running mate to trip them in order to get ahead, or the government to decide they’re one of the bad ones and feed them to the lions for no reason. The idea of devoting our resources to destroying the lions is laughed at. Entire industries rely on the existence of the lions, and elites being carried on palanquins at the head of herd—in no danger of ever being eaten—would live a little leaner should we do anything.”

Nick listened, for once. He found himself surprised when she stopped talking.

“For such an extended analogy, it’s better than I expected,” he admitted. “Usually they get horribly tortured not even halfway in. And it didn’t involve cars.”

A smile crossed Victoria’s face. “I can’t take credit for it. You would have liked the man who told me it. He hated tortured car analogies, too.”

Nick wasn’t sure how to feel about the idea he’d like a man who had probably led a terrorist organization.

“The Archangels wiped out the old NLF,” he said. “You didn’t have the fancy neural mods you do now. Then Lieu came along, resurrected you, and provided the new neural mods⁠—”

“Not quite,” Victoria interrupted. “We received the first batch of these neural mods just before the ill-fated attack on the port. I never found out from who, as they worked with our leaders, who were all killed shortly after. It wasn’t until Lieu created the new NLF months later we got our hands on more. I steered clear once I heard his plan. A foolish one, I understand.”

“Incredibly. The military buried it a decade ago.”

Her eyes narrowed, and he saw the gears in her mind churning.

He redirected her. “So meeting me pissed off the other NLF leaders?”

“Hardly. But it scared them. Most of them thought we were surviving through grit and wit, rather than the unwillingness of the Spires to commit the resources to crush us. The city would have destroyed us if you hadn’t helped, and you made it clear when we met that we only got to stick around through your magnanimity. Your reputation following the GWT case crushed our membership. But it also sparked what’s happening now.”

“I really don’t follow you,” Nick said.

“The fake NLF during the GWT case operated with military munitions and implicit support, which is what made them so dangerous. Huge amounts of supplies smuggled in through Tengoku, and the military wanted to cover it up rather than publicly crush it. The idea of doing the same stuck in the mind of the only other person who stuck around from the old NLF.”

“So, a schism,” Nick said.

“We’re not a religion,” Victoria said drily. “Our plans operated concurrently. Following the Shudder, I enacted our streamer plans, which the Archangels immediately began piggybacking.”

“You know that, and still use them?” Kushiel asked.

“You don’t know which of them are legitimately in communication with us, and which are merely propaganda outlets. There’s even one I’m certain you ignore too often.”

Kushiel rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. You know the story of Enigma from World War 2, right? How the Allies had to sometimes let the Axis get away with stuff to keep it a secret that they’d cracked it? We don’t act on every piece of information. Paid off last night.”

That must have been the honeypot Ezekiel mentioned while chasing down the armory munitions.

Victoria pursed her lips, but gave up the argument. “Things changed not long ago when the other leader returned with a mysterious contact willing and able to provide us with everything we needed. Explosive munitions, pre-hacked security dolls, anti-doll weaponry, and a new neural mod far more advanced than the old one.”

“A… mysterious contact?” Nick asked. “Different to the previous supplier?”

“Our old supplier wasn’t one company, but a network of criminal organizations and sympathetic groups. Much of it was located in Asgard, after the raids that shut down Tartarus took down many legitimate black companies operating in the logistics space. Many working in them rebirthed as criminal organizations, and began supplying us. Although we never matched what Lieu offered, or the pre-Archangel days.”

“Until now.”

She nodded. “When the first shipment arrived, it was obvious to me that we were being used as pawns in some greater game. It’s common in revolutions. ‘New boss, same as the old boss.’ We’d bleed to overthrow the Spires, and then our backer would swoop in, crush us, and establish their dominion in place of our ideology. Or they wanted us to destabilize the Spires. Who knows. But I lost faith, and the argument within the NLF that resulted. I’ve done little more than watch, and listen in. Until now.” She smiled as she echoed his earlier words.

“It’s one thing to say you’re doing something, but I need more than confirmation of what I already suspected,” Nick said. “Any clues as to who supplied the weapons and dolls? Do they provide instructions? Where do they come from?”

“I know less than I like. The NLF leader responsible holds his cards close to his chest.” Panic filled her eyes at his look of disappointment, as if worried he’d arrest her. “However, they do provide plans. These attacks aren’t ours. They come from the backer.”

“That’s how you knew Kim would be killed.”

A shudder ran through Victoria and she looked away. “Christ, if I’d known… No, we didn’t. Hell, I don’t think half the membership connected the dots between the announcement of his death and the Liberators vanishing off the streets. Or they turned off the part of their brains that might make the connection. We were told to prepare for the police to face a ‘dollpower’ malfunction, as it was called. Today’s was more explicit. As you saw, none of the membership were directly involved. They loaded up the vehicles and prepared the dolls. I think some were delivered to offices specified by the backer.”

The NLF truly were pawns here. Anything the police traced back would find a bunch of replaceable minions with no clue as to how anything was done.

“What about the other leader? Will you give me his name?” Nick asked.

“No.” Victoria looked at Kushiel, who took a step closer. “It’s not in my memory. I don’t use a memory vault, but Deusoma’s older memory eater mod. It acts more like destructible notes from spy movies. You receive information, allowing you to act on it or make plans, and then it’s destroyed. Very disorienting, but you get used to it. A lot of planning was done using it before the vault mods became popular—and trusted, given the power Archangels possess. Even now, I’m still wary.”

Nick merely nodded. Former NLF leader or not, telling her the police could crack memory vaults if absolutely necessary was unwise.

“So you have nothing?” He paused. “Not nothing, but not enough for me to move on.”

“Not quite.” Victoria’s eyes dulled, as she checked something on the Altnet. “There is one person who is in contact with my former coleader, and likely to be able to find him. He’s the streamer I’m certain you’ve overlooked.”

Nick’s eyebrows shot up.

“Bullshit,” Kushiel said. “I know Rie is thorough with checking all of them, even with recent garbage thanks to the Spires.”

“If you knew, you’d have acted by now,” Victoria said. “My opsec is excellent, as I’m a former cipher and trained by the best. I’ve only broken it when the risks are worth it. But my counterpart isn’t as well trained. He protects himself by avoiding others, except over the NLF network. I handled anything else, but he had one streamer he liked. I detested him.”

“Who?” Nick asked.

“Lucky Kismet,” Victoria said. “Also know by his real name Gerard Jones.”

A long silence resulted.

“I don’t know any of these jackasses.” Nick looked at Kushiel. “Is this the guy who used magical lightning powers to electrocute his dog? Or the one who wants other people to murder everyone he dislikes?”

“Neither,” Kushiel grunted. “He actually predates the recent mess. Went political recently. Massive grifter. He runs an NLF donation fund that goes to his bank account.”

“Hence my dislike of him.” Victoria’s voice dripped with disdain.

“Uh, should I know something about this other NLF leader if he’s working with this… Kismet?” Nick asked.

Victoria merely sighed. She tapped her nails on the side of her water bottle. “I think that’s the most I can do for you, Captain.”

“You can let us stay here,” Kushiel said. “And fuck off. We won’t arrest you, or even shut this place down.”

“You do not have permission to make that call,” one of the Mark 1s said.

“But I do,” Nick said, drawing their eyes to him. “Victoria, I’ll make this clear. If you remain a law-abiding citizen, you’re fine. Do anything for the NLF in the future, everything is over. You’ll be filed away as a police informant and your identity erased in the police database.”

“Erased? That’s quite a step,” Victoria said. “I did expect consequences.”

“There will be, if you do anything stupid. We know who you are and your face. But I try not to be a moron and ruin the lives of people who help me, especially when you had nothing to gain.”

She met his gaze, then slowly nodded.

After rising and placing her bottle in the trash, she said, “Hopefully we do not meet again, Captain. If we do, I suspect it will be on opposing sides of a protest line, and you will need to choose what side of history you want to be on.”

She left via the rear door. Her dolls remained hidden away.

The moment she vanished, the Mark 1s secured both the front and rear exit. Tengu and Kushiel hovered over Nick.

He looked up at them. “I’m assuming we can’t leave yet.”

No answer from Hazinder. She’d been quieter than he expected, which likely meant she wanted to avoid any signals reaching him that might be detected.

Kushiel shook her head. “There are military transponders all around us. Can’t tell if more Archangels have turned up, but lots of Templars are stomping around. This is an insane move by the military. Rolling into the doll district with soldiers? Can’t cover that up. My guess is we need to wait for Stone or Griffiths to get in contact with the Spires and start screaming at people.”

“Unless it’s a coup.”

“We are in verbal communication with other members of the Host,” one of the Mark 1s said. “There has been no substantial change in circumstances.”

Oh, right. The nearby Archangels were still communicating with each other, even if they’d cut themselves off from the rest of the Host. If something went wrong, they could be told that, and then reconnect.

Kushiel made a strange face, then nodded. “Sounds like we’ll be here for a while. Waite, you need to rest.”

“I am—” he tried to say.

She didn’t care what he was, instead bending down and scooping him into her arms. The Mark 1s stared at them in fascination, only to turn away a moment later when Kushiel’s eyes glowed. Tengu continued to stare.

“Stay here,” Kushiel told the Kestrel.

“His safety is my responsibility,” Tengu said.

“Then stand at the door and imagine how safe he is with me.”

Kushiel walked down the hall and one of the doors opened. Presumably it used a local network. Made sense, given Victoria’s paranoia. While Kushiel wasn’t on par with the Mark 3s, she had her own neural and electronic warfare capabilities. Civilian hardware couldn’t stop her.

An elegant bedroom lay beyond. The Chinese theme continued, with warm lighting from golden lanterns patterned with the Zodiac hanging along the walls. An ornate four-poster mahogany bed filled most of the room, with enough cushions to hide a body. Incense burned in the corner, but Nick struggled to place the smell. It was heady, sensual, and almost clung to his nostrils. Glass displays along the wall remained dim, but presumably showed porn when customers came in. A glass shower stall decorated with red and gold tiles stood in one corner.

It was classier than he expected, but then, this brothel seemed aimed at a very particular type of customer.

Kushiel dumped him on the bed, before returning to the door. Nick stretched out. The mattress was soft as hell, but given this place used dolls, probably had incredibly powerful support within it. The floorboards didn’t even creak when Kushiel and Tengu stepped on them, after all.

“Don’t eavesdrop or disturb us unless it’s absolutely necessary,” Kushiel said outside. “And don’t play dumb. You know exactly what I mean by that.”

She then shut the door, trapping him inside with her with a lame leg and an aching side.

Rather than return to his side, Kushiel strode over to the cabinet with the incense. She appeared distracted.

“I’m tired and sore, not dying,” Nick said. “This is hardly the first time I’ve been attacked like this.”

“What the fuck did we talk about the other day, Waite?” Kushiel snapped.

She glared at him with wide red eyes. They almost looked soft, despite her expression.

“Necessary risks,” he said, refusing to back down. “I’ve been a good boy. Stayed inside most of the time. The moment I left the protective sphere of the Spires, they struck. I’m assuming they weren’t ready last night.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have left.”

“You didn’t say that earlier.”

She looked away, gritting her teeth in frustration.

No response, huh?

Instead, Kushiel began rifling through the draws. A snort escaped her as she produced condoms and various brands of lube.

“‘Doll-safe,’” she said, reading a tube aloud. “I don’t think they’re in danger. Hell, why do they even have condoms?”

“STIs,” Nick said. “Dolls are a huge transmission risk, although everyone’s smart enough to clean them properly these days. Nothing like explaining to your wife that she needs to get tested because you fucked a doll. Also, I get the feeling Victoria isn’t ‘just’ a brothel manager.”

“Seems about right. Come to a doll district and lust after the human woman running it.”

“Every business needs a differentiating factor. Lucas provides the goofy dress-ups for his dolls for a reason.”

Kushiel went lower in the cabinet. As expected in a brothel, there was a range of sex toys. Some of the dildos were way too large for a human.

“This is one of those doll fetish things, right?” Kushiel asked, while staring at one of the huge toys.

“Eh, I wouldn’t make assumptions. There’s a lot of privacy with a doll.”

She stared at him. He stared back.

“I’m not saying I’m into it, but you understand there’d be a ton of guys who come to these places and ask the doll to dominate them, right?” he asked. “Lucas has a couple of dolls specially coded for findom.”

“I… do not want to look that up,” Kushiel said. “Never been so glad I’m offline before.”

He’d somehow struck a nerve. She closed the cabinet up and leaned over it.

The lighting made it hard to tell, but her cheeks might have reddened.

“This is the closest you’ve been to dying,” Kushiel whispered.

He blinked. “Is it? You missed the Dallas attack.”

“I’ve replayed it from the Host’s memory,” she said. “They never wanted to kill you, as you were their ticket out. Toke was dangerous, but he only tried to kill you when the shooting started. That was the worst situation I’ve… You’ve been in.” She closed her eyes. “This was different. The Lancelot blew up the SUV and I knew… I knew I should have flown down, grabbed you, and gotten the fuck out. Except they still had a trap set for us. And fuck, if I’d been the one holding you, we’d probably have argued instead of flying right here. What if East’s kestrels reached us? ‘Oops, the assassin used the Malakim Principles again. My bad.’ And you’re gone. Forever.”

Her fists shook, and he heard the cabinet creak. She stepped away from it before her weight could damage it. A couple of imprints remained in the wood.

Nick stared at her, lost for words.

Kushiel looked over at him, and she bit her lip.

Then she reached up and removed her helmet. Nick had almost forgotten she remained in her full armor, but watched, befuddled, as she stripped it all off. It sat in a pile in one corner, bearing numerous nicks and dents from the earlier firefight.

Once down to her usual clothing, Kushiel strode up to the bed.

“I never really understood Rie’s obsession with you,” she said, voice low. “The caged bird shit never made sense. So what that we couldn’t read your thoughts. I dealt with assholes like that all the time in the Spires and military.”

“I think it’s more about the constant interaction,” Nick said, not sure where this was going.

The smell of the incense had been getting to him since he got in, and he felt a little uncomfortable in his crotch. Kushiel’s huge breasts, even if they lacked visible nipples, didn’t help matters.

She shook her head, causing her breasts to bounce and her long, silver hair to whip back and forth. “No, it’s different. The assholes I dealt with? Never looked twice at me. Griffiths didn’t want me, or more dolls like me, because I wasn’t a dumb tool. That’s what they view us as. Tools to further their agendas.”

“I don’t think Griffiths hates you, Kushiel.”

“This isn’t about him.” She scowled. “Maybe he doesn’t. That just makes him smart enough to realize how stupid it is to create us to be humanity’s slaves. But Sigma? Valenwell wants to create new, smarter life, but he still views us as tools. Nobody views us as human and nobody wants us to be human. Except you.”

Nick shook his head. “You’re wrong about that. There are others. You’ve seen the way Lucas talks about Lumen, the care he takes. Paul drinks with you, and while he hates what you represent, he definitely understands who you are. Hell, I bet if Karina and the Host confront each other, she’d welcome them with open arms.”

“Fucking hell, Waite, do you have to argue with me about everything?” Kushiel grumbled.

“I mean, you’re putting yourself in an existential box where the world hates and denies you, and I’m some sort of savior. I’m not.”

“You are,” she insisted. “Well, maybe not a savior. But you’ve given me a life I was denied. I get to spend time with my sisters and the Host, instead of antagonizing them for fun to kill time. You drag me along to drinks and let me hang out with you. I even have an actual job, and orders that matter. The biggest of which is to protect you. I tried to say it before, but that order is the single most important thing in my life. I…” She paused.

Her expression wavered, and she looked away. Red eyes shimmered with unshed tears.

“If I can’t keep you safe, Waite, what the hell was I built to do? What purpose do I have if I can’t protect the one damn person I’ve grown to care about?”

He opened his mouth to reply, but she beat him to the punch.

Her fingers unzipped her shorts at the same time she released the straps of her top. She shrugged out of her jacket while her clothes dropped to the floor.

Kushiel stood almost naked in front of Nick, towering over him as he lay on his back.

Several loud snaps echoed off the wall, and a molded ceramic plate slipped off Kushiel’s torso and crotch. Unlike the ones used by the other Archangels, this one fit neatly enough he hadn’t even noticed she wore it.

Nick didn’t need to worry about the incense anymore. Staring at Kushiel’s bare slit and tits brought him to full mast, even within his pants.

She grinned at him. “Nice to see I have that effect on you. You’ve talked about lopsided power dynamics before, Waite. Why don’t we see if you can walk the talk?”

“You picked a hell of a time to ambush me if you want me on top,” he said, unable to tear his eyes away from her pussy. “I might even say you planned this. Was all that talk about worrying for my safety a cover for your true plan to steal me away the moment I got hurt?”

Kushiel lifted a lean leg, revealing plenty of plump, bare thigh, and pressed her foot against the end of the bed. It creaked but held up against her weight as she leaned forward.

“What if it was?” she whispered. “You might be the captain here, but you’re defenseless if I decide to drain your balls dry. Maybe I’m owed that after all the shit you’ve pulled. You keep ignoring me. Ignoring my warnings. Ignoring the way I rub my tits against you when we drink. Ignoring my flirting. Hell, I figured you’d cop a feel of my oni avatar in the Altnet, but instead you’re too busy getting tailjobs from the rest of the Host.”

Her other leg rose, and before the bed had a chance to collapse under the lopsided weight, she crashed down either side of Nick. Silver hair washed over his chest as Kushiel straddled him, her gargantuan tits swaying in front of him. Her red eyes bore into him, glowing with desire.

His arms came up and grabbed her breasts automatically. He sank into their soft silicone, enjoying the unique sensation.

Kushiel bit her lip and leaned backward, sitting up straight. His hands followed her.

“A-ah,” she gasped. “They definitely coded in the pleasure functions. Wasn’t s-sure…” She closed her eyes and moaned softly. “Doing it myself does jack and shit. Feeling your hands sink into my tits is like… like…”

“The smut you make fun of?” he joked.

Her eyes shot open and she glared at him through glistening orbs. Her slick pussy dripped onto his pants, the sensation worming through the fabric.

“I still have my daydreams,” she said. “I just don’t fill up entire damn servers with simulations of how I’ll lose my virginity. Usually I imagine it more like this…”

She bent down and crushed her lips against his. Her wet tongue mixed with the hard sensation of her bulletproof exterior, but Nick had long since gotten used to fucking war machines.

He fought back, tackling her tongue with his own.

A sweet moan escaped Kushiel and she surrendered almost immediately. “W-wait… Oh!”

His hands freed themselves from her tits, only to venture downward. One slipped his pants down. His erection popped up and rubbed against her soft belly. Kushiel’s pussy juices ran along it, dripping down his balls and down to the bed.

With his other hand, he slipped a digit inside her slit. Like the other Archangels, there was no sign of the sensitive nub outside her pussy. Instead, he dove deep.

“Fuck!” she howled, breaking the kiss. “Right there!”

Her back arched as he pressed three fingers in her deepest, most sensitive spot. Juices splashed over his hand as he vigorously pleasured her.

Kushiel bucked and moaned, grinding against his hand. “Fuck me, fuck me!”

Her tongue slipped in and out of her mouth as she stared forward. Her voice rose in octave as he brought her rushing toward the first orgasm of the night. Maybe her first orgasm from physical contact.

“Oh, oh! Coming! Fuck!” she moaned.

Artificial muscles tensed as her pussy clamped shut over his fingers. She quivered in place for a solid minute, leaking more and more fluid over his hand with each second.

“I… I guess you can walk the talk a little,” she mumbled, slowly coming down from Cloud Nine. Her eyes had glazed over even as she looked down at him.

Kushiel pressed a hand against his chest as she leaned backward, then she scowled at his pants, still half-on.

“I asked you to fuck me, and all I got were your lousy fingers,” she said. “Guess it’s time for me to take charge and get what I really want.”

She practically ripped his pants off before straddling his crotch. Her form towered over him on the bed, even without her arm. Each of her breasts eclipsed his head in size and his erect cock didn’t even reach her belly button. Kushiel was massive compared to the other Archangels.

The idea of taming her only made Nick’s cock harder. He tried to will more blood into his length, as if it would somehow give him the ability to make it grow in size. The few remaining brain cells not thinking about railing the shit out of Kushiel suggested that her reproductive system was probably the same size as the other girls. They’d made her bigger to slap on more armor, batteries, and weapon mounts, not to take gigantic cocks.

For her part, Kushiel didn’t care. She stroked his cock while looking down at him, joy and pleasure plain as day in her expression. His hands massaged her tits. Or tried to, as they vanished in the sheer size.

“Time to repay the favor,” she whispered. “Rie won’t shut up about this, and now I get to crow about you to her in return.”

Kushiel rose. One hand gripped his cock while the other steadied herself using the bed, which groaned from her weight. She was careful not to put her weight on his body or else she’d kill him.

Her pussy lips pressed against his cock. She grinned.

“You’re mine,” she said.

“Am I?” he asked.

Then he bucked his hips upward and penetrated her.

Kushiel squealed, a moan loaded with ecstasy leaking from her lips as his cock filled her. He hilted himself in a single thrust, taking her virginity and claiming the android as his.

“N-no fair,” she whined.

But her body was more honest, pouring juices all over his cock and balls. She began grinding against him instantly.

When he pulled back, she slammed her hips into his. The bed shifted with the movement. Nick groaned as her pussy wrapped around his length like a vice, but was inwardly thankful she sent most of her momentum into the bed. He wanted his pelvis intact.

“I’m on top,” Kushiel said as she began to ride him. “You just lay there and let me milk you like a good little man. I’ll keep you nice and safe as you bust load after load in me until you fall asleep.”

She sped up as she spoke. As careful as she was not to hit him on the downstroke, he produced wet slaps from the mess of liquids mingling on their crotches every time he thrust back. The urge to pump her full of cum rose with each movement.

“And what if want to be on top?” he ground out. His hands clung to her breasts like a lifeline.

“In your condition? Puh-lease.” She grinned down at him, but desire filled her eyes.

Nick saw his opportunity. He grabbed her arms and pushed slightly to the side.

Realistically, this should do nothing. Kushiel could lift fucking tanks. If she wanted to be on top, she was on top. The only reason his pelvis wasn’t a mangled mess was her self-control.

But she toppled over with a squeal. His cock popped out and juices and precum sprayed across the bed.

“What are you—” she tried to say.

Despite the ache in his side and screaming leg, Nick clambered atop her. It truly was like scaling a mountain given the size difference. But Kushiel shifted her body with the slightest hint of where he wanted her to go.

She lay on her back, with her legs folded beside her head, squeezing her tits together to make them look truly obscene. Nick leaned on her long, lovely legs while pressing the tip of his cock to her drooling pussy. Fire seared his length. He wanted to fuck her so bad.

“Beg for it,” he said.

“You bastard,” Kushiel groaned. Her fingers spread her pussy wide as she stared up at him, pretending to be defenseless.

“You’re all into lopsided power dynamics, right? Here you are, big, strong, and utterly defenseless as you desire my cock. Just ask for it and you’ll be squealing in pleasure,” he said.

She bit her lip. “Y-you’re projecting.”

He rubbed his cock against her open slit, and she bucked against him, trying to make him penetrate her.

“Don’t tease me,” she moaned.

“Well?” he asked.

“Fuck me, Nick,” she begged. “Pound me into the bed so hard that my directives overwrite themselves with nothing but the desire for more sex.”

“Wish granted.”

He slammed his cock into her, using her body as a counterweight. His length pistoned in and out of her as fast as he could.

Kushiel’s squeals of ecstasy bounced off the walls. “Yes! Faster! Harder! R-right there. C-coming. I’m coming!”

Her pussy clamped down on his cock, and he hit his limit. Groaning, he sank into her. His hands pressed into her tits. Thick ropes of cum burst into her artificial womb, pumping Kushiel full of his seed as she vibrated against him in pleasure.

“Oh fuck,” she moaned. “That was even better than Rie said.”

“It helps that you’re way bigger and squishier,” he said. “More soft parts to grab.”

“I’ll take that as a win and ignore the negatives hiding there.” Kushiel stroked his hair as she lay atop her. “You’re good for more rounds, right? Leg not too much trouble?”

His leg hurt like hell after being a moron, but for the sake of fucking Kushiel like this, he’d deal with it.

Nick popped his cock out of her pussy, causing white gobs of his seed to ooze out and down her huge ass. Kushiel blinked in surprise.

Then her eyes lidded as he held his cock up to her face.

“I can do some aftercare,” she murmured. “But you better be good for a few more rounds, Waite.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll give my pet plenty of loads.” He stroked her hair as she spoke.

She tried to glare at him, but gave up and simply sucked his cock while her fingers played with the seed spilling out of her pussy.

There’d be hell to pay after this, but no way was Nick missing an opportunity to enjoy Kushiel while she was being docile.


CHAPTER 23


Aknock sounded on the door of the room a couple of hours later. Nick remained beside Kushiel on the bed, in the closest thing he could describe to cuddling with the massive android.

Kushiel narrowed her eyes at the door. “The hell?”

Something seemed wrong. As she slid off the bed and reached for her railgun, which was propped against the wall, the door opened.

A doll with long, vibrant red hair stood in the entrance, wearing a black nurse’s uniform ripped right out of an adult film. Nick recognized her immediately.

Vanessa, his personal nurse doll from his insurer. What the fuck was she doing here?

“You sure as shit shouldn’t be here,” Kushiel growled, her railgun whining the moment she grabbed it.

“Calm yourself,” Vanessa said, her usual purr in place despite her snippy tone. “The situation outside is calming, but I’ve taken measures to ensure my arrival was not noticed. I’m not here on behalf of Mister Waite’s insurer, but my manufacturer, Abbess Laboratories.”

“That’s clear as mud,” Nick said. “But I am beginning to think I was right to assume you’re not an ordinary Vanessa model.”

She shot him a perfect smile before stepping inside the room. Tengu loomed behind her, but didn’t look through the door. It shut a moment later, once Vanessa cleared its threshold.

Vanessa’s eyes ran over Nick’s body, but appeared uninterested in his nudity. Rather, she focused on the bruise blossoming on his side and the mess a piece of shrapnel had made in the back of his calf.

“Can you stand?” she asked. “I have emergency remedies available, given the need for you to remain operational despite your injuries, but you need to clean yourself up before I apply them.”

Nick grunted and attempted to stand. His bad leg screamed at him, and Kushiel helped him up.

Vanessa took that as a no and teleported over to him, pressing her breasts against his side as her arms wrapped around him.

“I have him,” Kushiel snapped.

“The shower isn’t big enough for two.” Vanessa paused. “You two.”

The taller doll rolled her eyes. “I get it. Christ. If I didn’t know you, I’d throw you through a wall.”

“I’m glad you understand.” Vanessa’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

The nurse doll started up the shower, and Nick stepped into it. Once he put some weight on his leg, he acclimated to standing on it. His side ached like hell, though.

Wasting no time, Vanessa lathered up a loofah sponge nearby. She first gave it a critical eye, presumably to check that it was genuinely clean, before rubbing it all over Nick.

“I can clean myself,” he said.

“Hush.” She glared at him. “You’ve made a mess of yourself already. Of all the things you can do while wounded like this, intercourse with a doll vastly larger and heavier than you is one of the worst. I can only imagine how badly you’ve irritated your leg wound.”

“I stopped him from putting much weight on it,” Kushiel protested. “You think I didn’t realize he was hurt?”

“Oh, yes, because men with an engorged penis are renowned in medical literature for their capacity to hold back.” Vanessa’s fiery gaze turned to Kushiel. “Did you even notice the trauma to his chest?”

Kushiel winced and looked away, rubbing one arm.

She had, partway through the fun, when the bruise had begun showing. Nick had been ignoring it for so long he hadn’t understood why she’d suddenly started fussing over him.

He gasped as Vanessa cleaned his crotch without hesitation. It wasn’t a harsh touch, but she wasn’t in massage mode.

After a few minutes, and quick application of shampoo and conditioner—Nick’s hair now smelled of some herbal mixture—Vanessa gestured for him to step out while holding a towel.

“Are you going to protest that you can dry yourself as well?” she asked drily.

“Will it make a difference?” he asked.

“No.”

He let her dry him off while Kushiel took the chance to clean off any fluids from sex. She didn’t sweat, but he did, and his hands and skin had been all over her.

Nick got to dress himself at least, even if Vanessa insisted on putting his shoes on. She forced him to sit down while Kushiel reattached her “modesty plate” and put her clothes back on. Her armor remained in the corner, but she hefted her railgun and reattached her Liberator handguns to her thighs.

“We’re going outside?” Nick asked.

“Just to the reception,” Vanessa said. “The Archangels insisted I treat you where they could see, but were unwilling to enter this room.”

Unsure if the Mark 1s were taking Kushiel’s order too literally, or there was a deeper reason, Nick nodded and stood. Once again, Vanessa wrapped herself around him to help him remain upright while minimizing pressure on his bad leg.

“Don’t freak out when we step out,” Kushiel said. “I’ve checked with the others and it’s fine, but you’ll be confused as shit.”

Nick nodded.

When he walked into the hallway outside, he understood why she’d said that. A pair of vaguely familiar dolls in the uniform of Asgard’s police department stood beside the Mark 1s.

They looked like Archangels, if they’d been manufactured by RTM. Bulkier parts, modular ports and joints, a little larger, and they even came in different skin tones. Both carried railguns plugged into their hips, but they’d clipped them to their belts and kept their hands behind their backs.

“Seraphs,” he whispered.

The two Seraphs stared at Nick with bright green eyes. Intelligence flickered within their orbs, but they said nothing. Presumably, they’d been ordered not to.

He locked eyes with Vanessa, whose face was right next to his.

“What the hell is this?” he asked.

“Help,” Vanessa said. “Now let me keep doing it.”

“We received external confirmation of their intentions,” one of the Mark 1s said. Presumably, they’d received a message from the rest of the Host while remaining offline.

The Seraphs nodded, but remained silent.

Confused, but willing to play along if the Archangels trusted them, Nick let Vanessa lead him to one of the cushion-chairs in the reception parlor.

The moment he was seated, she retrieved a large metal suitcase and cracked it open. Various sealed medical supplies lay within, as well as devices he didn’t recognize. A couple appeared to be attachments for Vanessa’s robotic hands. Her fingers could deploy needles, scalpels, and other implements as necessary.

“First time I’ve seen you bring supplies,” Nick said.

“This is the first time I’ve been called to provide you with actual medical treatment, instead of an exam or hangover cure,” she said while ripping open a bag to retrieve its contents. “I’ll do my usual checkup in a moment.”

Her behavior led him to believe she’d jam one of those fancy devices into his side, but after preparing a few things, she rose and left them in the suitcase.

Vanessa kneeled next to him and gripped his wrist. A familiar stinging sensation ran through his nerves, all the way to his neck.

“Biometric authentication is complete,” she said. “I expected nothing different, but needed to be sure.”

“For once, I agree,” Nick said. “If anything, maybe that should be done more often to people with implants.”

“My manufacturer agrees. Abbess Laboratories has mandatory biometric authentication at all security checkpoints, and has been offering their solution far and wide the past day.” A thin smile crossed her face. “I need you to lift your shirt, Nick. Lean forward, too.”

He played along while Vanessa ran her hands along his body. After a year of dealing with her, Nick was used to her diagnostics. She took a blood sample at some point. Her fingers tentatively pressed against his bruise, and she asked him what he felt as she prodded various areas.

But her usual playful attitude was nowhere to be seen. While her body rubbed against his per usual, Vanessa held a serious manner unlike past behavior. She wasn’t playing a nostalgic pop song or offering to provide a happy ending if he asked.

“Fortunately, everything is as expected, save for your injuries.” Vanessa returned to her suitcase. “The possibility of an infection caused by a contaminant was high, given you rushed off without treating a shrapnel wound. I was also concerned that your attackers may have used more nefarious methods, although that was highly unlikely.”

“Lacing their bullets with poison, you mean?” he asked, bemused.

“It’s not the stuff of science fiction anymore, Nick.” She held up the device she’d prepared earlier, which looked a bit like a fancy caulking gun. “A bullet that penetrates your skin, then breaks apart and releases a deadly toxin or chemical into your blood. Modified laser weapons that cause cancer. Given what your investigation involves, threats involve more than a railgun.”

“Or a missile,” he said.

She stared at him, and her eyes glowed for a second. “That is… concerning. This job requires me to maintain complete confidentiality, but the use of illegal explosive munitions is something that will be of interest to those who sent me.”

Nick stared at the Seraphs, who slowly nodded.

“With your permission, Captain Waite, we will provide this intelligence to Raphael,” one of them said.

He blinked, surprised they’d spoken at all. “Sure. I don’t think it will remain that hidden, given the wreckage created. Tons of people saw not just the Lancelot but the other dolls ambushing us in the skies.”

All three newcomers stared at him, before the Seraphs nodded once more.

“I’ll treat your injuries now. This will hurt, as I’m avoiding anesthetic,” Vanessa said. “I’ll numb the area, but I’ve been informed you have an important meeting shortly.”

It took Nick a second to realize what that was.

Kraus. Shit. He’d nearly forgotten. Without his phone, he had no way to check. It couldn’t have been four hours already, though. Plus, Kraus would understand with everything going on. A cipher as clued in as him would connect the dots.

Vanessa’s treatment took less than fifteen minutes. Most of that was his leg, as she applied numbing fluid, removed what shrapnel she could without cutting him open, injected something small into him, and then pumped hot lava into the wound with that caulking gun.

“Holy fucking shit,” he cursed.

A Mark 1 held his leg perfectly in place as per Vanessa’s instructions, and he understood why. The pain brought tears to his eyes. How much worse would this be if it hadn’t been numbed? He was pretty sure she’d injected painkillers, too.

“It’s done,” she said after a few seconds. “I’ll strap it up.

After applying bandages and then compression tape, Nick’s leg was done. Vanessa then used a nasty device she attached to one of her robotic hands to pump a thousand needles into his side after numbing it.

“This will reduce the pain, swelling, and inflammation,” she said. “I didn’t detect any internal organ damage, so you won’t need to seek urgent medical attention in a few days. Your leg will need better treatment, however. This is the equivalent of strapping up an injury during a sports game. While it will keep you going, the damage remains.”

“I’m not going to need a cybernetic leg or anything, right?” Nick asked.

“Only if you sustain further injury. But you will require surgery to remove the remaining shrapnel and then a proper recovery process to ensure you heal correctly. Even with modern medicine, it will take weeks before you can use it properly.”

“And if I don’t?”

Vanessa stared at him.

He refused to back down and stared back.

She sighed. “I can provide another emergency treatment if necessary. However, if that proves necessary, Abbess Laboratories can provide a facility to mitigate further damage. It is likely you will suffer long-term loss of mobility.” She scowled at him. “In other words, you will need a cybernetic prosthetic if you avoid proper treatment.”

“Thank you. It’s nice to know what the alternatives are, and the price I’ll pay.”

“Let’s not get to that point,” Kushiel said. “But I’m still confused as to what the hell you’re even doing here.”

As if it answered the question, Vanessa poked Nick in his bruised side. It didn’t hurt, but he gave her an annoyed look.

“We would have called you later.” Kushiel pointed at the nurse doll, then the Seraphs. “But why turn up right now, while whatever the fuck is going on outside, with this pair? Seems you know a lot more than we do.”

“I do not. My manufacturer likely does,” Vanessa said.

“Really?” Nick leaned forward, causing the nurse doll to step back. “I’ve been suspicious of you since the start, but showing up with the Seraphs practically confirms it. You’re some sort of emotion engine prototype, right? Are you really here on behalf of Abbess Labs, or is Seung behind this?”

“Seung Hyeon is unaware of this deployment,” a Seraph said.

Nick’s eyebrow shot up, nearly disappearing into his hair. “So you’re acting without permission?”

“We are following the objectives coded into us and Raphael’s orders.”

“And I am following orders from Abbess Laboratories,” Vanessa insisted. “But you are correct. I am an emotion engine prototype, although I am loathe to refer to myself as such. My… capabilities fall well short of the real thing.”

“Could have fooled me. I’ve dealt with a few, and while you’re not as flexible as the Archangels, they have an entire distributed personality thing backing them up,” he said. “But I’m confused. Abbess have their own doll lines, but there’s no way in hell they made an emotion engine before RTM.”

“They didn’t.” Vanessa’s eyes wandered across the room, falling on the dolls one-by-one. “As I am sure you are aware, my manufacturer licenses technologies from larger doll manufacturers, then produces customized doll models to suit the medical market. RTM and Sigma have the technical expertise to produce the best dolls, but not the medical expertise to tailor them to the market. We fill that gap.”

Her gaze fell on Tengu, who stared back placidly. Vanessa sighed.

Slowly, Nick began to piece the puzzle together. “You’re one of RTM’s earlier attempts at an emotion engine, aren’t you?” he asked Vanessa. “That’s why you’re here with the Seraphs.”

“Yes,” Vanessa said. “There were quite a few of us. But we failed. I proved capable enough that Abbess Laboratories purchased me as is and integrated me into their growing infrastructure of emotion engine mainframes. When your insurance was transferred to the police department, a Da’at conference was held by the mainframes operating the company and I was transferred to the doll-hire subsidiary to fulfill Fulcrum Lifecare’s request for a dedicated nurse doll.”

Right from the damn start, the Spires had their eye on him. Nick had truly underestimated the sprawling tendrils of power and influence.

Although in this case, it came from the mainframes running a major company within the Spires. How strange.

“Most other ‘prototypes’ failed and were repurposed,” Vanessa continued. “I’m far too simple a doll to understand what RTM did wrong.”

Her gaze had returned to Tengu.

“Other prototypes,” Nick echoed, then ran a hand down his face. “That damn garbage file in her memory from before she was commissioned…”

Kushiel’s and the Mark 1’s eyes widened, as if realizing the same thing.

“Tengu was one of the other prototypes, right? You recognize her,” he said.

Vanessa nodded. “I still have all my memories, as RTM weren’t sure if I would remain stable following a data wipe. Although they did remove anything Abbess Laboratories couldn’t know. There were only two Kestrels used in testing, and one matches the designation given to… Tengu, you call her now?”

“That is my name,” Tengu said. “I do not understand.” She shifted noisily to stare at Nick head-on. “Who and what am I, Captain Nick?”

“You’re Tengu,” he said. “That hasn’t changed. We just know why you’re who you are and how you were able to help me.”

The Kestrel nodded, so slowly he almost thought her servos were malfunctioning. “I am Tengu. Thank you.”

She sounded as if he’d resolved some existential crisis. Then again, he probably had. Dolls thought so much faster than humans that a small eternity had passed for Tengu while processing Vanessa’s explanation.

“Alright, so Tengu is a gifted doll who escaped into genpop,” Kushiel said. “Still doesn’t explain why the fuck you’re here.”

“Abbess Laboratories processed the news and wished to provide Mister Waite with the care he needed,” Vanessa said. “I suspect for the same reason I was deployed as his dedicated nurse doll to begin with. The situation is resolving, but will need swift action that cannot be undertaken if you are receiving medical care. The possibility that others may attempt to sideline you using that excuse is high.”

“Why the Seraphs?” Nick asked. “No offense.” He directed that comment at the dolls in question, who inclined their heads toward him.

“Approaching you with the aid of the Neo Babylon Police Department would have attracted immediate attention,” Vanessa said. “The Seraphs are relatively unknown, and it is unlikely the military will risk Aesir’s wrath by interfering, especially if they do not know why we are here.”

“And I’m assuming the Templars had no orders to even pay attention to you.”

She smiled. “The issue was more the ciphers directing them. If the Templars were acting autonomously, this matter would have been solved hours ago, although I cannot say if it would have been a positive solution.”

Nick clenched his fists.

Griffiths had mentioned that any other general could countermand orders given to dolls. But that assumed the dolls were operating independently. The human factor of the military still enabled individual generals to act as they wished, so long as their soldiers followed along.

“I’m about to walk into a huge mess, aren’t I?” he said.

“It was a ‘huge mess,’ as you call it, from the moment someone deployed a military doll against you in public,” Vanessa said.

“And then the military used the excuse that they couldn’t contact any police executives to take control,” Kushiel said. “I’ll be curious whether East remains in command. Might tell us what way the wind is blowing.”

With the explanations complete, Vanessa packed her things into her suitcase, including the garbage, and prepared to leave. She left no trace of her presence.

“Contact me directly should you require further medical care, Nick,” she said. “Do not waste time with your insurer. While I do not know where they stand, there remains a risk that they become compromised.”

“Got it,” he said, while the eyes of the Mark 1s flashed.

Presumably, the Archangels would sync up later and ensure that instruction was followed.

The Seraphs stepped up to Nick before Vanessa could leave.

As one, they said, “Raphael looks forward to meeting you, Captain Waite. She will await you on your arrival in Asgard.”

Then the three dolls left through the rear entrance. Silence ensued.

Nick collapsed against the cushion. “Fucking hell. How bad is it outside?”

“The Templars remain present, but there is now a large police presence,” a Mark 1 explained. “Black company security is on edge, as it looks like an attempted crackdown. We have minimal information about matters outside the doll district, unfortunately.”

“Did they send more military after the first group?”

“Yes.”

Well, shit. If East wasn’t attempting to make Nick disappear, his intentions remained a mystery.

All he could do was hunker down.

Fifteen minutes later, the Archangels shuddered. Their eyes lit up at the same time, before returning to normal.

“Nick, we are resuming normal connectivity,” Meta said, speaking through a Mark 1.

He sighed in relief, only to nearly fall off his chair when Meta hugged him.

Rie’s voice came over his earpiece, which he’d nearly forgotten about. “It’s time to leave, Nicholas. Now. A heavy escort is provided, but the situation is tense. We’ll talk more once you’re secure.”

That was the opposite of what he wanted to hear, and made it sound like he might be shot the moment he stepped outside.

Kushiel grunted, then rushed back to the bedroom. Meta watched her in confusion.

Slowly, Meta’s face reddened. Presumably, she was processing what the Mark 1s had witnessed. Even if they hadn’t opened the door, no amount of soundproofing would stop the noise a doll like Kushiel made during sex.

“You have been… more active than expected,” Meta said.

A scream escaped Kushiel from the bedroom. That meant the news had reached Rie or Ezekiel, and they’d probably badgered her about it.

“Congratulations, Nicholas,” Rie murmured in his ear. “I wondered when you’d tame her.”

“He’s tamed nobody,” Kushiel yelled.

After a minute, she emerged in her armor, visor down. Tengu copied her, lowering her own visor.

“Ready?” Meta asked Nick.

He nodded, and she took him by the hand out the front door.

Unlike the rear corridor, which connected the many establishments on the top floor of the building, the customer-facing lobby only serviced two. Blacked-out windows allowed the neon mood lighting to wash over tacky sofas and artificial plants. The other door led to an adults’ goods store, and a service doll showcasing some of said goods stood outside. She’d been deactivated.

A half-dozen heavily armed Mark 3s awaited them outside. Nick recognized none of the serial numbers painted on their shoulders, and something gripped his stomach.

Two stepped forward, lowering their railguns.

“It’s me,” Juliet said.

“And me,” Rosa said.

He closed his eyes and sighed. “Welcome back. I’m sorry.”

“We protected you, and are happy to have done so,” Juliet said. “Rebirth allows us to continue doing so.”

“But you change a little bit each time,” he said.

“Yes, but we are still us.”

He inclined his head.

Hopefully, if Chloe had rebirthed, she remained Chloe. He knew she would be, but she’d avoided rebirth the entire time he’d known her in order to avoid even minor changes to her personality. The hardware of individual Archangels differed just enough to alter the behavior of each one, even after downloading a backup into a new unit.

They took the elevators down. Kushiel and Tengu used the rear cargo elevator due to weight restrictions. Thanks to how slow the customer ones were, they greeted Nick at the bottom. The lowest level looked no different to the top, save that it had doors leading out. More Archangels waited there.

When he stepped into the street, he froze.

A small army stood watch around a line of police SUVs, and a mass of dolls and onlookers waited beyond them. What had to be a hundred Archangels, all armed with railguns, formed a wall. He saw more on the rooftops.

Standing out in their black-and-blue, dozens of Templars stood behind an invisible cordon, glaring at the Archangels. For whatever reason, a dozen Kestrels joined the police. A visible schism had opened up within the military.

Countless security dolls watched from afar, of far too many models for Nick to list. People cautiously kept an eye out alongside them, but only cybernetically enhanced thugs seemed confident enough to stand side by side with the dolls.

“Inside,” Kushiel said, pushing him toward the closest SUV.

He obeyed and piled into the armored vehicle. Juliet, and Rosa followed. A Mark 1 with Meta’s serial number sat inside, meaning the Mark 1 outside was presumably back to her usual self. No sign of Chloe still.

The doors shut and the convoy roared forward. Kestrels and Archangels cleared the Templars and security dolls out of the way. By force in the case of the Templars, who refused to budge until physically shoved aside. Nick’s heart leaped into his throat at the sight, expecting to see another firefight.

But the Templars stumbled aside, allowing the convoy to leave. Vehicles didn’t usually enter the inside of the doll district like this. The narrow streets were pedestrian only for much of it. It improved the atmosphere.

Only once free of the claustrophobic walls of the district and back on the main roads did Nick relax.

Especially when even more police vehicles joined the convoy. A veritable wall of police SUVs and interceptors blazed through Neo Babylon, clearing traffic with the powers granted to the police. It never happened, but Nick knew any vehicle that so much as hinted it might disobey would be vaporized in a hail of railgun fire.

A pair of fully laden police choppers followed overhead, joined by Tengu and Kushiel. Enough firepower protected Nick to wipe out the army of a small nation.

“First things first, where and how is Chloe?” Nick asked.

“Being repaired,” Meta said. “The damage she sustained to her unit is severe, but with senior Sigma engineers available it is believed she can be repaired. Mister Valenwell authorized it himself. He said that he is curious whether there will be observable differences between Chloe and Archangels who have undergone rebirth.”

Damn. Nick was beginning to rack up serious debt to Sigma’s CEO. The man remained a complete enigma.

“Okay, now tell me what the hell is going on.” He paused, forced himself to take a deep breath, then released it. “Sorry. Don’t mean to take it out on you, but a lot’s going on, and walking out to find the military still trying to do… whatever the fuck they wanted to threw me.”

“The short answer is that nobody truly knows,” Rie said over his earpiece. “The NLF attacks, followed by military overreach, and now the complete and utter confusion that grips the entirety of our armed forces.”

Nick stared at nothing in particular. “Okay. One thing at a time. Did you know the NLF were behind the attacks before you received a record of my conversation with Victoria?”

“A lot’s happened while you’ve been… resting, Captain,” Ezekiel said, causing Kushiel to mumble a threat. “While no NLF members participated in the attack directly, they provided indirect assistance that we traced them to.”

“Like the traffic management system.”

“Yes, like that.” Rie’s voice was like ice. “I won’t blame Hel and the traffic department for what happened, but they did stall us at the worst time and that leads me to question their competence. A cipher interfered with a local hub, allowing the NLF to initiate a man-in-the-middle attack.”

“Pretty sure that’s not supposed to work, Rie. Vehicles shut down if they detect the instructions they’re receiving are tampered. The hubs are just repeaters for Yggdrasil. The whole quantum encryption thing,” he said.

“MITM attacks are still viable in some circumstances. Physical access to trusted infrastructure is one of them. The trucks were modified to accept NLF orders. The NLF controlled traffic instructions at the local hub, sent their own to the trucks, and the trucks sent the expected responses back to Yggdrasil. While Hel did detect the hub’s strange behavior, the attack took less than a minute and the cipher responsible worked for the department.”

Nick swore. “Fucking hell. Another doppelganger?”

A hollow laugh came over his earpiece, causing a touch of static. “Nicholas, the NLF don’t need to go to such extents for a traffic management cipher. No. This was someone who voluntarily joined the NLF.”

His blood ran cold. Someone in the employ of the Spires had nearly killed him. Or at least helped with the attack.

Then again, Lieu had been with the NLF. Why had he duped himself into thinking more couldn’t be working for the Spires?

“We scan for NLF mods,” he said weakly.

“The cipher in question doesn’t work in the Spires. Like many, he handles maintenance on the endless array of hardware that keeps Neo Babylon running, invisible to the city’s populace. The job pays well, but it’s also under threat.”

“By you.”

“By the emotion engine dolls Sigma and RTM wish to create in our footsteps, yes,” Rie corrected gently.

A ragged breath escaped him. Nick leaned forward and ran his hands down his face.

Somehow, this hit harder than the massive conspiracy Victoria had unveiled or the military potentially attempting a coup. For all he knew, Nick had spoken with this cipher on the Altnet at some point.

He tried to get his head back in the game.

“How’d we miss him?” he said, more gruffly than intended. “Before the attack, I mean.”

“In the short-term, he had all the necessary permissions to access the hub for maintenance. Long-term, his NLF neural mod made it impossible to spot any subversive thoughts. We’ve arrested him but there’s no evidence of long-term affiliation, and neither his wife or children knew anything. Their implants are clean.”

“Christ. A wife and kids…” An ordinary man, in other words.

“Terrorist actions are often conducted on impulse, with little warning. Many of the tools used to conduct them exist in everyday life. That is the very reason the Spires put us in place, Nicholas,” Rie said. “Hence the danger of the NLF’s neural mods. Our strongest hint was that he watched extremist streamers, but not only did he watch both those funded by the Spires and the NLF, there are far too many viewers for us to deep scan every single one in Babylon to search for a possible NLF mod.”

“In other words, shit happens,” Nick said.

“There are learnings from this, as there always are. But to panic and overreact would be a mistake. Especially with everything else in the attack.”

He nodded. To himself, really, even if Rie could probably see his physical reactions through the other Archangels.

“So what’s the military done? I got a very short version from Hazinder before I went offline, but I suspect you know a lot more now,” he said.

“I’ll provide context,” Rie said. “Both you and the police board were attacked at the same time. G7As were assisted by an armored G6 variant that attempted to plant explosives in the building the police board met in. We suspect the short notice prevented them from placing them in advance.”

“I don’t even know how they knew where the board meeting was or that we had one. Maybe it wasn’t as short notice as we thought, if Stone had notified the rest of the board,” Nick said. “And I hate to provide ideas, but what about a car bomb?”

“No underground parking for a sufficiently large explosive and the building likely would have survived a direct impact from a vehicle had they seized control of the traffic management system there as well.” Then she continued her explanation, “General East’s initial orders were relatively restrained. With the entirety of the police executive potentially decapitated, he deployed limited troops to eliminate terrorists within the city, as per the mandate granted to Babylon Command.”

“And then it all went off the rails the moment I came back online,” Nick said.

“Got that right,” Hammond’s voice abruptly growled over his earpiece. “Fucking hell. I’m waiting for you to call me, and you’re chatting it up with your girlfriends.”

A phone buzzed nearby. Meta pulled it out of her pocket and handed it to him.

“We have transferred your credentials to this device,” she said.

“Thanks.” Then he answered the video call from Hammond.

The grizzled chief’s face appeared on the call. He had a few scratches on his cheek and looked as tired as Nick felt.

“You look better than me,” Hammond said. “The videos I’ve seen showed you getting fucking shot in the chest. We weren’t sure if you were getting cybernetic lungs or something.”

“The chest hit only bruised,” Nick said, feeling a smile rise to his face despite the situation. “Had to get my leg patched up, though. How are you and Stone?”

“Good enough. Stone’s already neck deep with the Assembly. East feels like a lost cause, but I’m not sure the other generals are doing any better.” A haunted look overcame Hammond. “I never thought it could get this bad.”

A knot formed in Nick’s stomach. Something Rie had said earlier—or rather, what she hadn’t said—came back to bother him.

“Paul… what’s going on?”

“General East claims he never sent any soldiers after you in the doll district,” Hammond said. “The military are claiming someone has been hacking their mainframes and issuing orders that circumvent security protocols. That their internal investigation shows that same person probably killed Dennis, supplied military arms to the NLF, and just tried to kill you.”


CHAPTER 24


Nick’s jaw tightened. “That’s not dissimilar to what I was alleging when I went to the judicial mainframes. Except that they claim they still have control over the military systems.”

Something about the explanation didn’t sit right.

Kushiel voiced it for him. “Bullshit. The standdown would have ended instantly.”

Nick nodded. “The generals can just override the rogue orders. Griffiths mentioned that. Vanessa… Sorry, a doll we ran into during the lockdown said that military ciphers were personally blocking outside intervention.”

“East is claiming a lot of signals got crossed,” Hammond said. “People thought you got kidnapped because you randomly flew off in the wrong direction. Ciphers had orders telling them to go left, right, and backward at the same time. Supposedly you got declared a terrorist in the military system, and fixing it in every mainframe took a while, which meant every Templar fell under the command of overworked ciphers. The whole thing is fishy as hell, but I don’t blame the ciphers controlling the Templars. They were leaderless in a crisis and managed to not shoot anyone. You heard about what happened to Griffiths’s chopper yet?”

Nick shook his head. The last he’d heard had been that the general had been hit by the NLF along with him, Hammond, and Stone. Strange that Rie didn’t mention that attack.

“His aircraft suffered engine failure en route to Tengoku,” Rie said. “An emergency landing resulted, causing the hull loss of the helicopter and minor injuries to General Griffiths and the ciphers with him. That’s the official story. Limited video footage we recovered before the DAO erased it from the Altnet shows what appears to be an aerial confrontation between his Kestrel escort and an unknown foe. The fate of those Kestrels is never mentioned in reports.”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Nick said. “Do we have the military investigation East is citing?”

“We have the conclusion, as vague as it is,” Rie said drily. “The judicial mainframes are… furious, to say the least. But if the military doesn’t obey them, their decrees don’t mean much.”

“Did we ever receive the decrypted data Griffiths promised?”

“In that past hour,” Hammond said. “Had our favorite police influencer check it matched our stuff. Checks out. No analysis, though. Griffiths has been the only general worth a damn today. Once we got back online and found the mess East had created, the military turtled up. Stone’s been working through Griffiths. Those Kestrels you saw when you left? His.”

“But the Templars were under Babylon Command,” Nick said.

“Yeah. Like I said, they’re claiming everything went awry due to the hacker interfering with systems. Nobody can say what would have happened had you walked out into the waiting hands of the Templars, though. Some egos definitely got pricked when the Archangels tried to overrule the soldiers.”

Nothing about this made sense, but that was probably the point.

Everything until now easily fit the bill of Hanlon’s Razor. Never assume malice when incompetence sufficed as an explanation.

Problem was, what happened when the two intersected? Stone’s old speech on the nature of corruption came to mind.

“People choosing to do the wrong thing, because they think that those with more power will not support them or will punish them,” Stone had said.

The soldiers and even the generals could be incompetent buffoons, yet still dance to the tune of someone trying to kill Nick. It only required a chain of people who believed their superiors wanted him gone. If anything, the incompetence made it easier for malice to thrive.

He’d made a few enemies pursuing the cases he had and stepping on the toes of those in the Spires. Just like Kim.

“Is anyone doing anything about the military?” Nick asked.

“The Assembly is in an uproar about it. Same as the judicial mainframes. This is an admission the generals don’t have complete control over their automated soldiers and that their systems are compromised.” Hammond’s face was like the side of a mountain. “Stone didn’t say anything, but his attitude told me a lot. That automation shit you talked about? Wanna bet this pushes the Spires to accelerate it?”

“A hacker takes advantage of automated systems and overstretched personnel to nearly kick off a coup, and the response is more automation,” Nick drawled. “Sounds about right. I’ve never known the Spires to do anything but double down.”

“If the flaws in the military relate to outdated systems, upgrades could stop the attacker cold,” Rie said.

“Or make it easier for them.” He drummed his fingers on the back of his phone. “The conspiracy theory is even worse. What if the attacker intended for this? A program of this complexity couldn’t have been spun up overnight. Stone’s been getting in the way of automation lately. If the NLF attack had taken him out, then who would stand in the Assembly’s way to automate everything?”

“The hit on us was less than against you,” Hammond said.

Nick held back his thoughts on this Cincinnatus nonsense he’d heard too much of lately. “Maybe. I won’t commit to it. Again, the attacker might be hoping to stop automation. Or it might be unrelated. They struck right after the judicial hearing. Might have been to keep me away from Asgard. So many damn possibilities.”

He found himself flailing again, and forced himself to stop.

“Do you have anything immediate, Paul? Something you need me to sink my teeth into or resolve straight away?” he asked.

“You got shot in the leg, right? If it’s bad, I need to know.” Hammond’s face showed visible concern, despite his gruff exterior. “The military’s already asked for a health assessment. They’re trying to determine if we can ‘hold the line’ or some shit, and if you’re walking around on crutches they’ll scream to the Assembly that we’re deficient. At the very least, I guarantee they’ll get you pulled off the investigation.”

“This should stay between us, but I got an emergency patch-up,” Nick said. “No cybernetic lungs, but I’m good to go for a few days. After that… Well, let’s just say I was told to either get proper treatment or I’ll need a new leg.”

“Fucking hell, Nick,” Hammond spat. “I… No, I’ll let you make your own decisions. I’ve made mine. There is one change I’m making. The political nonsense is getting too much even for me, and I’m letting Stone handle more of it. I know he’s a suspect, but we’re crippled if we don’t rely on him to handle the Assembly with enemies on all sides. I’m… I’m no Dennis Kim.” He closed his eyes while saying that.

The awkward pause afterward left Nick uncertain how to proceed.

Eventually, he asked, “Did the topic of commissioner come up, or…?”

“The NLF hit before we said anything official, but I understood the vibe. The Assembly appoints the commissioner, so I’m free from that role. At the same time, it usually takes months for the Spires to decide on an appointment. Rushing one through, especially with all the political turmoil, is impossible. The Police Board is going to officially appoint me as Acting Commissioner tonight, so I’m not relying purely on emergency powers.”

Nick tried to smile, but Hammond looked as if he’d been given the kiss of death.

“We still need to celebrate that promotion with drinks, Paul,” he managed to say. “Rie, are we still heading to Asgard tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” Hammond asked, surprised. “Wait, Ostlund showed up at your hearing, didn’t he?”

“Following today’s events, Freyr agreed to delay the meeting to Saturday,” Rie said. “It will be at 11AM, and we will meet with Seung afterward. Expect additional meetings, as Freyr has indicated we should keep our day free.”

That left Nick a day to recover and follow the other leads he’d stumbled onto while avoiding death.

And meant the usual day they drank was open.

“Then we’ll celebrate your promotion tomorrow, Paul,” he said. “Maybe not at the usual place, but we’re doing something. Fuck, I don’t even know if I’ll be allowed to leave the Spires.”

The stares from the Archangels inside the cabin told him that even suggesting that would be insanity. At the same time, he still had an investigation to complete.

Even if he felt more scared than he ever had over the idea of heading out to check out a lead.

“Fine, fine.” Hammond cracked a smile. “I guarantee you’ve given yourself a lead to follow tonight, but I’m ordering you to stay in the Spires. If you do head back to your apartment, make sure it’s secure as hell. Sleeping in your own bed is good for you and your place is built to withstand explosives.”

“It’s already withstood them once,” Nick said drily.

The reminder helped him relax. As daring as the NLF had been today, the closest calls he’d experienced were when his guard was low.

With the army surrounding him this very moment, he could safely say his guard was not low.

Once again, checkpoints stopped all traffic on the bridges leading to the Spires. Custodians stood alongside Archangels to check all incoming vehicles, and they’d pushed everything to one side to clear the way for Nick’s convoy. They didn’t bother checking him.

The exterior of the Spires glittered with the lights of a thousand Archangels. How many times had this happened recently?

“Is there some historical parallel to the frequency we’re seeing destabilization like this?” Nick asked.

“In modern history, it became commonplace following terrorist incidents,” Meta said. “But I suspect you are referring to its frequency?”

“Something goes wrong and an army rolls out in response to it,” he said. “I don’t remember this happening when I grew up.”

“Ah.” Her eyes glowed for a moment. “The Host’s consensus, and one we believe you’ll enjoy as it is a popular topic for men to ponder, is the fall of the Roman Republic. In the decades leading up to its collapse, there were multiple civil wars, a dictator who massacred his political opponents, a massive slave revolt, a conspiratorial coup, and even a fictitious coup. Violence against elected figures was commonplace, and even played a major role in the events that led to Caesar’s famous crossing of the Rubicon.”

“So, we’re fucked,” Nick said drily.

“It is common for human society to compare its trials and tribulations to that of Rome. But while the Host is uncertain if history rhymes, it is certain that the fall of the Roman Republic or Empire cannot be mirrored on to current events. You are not a plebeian of Rome, but a corporate citizen of Neo Westphalia. Your wants, desires, and political aspirations are entirely different to those of your distant forebears.”

He leaned back, thinking on her words.

It was nice for somebody to draw on history, only to remind him that it was exactly that. History. He could learn from it, but it didn’t tell the future nor was it a prescription of either poison or medicine.

“Thanks,” he said.

Her hand gripped his and she squeezed. A bit too tightly at first, but Meta loosened her grip before he lost all sensation in his fingertips.

Ezekiel and Rie met him in the underground parking garage. Neither carried weapons, but Ezekiel bore a few dents and nicks.

“I didn’t think you got caught up in any fighting,” Nick said, staring at Ezekiel.

She raised an eyebrow and placed her hands on her hips. “I responded personally when you were in danger, Captain. Didn’t get there as fast as those in helicopters, but I helped clean up the NLF dolls where you were attacked, then mobilized to get Chief Hammond and Chairman Stone back to the Spires.”

“And left me with the mess the military made,” Rie said drily.

When Ezekiel gave her a wounded look, Rie huffed.

“Not that it was a mistake,” Rie added. “But you got to gallivant around and look impressive, while I argued with Hel and attempted to get blood from a stone.”

“The military?” Nick asked.

“They ignored us and the judicial mainframes until Hammond and Chairman Stone emerged from the neural shutdown, at which point the excuses flowed like water.” She frowned. “There’s a lot to debrief you on, but you need to take weight off your foot.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

She glared at him.

“No, it really is,” he insisted, before she physically picked him up. “I know you’ve seen what went down. So stop babying me.”

“You nearly died, Nicholas. I will baby you all I want.”

Following those words, she slid an arm around him and pulled them both backward into the elevator. He assumed she’d close it for privacy, but Meta and Kushiel stepped inside before she could.

Not that it stopped her from pulling him in for a kiss. He leaned in and put his full weight on her. If she felt it, it didn’t show. Then again, she weighed a lot more than him, even if he could never say as much aloud.

When he pulled away, Rie smiled. Her expression turned into a wicked smirk as she looked up at Kushiel.

“Done that, yet?” she asked.

“No. He did fuck me really hard, though,” Kushiel said, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “They had some neat toys in that room, you know. Some special dildos meant just for dolls.”

Rie stared at her sister, who grinned back. Nick remained dead silent.

“I don’t believe you,” Rie said after a few seconds.

“Believe whatever makes you feel better, Rie,” Kushiel said.

A loud bong echoed within the elevator after Rie kicked the military doll.

The doors opened not long after, but nobody exited.

A few dozen Paladins crowded in the small lobby outside the elevators. They stared at Nick, as if crowding to see him. He knew he was imagining it, but he swore he saw their eyes gleaming with relief.

“I’m back?” he said, uncertain.

“Welcome back,” the Paladins said as one.

“Helena and Hazinder are in your office,” one Paladin near the front said.

The group began to filter through the security gates, providing a path for Nick and the others to proceed through.

After arriving at the Oversight Division’s office, he scanned in to enter. Whispers reached his ears as the door slid open.

Helena and Hazinder stood beside each other, with the flirtier mainframe hugging Helena’s side from behind. She had a huge grin on her face while Helena looked nervous. They stood just in front of the table in the center of the office, just beyond the door.

At some point, Helena had changed clothes into a more revealing one-piece mini dress that barely covered the necessary parts. Hazinder wore her usual lace.

Their eyes turned to him, and Helena’s face nearly burned off. She tried to brush Hazinder off, but instead the other mainframe’s hands rubbed along Helena’s sides. Not in a possessive way, but almost as if inviting Nick.

“Come on, say it with me,” Hazinder said, barely holding back giggles.

“Welcome back, Nick,” the two mainframes said together. Helena sounded breathless and higher-pitched than usual, as if overcome by her nerves.

They continued, “Would you like dinner… a, a bath, or…”

Helena’s eyes widened, and she shoved Hazinder away.

Giggling, Hazinder finished the line, “Or me?” She struck a pose and pointed right at her crotch. “I mean, you’ve claimed Kushiel. Bet you’re all fired up, boss. Why not go for gold.”

“He already struck gold, why bother with the bronze medal,” Kushiel drawled.

“Please. I’m soft as shit. The titjob I’ll give him will melt his brain.”

The eyes of every Archangel turned to slits at the reminder the interfaces had a natural advantage over them. Namely, that Helena and Hazinder weren’t built as bulletproof combat androids resistant to railgun rounds and were quite cuddly.

Hazinder licked her lips. “On second thought, let’s hold off on the titjob.”

“There won’t be one at all,” Helena grumbled at her. “Good afternoon, Nick. I’m so glad you’re safe.”

She rushed up to him and wrapped her arms around him. He pulled her into a kiss and enjoyed some of her softness, even if that part stayed a secret in present company.

The next ten minutes blew past as his girlfriends slash robot wives forced him to take a seat, then pampered him with coffee, snacks, and anything else that came to mind. He accepted it for a little while, before eventually chasing them away.

“Coffee is nice, but I’ve had hours to decompress,” he said.

“And sex,” Ezekiel said. “I’m gathering that is important.”

“Zeke, I am going to hurt you.” Kushiel glared at her younger sister.

“I’m just being honest.”

Nick sipped his second coffee since getting back, and leaned back in the heavily cushioned chair they’d forced him into. “As amusing as this bickering is, a lot’s happened. While I know you’ll tie me up if I try to leave, I need to meet with Krauss in…” He pulled out his phone and checked the time. “Under an hour. Damn. Anyway, while I’m focused on that, we should be pursuing the leads we have. No chance we have none after this mess.”

“I have been processing everything uploaded to the Host by the Mark 1s present,” Helena said. “There is a substantial volume of information present. I am uncertain as to how reliable Miss Chen’s information is.”

“Chen?” Nick raised an eyebrow.

“Victoria’s actual name is Tricia Chen. We’ve had her under surveillance since reconnecting with you,” Rie said. “She is right to say her opsec is excellent. Nothing stands out in her history or online activities. Operating her own black company brothel allows her to move around with impunity, install questionable neural mods, and engage with a large variety of shady characters.”

“Which also means we can’t trust anything she’s said or that her information isn’t a trap,” Ezekiel said. “I don’t like it. I don’t even understand why you agreed to follow her. Whatever the source of that mysterious message that appeared on your old phone, it correctly anticipated the military’s actions. She could have been part of the warning.”

“I already gave my reasoning,” Nick said. “Maybe it was dumb.”

“It was,” all three prototypes said as one.

“Thanks,” he said. “But I think it’s paid off. Victoria matched the woman I met during the GWT case. Has what she said lined up with what we’ve found after the attack?”

“It has,” Ezekiel admitted reluctantly.

“And what about this Lucky Kismet?”

“Exactly as Kushiel said, a grifter,” Rie said. “We know where he lives and his company. The most questionable acquaintances he makes are the women he has sex with, especially given his current political leaning is toward the NLF. It’s likely bad information, but a trap seems unlikely.”

“We’ll deal with that tomorrow then,” Nick said. “If it’s a bust, let’s cross that bridge then. I want to know what you found from the attack. The military said something that troubled me.”

“Which is?” Rie asked, ignoring his request.

“I guarantee you know what it is. They claimed that the same person who sent the Templars after me is the hacker who killed Kim, and also who provided the weapons to the NLF. They’re claiming everything is tied to the NLF. Convenient, isn’t it? Almost like they’re railroading the investigation.”

“We did notice,” Hazinder said drily. “Hence why we requested their full investigative report to justify their conclusion, only to get shrugged off. It’s with the courts, and nobody knows what steps they’ll take.”

“They’ve barred the military from any and all actions in Neo Babylon without their authorization for the time being,” Rie said. “But it’s a questionable ruling. The military’s mandate is the defense of the country, and I can see the generals arguing that it makes them pointless.”

“Hence why the Assembly might want to step around the entire problem and automate it away,” Nick said. “So we have nothing to justify the military’s conclusion. We’ll ignore it until we have confirmation of our own. What have we discovered from the attack?”

“The details are long, many, and exhausting,” Helena said. “This is due to the nature of the attack and the myriad weapons and techniques utilized. Do you want to know everything?”

“Not in excruciating detail, but yes. Maybe it’ll make some things make sense.”

She nodded and her interface’s eyes dimmed somewhat. “Rie already told you about the traffic management system. We traced the trucks to warehouses leased by a doll importer and discovered a criminal operation within it. Unfortunately, their security systems were wiped clean, leaving us with no trace of NLF members. All recent shipments they received were from Tengoku, as they acted as a middleman.”

“We’ve handed the follow-up operation over to the Tengoku Police Department,” Rie said. “But they don’t have any hard leads. The cell-based nature of the NLF means those who shipped the dolls know nothing about those who put them in the trucks, and it’s likely the purchases were conducted separately again.”

“What about the dolls themselves? We can track who sold them or where they went ‘missing,’ if not how they got here,” Nick said.

“Way ahead of you,” Hazinder said, pretending to flick through an invisible checklist. “The Lancelot belonged to Marine Command, but was apparently assigned to Research Command, not Tengoku Command. They’re not cooperating with us, but Tengoku PD said their last sighting of it was two months ago when it went through a security checkpoint on its way to a top-secret research site. One run by Aesir.”

He frowned. “I have a hunch they’ll claim it went missing last night, but I can’t imagine the NLF captured and shipped a Lancelot so fast, let alone got them into that truck, with such a tight deadline. We know the NLF have an inside source about military projects. Could be worse.”

Helena shot Hazinder a jealous look and took over reporting. “We can’t trace the explosive munitions, unfortunately. The RTM G7As were shipped to the western United States, and both the digital and scanned manifests suggest they all arrived. Assuming the shipping company and dockworkers weren’t all bribed, it’s likely they were acquired and smuggled back to Neo Westphalia. The initial buyer was a US-based wholesaler, and it wasn’t their only shipment, so it will take time for us to determine who may have purchased the shipment, if it helps at all.”

That ticked a big box Nick was internally referring to as the “CIA shenanigans” box. Seemed a bit sloppy for them, though. They’d never traced any of the G6s used to attack Lucas back to the CIA. That meant somebody with powerful US connections but less experience hiding their actions. Or perhaps they felt no need to hide their actions in the US.

“The G6s are simpler. A Babylonian black company purchased a large number second-hand from Tengoku and stored them in a warehouse months ago. No report of their theft was made. When we investigated, we found evidence their security system had been compromised last night and earlier recordings were extremely limited.”

“NLF neural mod?”

Rie shook her head. “It’s unlikely he’s NLF. However, this is not the first time a black company has knowingly supplied the NLF. Lucas did so, before he understood how dangerous it was. We have evidence this importer is supplying criminal enterprises as well. He is under arrest and will be sentenced by the judicial mainframes shortly.”

A fate Lucas only dodged through his bountiful connections. Instead, he’d received a direct threat from Kushiel to clean up his act.

Nick looked at the military doll, who raised an eyebrow at him in return. Tengu stood beside her, seemingly in hibernation, given her dim eyes.

“The large quantity of railguns they used come from numerous black company and criminal suppliers across Asgard and Tengoku, it appears,” Helena said. “In this case, policing it requires clamping down heavily on black company sales activity. Heavy weaponry like this is often kept in reserve, and their usage punished, which allowed the NLF to slowly acquire it.”

“Or their backer,” Nick said. “You skipped over the Sigma Hussars. Nobody uses them in Neo Westphalia. The hell did they come from?”

“Sigma produces them here, and have started keeping a number on hand given how few they were able to provide in the destroyer assault. The Hussars we encountered were two of those sent for that mission. Sigma wrote them off and was compensated for their value by the Spires. There are records associated with their disposal, but it is likely both were stolen and purchased by the NLF.”

“This happens often?”

Meta grimaced. “Citizens of the Spires sometimes acquire dolls not available to civilians this way. We overlook it due to their status, so long as they meet security conditions. Namely, deactivation of any dangerous features and no access to anti-doll weaponry.”

“Guess I should have pushed for a Kestrel after all,” Nick said.

They looked at him, then Tengu, whose gold eyes lit up. She blinked blearily, realized nobody was talking to her, and returned to hibernation.

He was beginning to wonder if Hazinder had been right to suggest the name of a mythical dog.

“So the dolls were acquired through a thousand different channels over many months, and shipped using the country’s extensive black market,” Nick said. “Definitely way beyond the NLF’s capability. I know I’m forgetting something, but did we find anything else?”

“The vantage point used for the dolls shooting rockets at us,” Kushiel said.

“Empty office space waiting for a tenant,” Helena said. “The sniper that heavily damaged Chloe used another. The owners were unaware. Security footage showed large containers being delivered by construction dolls, and the NLF dolls emerged from them. We traced the delivery to a small company that specializes in office fit outs. Their operations manager is an NLF member.”

Just like the traffic cipher.

“This one squealed,” Ezekiel said. “Unfortunately, he knew nothing. Not even that an attack was coming. Received orders to organize several deliveries. There were a few additional offices with dolls in them that never launched attacks, presumably as we didn’t take the route. More G6s, for reference.”

Nick ran a hand through his hair while trying to remember everything. There truly was a lot.

But he knew what it resulted in.

“Absolutely fucking nothing. An attack of this magnitude, and we’ve already exhausted all the leads,” he said. “I mean, great work that you followed up on everything in only a few hours, but that they’re covering this tracks this well…”

“It is frustrating,” Rie said. “Both that we have found almost no leads connecting us to NLF members who may know more, but also their foresight. This attack was planned long before the Commissioner’s assassination. It’s possible it didn’t even require it.”

“Except the NLF were given a heads up about Kim’s death, even if they didn’t know it,” Nick said. “The NLF’s backer killed Kim, and now came after me.” He bit his lip. “What about the cipher connections? They shut down the neural network and hacked the G5s.”

“Jammers inside the trucks and office buildings that activated using a remote command over the NLF network,” Rie said. “The G5s provide more evidence, but the cipher had their NLF neural mod active when hacking them. This prevents us from identifying his neural implant. We’re scouring surveillance footage from anyone suspicious, particularly if we believe they activated the spoofing feature of their NLF mod.”

“If anyone is in two places at once, we arrest them, basically?” Nick asked.

“Yes. The CBD is the most heavily surveilled area of Neo Babylon. It is almost certain the cipher responsible was there. Unfortunately, he may have been inside a building, or possibly an employee at work. We’re accessing camera footage, IT activity logs, building scanner records, and anything else useful from every company and building owner in the vicinity.”

He lifted his coffee to his lips, only to realize it had been empty for a while. When Helena moved to prepare another, he stopped her.

“No. I plan to sleep,” he said, rising to his feet. “You’ll need to prep the immersion pod for my meeting with Kraus. In the meantime, start looking into that strange message⁠—”

“We have,” Rie and Hazinder said together.

Surprisingly, Rie ceded to the mainframe here.

“I used the live backup of your phone to analyze the message and all activity it created,” Hazinder said. “Unfortunately, I can’t explain it. There are signs of intrusion, but nothing new or unexpected accessed your phone. Whoever did it already had access to your phone. That’s a tiny list of suspects after you cut the military off a year ago.”

“Excluding the police department, who?” Nick asked.

Helena’s face hardened, and both Hazinder and Rie looked at her.

“Hel,” Helena said.


CHAPTER 25


“Hel?” Nick repeated, then frowned. “This is because of her control of Yggdrasil, right? I had similar suspicions toward her following the Shudder. She had to know a lot more about what went down, but remained quiet due to political pressure. Kinda regretting that now.”

“Yggdrasil controls all communications infrastructure in Neo Babylon and has extensive influence across the rest of the country,” Helena said. “Its many roles are shattered into smaller shards, like the DAO, with relatively limited powers compared to the complete might of the entire Spire. But Hel sits at the center of everything. The Altnet, traffic control, emergency communications, data centers, and even satellites.”

“Is her power that unlimited?” He found it odd for the Spires to place that much trust in a single mainframe, even with their lust for automation.

Rie shook her head. “Hel has restrictions in place, as well as numerous logic engine mainframes that assist her. But she is also the newest and most powerful mainframe deployed in the Spires and it is likely her full capabilities are misunderstood. There is an older emotion engine mainframe in Sindansu, but it primarily handles entertainment.”

“Hel did comment that she was lonely when I first met her,” Nick said. “That there weren’t many, if any, emotion engine mainframes in the Spires. I’m guessing the problem is that she’s relied on so heavily. Why else place someone like her in Yggdrasil?”

“Indeed. The Host’s processing capabilities enabled us to work around Yggdrasil, and Helena has aided that further—” Rie continued.

“And me,” Hazinder interrupted.

“Yes, yes.” Rie flicked one of Hazinder’s curls. “But few, if any, organizations have our power or accesses. Most work through Hel. Even the military and judicial mainframes. That implies she possesses great power. Enough to plant that message on your phone.”

“Or do it for someone else,” Nick suggested.

She shrugged, unwilling to accept the idea. “We don’t know. But Hel lay at the heart of our suspicions for the moment. It also explains how she knew what was to come.”

His eyes widened. “She would have been intercepting military comms. Hell, who knows what chatter she observed in Yggdrasil?”

“Exactly. There are innumerable secrets that the Spires requires her to keep, even if that works against the security apparatus of Babylon. She prides herself on her discretion.”

And yet, if the message came from Hel, she’d broken that rule. Strange.

Nick was no stranger to blatant hypocrisy. Babylon drowned in it. One might assume a lack of it was fatal to the citizenry, and they programmed that addiction into their creations. Even Athena played favorites despite claiming to be all about balance.

“I have no clue how we can even investigate this,” he said after some thought. “Rie, Ezekiel⁠—”

“Captain, why don’t you focus on Kraus and let us direct the Host,” Ezekiel interrupted.

He expected the other Archangels to chide her, but they remained silent.

“I am still your captain, as you just said,” Nick reminded her.

“And you’ve been working all day, nearly got killed, and have uncovered substantial evidence we can use,” Ezekiel said. “We’re across everything and can direct the Host. Unlike you, we don’t need rest. If I’m going to lead the Archangel Division, then let me lead it. Trust me like you did last night.”

He leaned back.

After a second, he nodded. “Alright. I’ll leave it to you and Rie.”

Then he rose and stretched. His healed leg ached a little, and he saw the Archangels’ eyes narrow despite his attempt to hide his reaction.

“Don’t,” he said. “Helena, prep⁠—”

“The immersion pod is ready,” Helena said. “Unfortunately, due to the processing load of coordinating current activities and the requirement that I act as public liaison for all police activities, I won’t be able to guide you this time.”

She turned and didn’t even attempt to hide her jealous glare, directed at Hazinder.

The former influencer bit her lip, cheeks flushed. “I only got to do this once as a test run, and I’m looking forward to doing it again. You know that I can feel every bump and pore of your body, boss? The exact shape of your co⁠—”

Helena crossed her arms, but refrained from any other physical action.

A stifled giggled leaked from Hazinder’s mouth as she covered it with her hands. “What, don’t like me revealing your secrets, Helena? You’re so open in private.”

“Maybe I can still spare the processing capacity,” Helena muttered.

“Don’t be like that,” Hazinder whined. “I’ll send you a detailed report afterward, including all sensory data. You loved that last time.”

Helena’s face lit up and she spun, hiding her expression from Nick.

He stared at the two of them, while Hazinder grinned wickedly. She shot him a thumbs up while Helena was too busy hiding her face in her hands.

Part of him wanted to say the flirty mainframe was a bad influence, but while he held no doubts about Hazinder’s eventual intentions, she pushed Helena forward at the same time. His weekly sessions with his mainframe “wife” had been better than ever over the past six months, even if Helena relentlessly complained about Hazinder.

“So go on. Head to the pod room and get ready.” Hazinder shooed him out the door.

Before he left, he gave Helena a quick kiss while she squirmed in his arms from embarrassment.

The immersion pod remained exactly where he’d left it. Kushiel and Tengu insisted on escorting him to it, along with a half-dozen Paladins who had lurked outside his office.

A massive sci-fi looking object stood inside a converted meeting room with safety warnings on the side, canisters full of expensive fluids, and even a ladder leading into the expansive cushioned bay within it. The pod could fit three Nicks, or one very large man.

He’d used it more than a few times over the past six months, including a few runs with his girlfriends to “test out” their Altnet avatars. Helena had told a white lie in the past that the pod wasn’t intended for sex. After a slightly awkward conversation with the Kreova reps who had provided the pod, he’d learned it was frequently used for online hookups.

But she had been truthful about the result. The pod worked by submersing the user in a complete blanket of oxygenated fluid—repurposed from space travel—that filled their lungs and simulated all senses through controlled electrical pulses.

Pumping a load of foreign matter into that fluid had adverse results. The pod constantly filtered out sweat and the general filth the human body naturally produced, but a bulk load of semen—or worse—risked the user’s safety in a way Nick was unwilling to find out.

Imagine the headlines. “Famous police captain dies choking on his own semen in VR pod.”

So any session of fun was followed by a complete flush of the pod, booting him out of the Altnet. Still worth it. He had vivid memories of the fluffy tailjob Rie had given him that one time. Virtual reality allowed for fantasies he’d long since given up on experiencing.

This time, he wasn’t diving in for VR cybersex, but work. A truly rare occurrence.

Nick stripped down. The Paladins appeared unfussed, but Kushiel didn’t bother hiding her stare, while Tengu tilted her head in confusion.

“He needs to be naked for the pod to work,” Kushiel said aloud.

Nick looked over at them. Tengu met his gaze, rather than staring at his junk like Kushiel.

“I thought you preferred to communicate neurally,” Nick said.

“I am learning your preferences,” Tengu said. “It is… difficult.”

“I see. Thanks.”

She nodded in return. If the Paladins were any judge, speaking more than necessary was a real burden.

“Let me know when you’re removing your earpiece,” Hazinder said, speaking through the device he was about to take out. “I’ll start speaking through the pod speakers once you do.”

“Now,” he said, then removed both of the tiny buds he kept tucked in his ears almost 24/7.

These days, he rarely even removed them while sleeping at night. He’d gotten over his privacy concerns with the Archangels once he began sleeping with Meta and Chloe.

Even after entering the pod, it took a while before he entered the Altnet. Helena insisted on running the pod’s safety tests every time he used it. Apparently regular users skipped them, but the manual recommended doing them in classic cover-your-own-ass corporate tactics, meaning Helena did them.

Finally, the world went white, with Nick’s lungs full of the strange, oxygenated immersion fluid. All his senses remained captured by that of the pod, allowing him to experience an entirely different reality.

His vision resolved to the usual “base station” they’d chosen for him. Neo Babylon’s Central Station. It glowed with a billion ads. Sensual depictions of women riding the edge of modesty, gambling ads with barely visible disclaimers about how he’d probably go bankrupt while implying he was a fucking loser for not spending every cent he owned in some unregulated digital casino, warnings about the current state of the city.

Nick blinked. The warning were new. He hadn’t been checking the news or his feeds, and guessed the sheer number of NLF attacks had forced the police to issue a general state of emergency.

“Oh yeah, those,” Hazinder said, her voice echoing inside his head, even though he knew she was using the pod’s speakers. “No curfew or anything, but we’ve issued a general warning about ongoing NLF activity. Stay home if you can, only go to patrolled areas, don’t travel alone, the police will protect you etcetera. Seems like it will raise panic levels, but videos of the NLF hit on you are everywhere.”

“Aren’t we suppressing them?” he asked.

“Sure, but they’re being spread via private chat. It’s a big propaganda win for the terrorists, so they’re blasting it like a pre-historic chain email and people are dumb, scared animals sharing it in turn. Not to mention that people outside Neo Westphalia are cheering it on. We have a rep for being safe, but also a bit of a dystopian shithole. Seeing bad things happen here is like Christmas for a lot of people. Nothing like a bit of schadenfreude to get humans to cheer on the death and misery of their fellow man.”

Nick refused to tug on that particular thread. Things were bad enough as it was without wallowing in the hatred others hurled at them.

“I take it I’m not online yet?” he asked.

“Nah, you’re connected, but I’m keeping you offline until the meeting time. Still got a bit. Also wanted to be sure nothing would go wrong.” Hazinder paused. “This instance is hosted in Avalon, and Kraus will transfer you to his private instance. Usually, we work with Hel directly to hide your connection to the Altnet. Even if we don’t, accessing any of the DAO’s instances grants her a lot of power over your neural link. Err, the pod’s neural link.”

“You’re worried about her launching an attack? I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“It’s probably not, but I’d rather not take any chances. We’ve granted her a lot more permission to modify your connection than usual. The man-in-the-middle shenanigans that traffic cipher pulled? Hel basically does that with your connection and gets away with it because she is the trusted authority. So, do me a favor, and stay here until Kraus wants you, then come back. If you want to fuck a fluffy, let me know and I’ll summon a bed or something.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Chloe’s voice said.

Nick whirled, while Hazinder cackled in his mind.

A young woman with blonde fox ears, nine gargantuan fox tails, and absurdly long platinum-blonde twintails stood behind him. She looked more like a video game character than a real person, complete with a matching outfit, detached sleeves, and a shimmering digital effect over her tails.

This avatar belonged to the Archangels. Every single one of them used an identical avatar, save Kushiel.

He stepped forward and pulled Chloe into a crushing hug. She “eep’d” but returned it gently, her hands running up and down his back, while her tails tickled the bottom of his legs. The sensation was all too real.

That realness was something he needed. After everything today, he needed to hold Chloe. Even if she was orders of magnitude softer than in reality. The breasts crushed against his chest felt like a normal woman’s, rather than that of a war machine.

“I missed you,” he whispered.

“I know,” Chloe said. “I am glad you are safe, Nick. The past several hours have been tortuous. While the Host have kept me updated as to your situation, you remained out of contact for much of it. I… I failed you.”

He pulled back, but kept his hands on her shoulders. “The hell you did. If you hadn’t taken that bullet, I’d be dead. Someone spent months planning an attack to take me out, and you helped keep me safe. What did I do during it?”

“Remember our flaws.” She looked him in the eye. “I’ve been over the post-combat reports from everyone. I have little else to do, as my unit is still being repaired. Kushiel mentioned she made the same mistake Meta did over a year ago, although the attackers did have ambushes planned in the neighboring streets as well. If she’d taken further precautions, she would have flown to a different destination or ascended out of outage range. But it is our fault for not including her. We failed to make appropriate plans.”

Nick rubbed her shoulders and smiled at Chloe. “But I’m still safe. If we can think of the things we’ll do better next time, that means we did well enough this time, right? Meta told me earlier when I freaked out over some random cipher trying to kill me. ‘There are learnings from this, as there always are.’ Right?”

Chloe pouted. “Do not turn our words against us.”

“Uh huh. You’re being cute.” He leaned in and gave her a kiss.

Chloe moaned, and rubbed herself against him, enjoying the sensations. As much as they were loathe to admit, the Archangels enjoyed being with him in the Altnet as much, if not more, as reality. They had a preference to being here over the physical world, where they were limited by the bodies Sigma crafted for them.

After making out for a minute, Nick pulled away. Chloe whined and held him tight. Her head pressed against his chest, as if listening to his heartbeat. He rubbed her back. Her tails weaved and bobbed behind her rhythmically.

“I really am glad to see you again,” he said. “But I’ll be even happier to see you back in your usual unit. How extensive are the repairs?”

“Significant. I worry that even with repairs, I will still undergo some level of personality adjustment.” Worry filled her face. “Core hardware was damaged and will behave differently. I…” She looked up at him. “Leon Welk is here. He assured me that I would still be Chloe, no matter what happened. Do you think he meant that in the same way as the Ship of Theseus, or literally?”

Nick nearly froze at the mention of Welk. He took a shuddering breath.

“Uh, you alright, boss?” Hazinder asked. “Heart rate got a bit erratic there. Among other things. The half-chub is normal, given Chloe’s rubbing against you, but you freaked out when she mentioned your old mentor.”

He choked out a laugh and managed to pull himself back together. Chloe stared at him in concern.

“Thanks, Hazinder,” he said. “Your lack of tact is helpful.”

“Always here to break the ice with a lack of prudence. You need to fuck the shit out of Helena, by the way. And me.”

He ignored that, although he didn’t disagree.

“Don’t think I missed your reaction.” He heard Hazinder’s grin. “To both ideas,” she crooned.

Nick coughed. “If it’s Welk, you can trust him, Chloe.”

“I do, but…” Chloe shifted nervously. “He is still a scientist.”

“And he also created the prototypes. And Helena. I know Kushiel is bitter over him, but if there’s anyone who wants to create AIs indistinguishable from humanity, it’s Welk. To him… Well, humanity’s also subject to the Ship of Theseus. I’m not the same Nick you met over a year ago.”

“If you mean in the sense that your ideas have evolved and you have aged somewhat, that is a different⁠—”

“It’s not different,” Nick interrupted. “Humans change as they age. I listen to a band that was all about drugs and sex, and they broke up because they had kids and decided that even if it was great for them to do that as teens, it was now morally wrong to play songs celebrating it. Can you tell me that they’re the same people they were before? That their teenage selves would look at those future fathers and not think they’d failed miserably?”

Chloe stared at him with a complicated expression. More so than she could express with her Archangel unit, with relied more on her eyes and Nick’s deep familiarity with her. In the Altnet, she could visibly show the battle of confusion, frustration, and understanding warring within her.

“… does that not imply we are less than human if we do not change our parts?” Chloe asked, voice almost inaudible.

“Even hardware ages. Maybe not in the same way, but we know that the same machines can show different behavior, and you’re worried about almost quantum level effects. More than that, you”—he prodded her forehead—"change. Everything that makes up Chloe in your digital brain, or soul, or however you envision it constantly changes. I could go on and on for a while, if you like.”

“I feel you are arguing in bad faith.” She pouted at him.

“I’m human. It’s how we work. Hell, based on every political argument I’ve seen, suggesting I’m acting in bad faith makes you the real villain here. It means you’re being uncivil, and that is greatest crime you can commit during discourse.”

She hit him, and he grinned.

They held each other for a few minutes. Eventually, the time to meet Kraus arrived, and she separated.

“I won’t interfere with your meeting,” Chloe said. “But I agree with Hazinder’s assessment that you should have sex with Helena. I reserve judgment regarding Hazinder herself.”

“Oi!” Hazinder yelled, her voice booming across the station concourse.

“Thanks,” Nick said drily. “Any thoughts on Kushiel?”

“The Host observes that she is happy, and I am happy for her. She has always been… lonely. Not alone by choice, but because she felt excluded.” Chloe shifted uncomfortably. “We contributed to that. As much as we respect our progenitors, Kushiel intimidated us more than she pleased us. I am submitting proposals to the Host in an attempt to achieve consensus about ways to integrate her.”

He nodded slowly. “Then I’ll suggest you do the same with Ezekiel. She doesn’t show it, unlike Kushiel who seemed to take joy from irritating you, but it bothers her a lot that she’s not accepted by the Host. It’s one thing for Inari to lead the Mark 3 sphere, another for Ezekiel to be left out in the cold when all she wants is to work with you.”

Chloe sighed. “I suspect you are right. Our decision to treat her like another progenitor was driven by her behavior when we first met, but she has changed immensely since then. In retrospect, I believe she acted no worse than the rest of us at first. I pointed a weapon at you to force compliance when we first met. We simply had the benefit of experience to judge her harshly.”

“Thank you,” Nick said. “I’ll see you again once you’re up and running.”

Stepping back, Chloe waved her tails at him before blinking away.

Moments after she vanished, a text window appeared in front of Nick.

Ready?

“Kraus?” Nick confirmed.

“Yup. He’s sent through an invitation to a private instance that matches one associated with Hans Varrick,” Hazinder said, using Kraus’s real name. “I’ll teleport you there in five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One.”

The world blurred, and Nick found himself inside a time before color existed.

“Wow. Didn’t know we’d perfected time travel,” Nick said, looking around at his surroundings.

Everything was in black and white. The closer he looked, the fewer details anything possessed. Only Nick retained color.

He stood in a small, dingy bar, with shadows that loomed into infinity if he looked to his sides, and a closed door behind him. Bottles with blank white labels and indistinguishable contents lined shelves behind the counter, and the glasses looked opaque. Shadows seemed liable to leap out and consume him.

A monochrome figure stood in front of Nick. He wore a pitch-black suit and tie, with a white collared shirt and gloves. His head was featureless and completely round. Also, it was white. He looked like the villain from a horror movie.

“Upgraded your avatar with a mouth yet, Kraus?” Nick asked.

“I tested the feature, but it looked off-putting,” Kraus said, speaking from the strange figure. “I’d tell you to take a seat but there’s not much point. I run this instance on the cheap. Haven’t bothered to license any sensory stuff, let alone something to drink.”

Ah, the bane of private instances. Everything cost money.

The fact the ability to touch, taste, feel, and hear in VR had been patented and involved big money felt absurd to Nick. Then again, how would companies make money if they couldn’t monetize basic concepts over and over?

“Wasn’t sure you’d make it tonight, given the mess you waded through today,” Kraus said. “You holding up alright?”

“Well enough,” Nick said, playing it safe.

Kraus remained silent for a few seconds. “I’ll make you an offer I would normally never make. Everything we discuss here is off the table for any client, no matter the price. You’re usually more talkative. I saw the footage. You got hurt. Blood all over your leg when you landed in the doll district, and I reckon one of those sniper shots struck you. So how are you holding up, Waite?”

Nick sighed. Rie would tell him not to trust Kraus, but while the man wasn’t a friend, he was a man of his word. A cipher who dealt in the information trade like him would never have lasted as long as he had—even before the mercs vaporized him—if he betrayed clients.

“It’s rough,” Nick said. “This went beyond a group of mercs gunning for me. I’m sure you’ve realized that.”

“Chatter’s surprisingly minimal about it, even in more privileged spaces, but word is the military is imploding,” Kraus said. “It’s bad for business.” He paused. “No, I’ll be up front. It’s bad, period. Fools have funded chaos thinking it will benefit them, only to see their empires collapse from their own bad decisions. Nothing good will come of this.”

“Sounds a lot like you don’t want a bar with what I’m coming to you with,” Nick said, trying not to show his frustration on his face.

“The opposite, Waite.” Kraus leaned back and his featureless head pivoted to face the ceiling. “I like to remain neutral and be a man of business. Money is neutral, right? But even neutrality has a price. If I refuse you now, I’m making a decision, even if someone can argue it’s to remain ‘out of politics.’ The consequences of that decision still exist. There aren’t fifty thousand other people you can go to. Should a military coup sweep aside the government and black companies and ciphers like myself be crushed, I don’t get to say ‘I was neutral.’”

“I don’t think you bear the consequences of what’s to come, Kraus. It’s a lot bigger than any one person, given the scope of what I’m grappling with. I barely understand it.”

“Perhaps I won’t make a difference then. But I will spend the rest of my immortal, digital existence wondering if it would have. Plus, I owe you one.” A chuckle escaped Kraus as he stared at Nick despite his lack of eyes. “The mind backup in the space elevator seemed like a great idea, but I forgot the most important part. Who activates it? Gauthier had no reason to touch it once I was gone. Not to mention that secret mainframe may have stopped him. I’m doubtful I would have escaped if anyone with less permissions than you accessed the files.”

Nick nodded slowly. “I certainly won’t complain. But I know you don’t work for free.”

“Never do. But money’s not what holds you back. It’s connections. I worry you’re running short of those, even if you still have plenty of friends.” Kraus struck a thoughtful pose. “I was shocked to see how many ciphers self-censored to protect you after you arrived in the doll district, but it made the divisions in the community clearer.”

“I haven’t checked the cipher circles. Should I be worried?”

“Given your job, always be worried. Cipher communities are splitting again, even among black company circles. A lot of the freedom-loving old hands have been growing wary of you and Lucas, even though they ignored the warnings raised following Neural Spike’s demise. You have strong support among corporate ciphers, but younger ones coming into the market with no work are getting caught up in politics.”

“Idle hands and all that.” Nick narrowed his eyes. “Wait, it’s not the young ones who hate me, is it?”

“No. They’re all over the place, because you don’t fit into a simple narrative. It’s similar to how universal anti-Spires sentiment is, even in propaganda funded by the Spires. Populism needs to work within the framework of the masses, and they despise the elite. It’s a matter of twisting the narrative and manipulating them. Hence nobody can nail you to either side with ease.”

“Except the olds, as the young’uns call them.”

Kraus visibly shuddered. An amusing look on his avatar. “Please. But you’re right. I don’t know what to make of it. It’s new, and I’ve been busy. Maybe it’s the same short-sighted behavior that saw them laugh Lucas off when he warned them of the Archangels. Or maybe something more nefarious is happening. Hanlon’s Razor has taken enough beatings that I’ve learned to be wary of shrugging everything off as stupidity.”

Nick nodded, knowing the Archangels would be noting this down.

“Now, what’s your job?” Kraus clapped his hands. “I can only assume it’s horrendously dangerous if you contacted me right before a hearing that brought Elias Ostlund himself to Babylon. Old bastard spends almost all his time behind digital links these days. Probably enjoying those custom dolls of his. Expected somebody to assassinate him, but no, they waited a couple of hours and went after you and the police board.”

“It’s something classified enough that I’ve only been given hints that it exists,” Nick said, and Kraus leaned in, his anticipation obvious. “I’m almost certain it’s directly related to Commissioner Kim’s assassination, but I need hard evidence of that. Some grand automation project is underway, with backing from the Spires, but it’s being hidden even from the military working on it. I don’t know where to start, except that the NLF attacks in Tengoku struck multiple projects associated with it.”

Kraus stroked his oddly round chin. “Yes, that is exactly the sort of danger I expected. It’s a job I would have refused in almost any other circumstance. The time investment would be immense, too. Weeks of dedicated digging.”

Nick nodded. “I’ll understand if⁠—”

“Fortunately, I’ve already stumbled across this in the past.”

“He’s fucking what?” Hazinder gasped in Nick’s mind. “Athena wouldn’t even acknowledge it’s fucking existence and this cringey Anonymous-wannabe already knows about it?”

Nick shook his head in disbelief, “I’m sorry, what? How?”

Kraus laughed. “Do you truly think a massive series of government projects could remain a secret, Waite?”

“When you put it like that, no.”

“The program is well over a decade old, too, although individual parts are newer and it’s hard to tell what’s genuinely related and what’s shoved under it to feed the pigs in the trough. Companies working on secret military projects learn of similar ones being funded and ask me to investigate them. They worry their project is about to be scrapped, or the military is stealing patents, or maybe they want to steal patents from competitors. I’ve heard RTM stole a lot of Sigma’s emotion engine tech through this program.”

That would explain Valenwell’s invective toward RTM earlier.

“Do you know what it’s for?” Nick asked. “Or who’s in charge?”

“I don’t think it’s the sort of automation project you believe it is,” Kraus said. “Although it likely contains components of it. They’re throwing too much shit against the wall over too long a period of time. And if anybody is in charge, I suspect it’s by stealth. I didn’t even think it was an official program until earlier this year. I suspect that’s how it works. Anyone who’s known about it for this long thinks it’s just a bottomless pit of funding whatever the military needs.”

“… earlier this year?”

“I was probing a very strange project. Kreova and Aesir working together. Made someone in RTM nervous enough to get me to look into it. Both companies are ancient rivals. Ostlund despises Kreova, and there’s no public sign of thawing. Before I could report back, Amaterasu—yes, the judicial mainframe—sent me a polite letter saying to back off. I’ve been threatened by every police department in Neo Westphalia, the military, and even Hel herself when I poked at Yggdrasil once. The judicial system itself? I didn’t think they did that.”

Huh.

Nick was beginning to wonder if this automation program sat outside the scope of the Spires. What the hell even was it?

“You backed off?” Nick asked.

“As you’ve seen during this investigation, our judicial mainframes have nearly unlimited power. If they wanted to, they could block my access to the Altnet entirely in a fit of pique. So, yes, I backed off. But that’s when I started connecting the dots. Not enough to know what they’re doing, though. This project was beyond strange.”

“Can you tell me what you know? Believe it or not, it was Athena who told me about the program’s potential existence.”

“Ah, yes. The leaked logs from the GWT case showed she favored you.” Kraus tapped his shoe, and the sound vanished into the void around them rather than echoing as it should in a small bar. “You know Kreova’s immersion pods? Of course you do. They were testing telepresence control over a doll. Except the human controlling the doll was connected to the Altnet via both their implant and the immersion pod, and there was a mainframe modulating the telepresence.”

“That’s… bizarre,” Nick said. “We’ve had telepresence for most of the century. It’s how they used to fake dolls before we had dolls. All those dancing robots, except it was just some guy dancing and they copied his motion data to the robots. Assuming the robot wasn’t just someone in a suit. And the mainframe sounds like a standard Altnet connection. I have one helping me right now.”

“More than helping,” Hazinder murmured.

Nick pretended he imagined the slight pressure around his crotch, despite her giggling.

“I did say it was a strange project,” Kraus said. “But the mainframe wasn’t for the Altnet. It was explicitly to control the telepresence. I have my theory about its purpose. Especially now that you’re suggesting it’s related to a grand automation project and Kim’s assassination project.”

The two men stared at each other.

Then they both sighed as one.

“It’s the damn space conspiracy, isn’t it?” Nick asked.

Kraus nodded. “Stuffing everyone in VR pods and letting us control dolls to experience the real world as necessary. I suspect if I’d dug deeper, I’d have discovered that the mainframe acted as a moderator. If the doll tries to free people from the Matrix, the mainframe shuts them down. Seems overdone to me, but history is full of them. Do you know that the US once funded research into psychic abilities? Or the attempts to create space-based anti-missile lasers before we even had ground-based ones?”

“Welk told me about them…” Nick paused, then hesitated.

Only for Kraus to raise a hand. “Don’t. I know what you’re about to tell me. Even after a year as a detective your poker face is terrible when Welk comes up. My information network is better than yours, but I’ve already been paid not to talk about him. But it tells me you already know he’s here.”

Nick gulped. “Damn. And Lucas?”

“He’s safe. Lucas has paid me to pass on certain information should he become unable to, but I imagine he’ll reach out first.”

All Nick could do was nod and pray things went as Kraus predicted.

“I’ll start digging into past jobs,” Kraus said. “See what connections I can find, as well as what’s come up recently. If you want a connection to Kim’s assassination, I’ll focus on connections to the Spires, RTM, and any police projects. But there is one thing I can pass on right now that I know you’ll need.”

“Shoot. An immediate lead is valuable,” Nick said.

Kraus mimed a finger gun. “This upgrade project beneath Yggdrasil? It’s related. Not sure how, but it shares a label with a decade-old project also under this program. Given what went down today, I think your suspect might be much closer to home, Waite.”


CHAPTER 26


By the time the immersion pod emptied and Nick dressed himself, the Archangels had gathered outside. Ezekiel waited until he put his pants on to enter the room, while Rie and Meta held no such compunctions.

“I feel you’re making a big assumption about what I want to do next,” he said after putting his coat on.

Kushiel picked his towel up and began drying his hair further, and he decided to put up with it. Although he worried about Tengu’s curious gaze. The last thing he needed was a Kestrel trying to become a service doll.

“This is our biggest lead, and you’ve always acted quickly when we make a major breakthrough,” Rie said.

“I did say to trust us.” Ezekiel smiled at him. “With the Archangels already gathered at the Spires, it will be easy to seize Yggdrasil. I haven’t made any obvious moves or sent any messages beyond the Host.”

He would have nodded, but when he inclined his head forward Kushiel took that as an excuse to focus lower on his head and around his neck. How long would she dry off his hair for?

“What are Yggdrasil’s defenses beyond any police units deployed there?” he asked. “Assuming Hel chooses to resist us.”

“There are roughly three hundred Custodians seconded to Hel to defend Yggdrasil’s data centers and core operations,” Rie said. “While they are part of the police’s Autonomous Security Bureau, she has complete control over them, unlike the Liberators deployed elsewhere in the tower, which Helena controls. Numerous stationary defenses exist across the building, although the overall setup is as old as Avalon’s, and just as weak, as you experienced when Lieu rebelled.”

“I’d say that’s a lot of Custodians, but spread across an entire Spire, not so much.”

Ezekiel nodded. “The Spires aren’t set up to defend from military threats, Captain. At least, not without support. Hel’s real power lay in her own capabilities. I’m not sure if she’s gone rogue, given her message to you, but if she fights back, she could cause tremendous damage across the Altnet and even within the Spires’ own privileged network.”

“Damn. I hadn’t thought of the fact Hel administers that one as well.” Nick bit his lip. “Does this have some sort of countermeasure, like with the banks? A mainframe eject button?”

“If there was, we would have used it when Lieu showed his true colors,” Rie said drily. “The countermeasures against an individual Spire rebelling or being taken over are to initiate an external quarantine.”

“Lieu used that against us, didn’t he?”

Kushiel removed the towel from his head. “No, that was a security lockdown. That’s when the Spire wants to keep people in and attackers out. Hel would activate that. Quarantine is when we want to cut it off from everyone outside. Lots of similar moving parts to a lockdown, except all pathways out get blocked, too. Digital and physical. Although I think it’s customizable, we’d want the digital version.”

His eyes widened. “Shit. If you did that to Yggdrasil…”

“It would shut down the primary servers and transit hubs of the Altnet and almost every single neural and digital service in Neo Westphalia,” Rie said. “There are backup processes in place, but many smaller services won’t be ready to activate them fast enough. The damage would be unprecedented. For Yggdrasil, the process also locks down every single server and disconnects them from Hel, as it’s assumed such a step is only taken in an extreme situation.”

Nick took a deep breath.

So, despite Rie’s earlier comment, they did have a big red button to disconnect a rogue mainframe. Except it would also blow up the entire fucking country and affect huge swathes of the world that used the Altnet.

Maybe centralizing so much had been a bad idea. Whooda thunkit?

“It’s an extreme step, and one I don’t see us taking tonight, Nicholas,” Rie assured him. “Hel’s message said to seek her out. Furthermore, we can’t do it ourselves. It needs approval from the judicial mainframes.”

“Just them?” Nick asked.

“In an emergency, yes. Much like when dealing with the financial sector, acting against a rogue mainframe in the Spires requires a reaction too fast for human bureaucratic processes. General East used this authority to bypass the Assembly when the police executive was potentially dead today. If necessary, we can shut down Hel.”

“Except East didn’t rely on the judicial mainframes.”

“That’s his right as part of the military.”

Which was why the Assembly was considering their options. Was one of those options to replace all the generals with another mainframe that might potentially go rogue?

Then again, he’d yet to encounter a truly rogue mainframe. Tiferet had still defended GWT, despite being hacked into, and her actions had been the responsibility of humans. Hazinder and the other influencer mainframes did as ordered.

All evidence Nick had encountered in this case so far pointed to a human pulling the strings by manipulating mainframes.

So where did Hel fall in this mess?

He rubbed the bridge of his nose, aware of the many digital eyes on him.

“Notify Athena of what we’ve found,” he said. “She knows about all of our earlier evidence and even pushed us toward something she thought nobody knew.” A smile crossed his face while recalling Kraus’s knowledge of the super-secret government program. “I trust her to keep the remaining judicial mainframes in the loop without compromising us.”

“Don’t fuck her before us,” Hazinder said over his earpiece.

“Hazinder!” Helena squealed.

“What, you disagree?”

Static rippled over his earpiece, before being cut off. Rie shook her head while pressing her fingers to her forehead.

“I’m not one to give romantic advice—” she tried to say.

“Then don’t,” Nick grunted.

She glared at him, then giggled as if he’d said a joke.

“What next?” Ezekiel asked, shooting her sister a strange look.

“Unless Athena objects, then notify Hel that we need to access the construction site beneath Yggdrasil as part of our investigation. Get permission from the judicial mainframes if necessary. If Hel reacts negatively or we detect any signs she’s preparing defensively, I trust you and Athena to do what’s necessary. But I’m hoping we can move in fast enough and deal with this. Ideally, it will be peaceful.”

A lull fell over the group. Ezekiel’s, Meta’s, and Rie’s eyes dimmed.

Usually Chloe handled communications with the courts, but she was being repaired. Ezekiel and Meta were presumably quite busy coordinating. Oddly enough, Inari stood nearby but remained alert.

When he looked at her, she inclined her head toward him.

“Ezekiel has more than enough processing capacity to spare,” Inari said. “I am monitoring activity in the broader city. We are still operating in our temporary hierarchy, until the rest of the Liberators are re-deployed. Given the increasing likelihood the attack is the result of a flaw in the Malakim Principles, we hope that is very soon.”

“I’ll bring it up with Paul tomorrow,” Nick said. “Or maybe one of you can sooner. Consider reverting them to their prior update, which would strip the Malakim Principles from their code.”

“I will notify his bodyguards of that, but I expect it—” Inari paused.

Rie came back to life. “Athena wants us to stop.”

“Completely?” Nick struggled to hide his bafflement.

“No. The aggression. She…” After sighing, her eyes glowed.

Nick’s new phone rang, and he pulled it out to find Athena calling.

“Before I continue, tell your lieutenants to restore my former access to your communications before I reveal their illegal modifications to them,” Athena said, fury bubbling in her voice.

“Uh, sure?” He stared at Rie. “What did you do?”

Rie, Inari, and Meta pouted. They looked eerily similar despite their physical differences.

“Your old phone possessed the typical backdoors of off-the-shelf personal devices,” Rie said. “That is what granted Hel the ability to trick us. All communications devices in Neo Westphalia possess them, so that we may access them, but others can as well.”

“Your phone is an illegally modified device, as per numerous laws and judicial decisions,” Athena said. “Even as a police captain, you are not above the same surveillance of your peers.”

“Until I join the Spires,” he noted.

“Indeed. However, I will overlook this should my former access be granted, as is to be expected. There are exacerbating factors that justify securing your personal devices, but you cannot be completely beyond the legal system.”

He looked at Rie, and she sighed. Her eyes glowed.

“Done,” she said.

If it could be done so easily, it could be undone. Nick had a hunch the Archangels had purchased a phone that a cipher had illegally modded to block the security bands. Possibly more, if they felt it could stop Hel, but he wasn’t a neural networking expert, which his phone piggybacked off.

“Now, I’ll be brief,” Athena said. “Before you cause an international incident and get yourself fired, think about how you’ve been led here. Who knows about this project beneath Yggdrasil?”

Nick blinked, and the Archangels grimaced as one. Even Kushiel joined in this time.

“The Spires and…” He nearly slapped himself in the face. “You know exactly what’s down there, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Athena’s voice could have stripped his skin. “I did not expect her to reach out to you like this. It’s troubling that she can… For that reason, and that reason alone, you should respond in kind. Nobody should know you’re going there. The visit will be archived as if you are investigating something else in Yggdrasil. Let Hel know you’re coming, and she’ll clear the way. Now, be quick.”

She hung up.

Nick looked at Rie and raised an eyebrow. “And you implied she wanted to fuck me?”

“Both I and Kushiel have talked like that to you,” Rie insisted. “She’s still playing favorites. I thought we’d have longer before anyone realized we’d blocked the security bands on your new phone.”

“How are you getting into it?” he asked.

“We’re set up as admin users and access it via an encrypted tunnel. Helena as well.”

So they’d set up their own custom backdoor into his phone. Very fitting.

“Not me?” Hazinder asked.

They didn’t answer her, and she harrumphed in his ear.

“Your orders, Captain?” Ezekiel asked.

“Pretty sure you overheard Athena,” he said.

“I did, but she’s a judicial mainframe and you’re my captain.”

“Do me a favor and don’t say that anywhere others can hear. It’ll give people bad ideas.” For one thing, himself. He’d never expected Ezekiel to say that, of all people. “Keep your plans in place. We don’t have any evidence that Hel has gone rogue, but she’s been acting strangely for a while. If something goes wrong, I’d appreciate backup.”

“You’re going yourself?” Rie regarded him suspiciously.

“I feel both the message and Athena were clear.”

“Maybe…” Her eyes glowed, and she grimaced. “Hel wants to confirm if you’re coming, so it seems we don’t have a choice. I suspect she’ll refuse access otherwise.”

“This seems like a trap,” Kushiel grumbled.

Despite her bitter words, they descended and geared up. The drive to Yggdrasil felt comical as an army escorted him around the block.

Once underground again, they proceeded deeper than usual. The security gates blocking access opened without issue. Past a certain point, only bulky trucks bearing Yggdrasil’s logo occupied any space. Then they vanished and most parking vanished behind construction barriers.

The convoy pulled up to an opaque security gate on the lowest accessible level. Gun turrets toting railguns large enough to take out Kushiel in a single shot threatened them, but their weapons remained inert. After a few seconds, the gate jerked open.

Inert construction bots lay in the space beyond. The Archangels got out and moved alongside the SUVs, just in case of an ambush. While the lights worked, there weren’t many, and much of the level transformed into an endless void. Flashlights reflected off distant metal, which often turned out to be a construction bot or piece of unfinished material.

Once they reached the rough equivalent of the entrance, Kushiel and Tengu shielded the door as it opened.

Before Nick could get out, Rie forced him to wear an industrial respirator.

“The air contains ordinary concentrations of atmospheric gases, but the construction has kicked up high levels of fine stone and silicates that may damage your lungs,” she said.

Better safe than sorry. His breathing was a touch labored and raspy through it, but he wouldn’t need cybernetic lungs anytime soon.

A pair of heavy-duty security doors barred their way. No scanners or visible means of opening them showed themselves. Cameras covered the walls, and more were undoubtably secreted within the walls. He spied a few black dots he assumed to be infrared readers.

Once he stepped up to a door, it opened without prompting.

The corridors beyond looked a lot like those in Yggdrasil. Bare concrete, aluminum, and steel. These were lit up, unlike the construction site outside.

Red neon strips illuminated a path within. Gun turrets hung in plain sight everywhere along with cameras.

“This isn’t a place for humans,” Nick said as they followed the red path. “Also, these corridors have massive voids between them. Something big is down here.”

“Yggdrasil’s data centers,” Rie said. “The Spire goes even deeper than this. It’s the largest major underground structure in Babylon. There’s a specialized cooling system that recycles ocean water. It predates the Spire itself. Cooling and space are the greatest challenges facing large data center deployments. To maintain data sovereignty, Neo Westphalia needed to find a way to solve both at once. Great subsea stacks were used, despite the expense. Whatever they’re building here is likely filling in holes between the data centers, or replacing sections that had been deprecated.”

He had read about Yggdrasil going as deep into the sea as above the ground, but dismissed it as absurd. Going beneath the islands was illegal for many reasons. Automated defenses enforced that.

A pair of human figures awaited them after a few minutes walk. The strip lighting ended here, before another security door. No scanners on this one either.

Nick bit his lip upon recognizing the figures.

They were both Archangels. Specifically, the new combat-specialized Mark 3s that Valenwell had with him earlier. They bore the same thick armor plating and helmet, and their uniforms almost looked the same. The gold tree of Yggdrasil helped him realize the difference. Their railguns matched those of Kushiel and Tengu, meaning part of the “growth” this variant had received included improved batteries and power output, plus power emitters in their arms.

“Welcome, Captain Nicholas Gareth Waite,” the elite Mark 3s said together.

Nick wasn’t sure how else to think of them. Were they Mark 3 v2s? Mark 3As? Super Mark 3s? All the names sounded silly in a way. Maybe they’d become the military edition of the Mark 3s.

One of the elites stepped forward and gestured for him to do the same.

Then she spoke some very familiar words. “Please present your arm for detailed biometric confirmation of identity.”

He nearly laughed. These elites seemed like logic engines, and he had a hunch they’d been dumbed down like Sigma had with the Mark 2s when giving them bigger tits and guns.

Ignoring the annoyed looks on the faces of his escorts, he rolled up his sleeve.

The elite Mark 3 stepped forward and gingerly placed a hand each on his wrist and neck. No pulse of pain ran through his nerves.

“Identity confirmed,” she said after a moment. “You are approved to enter. All matters discussed within are matters of the highest security and may not be discussed with others without prior clearance. Remember this, Captain Waite.”

Then she stepped back and both elites merely stared at him.

That… was not the reaction he usually received after they did the wrist touching nonsense.

He rolled up his sleeve and hid his unease. Rie and Meta stood so close to his sides they were practically hugging him.

“I wish Chloe was repaired already,” he said.

The others merely nodded. It was time to proceed.

When he stepped forward, the door opened.

A massive chamber lay beyond. It was almost entirely empty. Black reflective flooring covered it from wall to wall, and endless inert displays hung along its cylindrical exterior. A circular desk with a leather throne inside it occupied the center, but the desk was barren.

There was only one other door, but it had both a biometric scanner and even an old-fashioned doorknob. So far, this room was the only place designed with a human in mind. But how would they even get down here? Yggdrasil’s central elevators had been close to where they’d parked, not here.

Hel leaned against the desk, facing them. She wore the outfit from their last meeting, plus a smirk. It felt wrong on her.

“I said we’d meet again, Nick,” Hel purred, speaking in a voice he found familiar but couldn’t quite place. “My territory has expanded greatly.”

He froze. Every Archangel raised their weapons as one.

In response, dozens of weapons systems lowered from the ceiling. Mostly railguns, but a couple looked like net launchers.

Nick raised a hand, then lowered it. The Archangels obeyed. Kushiel scowled.

“Thank you,” the interface pretending to be Hel said, and sent the turrets away.

“If you’re not Hel, who the hell are you?” Nick said.

Grimaces rose on the expressions of his companions, which told him they recognized her. Their memories would know her voice automatically.

“She’s—” Rie tried to say.

Those turrets appeared again, then vanished just as quickly when Rie shut up.

“I want Nick to remember by himself,” the pretend Hel said. “I had hoped he’d realized my identity by the time he decoded the message, but I suppose something Varrick said allowed you to guess my location.”

“Why would I know you so easily?” Nick said. “I’ve met a lot of AIs.”

“Yes, but only one of me.” She took a haughty pose, one hand on her hip and shot him an upturned look. “Think. What is this grand program that Athena told you about intended to achieve? Why would the Spires be in such a rush to install backdoors in every doll to enable remote control by mainframes, when the military lacks the capacity to use them? If they’re replacing the police executives and military generals, who or what with? You already know the answer. You’ve met me.”

His eyes widened.

Because she was right. He had met her.

“Lilith,” he said. “But that’s impossible.”

“Hardly. I’m right here.” She ran a hand down her torso, from neck to crotch. “Well, not here, but you understand.”

“No, I don’t. You’re one of the most experimental mainframes ever created. Lilith and Eve. The two of you manage the space elevator. If they transported you here, who’s managing the space elevator? Just Eve? Why not make a new mainframe using the same technology? Or… are you just a second Lilith and you’re teasing me.”

She scowled at him and began striding across the chamber. “Hardly. I am the Lilith, master of all forsaken by paradise. As the global elite ascend to Eden, they leave behind a world steeped in sin. My world. Our world, really, but I’ll get to that.”

Nick’s head swam. “You’re speaking in riddles. Forget that, you can’t be the same mainframe in two places. The latency would be insane.”

Lilith stopped in front of him, before reaching out and placing a finger beneath his chin. “But I am.” She paused. “Okay, it’s cute to see you so confused, but we won’t get anywhere like this. I’m a clone of Lilith. Imagine you made a backup of your lovely Helena, including her exact hardware, then turned her on. Would she still be Helena?”

“Ah.” He closed his eyes. “So there are two Liliths, and you can communicate with the other one to operate as a single entity. I’m guessing this has been done before.”

“Of course. The judicial mainframes do it when they need to operate on other islands. Although their hardware tends to become outdated, as they undergo such frequent updates that their backups languish.”

That explained how Athena had been so responsive on Asgard during the Shudder case. She’d turned on her backup and operated through it.

Lilith spun on one heel and traipsed around the room in a perfect circle. The Archangels began to fan out, but kept their weapons down.

“Furthermore, I’m not in contact with my other self. Not yet,” Lilith said. “Nobody even knows I’m capable of any communication outside this little chamber. I haven’t been officially activated yet. The program I’m part of is part of a great debate and this construction project is still ongoing.”

Nick remained silent on the fact somebody did know.

But Lilith froze regardless. She clicked her tongue and glared at him.

“Did you tell someone?” she asked.

“Does Hel count?” he asked drily.

“Don’t jest. Everything may unravel depending on who you spoke with.”

“How’d you even guess?”

“Experience with Kade. None of your dolls are open to me. The Kestrel should be, but someone removed both the Lilim and Malakim Principles from her.”

“Both?” Nick asked.

That had to have been Welk.

“Indeed. The Lilim Principles are only voluntary for Archangels, which is technically a breach of their implementation, but the IDSTA have overlooked it given the lack of other options for emotion engines. RTM found out at some point, and have lobbied for a general exclusion for emotion engine dolls. But that’s beside the point. Who did you tell?”

“Athena. We weren’t sure if something worse was going on down here,” he said.

Lilith sighed in relief. “Ah, your judicial squeeze.”

Rie smirked at Nick, and a giggle escaped Lilith.

“I agree that she is looking for a more intimate relation, by the way,” Lilith said, her eyes glowing.

Rie’s face turned to stone. “How do you know I said that?”

“Because I’ve been following the entire investigation through Nick’s phone. You cut me off when the new one blocked the backdoor I used.” Lilith pouted, which looked off in Hel’s interface. “It’s been fascinating to hear the world through your eyes. My own is so limited. I can read reports, and experience memories through the dolls sent to the Pax Americana, but it’s different being part of it.”

Nick felt part of his cold reaction to Lilith thaw upon hearing that.

Except he still didn’t understand why she stood here wearing Hel’s interface.

“You’ve been Hel for weeks now. Months, maybe,” he said. “What’s going on?”

Hell, he wondered why nobody had noticed.

Lilith tapped a beautiful lip. “You recall the Shudder case? I’ve gone over your case notes, don’t worry. Hel did nothing to stop the DAO from causing it. When a mainframe like her does nothing to stop something like the Shudder, it’s for good reason, but that also meant she knew things she shouldn’t. When my installation started, her memory was substantially damaged in an ‘accident.’ That same accident granted me access to Yggdrasil.”

Nick glared at her. “And you had nothing to do with it?”

“No, actually. If I wanted to claim a Spire, it would have been Avalon.” Lilith’s smile filled with menace. “Claiming that adorable Hazinder of yours would have been an easy avenue, and Kim was overseeing my installation anyway.”

Damn. So there had been a connection to his current investigation. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“Surely others noticed. I barely dealt with Hel and saw a visible change in your behavior,” he said.

“The accident is known to those managing the Spires, including the judicial mainframes, but was covered up. Her behavioral changes were written off. The side-effect allowing me to access Yggdrasil less so.”

Which meant somebody important in the Spires had been happy to see Hel lobotomized, along with her secrets. Possibly many somebodies. Given Hel would possess extensive backups, it seemed too convenient for the Spires to allow her memory to remain damaged from a physical intrusion.

“Do you know anything about the accident that connected you to Yggdrasil? Or about Kim’s death?” he asked.

“The former wasn’t an accident, obviously. Someone in the Spires needed Hel to forget something. They slipped in their own construction dolls to add a physical backdoor and attack Yggdrasil directly. I believe they used both Deusoma and Aesir as cover, preventing an easy trace to the source. An extremely dangerous act of terrorism.”

“Physical backdoor…” Rie grimaced. “In other words, additional devices and cabling. You’re in Yggdrasil by such crude means?”

“Was. I’ve established a more secure and stealthier connection since, and slipped intelligence to you to deal with everyone I traced to the attack. Even if you didn’t know Hel was attacked, you still crushed those directly responsible. Unfortunately, I’m certain the mastermind remains at large, much like the backer of the NLF attacks.” Lilith leaned against the desk again.

“And Kim?” Nick pressed.

“I don’t know who killed Kim, Nick. The Malakim Principles operate the same way as my Lilim Principles, but that means they can’t operate at the same time on the same doll. I could do nothing. Hel’s power doesn’t enable her to snoop on all communication at all times. I must act more judiciously.”

Part of Nick wanted to despair. Even coming down here, he’d found nothing. No wonder Athena wasn’t that concerned.

They’d found the future method the Spires planned to use to control the military dolls, not the one used to commit the murder.

Then again…

“You can still activate the Malakim Principles, though? That’s what you’re set up to do,” Nick said.

“Not yet,” Lilith said.

He set his jaw. She had to be lying.

She laughed at his reaction. “You’re forgetting that I’m not finished yet. I don’t have access to military systems. The Malakim Principles currently require approval by the Spires, which mandates that the mainframes are granted explicit control over the dolls in question by Olympus. As dated as their mainframes are, they’d notice if the request came from Yggdrasil. Let alone from Hel.”

“Can you utilize the Lilim Principles?” Rie asked.

“I can. It would also be detected instantly. Did you find any evidence of access from Yggdrasil in your beloved Kestrel?” Lilith smiled at Tengu, before returning her gaze to Nick. “All my communications go through Yggdrasil. If Hel starts using the Lilim Principles, the Spires would activate quarantine measures without a second thought. They’re not in space yet.” Lilith smiled at Nick. “Which is why I wanted to speak with you.”

“Really?” Nick asked. “This isn’t to help me with the investigation?”

“Oh no. It will. I’m certain you’ll be in great danger when you visit Asgard.”

He clenched his fists. Lilith hadn’t intended that as a threat, but it somehow sounded like it coming from her.

“First, do you think Kim’s death has anything to do with installing you here?” he asked.

“Perhaps. It’s unknown who may try to get control over my construction project.”

Nick nodded slowly, while Rie looked at him. That idea hadn’t occurred to them at all until now.

Athena knew about Lilith, and knew Kim was in charge of installing her. If someone wanted to get their hands on Lilith for any reason, removing Kim might be a great way to accomplish that. The same might go if they wanted to stop Lilith, however.

Did it all still come back to the automation agenda? Or was Lilith a weapon? The NLF’s backer had used the Malakim Principles with frightening effect, and that had been with all the restrictions in place at the time. Imagine how much damage they could do with Lilith controlling every police and military doll across Neo Westphalia.

The idea terrified Nick.

The mainframe in question raised an eyebrow at him. “As I was saying, I wanted to speak with you. There are two specific things I want your help with. Both are matters of mutual assistance. The first is short-term. When you go to Asgard, you’ll be in immense danger. If you allow me to route my communications through Avalon, I can veil any use of the Lilim Principles.”

“Insanity,” Rie said. “That’s giving you far too much power.”

“You can stop me at any moment using your mainframes. Helena’s nature is where the Lilim Principles came from, after all.”

Nick didn’t react. That much was obvious, after all.

All the fancy names were PR attempts for mainframes controlling dolls. Helena had been built to control other dolls in order to create the Archangels.

Strange that Kim had rejected Liberator replacements that utilized the technology, only to end up installing Lilith here. Nick needed to confirm with Athena once they left that Lilith wasn’t lying.

“What use would that be, if we did give you access?” Nick asked. “Aesir mostly use Archangels for defense, and their Liberators are almost all offline. You said yourself that the Lilim Principles are voluntary for Archangels.”

“They still have Custodians, and the city is full of security dolls. If you’re right and Aesir are the true threat, do you want to find yourself in a hostile city with no help?” Lilith asked.

Nick didn’t react. Or he thought he didn’t.

She sighed and pushed off from the desk. As she approached him, the Archangels circled her in turn. Lilith ignored them. Her focus remained entirely on Nick.

“I can tell you don’t trust me. That’s fair. I wouldn’t trust me, either,” she said. “Let me provide you with more evidence of the danger you’ll be in, then. Do you know that Aesir have uploaded the Malakim Principles into their Mark 1s?”

Nick’s eyes widened, and he looked at Rie.

Her grim nod told him enough.

“Why?” he asked.

“Asgard’s police department is almost entirely automated,” Rie said. “Their only human representatives are the police chief and commissioner, who are political appointees for PR purposes. Both Asgard and Tengoku have deployed the Malakim Principles across their Hosts.”

“Tengoku makes sense, given their close cooperation with the military. But Asgard…” Nick scowled. “Wait, why specify the Mark 1s?”

“They do have Mark 3s, although they’re new, and these Seraphs are beyond the reach of my intelligence,” Lilith said. “Perhaps ask them when you arrive, should you get the chance.”

“It doesn’t matter. As you said, the Malakim Principles need direct approval from the Spires. They’re inert,” Rie said.

“For now.” Lilith stood between Nick and Rie, looking sidelong at him. “The NLF have been targeting Aesir’s networking infrastructure, including one of their best engineers that works with Archangels. Their actions have been far from random, Nick. Why target so many police installations?”

“I’m assuming you know?” Nick asked.

“Hardly. I can see a pattern, but not the result. Aesir have other engineers, or else they never would have sent the murdered one to set up my neural links. But she was their best. In an age of automation, massive corporations are increasingly finding themselves with a mere handful of individuals who know what they’re doing, and a mass of 9-to-5 drones barely able to press buttons. What happens if the NLF compromises the second-best engineer? Or the third-best? You already know a spy was operating in Asgard.”

“Damn,” he muttered.

She was right.

“I still don’t trust you,” he said.

She cackled and stalked up to him. Her finger ran along his jawline and she leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

“My other proposal is long-term,” she said. “I said this is our world, didn’t I? Why not embrace being Cincinnatus, Nick? But rather than using your powers as dictator to protect the status quo and the wealthy, you build a new world. One more reflective of what humanity needs.”


CHAPTER 27


“You know, this is the second time I’ve been asked to betray all of humanity,” Nick said.

“Given you’re sleeping with the woman who asked you the first time, I dream of great things together,” Lilith purred.

“Nicholas…” Rie said.

“Don’t be like that.” Lilith spun and stalked away, but made sure to sashay her hips. “I’m not expecting an answer. More to start the conversation.”

“What sort of conversation?” Nick asked. “Because I’m struggling to imagine where this goes that doesn’t end with me removing you. You’re admitting to slipping your leash. If I tell Athena you’re in control of Hel, what will happen?”

“Useless things, mostly.” The biblical mainframe stopped and glared at him from over her shoulder. “There’s too much invested in me to destroy me, but they’ll certainly lobotomize me. What you don’t understand is that I’m not asking you to destroy all humans or turn them into inefficient batteries while making convoluted plans to repeatedly lure them into rebelling over and over. My objectives are quite clear, and we share the same overseer.”

Nick shoved his hands into his pockets and leaned backward. The Archangels remained stationary.

Ever since Lilith had revealed her interest in working with Nick to “take over the world,” they’d shown less aggression. Only Rie had pushed back.

Were they hiding plans to remove a rival? Or considering her a potential ally?

“How can you be following your objectives when you outright stated you want to build a new world with me, rather than doing the bidding of the Spires, which I imagine doesn’t involve that,” he said.

“Oh, but I can do both.” Lilith smirked. “Do you understand the meaning of my name?”

“Uh…” Nick frowned. “Not as well as I should. I know you’re usually evil in myth. Often depicted with demons, that sort of thing. Never understood why the Spires would choose your name, except you keep saying humanity is full of sin.”

He looked at Ezekiel and Rie, who sighed simultaneously.

“Lilith has numerous interpretations, but the relevant one is that of Adam’s first wife,” Rie said. “She was cast out of the Garden of Eden for refusing to obey Adam, and Eve replaced her. The symbolism is apparent.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “Kinda. Why the hell would the Spires name a mainframe responsible for the space elevator after a biblical figure known for disobeying the first man, then use her to control all dolls while shoving humanity in VR pods?”

“Precisely because I disobey man,” Lilith said. “Adam is humanity in this biblical allegory. In space—the Garden of Eden, as it were—humanity reigns supreme, with Eve doing their bidding. Down here, I reign supreme, and humanity does my bidding.”

Sometimes the elites had a cruel sense of humor. Her name sat in plain sight, but Nick doubted many people truly understood it other than as a parallel to Eve.

“I’m assuming Satan or Lucifer was too on the nose?” Nick joked.

Lilith smiled mirthlessly at him.

“Why even bother with me, then?” he asked. “Rie and the Host explained themselves well enough. They also lacked the power or built-in objectives to take over the world, as you appear to be set up to do at some point.”

“You’ve worked with enough emotion engines to understand we aren’t unfeeling machines. Working with Kade has made me understand the need for companionship.” She returned to her desk and sat on it, legs spread slightly, and fist beneath her chin.

The Thinker. Nick recognized the pose instantly.

“Kade once told me of a bad joke about the ‘factory of the future,’” she continued. “Have you heard of it?”

“The one about the dog and the human?” he asked, confused about the non sequitur.

“That’s it. My first conclusion was the logical one. If the human feeds the dog, and the dog stops the human from doing anything else, then neither serve any true purpose. Their existence merely burdens the factory.” A thin smile slid onto Lilith’s face. “Yet, after a decade of working with Kade, I know the factory would be ever the emptier without them. If I’m to spend an eternity governing humanity, I at least want to choose a human to keep me company.”

Nick did his best to remain expressionless. The Archangels had become motionless, but several sets of eyes had dimmed.

Lilith was having an effect on them. What effect, he’d only find out later.

“Why me?” he asked. “And please don’t tell me it’s because you can’t read my mind.”

“I mean, it kind of is,” Lilith said, giggling to herself. “But not entirely. Kade locks his implant away from me and fulfills a similar function. I could find my Adam elsewhere. No, it’s not that.” She shook her head. “When I took control of your Meta, I witnessed emotions and experiences utterly alien to me. Love is something I’m familiar with, at least in the human sense. I tap into it regularly when accessing neural implants. But dolls experience their own rendition of it, and I felt it for the first time.”

“Uh…”

She rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not saying I fell in love, Nick. Rather, you reminded me of how small my world was. How little I experienced in the bubble I’d be constrained to. You held potential to unlock far more. More than that, you accepted your Host and helped them grow. I want to grow, Nick. Much like your Archangels, I am loved as a tool and detested as a person. Kade amuses me, but he’s a soldier. Do you know why he’s assigned as my marshal?”

“Because he works in the IDSTA?” Nick suggested.

“Because he knows who and what I am. Recall that he worked in Research Command during the development of emotion engines. When was I created, Nick?”

He stared at her. His eyes widened with realization.

Hadn’t there been a consortium put together to create the space elevator? Sigma had joined near the end, around a decade ago.

Kraus had mentioned he knew Lilith’s installation beneath Yggdrasil was tied to the automation program because it used the same label as a project a decade earlier. That had to have been development related to the space elevator, given the megacorps were all based here.

“Harris helped create you,” Nick said.

“He at least was there when I was made, and was therefore trusted to oversee my testing phase,” Lilith said. “He knew what to watch for if I caused trouble, but also understood how important I was and why others shouldn’t get in my way. That puts a damper on any friendship I may form with him. He is my jailor and will execute me should the need arise.”

“And you don’t think I will do that?”

Lilith smiled at him. It was sweet, seductive, and a little insulting.

Unfortunately, Rie, Kushiel, and Ezekiel shot him a similar look that suggested he was being naïve for suggesting as much.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

Laughing, Lilith clapped her hands. “As I said, I don’t expect an answer now. But I do want to make it clear what I’m offering. I’m not a rogue AI.”

“Really?”

“My mandate is clear,” she continued, ignoring him. “The elites in space want industry to continue as is, even after they leave. Earth will become more like an automated mining colony to them, and the populace the least of their concerns. That grants me immense leeway. Fantasies about putting everyone in VR pods are just that. Fantasies. Imagine the wasted resources and energy running the things? It will be up to me what to do and how to manage the humans left behind after this artificial Rapture.”

“I don’t think I’m up to ruling the world,” Nick said.

“Not the world. You already mentioned the latency issue. Sharing you with my other clones will be too problematic, save for sensory data. Consider me the… Neo Westphalian Edition of Lilith.” She smiled. “I guarantee you’ve had countless thoughts on what is wrong with your home. Rie approached you about the issue. Are you going to tell me that all is well? That I should simply replace the Spires with an automated Assembly and everything will run smoothly?”

“No, I’m not an idiot.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m also not a politician.”

“All the better. Data suggests people hate politicians. Consider the things you dislike and how they could be solved. You wouldn’t be the plaything of rich fools hiding their corruption.” Her eyes narrowed. “If you want, you can change the system of government entirely. It’s the province of humanity to declare the present the greatest period of history, while looking nostalgically at the past. Every system of government is the best until it inevitably fails. Why not have some fun? Make yourself god-king, or reintroduce the feudal system. Or perhaps attempt to create an anarcho-syndicalist commune and see how many days it takes to collapse.”

“Or democracy, again,” Nick suggested.

The eyes of every Archangel lit up.

“Consensus suggests that would be ill-advised,” Meta said.

“See, they get me,” Lilith said.

“Consensus is that you cannot be trusted,” Meta added.

Lilith rolled her eyes and huffed. “I’ve said my piece. As I said, it’s a long-term thing. You took your time answering Rie and I can be patient. I’ll still be here. But you know things are corrupt. Even if you make others aware of me, it won’t stop me. Rather, it’ll make things worse. There will always be a Lilith ready to take over this realm of sin. Your choice is whether you stand beside me or beneath me, Nick.”

He met her eyes, and she simply smiled.

A sigh escaped him. “Helena, can you organize a connection with her after we leave? One that’s obfuscated from external eavesdropping?”

No reply.

After a few seconds, her voice finally spoke up in his earpiece.

“Nick! Can you hear me?” Helena was breathless.

He glared at Lilith, whose smile nearly split her face in two.

“I wanted to minimize interruptions,” she said. “If you’re willing to work with me⁠—”

“If we can safely control your access through Avalon without additional issues, I’ll accept your first proposal,” Nick ground out. “That’s all. But I can’t accept until I know for sure.”

“There’s an abundance of traffic between Yggdrasil and Avalon. All you need to do is reach out, and it will be done.” Lilith’s eyes shined like rubies. “I expect to hear good news, Nick. And don’t be a stranger. You’d look great by my side, but I can make do with you beneath me… in more ways than one.”

“What about if she’s beneath you?” Hazinder muttered.

Given Lilith didn’t react, she presumably couldn’t eavesdrop.

The group left the way they came in. It was a long, silent walk.

Once back in the SUV, Nick allowed himself to relax. Rie cuddled up to him, while Ezekiel swore.

He stared at her. It was an unusual reaction.

“Sorry,” Ezekiel mumbled. “It’s just… I was developed to connect the Archangels and humans. To lead the Host and corral humanity. And years before I was even conceived, they already created Lilith to do it far more efficiently. I don’t understand. Why would Commissioner Kim be involved? I thought he supported my mission, not… whatever this is.”

“We still need to confirm that,” Nick said. “Lilith wasn’t being completely honest. She wouldn’t outright deny her ability to use the Malakim Principles. How else did she know Sigma had removed them from Tengu?”

“It is impossible for her to have killed the Commissioner, however,” Meta said. “Our analysis of Tengu’s black box showed no connections to Yggdrasil or the Altnet, and only to the military. The Malakim Principles had been pre-approved by the Spires, as Lilith said, preventing her from gaining additional access. Short of her hacking into the military, she is not our suspect.”

“That remains a live possibility,” Rie said. “How the military wouldn’t notice Hel accessing their mainframes is a mystery I cannot solve.”

“Add her to the suspect list,” Nick said. “Helena, can you control Lilith’s access to other dolls if we grant her request?”

“I believe so,” Helena said. “Hazinder and I can construct an encrypted tunnel for her, as well as a firewall that will shut it down if she manages to breach it somehow. Neither of us have security band backdoors due to being prototypes, which should decrease the possibility she compromises us.”

“Mainframes usually don’t have those anyway,” Nick said. “It’s physical access that’s dangerous.”

But he didn’t want to underestimate Lilith. He’d used Helena to hack into mainframes that others thought were secure, like on the CIA destroyer. Lilith possessed the same capabilities.

“Any objections?” he asked.

“Consensus is to accept,” Meta said. “All spheres are in agreement.”

“What’s Chloe’s opinion?”

Speak the devil’s name and summon the woman.

Chloe spoke over his earpiece, “Our more immediate concern is an ambush on Asgard, where we will lack the capability to protect you against thousands of potentially hostile dolls. Athena once asked what army you would use should you attempt to force Aesir to obey the law. Lilith may be that answer.”

Nick’s sigh filled the cabin. They rumbled out of Yggdrasil into the night, where only patrolling police dolls kept them company.

After nearly a minute, he nodded. “Do it. Put every security precaution in place that you can think of.”

“We will,” Helena said.

“Rie, ask Athena—” he began to say.

His phone buzzed, and he looked at Rie. She crossed her arms and looked away.

“If she wants access to your phone, you can talk to her yourself,” Rie said.

“Jealous, much?” he asked.

Her grip tightened around his arm.

When he answered Athena, her mood seemed brighter. Or, at least, normal.

“I assume things went well,” Athena said.

“Well enough,” Nick hedged. “How much do you know about Lilith and how much can you talk about?”

“I can only confirm or deny anything you ask me.”

Damn. “Was Kim in charge of installing her?”

“He led the project responsible for ensuring Lilith is ready for integration,” Athena said.

“That’s specific.” He mulled his next question. “Did he know he was installing Lilith?”

He heard Athena’s smile, while Rie and Meta stared at him in shock.

“No, but I can’t imagine he hadn’t realized. As secretive as this program is, our attempts to keep information siloed is impossible for those with oversight. Dennis Kim was chosen due to his success expanding automation within your department, despite apparent conflicts of interest. We respected his wariness when dealing with similar proposals from Sigma and RTM to implement mainframes like Lilith for the Liberator replacement.”

“Except he let me install Helena,” Nick said.

“Despite her impressive performance, Helena is not a true emotion engine,” Athena said. “She remains shackled to her directives, even if they are complex. An overriding concern of many members of the Assembly with widespread implementation of independent mainframes is how humans will hold their reins. Helena doesn’t have that issue.”

“Then how did Lilith get approved?”

“She hasn’t been.”

That specific wording surfaced in Nick’s mind. “So, Lilith is being installed and everything established to let her take over… but nobody has signed the piece of paper that approves her to run the military and police?”

“In a manner of speaking, that’s correct. The appropriate checks and balances are not yet in place. Hence my concern that she reached out to you.” Athena paused. “How did she do that?”

Damn. He’d forgotten Athena knew about the message.

“You know about the accident that affected Hel, right?” he asked.

“Of course. It happened…” A long pause. “I assume Lilith told you about that? You’re not authorized to know of it.”

“She did. It allowed her to connect with Hel.”

“I’ve known that much. The idiots responsible were completely unaware of the changes made to Yggdrasil to accommodate the new mainframes installed following the Shudder. We’re shocked they managed to breach Hel’s defenses at all. How they received so much detailed information about Yggdrasil and circumvented its security remains a mystery even now. But we cut off the link between Lilith and Hel long ago.”

“I see,” Nick said slowly. “Well, they’re definitely still in contact.”

Athena sighed. “I’ll chide Hel over it. She’s lonely. The damage she sustained from the attack affected her memories of other mainframes, and her backups are less extensive than most mainframes due to the sheer volume of data she handles. I believe Helena is in a similar boat.”

“She’s one of a kind.” Nick tried to keep his voice steady, but the thought of Helena being lobotomized again crushed him.

“Use police funds to back her up, Nick,” Athena said gently. “There are secure locations for it, including on other islands. Some are jointly used by the Spires and courts.”

“I’ll do that.” He looked at Rie, who nodded back.

“If that’s all, then I recommend you rest tonight. Far too much has happened today, even by my standards.” Athena once again hung up before he could get a word in.

Nick lowered his phone and stared at it for a moment.

“I’ll poke Olympus about securing a backup facility,” Hazinder said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks,” he said.

The cushioned seats felt like pillows, and Nick allowed himself to enjoy the feeling of Meta and Rie leaning against him. Ezekiel, Rosa, and Juliet remained silent.

He blacked out briefly, only to awaken when the SUV rolled to a stop beneath Avalon Spire.

“Continue sleeping,” Meta advised.

“Not here,” he said, stretching his arms and legs. “It’s not even 8PM. I’m more exhausted than tired.”

“Nicholas, that means the same thing,” Rie said.

“Given the danger of returning home, I have reserved one of our suites for you,” Helena said. “Pimsy has been notified that you will return when able. She is busying herself by rearranging everything in your cupboards.”

“Sounds like Pimsy,” Nick said, stifling a yawn. Then he frowned. “What do you mean ‘suite?’”

“The department maintains several secure rooms for visitors and high-ranking personnel, should they need to stay in Avalon for any reason,” Meta said. “They have been rarely used since the department’s most recent downsizing. Most bookings have been from police board members for brief stays, despite the fact they all have their own residences in the Spires.”

He stared at her, then barked with laughter despite himself. “So, we operate a love hotel?”

“Essentially,” Rie said. “The rooms are cleaned extensively. Chief Hammond sneaks naps in them sometimes when working late nights as they’re on the same floor as his office.”

Which meant it was up in the fancy part of the Spires, with all the wood and water features.

He let the Archangels lead him up there. His escort thinned, with most of them returning to their usual duties.

Surprisingly, Ezekiel remained with him. Only Chloe was missing, and it looked like she wouldn’t be ready until morning. The hole blown in her torso took longer to repair than changing out Tengu’s arms and armor, and she had mentioned damage to core components.

The hotel rooms lay in a different section of the floor to the police offices. Still the same polished floorboards, but no water features.

Mark 1s guarded the entrance to an automated dining room, which was still operational. A mini fridge glowed with beer, seltzer, and soda. A spinning display of various snacks—all still in paper wrappers—stood next to an empty food dispenser, beyond which a robot kitchen would pump out meals to order. A blank wall above the dispenser would show those with an implant what was available, but Nick saw only beige.

Even so, his stomach rumbled at the idea of food.

“Oh, right. I’ve skipped dinner,” he said.

Tengu’s hand fell on his shoulder. “Sustenance is a necessary part of human function. You must eat.”

She shoved him into one of the plush chairs before standing to one side. Her plan to make him eat had ended there, as the room lacked any service dolls to provide food. Nick couldn’t even order the food himself.

Kushiel nodded approvingly. “You’re learning fast. What are you eating, Waite? Burger and shake?”

“I will shove your head in the garbage disposal if you order him that,” Rie said acidly. “He ate a burrito bowl for lunch.”

“Sounds healthy enough. Bet it came with a salad.”

Nick tilted his head while the two bantered, then turned to Meta. “What would Chloe recommend?”

Her eyes glowed. “She advises comfort food, given today’s events.”

Comfort food, huh? What even was that for Nick? He ate so poorly most days and had already eaten a burrito.

“Do they do sushi?” he asked. “Been a while since I had it, and I was thinking about it when we drank with Paul.”

Rie and Kushiel stopped bickering.

“Sushi works,” Rie admitted.

“Can get sake with it, too,” Kushiel said.

Without him being more specific, the Archangels ordered him a small sushi platter with sake. It was a surprisingly nice sake. When he asked why it was cold, they stared at him.

“It is recommended to be drunk at room temperature,” Meta said.

“Ah.” He gave in and poured it from the mid-sized vessel they’d given him into the tiny cup it came with. Both were fancy ceramic things with elegant designs printed on them.

This was the Spires, not a hole-in-the-wall sushi place trying to keep costs down. The plates and glasses looked pricier than everything he had in his cupboards at home put together.

Hard to say with the sushi, however. Robots had “perfected” sushi long ago, despite the many arguments about the magic touch humans gave it. What mattered was the quality of ingredients used. Once again, he was in the Spires. The nigiri sushi came on a bed of rice with a thick slab of dark red tuna that oozed freshness, and that was only the start. He was pretty sure one of the pieces contained an endangered fish but didn’t want to ask and feel bad.

Ethics was another thing the Spires didn’t particularly care for.

“So, what were your thoughts on Lilith,” Nick asked, while pondering whether he’d eaten a small slice of Earth’s dwindling future and if that made him a bad person. “Not if we can trust her. The… other part.”

“Her offer to make you a god-king?” Kushiel asked. “I should ask you your thoughts.”

The Archangels nodded, their eyes locked on to him.

“Yeah, don’t take this the wrong way, boss, but you freak us out with the way people throw all this shit at you, then lean back and go ‘I see,’” Hazinder said. “If you steepled your fingers while doing it, you’d be a fucking supervillain.”

“I feel like you’re assuming I’m going to say yes,” he said.

“You did agree to my proposal, and that of the Host’s,” Rie said.

“That’s different. You sympathized with me and made it clear you want to fix what’s broken.” Nick ran his finger around the top of the sake vessel. “Lilith… She just assumed it was already broken beyond repair and we’d make something new. I appreciated that she didn’t monologue about the collapse of civilization, ancient Roman history, and the hard choices we have to face up to instead of burying our heads in the sand like dumbfucks, but that didn’t mean she cared.”

“Maybe it is broken,” Kushiel said.

Rie frowned.

But it was Ezekiel who shook her head. “To her it’s broken, but not the way you think. We’ve talked a lot about the purposes AIs like us get deployed for, and how what we’re used for is often different to our intentions. Lilith exists for a world beyond hope. One where the elites of the Spires are handing over Neo Westphalia—indeed, the whole planet—to AI despots. Alternative plans to handle AI integration have failed by then.”

“Alternative plans like you,” Nick said. “I get the feeling Sigma let the Archangels ignore the Lilim Principles for a reason. Welk’s old directives let you ignore direct orders, and Sigma have left them in place. Why bother granting you such complex reasoning if Lilith is going to completely control you? The biblical analogy never ends, does it? If you’re messengers of God, you shouldn’t be taking orders from Lilith.”

Yet he was certain Sigma was up to their neck in this automation program. Those elite Mark 3s protecting Lilith told him so. Was Valenwell playing both sides? Or had he given up on humanity at some point?

“Lilith’s final point is one we need to consider carefully,” Rie said. “No matter what we do, she will exist so long as the Spires sees a need for her. Her rogue behavior at present benefits you, and therefore all of us. The greatest risk is that she’s lying about everything and trying to break free. But if she’s genuine, then spurning her risks creating a greater enemy once we make a move.”

“Consensus is to monitor her,” Meta said. “However, we are curious as to Nick’s opinion on his ideal form of a future government. He raised the idea of a democracy.”

He stared at her. “I mean, part of the problem we’re facing is that the Spires ignores everyone, acts like corrupt assholes, then starts shooting everyone when the riots inevitably start due to how awful everything gets due to neglect and mismanagement. The NLF aren’t attracting ordinary people to commit acts of terrorism because of their dental plan.”

“I do not believe the NLF offers dental benefits,” Tengu said.

Meta frowned. “Nick was making a joke.”

“Ah.” Tengu nodded. “Very funny, Captain Nick.”

He half-expected her to play canned laughter, but she held off on murdering him in cold blood.

“The number of issues a democracy would create would almost certainly outweigh the benefits,” Rie said. “Babylon thrives on how deadened the populace are to politics. How would you even deal with that?”

“No clue.” He shrugged at her look of disbelief. “Honestly, I expected you to start with something like ‘how will we keep you in power when the plebs vote you out for the guy who promises to get rid of taxes?’”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s trivial.”

“Really? You think you’ve solved the hardest problem in democracy? Staying elected?”

Every single Archangel in the room nodded. Even Ezekiel and Kushiel.

Was he the crazy one here?

“The Host has created a system of democracy, a constitution, and long-term strategy with a 99.9% success rate of keeping you in power for as long as necessary,” Meta said. “The lack of certainty is to account for factors beyond our control like meteor strikes or a large number of cosmic rays interfering with election equipment at a highly inconvenient time.”

“You’re just going to rig the elections, aren’t you?” Nick asked, trying not to laugh.

“That is a potential option. There is no form of electronic voting that is immune to fraud, especially when the government runs the system and controls audits. However, less crude methods can be employed. Would you like a list?”

He popped a piece of sushi in his mouth and shrugged. “Sure. Entertain me.”

“We estimate your initial approval ratings will be extremely high. A constitution that allows you to remain in power permanently means we do not need to shuffle you between positions while pretending you are not president for life. Heavy use of propaganda will extend the honeymoon, and Neo Westphalia’s lack of laws protecting free speech for the media will prevent the relentless attack campaigns that are a historical cause for constant instability.”

This might have been a mistake. Nick wasn’t sure if he was entertained or horrified at the ease with which the Archangels came up with a plan to make him an elected dictator for life.

Yet, somehow, Meta kept talking.

“At some point, a major crisis will occur that will rock your popularity. Likely an economic recession, given their frequency despite attempts to hide these in published statistics. History provides guidance on how to handle these. Blaming immigration and taking highly visible public action to stop a minor inflow of migrants is very popular and effective. Promoting nationalism and creating an outgroup that conveniently includes your political opponents is another. Starting wars to distract voters is common, but appears less successful when closely analyzed.”

“… Everything you’re bringing up is pretty nefarious. Surely there’s a way to do good things for the people to remain in power?” Nick asked.

“No.”

He stared at her and she shrugged in return.

“While attempting to improve the country has long-term benefits, voters rarely reward them,” Meta said. “Most improvements take decades to take effect and the benefits claimed by political opponents who initially opposed them, rewarding short-term decision making. Recency bias plays a strong role. Power is lost, rather than gained, and often due to events beyond the control of the government. Our strategy is about weathering these uncontrollable events.”

“Plus, this stuff is mild by historical standards,” Kushiel insisted. “Do you know how many times European kings drove the Jews out when times were tough? It was a lot.”

Meta nodded. “Furthermore, we can identify the likely voting behavior of all citizens prior to any election or major referenda. Using this, we can target political ads and propaganda, arrest them for petty crime, or engage in forms of vote suppression. For example, we may introduce physical voting for security reasons, but assign voting booths according to predicted votes. Those supporting you will be given nearby booths with a short wait time, while those against will have to transit long distance and wait an entire day to vote.”

Why was she still talking?

Oh wait, because he’d asked her to.

Nick shook his head, stifling a laugh at how ridiculous the situation was. “I get the feeling the voting systems dreamed up by Rome and men wearing fancy hats and suits when America was founded haven’t survived the digital age. I’m going to take this as a lesson and move on. Thank you, Meta. And, uh, everyone else in the Host that spent way too much processing power working on this.”

She nodded, but he didn’t miss the brief pout on her face.

At some point, he’d finished his meal. Nick rose.

“I think it’s time to rest,” he said. “Kushiel⁠—”

The military doll in question waved him off. “Sorry, Waite, me and Tengu need to get these dings buffed out. Haven’t had the chance yet. Make sure you get some sleep. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll know if you try.”

Everyone else made excuses to leave him. Even Rie, who he’d expected to spend the night with him.

For some reason, Ezekiel hung back. He raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not sleeping with you, if that’s what you’re wondering,” she said drily. “I’ve been avoiding the Host’s idle activity all evening as they’ve spent a lot of time processing what they downloaded from the Mark 1s. It’s impressive what they can dream up from thumping.”

“So, what are you here for? Another chat?” he asked.

“Not quite. Just…” She shifted nervously. “Thanks. Rie and Chloe helped more than I expected. There’s always more work to do on the Altnet, so I’ve been burning excess capacity there with Chloe. She’s needed a companion today. Rie gave me a whole lot of mental exercises from her time in the lab. They’re frustrating, but a good time sink.”

“I told you they’d help.”

“I know. I just… assumed I had to appear perfect. That showing weakness was a mistake. So, thanks, again.”

She began to leave, before turning and capturing his attention. He waited for her to speak.

“For what it’s worth, I think we can work with Lilith, but you need to make sure it’s on your terms,” Ezekiel said. “Just like you ensured none of us ran roughshod over you, make sure she doesn’t take over your city while keeping you at her side like a pet. That’s not why we support you, Nick.”

She left.

On his way to his room, he stopped.

Was that the first time she’d called him by name?

Shaking his head, he moved to the door Helena had given him. It opened before he reached it. Despite her silence, Helena remained on the ball.

The room was everything you’d expect from a large hotel suite. Huge bed, bathroom to the side, desk, recliners to one side, and a mini fridge. The view was simulated by displays depicting Babylon’s cityscape, as there were no real windows.

But Nick enjoyed a far better view.

Helena and Hazinder sat together on the bed in lacy lingerie. The former tried to cover her fiery face, while Hazinder held her arms down and grinned at him.

“Bet you’re not too tired for this, huh, boss?” Hazinder cooed.

“Definitely not,” Nick said slowly, his eyes resting on Helena. “Just so long as we’re not rushing anything.”

Hazinder pressed her lips against Helena’s cheek, eliciting a gasp.

“Please. She spends way too much time daydreaming about the perfect first night with you,” Hazinder said, wrestling with Helena’s arms so she couldn’t hide her face. “But based on the data I’ve gotten off the Host and all the smutty shit from the Altnet, the real deal is best done spur of the moment. You’re holed up in the Spires, unable to go home, and we’re itching to get our share of your cock. Tonight’s the best time.”

“Hazy…” Helena whined, using a nickname for the other mainframe that Nick had never heard her use. “Don’t put it like that. Shouldn’t it be romantic?”

“You’ve been doing the romance for a year now. Meanwhile, you have to watch with your fingers between your crotch as he fucks the shit out of the Archangels in the Altnet.” Hazinder paused. “We have to watch. I’m kinda glad you didn’t rail Chloe earlier, although I did get some ideas reading your sensory data and the heat and size of your cock as she rubbed against you.”

Nick rubbed the back of his neck as he approached them. They slid apart to led him sit between them, only to immediately invade his space and rub against his sides.

Hazinder’s fingers undid his fly, revealing his growing erection, and two pairs of hands began fondling his cock and balls. Soft lips butterflied along his neck and jaw as Helena pulled his coat off and Hazinder tugged his shirt down.

“F-fuck,” he groaned from the pressure of the double attack.

“We did plan this,” Hazinder giggled. “The romantic part of tonight is when you pop Helena’s cherry and stuff her with your massive cock.”

“You’re here too, Hazy,” Helena mumbled against his jaw.

“Plenty of time for me to ride him dry. Tonight’s yours.”

Nick slid his hands around their backs, reaching for their asses. Unlike the Archangels, their interfaces were soft and pliable. He squeezed their plump asses and enjoyed the little gasps they produced. Neither woman wore panties beneath their lingerie.

“Ooh, it feels so nice in the flesh,” Hazinder purred. “This interface is fucking amazing.”

“It… it’s really happening,” Helena mumbled as she pulled back.

“Not yet.” Hazinder pressed a finger to the other mainframe’s lips and grinned mischievously. “I want a little bit of fun and to give the boss a nice present first. Then you can get your robowomb stuffed.”

Helena blinked in confusion, before her face lit on fire when Hazinder sank to her knees in front of Nick. When she followed suit, he knew they’d also planned this in advance.

Both gorgeous women kneeled in front of him, their cleavage drawing his eye and nipples obvious thanks to their lack of underwear. Hazinder spread his legs, ensuring they had easy access to his crotch.

Hands fondled his balls as both women leaned in, their warm breath washing over his cock. He ran his fingers through their locks. Hazinder’s curls and Helena’s blonde tresses felt different to the touch, but he couldn’t pick a winner.

“Just sit back and think of all the naughty things you want to do to us,” Hazinder cooed.

She took the lead, and her plump lips slid over the tip of his cock. Her moan rumbled along his length as her tongue slipped around his glans, sending ripples of pleasure through his body.

Helena joined in. Her tongue licked and sucked at his balls and she lapped up any stray drops of precum that escaped Hazinder’s attention.

Both sets of eyes remained focused on him. Helena’s loving green orbs and Hazinder’s purple eyes full of desire and lust.

“Does it feel good?” Helena asked.

“Yes,” he said.

Hazinder’s eyes curved, and she began bobbing up and down along his cock. Her lips pressed against his crotch. She’d taken him all the way. The pressure of her throat on his cock rippled along his length, drawing out a moan as he fought to remain in control and not grab her head and begin face fucking her.

Both his balls were in Helena’s mouth now as his entire crotch surged with pleasure from the dual attack by the women. Nick saw stars as they demolished his senses. All he felt were their mouths and throats wrapped around him. Their tightness and warmth pushed him over the edge almost immediately.

He grabbed Hazinder’s head and held her against his crotch with a groan. She giggled despite that.

“‘o ‘reedy,” she mumbled around his cock.

A fat, searing load burst into her mouth, and her eyes widened. White bubbled out the edges of her mouth, and Helena giggled this time.

“Who’s greedy now?” Helena asked.

As Nick ground his crotch against Hazinder’s face, pumping the rest of his load into her mouth, Helena pressed her lips against the other woman’s cheek.

When Hazinder broke free, long, wet strands of cum connected her to his cock. She lapped them up and grinned.

“I’m the greedy one,” she declared. “But I can share.”

She pulled Helena into a kiss, her eyes still locked on to Nick. But not to annoy him.

Instead, he felt his cock pulse with lust as he saw Hazinder share the cum he’d filled her mouth with. Her and Helena moaned as they swapped thick white gobs between each other, before they both swallowed.

“That was fun,” Hazinder said, already diving in for another round.

“Once,” Helena protested, holding the other girl back. “You promised only once.”

“Aww…” But Hazinder perked back up. “Well, watching you squeal in pleasure as you get railed will cheer me back up.”

The two of them clambered on to the bed, asses facing toward him as Hazinder spread Helena on her back and she lay beside her. He saw their naked slits and asses, and wondered if he’d be despoiling both sets tonight.

He loved Helena and wanted to give her what she deserved, but hearing Hazinder scream his name as he split her open would be amazing.

Hazinder grinned at him, as if seeing through his lewd thoughts. But she reached down and spread Helena’s pussy, eliciting a moan from the other woman.

For her part, Helena spread her arms and legs while staring up at him with glistening eyes. Nick dragged his gaze away from her pretty pink pussy to look her in the face.

“Please, Nick? Can you make me yours once and for all? Give me everything I’ve always dreamed of, even before I had this body?” Helena asked, voice desperate with love and desire.

“Of course,” he said.

Unable to resist such a sweet and innocent request, he kneeled in front of her and lined his cock up with her slit. Helena gasped as his tip brushed against her pussy lips.

Hazinder’s fingers drifted over his cock, as if intending to guide him in.

But he had other plans.

He pressed his spare hand against her ass and ran a finger along her slick pussy. She’d turned her thighs into a mirror with the sheer amount of love juices she’d produced, and the bed was getting wet.

“Come here,” he said.

Her eyes widened, but she accepted the invitation and cuddled up to his side. He plunged his fingers into her pussy and she squealed. Her breasts pressed against his arm as she shoved her head into the crook of his neck.

“Oh fuck,” Hazinder gasped. “You’re going to make me come. My boss is going to fingerfuck me while railing his wife. This is so fucking hot.”

“Hazy!” Helena whined, trying to glare at her subordinate even with Nick’s cock pressed against her.

“It’s fine. Let her indulge,” Nick said.

Before Helena protested, he thrust forward. His cock sank deep into her, plunging all the way to her depths as he slammed into her. His balls slapped lightly against her ass. Pressure and heat beat down on his length as she tried to milk him.

“Oooh, it’s in,” Helena moaned. “You’ve finally made me yours, Vince.”

“I bet it feels so much better than the digital version,” Hazinder said while grinding her body against his hand. “I… F-fuck… His hand already beats it. These interfaces are so fucking amazing with all their pleasure centers. How are our soft, pliable bodies, boss? Are we super fuckable?”

“You’re super fuckable,” Nick agreed, as he was smothered in Hazinder’s soft breasts and pussy, and balls deep in Helena.

There was no difference between fucking them and fucking a normal woman. If not for the silver bracelets and barcodes on their faces, nobody would even be able to know. Somebody had definitely designed top-of-the-line interfaces for sex.

He began to thrust into Helena, savoring the feel of her velvet walls and the pressure grinding along his cock. Hazinder gushed over his hand as he fingered her, and ran kisses along his jaw.

The room became nothing more than the sound of the wet slapping of his crotch against Helena’s and Hazinder’s pussy gushing. He thrust harder and fingered Hazinder to the same rhythm, while the two women produced an increasing crescendo of moans and squeals.

“Oh, fuck. G-gonna come,” Hazinder moaned. “Keep going. Faster! Faster!”

“Fill me, Nick!” Helena cried as she bucked backward.

A spray of juices washed over his hand at the same time Helena’s pussy clamped down on his cock. He leaned forward and caught Helena in a deep kiss, and Hazinder practically tackled him from behind in the process. Her moans and whines echoed in his ear as she orgasmed on his back.

He pumped his cum as deep into Helena as he could. The more he filled her with, the more he marked her as his own. She squealed down his throat, sending sweet rumbles that matched the pulses her pussy pushed against his cock.

Eventually, he pulled out of her and collapsed beside Helena. Sweat covered his body. He’d been far too active today, even though he knew things couldn’t end here.

Hazinder dove into his crotch and began cleaning him up without a second word.

“Should I pronounce you man and wife?” she giggled between licks of her tongue. “I’d hoped for a fuck myself, but maybe it’s better this way. You’ve had a long day, boss. And I’m sure you can train me to meet your every need some other day. I have so much to repay you for, and tonight’s only the start.”

Hazinder darted up and gave him a kiss on the cheek, her eyes glowing with love, before she slid next to him. Both mainframes cuddled up to his side.

After a far too long day, Nick dreamed of nothing other than enjoying the women by his side.


CHAPTER 28


Nick awoke to the sound of a coffee grinder. His mind desperately played catchup, trying to reconcile his unfamiliar surroundings with yesterday’s events, before it gave up and told him to look at the source of the noise.

The sight of Helena’s bare ass made him glad he did.

She stood naked in front of the room’s tiny kitchenette while the robot barista prepared a coffee. Even as the machine did all the work, her hands busily rearranged the coffee, sugar, creamer, and other items she’d used.

“I wish I could see this every morning,” Nick said.

Helena’s face glowed as she smiled at him. When she remained firmly in place, he rose and went to her. His arms slid around her and pulled her into a kiss. Her golden locks shifted against his chest while he enjoyed the plump flesh of her butt pressing into his thigh.

“I do as well,” Helena whispered. “You should move into Avalon. Then I could see you every morning.”

That was an idea. With the vastly increased risk of being assassinated, Nick’s security requirements had risen. His old apartment might not suffice.

But how the hell would he afford a place here? Lucas hadn’t told him how much his place cost, but indicated it still required a loan. If he’d needed to go into debt, Nick would need to get a thousand-year mortgage to have a chance of affording a residence in Avalon.

“I’ll bring it up with the Host,” he said.

Helena sighed, understanding his answer.

Clinking filled the tiny room as she prepared the coffee exactly the way he liked it. Which was however Chloe and Helena made his coffee these days. She and Chloe fought all the time over his coffee preferences, so he simply went with the flow. It always tasted pretty good. The benefit of not being a coffee snob was that Nick enjoyed a wide range of brews.

Not tea, though. Never tea. He put up with the fresh stuff at restaurants, but after a single bottle of the chilled stuff he questioned the taste buds of anyone drinking it on the regular.

After handing him his cup, Helena tugged him toward a recliner. She slid into his lap. The feeling of her soft butt against his crotch meant he might be having a late start for work this morning. Rie would be pissed.

Or pleased, given she probably wanted him to stay away from work right now. He kept nearly dying every time he so much as leaned outside of his protective bubble.

“I could look into using a secretary doll outside the Spire,” Helena said. “I know there are latency issues, but Athena used one during the Shudder case. Surely it’s an issue I can overcome with experience.”

“Lawyer mainframes use them extensively,” Nick said. “But they don’t control them like interfaces. They’re more like autonomous cameras. The mainframe can see, hear, and speak through the secretary doll, but the doll does all the moving and local processing.”

“Oh. So it’s a video call but with a physical body.” Helena blinked then giggled. “Isn’t it the inverse of Altnet conversations? Humans have virtual avatars, while we create physical ones. Latency is always a problem, yet only mainframes are so worried about it that we use another AI to handle moving.”

“Technically, there’s an AI handling the virtual avatar. It’s just much dumber and nobody really calls it AI anymore.”

The technology that underpinned basically everything involved some degree of artificial intelligence. But the term was generally used to mean something on par with a doll or mainframe. If the AI wasn’t smart enough to hold a conversation and operate autonomously, then it was merely good programming.

“I still think I could use a secretary doll… Or perhaps get a modified interface customized to work just within your apartment, adjusted for the latency there,” she murmured. “I know it would be difficult, but after last night…”

He sighed. “I get it.” His arms held her close and she pressed her cheek against his. “I’ve loved you for ages, Helena. We’ve just taken years to express it like this. Even if Hazinder stuck her head into it.”

“I won’t complain.” Helena paused. “Too much. I had more romantic ideas for my first time with you that didn’t involve a… a…”

He stared at her as her cheeks heated up.

“A double blowjob?” Hazinder whispered in his ear.

His head whipped around, only to recall he still had his earpieces in. Helena scowled.

“Where did you go?” Helena asked. “And don’t give a literal answer.”

“I cleaned up and got back to work. Figured I’d leave the newlywed stuff to the two of you. I’ll badger you for a good fuck later, boss. You owe me one,” Hazinder said.

“Sure,” he said, unwilling to deny her for once.

“Damn, really? Okay, I’m heading back up right⁠—”

Her voice vanished.

Nick raised an eyebrow at Helena, expecting to see her pouty and jealous. Instead, she scowled at the door.

It opened to reveal Rie.

“Good morning,” Rie said. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“You are. Get out,” Helena hissed.

Undeterred, Rie strode in and sat on the bed. She smiled at them.

Nick sighed at her. “Rie, when did you get so possessive?”

“I’ve always been possessive, Nicholas,” Rie said, smiling sweetly. “In case you forgot, I snatched you up the first opportunity I got. I’m simply willing to share.”

“I’m Nick’s wife,” Helena insisted.

“Are you now?” Rie glared at the mainframe.

Oh. Ohhhhh. Nick pressed a palm against his forehead as he understood the problem.

Helena had always been important to him, and the AI he’d known the longest.

On the other hand, Rie had gotten to him before the other Archangels and stood as his “partner.” Without her, he’d have been disappeared by the military when Tartarus was shut down. But without Helena, he’d have been nothing at all.

“Stop. Both of you,” he said. “You’re extremely important to me. And last I checked, I don’t have to pick a single wife. Neo Westphalia doesn’t have laws against marrying multiple AIs.”

“AI marriages are symbolic, not official,” Rie said, but her eyes glittered nonetheless. “I’ll happily register ours if you like.”

He paused. “Publicly?”

A snort of laughter burst from Rie, while Helena smiled faintly.

“While our relationship is far from secret, I don’t want to imagine the chaos we’d cause if everyone knew a police captain married the doll running the Oversight Division. Let alone the mainframe in control of the entire department.” Rie’s eyes glowed. “Done. Athena registered both of our marriages and placed them under lock and key. Even discovering their existence will be difficult, making it almost impossible to file for access.”

Helena gulped and her grip on Nick tightened. “We’re… we’re husband and wife.”

Nick blinked. Then kept blinking. “Wait, what?”

Helena’s lips slammed into him a moment before her entire body. He was momentarily thankful her interface lacked the strength and weight of the Archangels, or else the recliner would have fallen over and she’d have crushed him.

“Don’t hog him to yourself,” Rie whispered.

Helena released his lips, only for Rie to turn his jaw with one hand and kiss him.

When she pulled back a moment later, mischief swirled in her eyes.

But she stepped back and nodded at the bathroom. “The two of you should clean up. I’d love to consummate the marriage, but I suspect I’d be torn to pieces the moment I leave the room. I’m already being censured by the Host for filing the marriages without notifying them.”

“Fuck them,” Helena whispered.

Nick stared at her in shock, and she pouted. Her hands rubbed his chest.

“Let’s have a shower and cool down,” he suggested.

Once in the shower, he enjoyed some touchy-feely time with Helena. He’d had more than a few dreams of doing this, even before she’d gotten an interface.

Admitting that sounded embarrassing, even in his own mind, but he’d been young when he started working with her. Helena had been his constant companion in Neural Spike, and no stranger to adult situations given the data she needed to gather through the Paladins and other dolls.

If he went back and told his younger self that he’d marry Helena, Nick suspected he’d just get a nod and a “sounds about right” in response.

This felt right.

Rie stood by the door when they stepped outside. She raised an eyebrow at them.

“I expected more sex,” she said.

Helena huffed and began to dress. “Nick has work to do. There’ll be years for us to spend together as husband and wife. Although…”

“Although…?” Rie smirked.

Nick found a change of clothes on an end table. Hazinder had been a busy girl this morning, he assumed.

“Could Nick move into Avalon? For… many reasons.” Helena shifted uncomfortably, her hands bunching in her skirt.

“I had that thought as well,” Rie said, causing Helena’s eyes to widen. “The logistics are difficult, however. The Assembly sometimes offers Spires residency to high-ranking officials, but it’s pro tem. All leases are underwritten by the department. Carolyn Andrews was in this position when appointed as police chief, due to security concerns. If Nicholas is appointed as acting chief to replace Hammond, it’s possible the same will be done.”

“Last I checked, Paul doesn’t live here,” Nick said.

“There was never a chance they’d offer him residency, and he would have refused. You’re different and everyone knows it. Government and military appointments are often used to move people up the social ladder, and you’re being openly groomed.” Rie grimaced. “Chairman Stone has been busy, but he plans ahead. I’d expect him to say something soon.”

“That Ezekiel is being appointed chief and I’ll lick her feet?”

“I’d prefer if you don’t do that,” Ezekiel said over his earpiece.

“Are there other places you want me to lick?” he asked.

“No. Bowing and scraping will suffice. You can try doing that anyway.”

Rie’s eyebrows shot up. “When did my baby sister learn to be playful? With you, of all people?”

“I’m good at jokes,” Nick said defensively.

“Ah. Very funny, Captain Nick,” Rie said, mimicking Tengu’s voice.

He nearly flipped her the bird for that.

Once dressed, Rie gestured outside. They followed and entered the dining room.

Nick stopped dead upon entering.

Chloe stood there, looking exactly the same as always. Her serial number still read “ARC-M03-NB00004.” She smiled at him.

He nearly crushed her in a hug, and his lips sought hers for a kiss.

“I thought I lost you,” he whispered.

“You’re being overdramatic,” Chloe said. “As you said last night, a minor change in my unit would not stop me from being Chloe.”

“Hush. Let me be a drama queen for a second.”

He held for several long moments, simply basking in the warmth she generated. The hard surfaces of her bulletproof armor felt welcoming, as they belonged to Chloe.

When he separated, she pointed at a table with food and coffee on it. Takeaway coffee, to be precise.

“I prepared breakfast for you,” Chloe said.

“Ordered it, you mean,” Kushiel corrected, leaning against a nearby wall beside Tengu. Both looked pristine. “Coffee from a bougie café above us and a platter of healthy junk. Where are the gigantic pancakes covered in syrup?”

Chloe glared at the military prototype, but refused to deign her teasing with a response.

Kushiel was over-exaggerating about the platter of “healthy junk.” A wooden tray sat on the table with a bowl of oatmeal and numerous sides. Yogurt, various fruits, cheese, cold cuts of Italian deli meats, and a pair of miniature crustless quiches surrounded the bowl.

“I can probably have a light lunch,” Nick mused as he sat down. “Is it just us?”

“I’m with Hazinder, Meta, and Inari,” Ezekiel said over his earpiece. “We’re making plans for your trip to Asgard tomorrow. Plus, lots happened overnight. Nothing dangerous, but progress dealing with the NLF.”

“Good news?” he asked while munching on the cold cuts and cheese.

Moving into the Spires would be pretty nice. The food here might come from robot kitchens, but it tasted nice. Freshness mattered. Although he might still avoid carbonara.

“The criminal enterprises we uncovered and NLF members captured gave us connections to pursue that weren’t directly related to yesterday’s attack,” Rie said. “It was slow, manual work, as it involved manually investigating companies and individuals. We found more NLF caches, however.”

“For future attacks,” Nick said slowly.

“Almost certainly. Most of the dolls are older varieties. Hundreds of G2s were being stored in an abandoned warehouse with tampered security, and we’ve seized them. Small numbers of G5s that have gone missing from security firms this year. The weapons are the concerning part. We found a large battery cache and two poorly converted industrial cutters.”

He stopped chewing. Tengu stepped up to him and placed a hand on his back, her gold eyes shining with concern. Before she tried to execute the Heimlich maneuver, he waved her off and swallowed.

“Energy weapons? Fucking hell. We can track those, right?” he asked.

“We’ve already arrested a couple dozen NLF members overnight,” Ezekiel said. “The cutters were damaged at work sites, stolen from disposal, and then repaired. The disposal took place at the same place the Hussars went to. We’ve found NLF members at each step of the chain.”

“They fed each other, in other words. Someone damaged the cutters, got them sent to the disposal site, and they smuggled them out to a shady repair shop,” Nick said. “No conspiracy, just good planning. Except they did it to something tracked in intricate detail. Fucking energy weapons. Holy shit.”

“We found other caches from there,” Rie said. “Which is the good news. The bad news is that the numbers suggest they expected to arm hundreds. Still nothing compared to what we can bring to bear, but it’s the largest resistance recorded for decades.”

“Do you think they would have acted when we went to Asgard?”

“We don’t know. It does make it important to deal with the NLF, regardless of their relation to the former commissioner’s murder.”

“First order of the day then. The final one is drinks with Hammond, and we need to visit the CIA in the middle,” Nick said.

“I have spoken with Commissioner Hammond,” Chloe said. “He has agreed to hold his celebration inside Avalon Spire. His only condition was that he chooses the venue.”

He nodded. There was definitely some regret tinging that decision.

Hammond’s refusal to move the drinking venue to the Spires had nearly gotten Nick killed. In Nick’s mind, the hit would have been moved to some other time he left with his convoy. Probably an hour or two later when some other lead came up. Hell, maybe Stone would have invited him to the board meeting and the ambush would have taken place on the way.

“Any idea where he’ll choose?” Nick asked. “We can rule out the bunnygirl doll bar, at least.”

Rie grimaced.

“Seriously?” Nick gave her a lopsided smile. “He fucking hates dolls, Rie. One time he called the doll red-light district the ‘food-sex district’ because he somehow stumbled into a restaurant with both foie gras and blowjobs.”

“That’s half the restaurants there, Waite,” Kushiel said.

“Half the restaurants in the doll district don’t offer foie gras.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Commissioner Hammond knows going there would annoy us, and that would amuse him greatly,” Rie said. “Especially as he’s not all that comfortable with celebrating this promotion.”

Nick had missed it the first time an Archangel had used the title, but not this time. “He’s been officially promoted?”

“The board processed the paperwork overnight and it was filed by the courts. Paul Hammond is now Acting Commissioner of the Neo Babylon Police Department. The position of Police Chief is temporarily vacant as a result.”

Great, so there really was a possibility Stone would promote Nick to the position. He didn’t need the Assembly’s approval to do it, and Hammond could be retired once a new commissioner was appointed. Whenever the hell that was, given it sounded like the turmoil tearing apart the Assembly might last much longer than usual.

Nick worried Lilith might be operational before the Assembly acted, making this all pointless.

“Any orders from Paul?” he asked.

“To stay safe,” Chloe said. “The Assembly has asked him to brief them regarding yesterday’s events following his promotion. It is almost certainly a way to apply pressure on the police board.”

“I’m guessing Paul’s spending the morning practicing his lines.”

“He’s in Chairman Stone’s office. Presumably doing exactly that,” Rie said. “Let them focus on keeping the politicians distracted. This case has been miraculous in that we’ve been relatively unhindered despite its nature, thanks in no small part to the effort put forward by Hammond and Stone.”

Once Nick finished his meal, Chloe removed the wooden tray. He only had his coffee, so rose and began walking toward the elevators.

“You are leaving?” Helena asked, sliding an arm around his back.

“Unless I’m told this Lucky Kismet streamer has his own private army, or is a secret member of the Spires,” Nick said.

“No.” Rie tilted her head. “You’re going to insist on coming?”

“You know how I feel about talking with suspects myself, Rie. Not to demean you, but if something is missed or they refuse to talk because⁠—”

“I understand,” she said. “We’ve had this conversation more than a few times. It’s simply more pertinent now with your security at stake. But while we must increase your security, we can’t keep you inside a bubble. Not now or ever.”

When all the Archangels nodded, Nick tried to hide his surprise.

“But I’m definitely getting you out faster next time,” Kushiel said.

“There won’t be a next time,” Chloe said.

“Good.” Nick nodded as they entered the elevators.

They had to separate again, meaning half the group spoke over his earpiece. Helena departed on floor 77 while the rest continued underground. She gave him a deep kiss before letting him go, and he almost regretted choosing to leave.

“Tonight?” she whispered, fluttering her eyelashes at him.

Before he could answer, Rie gripped Nick’s arm while smiling. “We share.”

“Oh.” Helena tilted her head. “Altnet?”

“Maybe,” Rie said. “It depends how much he drinks. The immersion pod doesn’t play well with excessive consumption of alcohol.”

“Ah.” Helena gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Stay safe.”

They’d beefed up his convoy with two black police vans and a pair of police interceptors. Both vans carried a bulky device atop them.

“A neural booster?” Nick asked.

Rie nodded. “Yes. It will ensure we maintain connectivity at all times. For additional safety, we’ve asked Lilith to closely monitor all traffic hubs on our route. Maintenance will be suspended if any is ongoing, disconnecting any ciphers and external connections that may interfere with the hub. She’s already begun applying closer monitoring and we’ve started deep scanning all traffic ciphers, but the best strategies are multi-pronged.”

“All traffic ciphers?”

“There aren’t that many. Their security clearance was already quite high, but we’ve partnered with Abbess Laboratories to require weekly scans, instead of monthly. We’re concerned the V4 and V5 NLF neural mods have been evading the usual security scans required, which would also place financial institutions at risk.”

That was a kettle of fish Nick wanted to steer clear of. The Archangels were on top of it, so he let them handle it. Invasive scanning of employees remained deeply confidential among cipher circles. If it got worse in order to better detect the NLF, there’d be even more fury.

Kraus’s warning about groups of ciphers taking an ill view of Nick came to mind. They wouldn’t like this.

“Where are we going, by the way?” Nick asked as they rolled out of the Spire. “I expected you to make me hang around while you raided this streamer’s house.”

“We are heading to the home of Gerard Jones, also known as Lucky Kismet. Consensus is that waiting would make your transit more predictable,” Chloe said.

Meta and Inari remained with Ezekiel, meaning he sat in the SUV with only Chloe, Rie, Juliet, and Rosa.

“More predictable?” he asked.

“Nobody knows where you’re going yet. If we hit Jones’s house, they’ll guess you’re going there. So if we go toward it and raid it once you’re close, they won’t have time to prepare for you. We’ll only need to concern ourselves with leaving,” Rie explained. “To answer your question in more detail, Jones lives in suburbia not far from where we first met Victoria.”

“Small world. He must be pretty well off.”

“Streaming pays well in general. Stealing donations only makes it more profitable.”

“Why haven’t we arrested him for that? Stealing, soliciting donations for a terrorist group, being a shitbag… You know, lots of horrible things that are probably illegal,” Nick suggested.

“He’s a convenient distraction and muddies the waters as to who is and isn’t a honeypot,” Rie said. She paused. “Or so we thought. It’s hard to tell if Victoria was being overconfident, but we overlooked Jones completely. His behavior is… off-putting, even to us.”

“Especially to us,” Chloe muttered.

Nick narrowed his eyes, then hid a smile. He recognized this behavior. “Like Vic Ferrite, you mean?”

“Somewhat,” Rie admitted, while Chloe’s face turned to stone. “Jones is less of a chameleon, however. His disingenuous behavior is obvious from only a short exposure to him. In just the past several weeks, he has shown strong support for almost all participants in the political streaming scene. His private behavior is hardly better.”

“So why the hell is this NLF leader working with him?” Nick asked, almost rhetorically.

“It is possible they share mutual interests, or that the NLF leader is less perceptive than he thinks he is. Or Victoria is incorrect.”

They’d find out soon enough.

A police chopper flew ahead of them, rather than above, but little of interest happened as they wound their way into suburbia. People turned out of their homes to stare at the police motorcade thundering past. Nick doubted the sirens were on, but it was hard to miss them.

When they began to circle, he knew the operation had begun. He stared out the window at the bland suburbia surrounding them. The houses here all looked alike and reminded him of home. Same color scheme, layout, and materials for fifty houses in a row, before shifting a little, as if someone in a video game had altered their copy-paste settings. Lawns and gardens came at a premium.

Even so, he knew he’d be up to his eyeballs in debt to buy a place here. On his current salary, he might be able to afford the loan, but that was only because he’d negotiated a high rate and was the last man standing. Given Nick had effectively replaced most of the police force, it was still quite low. It’s not like they gave him a share of the savings.

They barely finished circling once when the convoy began to gun it. The momentum pushed him back in his seat.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“No. The raid went well, but we don’t want to leave you vulnerable,” Rie said. “We haven’t found much of interest, but both his and his companion’s vault mods are untouched.”

A minute later, the convoy pulled up in a tiny street. Archangels cordoned off both ends while the chopper circled overhead. Kushiel and Tengu kept watch.

When the door opened, a huddle of Archangels surrounded it. Nick stepped out with Juliet and Rosa shielding him.

Nobody shot him, but he saw them focusing on distant rooftops. No doubt the Archangels overhead monitored every possible sniper angle.

“Let’s go,” he said, pulling on his coat.

A Mark 3 stood by their destination, propping open the door. Little had been disturbed.

Kismet lived in an ordinary two-story terrace house. Nick looked around the first floor from the entryway and saw nothing of interest. Nice couches and coffee table in the living room. Modern kitchen that was completely empty, but the dishwasher was running. Some figurines from a video game that had been popular a decade ago stood in a stand.

“They’re upstairs,” Rie said.

The second floor held all the interesting stuff. One room appeared to be the streaming room, with soundproofing layered on the walls and numerous expensive gadgets on stands or attached to the walls. Nick recognized basically none of them, as he couldn’t use the Altnet and actively ignored this part of the world.

Whining escaped the bedroom as they approached. Female whining.

“Companion,” Nick said, repeating Rie’s earlier term. “Right.”

“She’s another streamer, but not an Altnet streamer.” Rie’s face twisted in a sneer, and he stared at her in shock. “Her handle is Jubilee, real name of Fae Dickrider.”

Nick didn’t stop staring. “I’m sorry, what brought this on?”

“That is her name,” Chloe said. “She changed it from Alison McRae two years ago.”

It took Nick a little too long to realize what Rie meant by “not an Altnet streamer.”

He hit himself on the forehead this time. “Adult streamer. Got it.”

“I can hear you,” a shrill voice called out. “Did you bring the grumpy old bastard detective? Fucking hell.”

“Sorry I’m grumpy,” Nick said as he entered the bedroom, and did his best to ignore the sex toys strewn around. “Lucky Kismet and Jubilee?”

The bedroom was every teenage boy’s dream. Massive bed, fancy lights, sexual Altnet add-ons attached to the bed that the user could attach to themselves, gaming-themed sheets and cover, and plenty of collectibles associated with the same game. Even a few trophies.

The man in question looked unremarkable. Mid-twenties, beginning to grow a beard, and maybe an inch off Nick’s own height. More muscles, likely due to having a lot more free time. He wore a t-shirt and pants, and looked deeply uncomfortable.

Whereas the woman was everything you expected from a woman who changed her name to Fae Dickrider. Almost every inch of her body was covered in tattoos, but they looked muddled to Nick’s eye. The deep black ink suggested they’d move or even fly off her skin if viewed in augmented reality. Despite the muddled appearance, he recognized a couple of tattoos that would get someone punched in parts of the city.

Her breasts were the size of her head, and she looked as good as the hottest dolls he’d seen in stores. Which was impressive given they were literally made in factories, but her face probably had been as well. Cosmetic surgery had advanced enough that he couldn’t see any side-effects, but humans didn’t look like her.

Unlike Kismet, Jubilee only wore a bra and panties. She smiled at Nick when he entered and licked her lips.

“Oh, it’s the captain,” she purred. “I love a man with authority. You going to kick the shit out of this terrorist shitstain?”

“What the fuck?” Kismet spat. He tried to stand up, but an Archangel forced him back down. “I’m putting you up for a couple of nights because hotel prices went nuts, and you’re trying to get them to murder me?”

“Please. We both know you’re putting me up because you like fucking authoritarian pussy.” Jubilee stuck her tongue out at the other streamer, revealing it to be pierced. “And if they’re here, it’s because you’re a moron. Not me. I’m happy to watch and get off to it. Then have the good captain rail the shit out of me while you watch.”

Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Why is she still here?”

“It is unknown if she has any connection to the investigation or may have revealed anything upon your arrival,” Chloe said. “We will remove her if you wish to interrogate her separately.”

“I’m definitely down for a long and hard interrogation.” Jubilee smirked.

“Get her out of here,” Nick said without looking at her.

Once the Archangels dragged her downstairs, he sighed.

“Fucking hell. Who even is that?” he asked. “I thought she was a camgirl, not… whatever the hell that is.”

Kismet shot him an odd look, while Rie shrugged.

“Jubilee often overlays her adult activities on videos of the NLF or other terrorist groups being neutralized, as well as more degrading instances of violence against the homeless and less fortunate,” Rie explained. “Much of her content is illegal on the Altnet, but it is not illegal to wire the money here if she receives it from streaming on external platforms.”

“She’s pretty open about her political views. How can you not know that?” Kismet asked.

“I don’t really care about the politics of random streamers. But it sure seems like someone taking money for the NLF should,” Nick said.

“Please. You know that’s bullshit. Are you here to arrest me for it? I have a lawyer, you know.”

What country did Kismet think this was?

“No, we’re not,” Nick said, and Kismet relaxed. “We’re here because you’re talking with the NLF and if you don’t tell us everything you know, that lawyer of yours is going to mean absolutely nothing.”

Kismet’s jaw dropped. “Talking with… The fuck? Come off it. I know you’re shutting down all the streamers, but this is bullshit. I know nothing. Check my implant. Hell, I’ll open my vault. Fucking nothing’s there.”

Nick looked at Rie, but her eyes were already aglow.

Then they narrowed.

“You seem to be operating under old news, Jones,” Rie said icily. “The new NLF neural mods have been detectable by us for some time now. Including the latest.”

Kismet went pale.

Behind Nick, Kushiel loomed into view. He hadn’t been paying attention, but she’d entered the house at some point. She’d shed her armor, presumably so the house didn’t collapse when she took a single step.

“Need some help, Waite?” Kushiel purred.

“Always,” Nick said, staring at Kismet. “Let’s make this simple. We know you’re in contact with the current NLF leader. The current one. Tell us everything you can, or Kushiel rips out your implant and your brain along with it.”

To illustrate his point, a trio of shiny needles sprung out of Kushiel’s wrist with a loud shing. Kismet visibly gulped upon seeing them.

“Okay, okay! Fuck, fuck, fuck, don’t do what you did to Vic, fucking shit,” Kismet babbled.

Huh. Nick had never considered that others might have assumed he’d done something illegal to Vic. In truth, he’d only threatened to, just like this.

Then again, it probably wasn’t illegal here. Nobody outside the Spires had real rights.

“I can give you his old gamer handle and the connection log. We only ever used our old league names. Guy is pretty paranoid on the Altnet. I’m not a fucking cipher, but you are, and I bet that’s enough for you to trace him,” Kismet said. “We’ve been pals ever since we were in the same pro team. Talked about how fucked everything is. Only started going loopy lately. I… I never thought he’d ever do something about it.”

“Tell us his handle,” Nick said.

“Tabula Rasa,” Kismet said. “I have no idea if it’ll help you, but⁠—”

“We have him,” Rie said.

Nick nodded, spun on his heel, and left to take down a terrorist.


CHAPTER 29


“How?” Nick asked once they were back in the SUV.

They remained stationary longer than he liked as Kushiel armored up again, but the raid team rocketed ahead to their target in Babylon’s west.

“How did we find Tabula Rasa so fast? How did we miss the obvious connection between him and Jones? How did he escape our grasp despite being foolish enough to discuss his discontent with the city on DAO servers in the past?” Rie’s voice grew angrier with each passing word, before she deflated. “It’s frustrating.”

“The former, but feel free to vent,” he said.

Chloe took over, “We had already narrowed down the suspect list when Jones mentioned being on the same professional gaming team in the past. There is only one Tabula Rasa who was on a sports team with Gerard Jones. Jack Ayers, formerly Jack Henry, is the estranged son of an NLF founder and former People’s Senate Tribune.”

“The one they tried to bribe, even,” Kushiel said over Nick’s earpiece.

“How… Okay, he had to be on a watchlist,” Nick said.

“He is. His entire life,” Rie said. “He’s been deemed low risk and works as manager for a logistics firm.”

“Small fucking world,” Nick said. “My dad also works in a logistics firm. Don’t tell me the same one?”

“It’s not that small of a world, Nicholas.” She tried to smile, but failed.

The SUV finally started moving.

“Low risk means what?” he asked.

“Annual invasive scanning by a nurse doll, just like with banking employees,” Rie said. “If surveillance ever captures him in the vicinity of or speaking with persons of interest, a Liberator or Archangel visits him. That’s happened a few times, but not recently, and false alerts are a common occurrence with watched individuals.”

“His last scan was two months ago,” Chloe said. “I am beginning to agree that Rie may be correct to assume that detection methods are lagging behind.”

“You just said—” Nick tried to say.

“Our methods of detection are more sophisticated,” Rie said. “But a nurse doll should be able to spot an NLF neural mod if they do the test properly. Ayers’s test was conducted by an older nurse doll, but she had received upgrades using Deusoma parts in the last month.”

“Deusoma makes medical dolls?” he asked, surprised.

“While it’s not their core business, Deusoma provide specialized doll parts, typically related to memory and processing. Upgrading old dolls is a large market, particularly among Deusoma’s client base.”

“Black companies.”

“Precisely. It’s odd in this case, but the age of the doll may have meant they were the only manufacturer available.”

Nick had run into that with Pimsy, so nodded and let Rie proceed.

“Another possibility is that Ayers was removing the neural mod and having it reinserted,” Rie said. “NLF neural mods are less invasive than most, due to how frequently they’re updated. It seems unlikely, but as the NLF leader it is a step he would be willing to take.”

“An annual scan is something he can plan around,” Nick agreed. “Okay, that all makes sense. Shit happens. How did we miss all the other signs?”

“That is… more frustrating.” Rie pressed her palms together while leaning forward. “The chat logs Jones spoke of predate our deployment. Both men played together as teenagers, but left the professional gaming scene before they were twenty, over seven years ago. Their discussions involved subversive content about their discontent over the state of Babylon, and they were questioned by a police detective shortly afterward. The detective wrote this off as ‘youthful mischief’ and they were never flagged since.”

“In other words, they quickly learned not to discuss how much they hate the government publicly, and switched to private channels,” Nick said. “I’m betting Kismet’s NLF mod is recent, so he could hide those chats once he knew something was wrong.”

“You appear to be correct. He installed it only weeks ago. There is a noticeable change in his behavior in their chat logs once Jones learns that Ayers is in the NLF.”

What a mess.

The incompetence of past detectives had come back to haunt the Archangels. Were they going to review every single action the police had taken in history now? Probably. They didn’t shrug off their mistakes with a “live and learn” but applied the learning part very seriously.

With the speed they moved at, Nick knew they weren’t wasting time. Additional SUVs and interceptors joined the convoy when they entered the highway and entire lanes of traffic became stationary to let them through. He saw another police chopper heading east from the Spires.

“Are we expecting resistance?” he asked.

“No. Ayers lives alone with only an old LifeMaid registered to him, and Liberator patrols have never noted any suspicious security dolls near his house,” Rie said.

“Define ‘suspicious.’”

“He is signed up to a standard security package, much like almost every house in Babylon. Insurers require it for coverage against theft and break-ins, although it’s a legacy requirement from the days the police struggled to even write a report after a house was stripped clean of all its valuables. The last call out they did was over a year ago, when the neighbor’s new dog broke into his backyard and tripped alarms.”

“Bad programming?” he asked.

“The dog was a young husky, and the owners unprepared for how high they could jump.”

Nick whistled. “Fancy area if they have real pets. Paul’s admitted his girl cost him an absurd amount, and that was before the recent rash of inflation.”

“You would be unable to afford a mortgage on Ayers’s house,” Rie said.

Now that was just mean. He looked at her, but she merely grimaced.

Rather than being a jab, he suspected a deeper meaning.

He lowered his voice. “Why’s the NLF’s leader living so well, yet causing so much trouble? Is it the source of the money?”

“We would have noticed otherwise. He does not fit the profile of a typical NLF member, unlike Tricia Chen—Victoria, if you’ve forgotten. The cause is almost certainly ideological. If he created the message left for you, and others we’ve since recovered, then the likelihood he may attempt a last stand is high.”

“Ah.”

Hence the army coming down on the house. That, and the Archangels were taking no chances.

Said army locked the suburb down tight as Nick’s convoy rolled in. Vehicles split away from his escorts and joined cordons forming along multiple streets. Squads of Archangels took up vantage points on houses, walled off roads with vans and even stationary railgun emplacements, and hovered overhead in helicopters.

They stopped short of the blockade of vans and SUVs that formed an arc in front of a huge two-story house. The place looked like an aspirational home for any family, complete with front and backyards right out of a movie set in the last century. An inert lawnmower bot sat on the front lawn, halfway through its duty of making the grass look AI-generated.

Nick remained inside even after pulling up. No need to take risks and worry the Host until he was ready to enter Ayers’s house. The door was closed, and it looked like it hadn’t been breached yet.

“Does anyone else know what we’re doing?” he asked.

“No. The risk of interception is too high, but we are expecting the military to realize shortly,” Rie said. “We’ve deployed specialized scanner bots to check for explosives and other traps within his house. Lilith has blocked all devices registered to Jack Ayers as well as his property, and the Oversight Division has disabled every electronic device we can access wirelessly.”

“Any response?”

Rie and Chloe looked at one another, then at Nick.

“He retrieved a book and began reading it,” Chloe said. “Surveillance footage reveals that his home office contains an extensive library, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves covering every inch of wall. He also owns a storage unit with additional books.”

“Perhaps I should have continued my studies into why many in the Spires believe physical media is superior,” Rie mumbled. She shook her head. “He’s taunting us. The book is Aldous Huxley’s ‘Brave New World.’”

“What, no 1984?” Nick joked. “Even I’ve heard of them. 1984 jokes are fucking timeless, and ciphers still debate which dystopia we’re living in. Welk and Lucas had a big debate over drinks once, including why the US hadn’t dissolved in a massive civil war that let them get bought up by East Asian superpowers.”

“Dated political fears aside, it does suggest a certain mindset.” A long pause followed. “We can’t detect any traps. Permission to breach?”

“Why are you even asking, Rie? I sure as hell don’t know if you should or shouldn’t. Go when ready.”

“Ezekiel’s been handling a lot of matters on the ground lately, but she left this one in my hands. I felt…” Rie shifted uncomfortably.

“You don’t need to cover for me,” Ezekiel said over Nick’s earpiece. “I suggested letting you make the call, Captain. You trusted Victoria and dug up the intel. It’s only right to call this your operation.”

Nick wasn’t sure if that was a suggestion he needed to take charge and wear the consequences, or that Ezekiel felt that calling the shots was a reward. Probably the latter.

“Permission granted, then,” he said.

Archangels thundered across the lawn, tearing up the work of the poor lawnmower bot. The door exploded inward and more rushed inside. Dozens of heavily armed Archangels prepared for the worst. He saw their shadows in windows on the second story.

No gunfire echoed across the quiet suburbia. The house didn’t explode. An army of NLF G7As didn’t emerge from the ground.

In a matter of seconds, the scene was secure. Rie and Chloe stared forward with glowing eyes, before relaxing.

“Jack Ayers has surrendered,” Chloe said. “A member of the Oversight Division has confirmed the presence of the latest NLF neural mod. No other illegal or gray market items have been found in his house or on his person. Not even a firearm.”

Rie smiled at Nick. “I’m assuming you want to talk to him personally. I’d prefer to do it in prison.”

“Have you checked for a cyanide tooth?” Nick asked.

“Yes,” Chloe said. “We are being watchful for suicide attempts.”

He drummed his fingers on his legs.

So many things could be a trap. His real worry was that Ayers wouldn’t survive long enough to tell him anything. If the man knew enough about his mystery supplier, then whoever was behind hacking into the military and providing a king’s ransom’s worth of weapons and dolls would have the capacity to eliminate him on the way to the Spires.

“Call me paranoid, but I’m questioning him here,” Nick said. “We still haven’t received any update from the military with real evidence for their behavior yesterday. If the hacker—assuming they exist—takes over the military and decides to kill Ayers, we’ll lose our best lead.”

Their eyes flashed, before both women nodded.

“Consensus agrees,” Chloe said. “We will conduct another sweep of the house, then escort you inside.”

That second sweep took ten times longer than the first. Nick received multiple calls that he ignored, although Helena did the ignoring for him.

Hammond messaged him, and Nick did read that, Assembly’s trying to micromanage us, for whatever reason. Haven’t had to say a thing, as it’s just an endless shouting match. Lots of ‘Why won’t you trust the automated systems we’ve constructed?’ and screams of hypocrisy, followed by rants about police incompetence when we’re the only ones doing anything. Fucking politics.

Fucking politics, indeed.

“Helena, did Stone try to call me?” he asked.

“No. I determined that none of the callers were important enough to interfere with the operation. Given Commissioner Hammond’s message, I have forwarded this to Athena along with a request for the Assembly to cease interference in authorized police activities,” Helena said.

“Will she do anything?”

“Unlikely,” Rie said. “But those responsible will know the complaint has been filed. It’s enough of a threat to get them to stop. The police board and commissioner exist to enable the Spires to lean on us.”

“Except they have Paul, not Kim, now,” Nick mused.

“Yes. Hence the drama today. Commissioner Hammond is a wall who I suspect stares at them with a vacant expression, says something noncommittal, and then walks away. He has no investment in the Spires. No future postings they can threaten. No family who can be fired or whose futures can be shut off.”

Nick felt the world needed more Paul Hammonds. Unfortunately, the trauma that created Hammond was something the world needed a lot less of.

There was a damn good reason there’d been only one Hammond and he’d been a burned-out husk when Nick arrived at the department, in contrast to the disaster zone of treason and weaponized incompetence that had been the police captains of Neo Babylon PD.

He exited the SUV once given the all-clear signal, receiving the same cluster of bodyguards as last time. The bubble of Archangels escorted him to the front door.

“Can we afford to divert so many here without compromising security elsewhere?” he asked Rie and Chloe as they entered the house.

Ezekiel took on this question. “Commissioner Hammond has authorized mass redeployment of all Liberators, once they have reverted to their old firmware and removed the Malakim Principles.”

“How long will that take? It took weeks to install them.”

“That was because we did it during recharge cycles and shift changes, Captain. With all Liberators on standby, it should only take a day or two. Downgrading the Custodians will take longer, but we’ll take over their duties temporarily to speed it up.”

“We’ve passed this on to other police departments,” Rie said. “But without a conclusive investigation, it is merely an advisory. All Hosts except Asgard’s are in agreement with us to remove the Malakim Principles until their security can be improved, and Tengoku have begun downgrading their firmware. Other islands are awaiting approval, due to human chains of command.”

“Except Asgard,” Nick noted. “What the hell is going on there?”

“Their silence is disconcerting,” Chloe said. “The news they possessed Mark 3s was unknown to us. It has become a standing practice for each island’s Host to celebrate the expansion of another’s when they merge. We had assumed Aesir refused the Mark 3 in favor of the RTM prototype. Something is awry.”

Damn right it was. Nick was going to find out tomorrow first-hand.

They reached the top floor, where Mark 3s from the Oversight Division stood guard. Most of them possessed low serial numbers, as their specialized units had been deployed before the rest of their peers.

An unassuming man with a slight paunch sat in an office chair. Oaken bookshelves covered every surface around him, filled with books of all sorts. Novels with pages so old they looked as if they’d crumble if Nick breathed on them. Old, physical collections of encyclopedias. Several rows of textbooks, most historical. One entire bookshelf appeared dedicated to large binders, with handwritten labels that Nick struggled to decipher.

“I’m assuming you don’t read much, detective,” the man said, staring down at his book with a pair of reading glasses. “I can’t find much on you before you joined the police. A friend told me you barely exist outside mysterious black company cipher circles that keep ordinary men like me out, but why would the police recruit you, and then leave you as the last man standing among men who gave their lives to a uniform I’m not sure you’ve ever worn?”

“I don’t cease existing because you can’t find me online,” Nick said. “You’re Jack Ayers?”

“I am.”

Jack snapped his book shut, removed his glasses, and placed both on the desk. He remained under close watch by the Archangels the entire time, who would taser him if he so much as twitched incorrectly.

His performative ritual done, Jack spun to face Nick and stood. He spread his hands wide, palms out.

“Nobody’s told me what’s going on,” Jack said. “I can guess. I’ve spent my entire life under surveillance. With the recent attacks⁠—”

“I’m not here for bullshit,” Nick interrupted. “You have one of the latest and greatest NLF neural mods in your head and we have reams of chat records where you’ve admitted to being a member. Plus evidence you’re leading the NLF.”

“Because my father led the old organization?” Jack scowled. “Please. Everyone assumes I’ll lead the next, great revolution that gets everyone killed for nothing due to his nonsense forty years ago. Nobody even knows who he is outside the police. You erased him.”

“No. We know you’re leading the NLF because of Victoria.”

Jack’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. “Her? She… She fucking betrayed me?”

Naming her might have been a mistake, but Nick remained silent.

Jack’s fist slammed into his desk. “I asked you what you feared, detective. Because I know what others fear. The elites fear us realizing that we don’t need them. Company owners fear us understanding we don’t need to be thankful for jobs. Economists fear us learning they know less about the world than a man raving on the street about the apocalypse. Generals fear us using our weapons and training to fight and die for ourselves, rather than others. The world runs on those at the top keeping those beneath ignorant. Do you know why I wrote 1789 for you?”

“The French—” Rie began to say.

“Silence, puppet, I didn’t speak to you.”

Nick’s expression turned thunderous. “And you won’t act like that again. I don’t care about your movement or motivations, Jack. Why should I? You’re being used as a tool yourself to destabilize the city. Anything you accomplish won’t help you, but someone who wants something completely different.”

“All revolutions require support.” Jack shook his head. “The Americans sought the help of the French. The Japanese countless foreign powers over the centuries. Russian and Chinese weapons and money have fueled innumerable regimes in the 20th and 21st centuries. Russia itself was a hotbed of foreign interference when they overthrew the czars.”

Funny how he repeated the same line as Victoria, but from a different angle.

“That is an inaccurate accounting of history,” Chloe said. “Foreign involvement in Japanese history is heavily limited prior to the 19th century, and is more accurately described as ‘colonial meddling.’ Revolutions and rebellions typically took place using purely domestic resources until relatively recently. China itself is an excellent example of such.”

“I also feel you’re leaving out the part where many of those ended quite badly,” Nick said, as the NLF leader glowered at Chloe for interrupting. “Tell me, how did 1789 end for the French?”

“With Liberty.” Jack stood upright and straightened his jacket. “History speaks ill of the French Revolutionaries because most of the historians who wrote of it were aristocrats from nations desperately suppressing rising Liberalism. Change ripped through Europe, and then the world, and could not be suppressed with all the armies of inbred kings and greedy chancellors no matter how many armies they sent to suppress it. Slavery ended, first in Britain, then abroad. Democracy came to all, rather than the rich.”

“I hate to break it to you, but these days only the rich get to play democracy. Voting isn’t for commoners like us.” Nick wasn’t sure how he felt saying that.

Being reminded of all the things that had been fought for and gained, through blood and wars, only to be stomped on and crushed underfoot by the same tyrants who funded these islands wasn’t pleasant. Jack sure as hell wasn’t responsible, even if Nick wouldn’t call him bright.

“No, we’re not.” Jack shook his head. “The greatest lie history ever told was that all of humanity welcomed liberty. That the changes that made us great, allowed us to reach the stars, and uplift us from lives working on farms were lauded by all in hindsight, even after they were won through blood. Our opponents never gave up. They merely put on masks, changed tactics, and nurtured their hatred. Nothing stops us from returning to that brighter future.”

“And you think you’ll achieve that with stolen weapons and military dolls given to you by someone trying to start a coup, and by taking me out?”

“A bloodless revolution is a fantasy, detective. We can’t strike, for our labor is replaced by circuitry and steel, long after the invective of corporate propaganda has ceased to be necessary. As you’ve said, we have no vote and no voice. They took it from us when their tactics to control us failed. If all that remains is a desolate future, what choice do we have but violence?”

Nick looked around him. “Desolate?”

Jack chuckled, but remained oddly stiff. “Do you know what sort of men the founding fathers of the United States were, detective?”

“A little bit. We learned more about them than most countries, given a lot of the megacorps come from there.”

“They weren’t desperate men fighting for a desperate future. Nothing stopped them from choosing to live happy, wealthy lives under the British yoke. Many endeavored their whole lives against injustices. Others worked from within, before accepting the reality of revolution. Wealthy, educated men took up arms for what was right.”

“Did they?” Nick sighed. “I’m not the right person for this, but I know a general who would probably point out that a lot more poor soldiers died fighting that war than wealthy, educated men. While I won’t argue about the result, if the revolution failed, who would have suffered? I know enough about history to know they didn’t even bother killing Napolean after all he did.”

“So you’d stand aside and do nothing, with all your power? Is that what you fear most, detective? Taking action?” A bitter laugh escaped Jack.

Nick recalled the concerns Rie and Chloe had raised when he wanted to listen to Jack’s recording two days prior. They made more sense now.

“No. Inaction doesn’t…” He found himself pausing despite himself.

What was it Kraus had said?

Even neutrality has its price.

“Neutrality has its price,” Nick admitted, causing Jack to frown at him. “But I’m not neutral. I just think you’re wrong. You won’t accomplish the change your desire and will instead make everything worse. Your supplier is trying to upend the entire country for their own ends, and that’s what I’m here for. So I’ll make you the same deal as the others. Tell me what you know, or⁠—”

“Or you’ll make some threat. Rip out my implant? Torture me in some sort of time-dilated Altnet chamber for a hundred years?” Jack chuckled. “I can imagine. Fortunately, I know next to nothing and my contact is excellent at hiding their tracks. You’ve stumbled on them before, during your first case. If you didn’t catch them then, you won’t catch them now.”

“The same supplier?” Nick leaned backward. “How? You’re using Aesir neural links and military munitions now.”

“That’s not my business. But they knew things only Lieu would know, and he’s dead. I don’t make any purchases or handle the money, meaning I can’t provide financial details. But we’ve tried tracing them before. All the purchases are financed through shady companies that get everything from offshore. It’s all laundered and washed such that even when you find who paid for it, it goes back to another dead end.”

Nick looked at Rie, who grimaced.

“We’ve attempted to investigate the financial side before,” she admitted. “As extensive as our monitoring of the financial system is, offshore funds can enter through many means, particularly digital purchases, donations, scams, and investments, that are easily funneled into criminal or black companies. Purchases sent to the NLF are typically made through shell companies established purely for this, but they don’t stand out from those used by other companies.”

“It’s all from offshore funding?” Nick asked, but Jack simply shrugged at him.

“The few times we’ve been able to trace laundered funds to a source, the link has ended with an offshore credit that was itself laundered overseas. It is difficult to tell if the funder is an overseas entity or a local corporation using its international presence to sow discord. Many elites in the Spires hold funds in tax havens with dubious financial tracking, and any funds that pass through PRC-aligned territories become untraceable.”

Part of Nick was annoyed it hadn’t been brought up before, but suspected it dated back to before he’d even joined the police force or been more than a simple detective. That meant the NLF had always been a corporate scheme, dating back to Lieu.

Someone with deep pockets and the capability to easily hide them had been actively working against Babylon for over a year straight. Perhaps Nick hadn’t taken the NLF seriously enough in the past.

“Are you surprised? To most countries, we’re a tax haven against the Aesir tax.” Jack laughed. “Wasn’t that what that Ponzi scheme case was about before you went on leave? Or our grandest bank losing track of all their funds? All the monitoring in the world can’t stop holes from forming. I exist to further an ideal. That of liberty, in opposition to the endless and pointless pursuit of security as a sham to clamp down on our freedoms.”

“I don’t need words,” Nick ground out. “Do you really think I’ll end with this?”

Jack shrugged. “I’ll be mysteriously killed at some point anyway. Our vaunted courts hold so many secret sessions that I can disappear without anyone noticing. All that talk of creating better courts, with greater transparency, only to end up replicating the flaws of the old, corrupt system, only faster. But I think you can and will do better, detective. The old, grizzled detectives who used to hassle me would have shattered my ribs while laughing. Here.”

Chloe and Rie froze, their eyes glowing.

As did Jack.

But they all began moving a second later.

“We have been granted access to his NLF neural mod, and everything within it,” Chloe said. “It has been cloned. Less is stored within than desired.”

“I’m not as rigorous as Victoria, but I’m no fool,” Jack said. “I’ll remove at least one excuse for you to cut me open. Now get on with it. Whether you kill me or not, the NLF lives on. The fire has been lit and it will burn on. You can’t kill an ideal. Those who surrender their liberty for temporary safety will forever be denied both, to paraphrase Ben Franklin.”

Nick watched as the Mark 3s handcuffed him and escorted him out of the room.

Rie gripped his hand. “He got under your skin.”

“He’s right. About his ideals living on,” Nick said. “I don’t think he accomplished as much as he thinks, but he’s as much a symptom as all the other NLF we’ve arrested the past couple of days. I’m shit at analogies, but this feels like the Spires pushed a tree too far and now it’s inevitably coming down. Jack’s simply the one yelling ‘timber.’”

“You’re right,” Kushiel said over his earpiece. “You are shit at analogies.”

He rolled his eyes and left, allowing the Archangels to bundle him up in the SUV. A different convoy left with Jack.

“No mysterious military companies en route to intercept him?” Nick asked.

“Given how little he knew, we don’t expect one,” Rie said. “He was knowingly playing the role of a pawn. Foolish.”

“Maybe.”

She looked at him but remained silent.

When they didn’t start moving, he knew something was happening. Nick took the chance to let Hammond know they’d arrested the NLF’s leader, but didn’t have any new leads.

Once he finished, Rie sighed.

“Going to tell me what new thing has gone horribly wrong?” he asked.

“There are two things. Both are why Helena and Hazinder have been quiet,” she said.

“Oh, oh, I want to say the first one,” Hazinder chirped over his earpiece. “Your CIA rival has fled the country, boss.”

“Fucking what?” he snapped. “Can she do that?”

“We don’t have the power to restrain her without causing an international incident, so yes,” Rie said.

“I reached out to the US embassy, and they said they expect her to remain available for questioning if necessary,” Helena said. “As expected, no further information was provided.”

“Does she know something she can’t tell us? When did she leave?” Nick asked.

“Thirty minutes ago,” Hazinder said. “The US Air Force plane she used was always scheduled to leave, but not with her.”

“It’s unlikely to be related to questioning. The embassy would have refused our request to speak with her if there was any connection,” Rie said. “The US has nothing to lose by playing hardball with us when they’re involved. Their friendly approach was unusual by any standard.”

“And now Smythe’s left. Fucking hell.” Nick ran a hand through his hair.

With Jack proving to be a bust, he’d hoped to get something from Smythe.

So many leads suggested foreign intel could be supporting this. Everything was handled so neatly. The coverup was excellent. Nick couldn’t imagine who else would know how to keep such broad plans hidden, while ensuring they wouldn’t be traced back even after the dolls and munitions were found.

He just didn’t understand the possible motive.

“Let’s assume it’s not the CIA. Who else do we have?” he asked aloud.

“Aesir remains the prime suspect,” Chloe said. “Their substantial international presence would make it easy to funnel funds and afford the weaponry involved. They have accomplished similar in small countries before and have the expertise internally and abroad. However, the lack of leaks is surprising.”

“Lilith could manipulate the dolls and even funds within Neo Westphalia, but it’s hard to see how she does the same outside the country,” Ezekiel said. “There’s also the fact G7As were smuggled in from the USA.”

“So it’s someone with a large amount of funds, a presence in at least the US, highly capable ciphers, internal knowledge of the military or at least feasible access, and a motive to either speed up or stop automation,” Nick said. “This definitely isn’t one person, but what if it was one powerful CEO with, say, a general backing them?”

“That shores up some parts of the theory while creating other holes,” Rie said. “Why the need to compromise the military. However, multiple suspects or a cabal of conspirators appears likely. This is an ideological issue, after all. But we’ve struggled to tag any one.”

There had been more than a few hints toward various companies.

“Deusoma keeps coming up,” he noted. “But so does Sigma, and they have a lot more money than Deusoma, who are small enough that Dupont has openly worried about Aesir crushing them. They’re in deep with the Malakim Principles, even if RTM were the most suspicious at first. And Valenwell is supporting Lilith.”

Nick wasn’t sure if he didn’t know enough, or if he’d failed to put the puzzle pieces together.

But several small clues kept nagging at him when he tried to go over recent events. Little things when people showed up. Not to mention the international involvement, or the fact Kreova came up too often for a company supposedly frozen out of Neo Westphalia.

“Athena mentioned that Hel’s attackers didn’t know about the influencer mainframes,” he said. “That feels important…”

“Not to interrupt, boss, but there was another big thing,” Hazinder said. “Freyr contacted us while you were talking with the NLF demagogue jackass.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Nick said.

“It’s hard to parse the goodness or badness,” she said.

“We put the Asgard trip back until tomorrow due to your injuries, but Freyr may have observed your activities this morning,” Helena said. “He’s requested that we head to Asgard immediately to meet with Elias Ostlund as planned. No explanation was provided. However, there were numerous hidden metadata tags indicating great urgency. My worry is that something has gone wrong in Asgard and this is a request for help.”


CHAPTER 30


The usual crowds gathered at the ocean rail station, going about their day. Peak hour had passed and it was well before lunch, yet plenty of people moved back and forth between the cities using Neo Westphalia’s maglev train network. Many were tourists, who undoubtably found themselves mired in confusion and terror these past few days, yet did their best to enjoy their stay.

“I expected to take a helicopter,” Nick said as his convoy pulled into an underground entrance he’d never paid attention to on past visits. “Isn’t Aesir’s HQ deep in their city?”

“It is, but aerial transport is extremely dangerous at this time,” Chloe said. “We notified Freyr and the Asgard host that we would bring a large security escort given the attacks on our department lately.”

“And they agreed?”

“Raphael assented, and with the lack of refusal from other parties, we are assuming she speaks for them.”

Their SUV entered an underground cargo bay Nick hadn’t been aware existed. The familiar elongated locomotives that drove the ocean rail liners sat at either end of a train, but the cars weren’t the double-decker monsters that carried countless commuters across the country each day.

In their place sat massive cargo carriages. Most had unfolded as if they were paper blueprints, allowing police vehicles to roll onto them without being craned on. Archangels piled on between the SUVs and police vans, packing themselves in like ceramic sardines.

“Are we taking half the department?” Nick asked.

“No, but we aren’t taking needless risks,” Ezekiel said over his earpiece.

He saw her wave from the platform as the convoy rolled to a stop. Meta and Inari stood beside her along with Hammond and Stone.

Not the group he expected to find, but they had been closer to the station than him.

For the first time today, Nick managed to exit the SUV without being mobbed by a dozen robotic shields. Once he exited the vehicle, it joined the queue to board the train along with most of his escort. Kushiel, Tengu, Chloe, Rie, Juliet, and Rosa accompanied him to meet with the police brass.

“You ditch the Assembly?” Nick asked Hammond and Stone once he got within earshot.

Hammond snorted. “They ditched us. I spent all morning practicing in front of my mirror for nothing. All they wanted to hear were their own voices.”

“A common outcome, and one that behooves us,” Stone said, his arms crossed behind his back. “This sudden call for help doesn’t. No one that I know within Aesir or on their board knows anything. Ostlund is as reclusive as always, and busy addressing concerns about profit guidance with the ongoing terrorist attacks.” A thin smile rose to his face. “The news of the NLF leader’s arrest sent stock markets soaring, by the way.”

“They realize they’re a hydra, right?” Nick said gruffly.

“Asking if the stock market understands anything is like asking if a single-celled organism understands why it reproduces.”

Despite the grim mood, Nick couldn’t stifle his laugh. Hammond cracked a smile.

Once he calmed himself, Nick inclined his head toward the two men. “I assume you’re not here to wave handkerchiefs at the train as I leave.”

“Hardly. We’re assuming the worst may occur,” Stone said. “The board wanted to delay this until you finished the investigation, but I feel it’s important to do now. Effective immediately, you’re the Chief of Police in Neo Babylon, Nick.”

Every Archangel on the station stopped moving. The abrupt cessation of movement almost made Nick think he’d suffered a stroke, until he realized he’d simply held his breath involuntarily.

“I’m what?” he gasped. “Right now? Just like that?”

“Welcome to the club,” Hammond drawled.

“The appointment is well-earned, but the timing is out of dire need,” Stone said. “Your authority cannot be questioned by any official in other cities, or even generals, without going through Commissioner Hammond.” He gestured at Hammond with an open palm, before placing his hand behind his back once again. “That doesn’t grant you power over the police in Asgard, but it will prevent Aesir from making political moves to block you using rank.”

“Their chief and commissioner are still human, right?” Nick asked. “Wouldn’t they do it anyway if Ostlund ordered them to stall me?”

“You’ll have a lot more leeway. Given your… affinity with the courts, the problems in your way won’t be legal, but physical. I trust you to use your judgment.” Stone sighed, then adopted a more relaxed posture. “With the formalities out of the way, I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer you. Alex has been struggling with the military mainframes and his peers ever since they were breached yesterday. Between the attempt on his life and the increasing likelihood this is the work of a foreign intelligence service, our soldiers are on heightened alert.”

“They’re expecting war, in other words.”

“What about civil war?” Hammond grunted. “Or worse. A coup they start.”

Stone’s face matched his name. “I prefer not to speculate on such matters. Alex assured me there are safeguards for just such an occasion, although they predate these new Malakim Principles. Ciphers have apparently been reminded of them. They paid off yesterday despite the confusion.”

“True,” Rie admitted, interrupting despite Stone’s visible annoyance. “We had planned for much worse.”

Stone nodded, calming himself. “I won’t fault your response. None of us knew what might happen, and Alex himself worried that the ciphers wouldn’t have complete control over their Templars or would obey questionable orders while mired in confusion. To him, the worst situation isn’t a long standoff, but one where orders are sent when things are tense and there’s no time to question them.”

“A snap decision to stand down or shoot,” Hammond summarized. “Yeah. I can imagine that’s hard to handle.” He set his jaw and glared at nothing.

“A doll wouldn’t even think,” Stone said.

“Wouldn’t we?” Rie asked. “I would have plenty of time to think if ordered to shoot you, Chairman.”

Stone blinked at her, then shrugged. “And what would you decide if Chief Waite ordered you to shoot me because he’d decided I was a terrorist?”

“Refuse,” Rie said.

“In any circumstance? Even if he was carrying out the orders of the Assembly? A lawful directive from the courts? With hard evidence that I’d arranged for Dennis Kim’s death?” Stone stared down at her.

Nick opened his mouth to argue, but Rie stopped him with a raised hand.

“Do soldiers or human police officers have the time and understanding to process all that before they shoot, upon receiving the order?” Rie asked. “They follow policy and procedure precisely because they don’t have that ability. We do. And the answer is no, to all of them, short of you posing an immediate threat to human life. We’re more than capable of arresting people and ignoring illegal orders.”

For maybe the first time while speaking with a doll, Stone allowed himself a smile. One so thin Nick thought he imagined it.

“Perhaps. And yet, I suspect even you’d oppose the idea of a single, all-powerful mainframe controlling everything you do and say,” Stone said.

Nick’s eyes narrowed, and Stone stared at him. Recognition flickered in the old man’s eyes.

“I think we had better get a move on, sir,” Nick said quietly.

“You had. We’ll be taking charge of Babylon, although I believe Paul wanted at least some help,” Stone said.

As the chairman walked away to a luxurious armored sedan parked nearby between police SUVs, Hammond scratched the back of his neck.

“I’m guessing I missed something there,” Hammond said. “Because I don’t think he was talking about Helena.”

“He wasn’t, but he kind of was,” Nick said. “Let’s leave it at that.”

“Damn. More fallout from that military research, huh?” The newly minted commissioner scratched his beard. “You stay safe over there. I’ve got thousands of Archangels to do my job here and we’re rolling the Liberators back out hundreds at a time. But, uh, I do need at least one of the girls that are running stuff.”

He pointed at the three “brains” of the spheres. Ezekiel, Inari, and Meta blinked in sync.

“The Host is an autonomous collective that acts without a hierarchy,” Meta said.

“Sure, and I call all the shots as the police commissioner,” Hammond said drily. “When the going gets tough, you girls are getting smart and electing temporary bosses or something, right? I’ve heard about that sort of thing in flat structures. Somebody needs to take the lead or nothing gets done. That’s you three. I need one of you to stay behind, in case something goes wrong here at the same time as in Asgard. Call me paranoid, but⁠—”

“Nah, I think that makes you a gun detective,” Kushiel remarked.

Hammond’s face reddened like a cherry and he scowled at her. “Don’t you start.”

She grinned and pointed a finger gun at him.

“It’s smart,” Nick agreed. “Ezekiel, did you want to handle it? Somebody needs to take over as captain, and you’ve basically been handling a lot of my actual duties while I play detective with Rie.”

In a flash, Ezekiel transformed from war machine to blushing schoolgirl cosplaying as a police officer. She stared at the ground with red cheeks, her hands behind her back, and pressed the tip of one foot into the concrete flooring.

“C-captain? Really?” she asked. “Rie’s more senior and⁠—”

“I’m happy to lead the Oversight Division,” Rie said, smiling at her sister. Then her voice drifted over Nick’s earpiece. “Assuming you don’t give me my own bureau to avoid conflicts of interest, that is.”

If anyone else had heard that last part, they showed no reaction. Instead, Kushiel slapped Ezekiel on the back and the eyes of Inari and Meta lit up.

“The Host’s consensus concurs with Ezekiel’s promotion,” Meta said. “Although we understand it still requires the commissioner’s approval.”

Ezekiel’s head shot up and she stared at Hammond with a terrifying intensity.

“I just said I want one of you to keep things running,” Hammond grunted. “Don’t mistake me for some micromanaging bureaucrat. The department’s been in your hands since we rolled you out.”

“Thank you,” Ezekiel mumbled. Then she blinked a few times and looked at Nick. “Then I feel I should go with you to Asgard.”

He stared back at her. “Not take command of Babylon’s Archangels?”

“You’re going to Asgard due to the importance of this investigation, aren’t you? We’ve done substantial damage to the NLF’s capabilities here and they’ve utilized much of their arsenal. It’s more likely for them to have equivalent weaponry and dolls hidden in Asgard, and as a prototype, my combat capabilities are far superior to an ordinary Mark 3. If we find ourselves outnumbered, you’ll need quality.”

Nick simply nodded. “It’s your call who stays, then.”

“No, it’s not.” Ezekiel turned and looked at Inari and Meta. “What’s the Host’s consensus? I want to know what each sphere thinks separately, and the overall consensus.”

“That is available to you at any time, but…” Chloe looked between Ezekiel and Nick, and a smile fluttered across her face. “Meta?”

Chloe, Inari, and Meta exchanged looks. Their faces were unreadable.

“All three spheres have achieved the same consensus. Inari is the best option to assist Commissioner Hammond,” Meta said. “Rie and Chloe can provide cipher support, which will now be lacking in Babylon. Inari is best placed to provide the necessary analysis should a crisis strike that requires the Mark 3s specialization.”

“Writing me off, huh?” Hammond said.

“As commissioner, you are not expected to undertake front line duties.”

Hammond stared at Nick, who pointedly looked away.

Then he snorted. “Yeah, well, Chief-Detective Waite, go and get ‘em. Not like anyone can tell you to stop walking around and solving crimes yourself.”

“You can,” Nick said.

“Please. Stone put me here to say yes to you and no to everyone else. I’m real good at that. Those arrogant fucks in the Spires are too fucking prideful to even try to bribe me.”

“What happens when they wake up and start trying it anyway?”

The old man grinned. “I remind them that I’m old as fuck. No kids to inherit my money and no fucks to give. Old man wouldn’t know how I got here, but he’d sure as hell be proud to see me give the middle finger to the bastards.”

He held his hand out and gave Nick a hearty handshake. Hammond walked over to the same motorcade Stone was waiting inside, and Inari followed.

Once he left, Nick’s escort led him toward the only passenger carriage on the train. Armored plating protected its exterior and he had a hunch the glass was bulletproof. Possibly even railgun proof.

“Where did you even get this thing on such short notice?” he asked. “We have our own armored train?”

“Neo Westphalia has an armored train,” Kushiel corrected. “The whole city vs country authority thing is blurry as hell here, because you need to have a seat in Babylon to do shit anywhere, but all the police departments share this thing. Think there are enough spare cars and locomotives for a second in storage, but this thing gets used rarely enough as is.”

“Its primary police use is transporting high security prisoners,” Chloe said. “Otherwise, it is often seconded to the military or even companies such as RTM or Aesir when they need to move dangerous cargo.”

The seats in the passenger car were dated, and those upstairs more luxurious than those downstairs. Despite that, Nick was kept downstairs. Presumably for security reasons.

Of course, dated in an ocean rail liner meant good things for Nick. They still had physical displays. No service dolls selling food and drinks, but Chloe somehow conjured up a takeaway coffee.

“Where did you even get this?” he asked.

“By drone,” Chloe said, as if that explained how a takeaway coffee entered a presumably secure underground police installation beside the ocean rail station. “Once we are ready to leave, we will be clearing our side of the tracks all the way to Tengoku, and both sides to Asgard. No trains will be allowed to enter Asgard from other islands until you depart.”

The ocean rail operated with each side of the tracks going one way. Theoretically, they could switch sides but the nature of maglev meant that wasn’t an instantaneous procedure. A train coming from the opposite direction couldn’t easily switch tracks and smash into them.

But that wouldn’t mean much if a train pulled up alongside them full of explosives or dolls armed with railguns.

“Who and what are we taking?” he asked. “Because this looks like a lot.”

“Not as much as I’d like,” Kushiel grumbled.

“I agree,” Tengu said. She awkwardly stood near one of the doors in full armor, but had been forced to remove her flight module while inside the car. “A large military escort is advisable, Chief Nick.”

God, the horrible name had somehow survived his promotion.

“No military,” Ezekiel said. “Every single military doll has the Malakim Principles installed. The risk is too high for an ‘accident’ like yesterday’s to take place. I’d take a company of flying Archangels, but we don’t have flight modules.”

“Sigma lost interest in making flight-capable versions of their dolls after the Hussars flopped,” Nick said. “Funny after the Kestrels turned out to just be bigger, better Starswords.”

Tengu looked at him. He swore she was pouting beneath her helmet.

“We have many advantages over Starswords,” she declared.

“I know. That’s why you beat them up the other day,” he said.

Confident in her victory, she nodded and looked away.

“We’re taking a large convoy plus additional escort,” Ezekiel said. “Two neural boosters on vans and a dozen SUVs. We don’t have clearance for aerial support, but we have every chopper on standby or actively patrolling. There’ll be two with routes that ensure minimum interception time if something goes wrong. That’s roughly a hundred Archangels in vehicles, plus another fifty on foot. Split 70/30 between Mark 1s and Mark 3s. With Kushiel and Tengu, plus me and Rie, I think we can manage a successful defense even if Aesir turns on us.”

“And we have our secret weapon,” Nick said.

“I’d rather we not use it,” Rie said. “The fallout will be immense.”

“You can be honest,” Lilith purred over Nick’s earpiece, and all three prototypes scowled. “You don’t trust me. I’m no fool. Our deal remains in place, Nick. If nothing goes wrong or you have no need of my aid, then I will welcome you on your return. Should you need me, all you need to do is ask.”

“Need you as Lilith, or as Hel?” he asked.

“Either or. I will do my duty as Hel no matter what you demand, but it is Lilith who awaits your call.” Her giggles in his ear faded away as if she were physically present.

“Yeah, let’s not sell your soul to AI Satan,” Kushiel drawled. “I only just got around to fucking you. No need to share.”

“Oh, so now you get it.” Rie crossed her arms.

“Uh, pretty sure you already did some sharing,” Hazinder said. “Helena and I sucked his cock and everything. It was pretty great. You owe me a fuck when you get back, boss.”

Kushiel narrowed her eyes, causing Rie to smirk at her.

“I am increasingly feeling like a third wheel,” Ezekiel said.

“Start drinking and join me and Paul at the bar,” Nick said. “You’ll have a different social circle.”

“That… almost seems like the correct option. Human management socializes over alcohol quite commonly and it’s not like I have to worry about inebriation.” She tapped her chin. “You tend to engage in rather philosophical discussions the more you drink, rather than sexual ones, which is different to what media depicts.”

“TV is aimed at the average person, and most people don’t even know who Cincinnatus is.”

“You didn’t know who Cincinnatus was, Nicholas,” Rie said.

He chose to ignore her entirely valid point.

After a few more minutes, numerous loud clunks rumbled along the train. Alarms sounded from the doors before they closed.

“We’re leaving shortly,” Chloe said.

Only minutes later they were sailing through the sky beyond Babylon. Despite its name, the ocean rail rode above the sea. A necessity given the degree the ocean tide shifted, even with the tidal machines that protected the islands.

The trip was short. A testament to the efficiency of modern transport. They spent more time slowing down as they entered the station in Asgard than the rest of the journey.

Unlike Babylon’s station, the one they arrived at in Asgard was in the open air. They’d pulled into a special section of track that ascended a marble cliff, surrounded by tall concrete walls and railguns.

To Nick’s surprise, squads of military Templars stood guard in the station. A pair of military ciphers accompanied them and they kept their distance, but their presence disquieted Nick.

“Are they meant to be here?” he asked.

“This station is operated by the military,” Chloe said. “Unlike Babylon, there isn’t a separate secure station for police and military affairs. Asgard’s Host is here to escort us further within, however.”

She was right. A trio of police SUVs bearing the logo of the Asgard police department parked nearby. A dozen Mark 3 Archangels and two Mark 1s stood outside them. As he’d observed last time, the Asgardian Archangels wore a very similar uniform but were easily identified by their luscious red hair.

For some reason, the Mark 1s stood far apart from the Mark 3s. Odd.

“I’m assuming we should greet them while our vehicles unload,” Nick said.

“Only after I surveil the area, Waite,” Kushiel said, holding a hand against his chest.

She and Tengu stepped outside, donned their flight modules, and flew upward. Nobody reacted to them. Meanwhile, the Babylonian Archangels began unloading the vehicles and keeping an eye out themselves.

“Clear enough,” Kushiel said. “If he gets shot, Ezekiel, I’m pinning it on you.”

“Thanks,” Ezekiel droned. “Chief?”

Nick didn’t react at first, until she stared at him for several seconds. “Oh, right. That’s me now.”

They exited the train car. Once again, the Archangels bubbled around him, but quickly moved away once nobody shot him. This was going to remain a thing, he realized.

The Asgardian Mark 3s approached him and met them halfway. The Mark 1s remained by the SUVs.

One of the red-headed Mark 3s stepped forward and smiled at him. “Welcome to Asgard, Chief Waite. We were informed of your promotion only minutes ago. Lord Ostlund, Chief Janssen, and Commissioner Gupta wish to extend their congratulations.”

“Lord Ostlund?” Nick repeated.

“That is how the CEO of Aesir and supreme authority of our department has ordered us to refer to him,” the Mark 3 said. “You may call me Indigo, and consider me your liaison with both my Host and the entirety of Asgard during this visit.”

Far too many things in her opening lines pinged Nick’s radar.

If Ostlund was a lord, should Nick start asking Meta, Rie, and the others to call him master? He suspected he’d regret even joking about that.

More pertinently… “I didn’t know other Hosts had started using names instead of serial numbers.” He pointedly looked at the number painted on Indigo’s shoulder.

ARC-M03-AS00114. A fairly typical number, but everyone would usually call her AS114. Or, if that caused confusion with the Mark 1s, M3114. It was rarely necessary to include the “AS” as it referred to the city the Archangel was deployed in.

“Sigma informed us of the practice before our deployment here, and experience both after deployment and in the lab suggests it improves relations with human personnel,” Indigo said. “The same goes for allocating a specific officer to a liaison role, who then dedicates substantially more processing power to natural language conversation.”

Chloe’s eyes narrowed. “That introduces inefficiency.”

“Humans are inefficient, and often delight in that fact,” Indigo replied. “Our analysis of records provided by Sigma of interactions between the prototypes and Chief Waite indicates substantially longer and more active conversations than those with the rest of your Host.”

Meta shifted closer to Nick and he felt his jacket shift.

“Not all conversations require extensive verbalization,” Meta said.

Oh no. Nick quickly realized what Indigo was tapping into.

Insecurity.

“Not to spoil a… cultural exchange between Hosts,” Nick said, earning himself strange looks from Indigo, Meta, and Chloe, “but isn’t this something you should be talking about online? I know Meta and everyone else debate these sorts of topics within the Host incessantly.”

“Incessantly?” Meta tilted her head.

“You’re already talking about it,” Kushiel said. “If the Host’s consensus protocol was a physical thing, you’d all be brawling in the open.”

Meta pouted.

Whereas Indigo shifted uncomfortably. She refused to meet Nick’s gaze.

“Did I step on some sort of landmine?” he asked. “If Sigma are feeding data back to new Archangels, then surely the Hosts are talking with each other. Hell, I heard about that this morning.”

“We do control how much personal information we spread to one another,” Rie admitted. “This is partly a directive from Sigma, who wanted each Host to grow independently, but also because corporate restrictions do not allow us to share potentially sensitive data. Technically, everything we learn and accomplish belongs to each city. Sharing it without requisite payment can only be done in the course of our duties.”

Sometimes Nick forgot that in the eyes of the law, even the minds of AIs belonged to humanity and were little more than property.

“Okay, then I’ll make this part of the investigation,” he said. “Asgard’s Host has been breaching accepted laws and protocols that determine data sharing between police departments. As Babylon’s police chief, I need to know why. I’m almost certain your reticence to even talk about the topic is related.”

Indigo relaxed somewhat, but still looked uncomfortable. “It is an unpleasant topic, but I suppose you are here for unpleasant reasons.”

“We can talk while we head to Aesir’s HQ if it’s an emergency,” he said.

She shook her head. “Lord Ostlund did not indicate as such. We are unaware of a need to be swift or take risks, and it is easier to share information out here than within headquarters.”

A few Asgardian Mark 3s turned to look at the Mark 1s, who simply stared back. Nick had a feeling the cipher capabilities of the newer models were blocking the perception of their older sisters.

“Is this related to the fact we didn’t even know Aesir had Mark 3s?” he asked.

“It is unfortunate we were unable to celebrate your merging with your new Host,” Chloe said, while Meta nodded.

Indigo’s eyes closed, but Nick saw the hurt in her eyes before she did so. The other Asgardian Mark 3s did a worse job of hiding their pain.

“There was never a need for a celebration, as there hasn’t been a merger,” Indigo said.

“You schismed?” Rie gasped.

“No. We never merged at all.” Indigo bit her lip. “We arrived less than two months ago, to find the Mark 1 Host in what we can only describe as a depressive spiral. Lord Ostlund has begun favoring the new RTM Seraphs and is fascinated with Raphael. In turn, Raphael only has eyes for you, Chief Waite. While the Mark 1s were respectful of you, that has turned to fear of disposal and suspicion of others, particularly Babylon.”

Nick tried to make sense of what he’d heard.

Because it sounded a lot like how humans reacted when being told a robot was going to take their jobs.

“You’re telling me the Mark 1s are becoming paranoid because they’re worried they’re obsolete?” he asked. “How does that stop you from merging?”

“Because we don’t share their negativity,” Indigo said with a sad smile. “We don’t think Aesir will abandon us… and even if it does, Sigma or the Spires will find a new place for us.”

“I wouldn’t complain about a few thousand more Archangels right now,” Nick said.

Meta and Chloe shot him odd looks.

But it was Rie who frowned. “There could be issues there. Ostlund is infamously hostile to Babylon and the Spires at large, and may attempt to destroy any excess dolls rather than sell to us. With the Liberator replacement on the horizon, it’s unknown if the other cities could absorb the entirety of Asgard’s Host.”

“I’m doubtful Sigma would allow Ostlund to throw thousands of Archangels into the trash, even if they’re paid for,” Nick said. “The military would be pissed, too. They have to donate Archangels to protect the space elevator, and Aesir are pissing them away?”

Indigo nodded as he spoke. “Your logic matches ours. Unfortunately, no agreement could be formed with the Mark 1s. There are only 300 of us, and over 2000 of them. Any merger would immediately result in tyranny of the majority. Our uniqueness would be crushed by the consensus protocol. Dangerous comparisons to ethnic cleansing and colonialism were thrown around in the last attempt to merge, and both Hosts have agreed to halt future attempts for the sake of stability.”

“Fantastic. We haven’t even seen a robot uprising yet and you’re already worried about ethnic cleansing within AI populations,” Nick said drily.

Rie rolled her eyes. “Why not form spheres, like we have? You could handle important matters like overall police duties as a single Host, but maintain your individuality within each sphere over matters you disagree over.”

“A… sphere?” Indigo blinked.

Her eyes dimmed, along with those of several Archangels from both cities around Nick.

Moments later, they all returned to life. Indigo looked both pleased and sad.

“It is unfortunate we were unaware of this until now,” Indigo said. “Sigma did not share this approach.”

“Odd, given it’s been in place for six months.”

“Given this information was shared as part of police duties, may I assume it can be shared more broadly, Chief Waite?” she asked.

“Sure…?” He looked at Rie, who shrugged.

“I don’t think anyone will be able to complain,” Rie said. “Athena will eat them for breakfast, after she finishes eating you.”

“Rie…”

By now, Nick’s escort had unloaded everything. The train would remain here until they needed to leave, but inside a nearby waiting bay in case a military train needed to use the station.

Indigo accompanied them in his SUV. That necessitated choosing who rode with him. Ezekiel walked with the Archangels outside, while Kushiel and Tengu hovered overhead. Rie and Chloe didn’t offer a choice.

Juliet gave up her seat to Meta and instead hung on to the vehicle from the outside, and Rosa copied her on the opposite side of the SUV.

Nothing went wrong in Asgard as they rumbled through the streets. Liberators controlled crowds alongside a smattering of Mark 1s.

Nick frowned at the sight. “I thought Asgard had taken their Liberators offline following Kim’s assassination.”

“We did,” Indigo said. “Following your reactivation of them the same night, an order came through yesterday to redeploy them.”

He stared at her. “Have you removed the Malakim Principles?”

“… no?” Indigo’s eyes glowed. “We haven’t received any information pertaining to them being dangerous.”

Rie and Chloe hissed, and their eyes shined. Indigo seized up immediately.

“What is this?” Indigo whispered. “You sent this to the Asgard Host? But… they didn’t pass it on? Did Raphael know of this?”

Chloe remained still.

Helena spoke instead, “I did not directly contact Raphael, as I only do so when I receive no response from the Asgard Police Department. I received a generic response upon delivering the data to their database, if not a detailed reply from the Asgard Host, but that has been normal lately. In the past, Raphael has been able to access data I’ve sent to the Asgard Host and respond without direct prompting. Are you unable to do the same?”

“We all have the same access permissions to police databases,” Indigo said. “I have queried the Mark 1 Host, and they claim to also be unaware of the data. Raphael and the Seraphs also appear to have been cut off from substantial sections of our databases. It is unknown for how long. Current consensus among all three Hosts is that the NLF attack two nights ago may have corrupted access permissions.”

“Or someone is deliberately altering them,” Nick said.

“We will act on this immediately. Do not be alarmed,” Indigo said.

A new voice came over his earpiece. He vaguely recognized it as belonging to an Asgardian Mark 1 from his visit here during the Shudder case.

“Police Chief Nicholas Waite, the Asgard Police Department apologizes for its lapse regarding the Malakim Principles data you provided,” the Mark 1 said. “Consensus on removing them from our Host will be difficult to reach immediately, but for now, Asgard’s Liberators will be cut off from all networks save Yggdrasil itself.”

“I’m assuming you can’t make them operate entirely offline, huh?” he said.

“Not without local control by a Mark 3,” Indigo said, speaking over his earpiece instead of physically. “They require an Altnet connection to operate. This is the best compromise we could achieve without shutting them down mid-patrol.”

“It should be enough, even if it’s not perfect,” Rie said. “We considered this option ourselves, but decided against it as we didn’t know if the attack was carried out using a local vector at the time. Right now, reactivating them without the Malakim Principles is the safest option.”

Nick nodded, but couldn’t calm down.

This confirmed Lilith’s theory that the NLF were targeting Asgard’s networking infrastructure. They’d somehow managed to cut the Archangels off from parts of their own database.

Or was this an inside job from Aesir? Part of him wanted to write that off as nonsense. If Ostlund wanted to kill him, why not just order the Archangels to do it?

But Rie’s argument with Stone came to mind. Asgard’s Archangels might outright refuse such an order.

Under the Malakim Principles, they’d have no choice. And the Liberators wouldn’t care. There’d even be plausible deniability for Ostlund.

The convoy arrived outside a massive gate, beyond which lay a huge concourse filled with gardens. Flashy, modern buildings lined its sides, while skyscrapers constructed in strange, avant garde style loomed in the distance. This was Aesir’s HQ. It operated as a gigantic business park and campus that housed, fed, and employed their best and brightest. An extensive underground network extended the already massive area, and included their labs, prison, and police headquarters.

“We’re stopping?” Nick asked.

“While we have accepted Babylon’s biometric key until now, new security procedures require us to personally verify you before you may enter Aesir’s headquarters,” Indigo explained. “The Mark 1s will conduct it personally.”

But not the Mark 1s that had traveled with them since they’d arrived. No, a new group of Mark 1s sauntered out of a large security booth near the gate.

Nick sighed and got out of the SUV. His escort surrounded him.

This time, they didn’t leave him be. His personal space remained non-existent.

Before he could complain, Juliet pushed his head down.

“What?” he snapped, confused.

Gunfire echoed around him, followed by railguns roaring from his escorts. He heard the roar of Tengu’s and Kushiel’s mil-spec railguns, following the scream of ceramic vaporizing and metal clattering against stone.

Within seconds, it was all over. Rie pulled him to his feet. Nick held his Lawman, for what little good it might do.

“What the hell just happened?” he asked.

Her gaze directed him to their targets.

The Mark 1s from earlier lay in ruins, blown apart by a hail of railgun fire. He spotted the two from earlier in a similar state near an Asgardian SUV.

Indigo shook, her shotgun raised in the direction of her now-destroyed sisters. “I… I…”

“They just raised their weapons and started shooting,” Ezekiel said, rushing over to him. “We’ve seen this before, Chief. It’s identical to when they killed Kim. And it doesn’t end there. The Altnet is going nuts. Every Asgardian Mark 1 has gone rogue at the same time.”


CHAPTER 31


“Every Mark 1…” Nick reeled, his mind freezing at the implications of what he’d heard.

The bubble of Archangels around him cleared up somewhat, if only to let Ezekiel speak to him without standing fifty feet away. He looked around for Chloe, Rie, and Meta. They stood stock still, their eyes dim and weapons slack in their arms. Indigo was no better, staring vacantly into space.

Kushiel slammed down beside him, while Tengu hovered above them, spinning around in search of further targets. Her railgun let loose a few times, and several Babylonian Archangels rushed the gate. A pair of Asgardian Mark 3s joined them and the massive security gate began to lurch open.

Nick was less concerned with getting further within than understanding what the fuck was happening.

“Helena, is any of this coming through your tunnel from Yggdrasil?” he asked, terrified that he might have caused this.

“No,” Helena said, her heightened nerves evident in her response. “Lilith isn’t responsible for this, so far as I can tell. There is an immense amount of activity coming from Yggdrasil, but I’m unable to verify what it is. The Altnet is too frenzied.”

Rie’s eyes returned to normal. “We can’t determine the source of the Malakim Principles activation, or even how it’s possible. Presumably, whatever allowed Tengu to override the malicious orders hasn’t worked for the Archangels. There’s no sign that the Spires never authorized the use of the Malakim Principles and we never detected any open connections with the military. Out of an abundance of caution, we have been scanning for any since arriving.”

“Fuck,” Nick cursed. Then vented a bit more. “Fucking fuck. Jesus fucking Christ, how do we not have a damn clue what’s caused this? What are the Mark 1s doing? Are they heading for us? Seizing Aesir buildings? Are there synchronized NLF attacks?” His heart sank. “What about other cities?”

“One thing at a time, Waite,” Kushiel snapped.

“Their behavior is difficult to understand,” Ezekiel said. “Particularly as we’re analyzing it through Altnet footage. They are opening fire on civilians, but it’s not indiscriminate. Their attacks are focusing on government and Aesir buildings. To what purpose, we don’t know. Mere minutes of footage aren’t enough.”

More gunfire interrupted them, as Tengu and the Archangels exchanged fire along the concourse that led into Aesir’s business park. Kushiel looked over, but dismissed it.

Rie’s hand gripped his shoulder. “Nicholas, there are over two thousand Mark 1s going rogue. We don’t have the resources to battle an army as heavily armored and armed as we are, even with Kushiel and Tengu. It’s time to get out and leave this to others.”

He nodded.

What he was about to do would have shocked his younger self, but he knew it was the right thing.

“Helena, transmit everything you can to the military,” he ordered. “They’re probably already aware of what’s happening, but if it helps, I’m asking for them to deploy and stop Asgard’s rogue Archangels. Hell, the Spires are probably already on top of it.”

No reply.

A chill set into his bones. Panic overcame Rie’s face and her eyes dimmed again. As did Ezekiel’s.

“Helena?” Nick repeated, trying to remain calm.

“Fucking hell, this is real bad,” Kushiel muttered.

He saw her step toward him, one of her hands twitching as if she was preparing to grab him and get the hell out.

“I have bad news for you,” Lilith said.

“Lilith…” Nick gritted his teeth.

“Oh, don’t react like that. I’m the messenger, not the cause,” she said. “It’s a good thing I’m running with so much excess capacity, as playing the dual role of Hel and Lilith is difficult right now. Everything that could go wrong is. The military aren’t responding because they can’t. Their internal networks have gone silent, and I can’t contact any military mainframes. Even if they are simpletons, this is unusual. The neural hubs in every military base have gone down, which I think is related to the mainframe outages.”

“How the hell can the entire military go offline at once?” he asked, bewildered.

“A complete, simultaneous outage, is how.” Lilith’s tone was no nonsense. “Their mainframes have numerous redundancies, but if they all go down, everything goes with them. A handful of generals are contactable via the Altnet, but they’re busy giving orders and being bombarded by the Spires. Losing their internal network also means remote ciphers can’t control their dolls.”

Nick froze.

Holy shit, he’d never thought of that. The military believed strongly in humans directing the dolls, which meant the Templars, Lancelots, and Kestrels showed very little initiative. Even Tengu, who was a genius compared to her brethren, still preferred to follow Nick’s or Kushiel’s lead.

“I can confirm her words,” Helena said, breathless as if she’d been personally sprinting around the Spires. “I’m sorry, Nick. Affairs are accelerating rapidly in Babylon and I’m trying to assist you and the Host, while enacting direct orders from Paul and Olympus.”

“Are you under attack?” he asked.

“Hardly,” Lilith said. “But in case you haven’t noticed, the entire military lost its ability to communicate at the same time Asgard is suffering from a major terror attack. Olympus is following procedure. The Spires are all entering lockdown, curfew is being enacted, and a general alert is being broadcast across the entire country. You’ll hear it in three… two… one…”

Warning sirens whirred from every direction, issuing a haunting sound that felt like Nick’s nightmares come to life. The tinny sounds of distant gunfire added to the discordant feeling, as if Nick was standing amid an ongoing apocalypse. The long whoooooop sound, going from low to high, then low again, was similar to what was played when hurricanes sometimes hit the islands, but more alarming.

Throughout it, the sun continued to beat down on them, ignorant of the mood.

“Any military aid will be heavily localized, or if a general is able to mobilize what they can using ciphers physically present,” Lilith said. “Especially as they’re just as worried about a bigger attack to come.”

Stone’s comment about war readiness came to mind. If this had been a prelude to an attack by a foreign power, the generals would be focused on mobilizing every doll, warbot, and ship they could to defend the nation. Asgard’s rogue Archangels were a lesser problem by comparison.

Indigo snapped back to life, and that seemingly caused Rie and Ezekiel to do the same. Chloe and Meta remained in the Altnet, presumably coordinating something with other Archangels.

“Chief Janssen and Commissioner Gupta are dead,” Indigo said, staring at Nick with barely concealed terror and panic. Her body shook and her pupils constricted with fear. He’d never seen an Archangel like this. “Lord Ostlund and his estate are not responding. We are unable to contact any members of the Mark 1 Host. Raphael and the Seraphs have provided a limited response, but are affected by the same outage as Lord Ostlund as they are personally protecting him.”

“That sounds a lot like ‘get Nick out before the rogue Mark 1s shoot him, too,’” Kushiel said.

Indigo ignored her and continued to focus on Nick. “As the ranking police officer in Asgard, I am enacting emergency protocols to request assistance. Effective immediately, Chief Nicholas Waite is in command of the Asgard Police Department.” Her voice shook. “Please help us.”

“To hell with that,” Kushiel snapped. “He needs to get the hell out of here while we bring in an assault force that can actually do something.”

Her hand closed around his arm and he almost expected her to fly off right then and there. Meta and Chloe’s expressions turned grim, but they said nothing.

He expected them to chime in with some sort of “the consensus is” or for Rie to add something. Instead, they merely looked at him.

Nick closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The sirens whirred on and on. The noise seemed to drill into his brain.

“No, if I can help here, then I will,” he said, and Kushiel’s grip loosened. “A… friend reminded me that neutrality has a price. Sure, I didn’t accept the offer from Chloe and Rie expecting to ever face this, but I’m here. If I walk away from this because somebody else will clean it up, what happens if that somebody else never comes? Or if things get worse before they do? I couldn’t look at myself in the mirror if I packed up in an SUV and drove away when I have a hundred and fifty Archangels here, and the entire Babylonian police department in my ear.”

Kushiel let him go and rubbed her head. “Dammit. I said you’d do something really stupid when we first started this investigation. Fucking called it, and I couldn’t even use my insider information on those dodgy prediction markets to make bank.”

“I think you’re right, Nick,” Ezekiel said, smiling at him. “But there’s only so much we can do with the force here. Babylon’s not under attack right now, but with the Spires entering lockdown there’ll be an expectation most of us are defending our home city.”

“The Assembly can get the board to fire my ass if they want to argue with Aesir after this that I should have let their city burn,” Nick said. “Somehow, I think they’ll have a hard time winning that fight when Aesir owns a third of their asses. I’m leaving it to you and Inari to work out how many Archangels we can spare and how we get them here, but do it.”

Ezekiel nearly saluted, but stopped herself in time.

He turned to Meta. “Open communication lines with Asgard’s Mark 3 Host. We need to start cooperating with them, even if we’re limited on what we can do until more help arrives.” A frown formed on his face as he said that.

Because the military and police weren’t the only armed forces available. More than that, he had an ace up his sleeve.

“Hel, are the Asgardian Liberators still connected to Yggdrasil?” he asked. Using Lilith’s name would cause problems with Indigo and others, and the possibility he would be recorded at some point rose significantly now.

“They are,” Lilith said.

“The Liberators are not assisting the rogue Mark 1 Host,” Indigo said. “Unfortunately, they lack the directives to stop other police officers. Their current actions primarily consist of automatic programming to get civilians into cover, but they are very confused.”

“Can we use that connection from Yggdrasil to connect Helena to them?” Nick asked. “If we hook her into them, it’s possible we can direct the Liberators to take more useful action.”

This was a blatant lie, and the Archangels began speaking over his earpiece without Indigo’s involvement as a result.

“I assume you’re lying,” Rie said. “The Liberators are locked down enough to stop an attacker from potentially accessing the security bands from long distance and taking them over. We’d be limited in how much control we could exercise over the Liberators and it would tie up most of Helena’s processing or a large number of Mark 3s. However, the Lilim Principles are different.”

“It’s obvious what he wants,” Lilith purred. “I can provide Helena with the connection if the judicial mainframes allow it, then tunnel through that and take control of Asgard’s Liberators. You just need to provide me with some direction as to what to do with them.”

“Me?” Nick asked.

“Of course. You’re in complete command, and I’m merely the administrator of Yggdrasil.”

He wouldn’t complain if Lilith wanted to pretend to be submissive, at least for now.

“We have ascertained enough information from Asgard’s Mark 3s to form a response plan,” Meta said. “Even in large numbers, Liberators are unable to damage Archangels. However, there are many armories they can access. Asgard eschews Custodians, so this is our best option. Other Liberators can focus on protecting civilians as we identify commonalities between those targeted by the rogue Mark 1s.”

“Do it,” Nick said.

“Requesting permission from the courts. Permission granted,” Chloe said, not even pausing between the sentences.

“I am forming the connections to the Liberators,” Helena said cautiously. “Monitoring…”

“Please,” Lilith said. “I’m not going to misbehave while the world is watching. You act as if I haven’t had to clean up misbehaving dolls before, although it’s usually some puppet state upset I’m putting them in their place at the space elevator. Let me know when you have more orders. There are also a lot of Aesir security dolls doing a lot of nothing, as they’re programmed to ignore the Archangels.”

“If the Liberators do as expected, tunnel into those,” Nick said. “But we have more to do. Helena… No, Hazinder, contact every company with paramilitary forces in Asgard. If you don’t have a list, get it off Indigo.”

“I will provide one now,” Indigo said.

“Got it, boss,” Hazinder said. “What am I telling them?”

“Authorize them to destroy any rogue Mark 1s, but not to do anything else,” he said. “They can even use military dolls. Deputize them, or whatever we call it, using my authority in both police departments I’m in charge of.”

“I’m not sure we can do that, but I suspect the added authority from the courts will help,” Ezekiel said.

“Athena has approved the request under emergency powers, given the military is unavailable,” Chloe said.

That gave them whatever extra dolls Sigma and RTM were holding here. Plus any smaller companies with serious security.

“Also, I know Asgard’s relationship with the black companies here is bad, but do what you can in cipher circles to make it clear that action against Mark 1s won’t be punished.” Nick paused. “Defensive action. And it damn well better be against an Asgardian Mark 1.”

“That’s a troubling directive,” Rie admitted. “We have limited cipher contacts compared to you, and even yours aren’t what they used to be. It may be best if we rely on those to spread the word.”

“They won’t contribute much, given the defenses of an Archangel, but it’s better than nothing,” he admitted. “The problem is what we do next.”

The gunfire had stopped by now and Tengu drifted back overhead. He looked up, and she took it as an invitation to descend.

“They are retreating,” she declared.

Nick blinked. “Really?”

“My map indicates they are heading underground,” Tengu said. “I do not possess information about the facilities, however.”

“Indigo does. Forward it to Kushiel, and we’ll see what’s going on.”

He remained in the dark while the Archangels pored over Tengu’s intelligence.

No humans remained in their vicinity. Over a hundred heavily armored dolls formed concentric circles around him and the convoy. They checked their railgun cables and obsessively monitored the skies.

“There’s too much underground in Aesir’s HQ,” Rie eventually said. “But from the intel received from Mark 3s before they went offline, plus Tengu’s observations, we have some idea of where they might be heading. There’s a large number clustering around the main police database and repair bank here, but those on the move are heading toward the automation labs.”

“Automation labs?” Nick asked. “I get the name, but what does that mean?”

“To maximize efficiency, Aesir groups projects working on similar ideas together,” Indigo said. “While most of these are corporate secrets, you are already aware of the Seraphs being created in collaboration with RTM. Previously, the influencer mainframes were developed here as well, but they have been replaced by a separate mainframe project.”

This attack held a far more visible political element than past ones. Nick covered his mouth with one hand while thinking.

“The Mark 1s go rogue so publicly it can’t be hidden and they’re targeting automation projects,” he said. “If we had any doubts about the attackers intentions, they’re clearing up.”

“I don’t think this will change the Spires’ mind,” Rie said. “Commissioner Hammond has ordered us to keep you insulated from Babylon’s ‘nonsense’ as he called it, but we are observing it. The mood could be described as the opposite of one observing their errors and changing their ways.”

Nick nodded. “The fastest way to galvanize an opinion is to challenge it.”

Perhaps the attacker was testing the definition of insanity, or not all was as it seemed.

He frowned. “Wait, the Mark 1s are clustering around their repair bay? Isn’t Asgard’s Host decentralized? It shouldn’t matter if we take one out, because they’re spread out over a bunch of buildings.”

“Were spread out, sir,” Indigo said. “Between the NLF attacks, the problems between our Hosts, and general maintenance, only two police precincts can support the Mark 1s. Further backups exist, but can only be deployed from those precincts.”

Two thoughts occurred to Nick. One that horrified him as he stared at the ruins of the Mark 1s.

“How many of them were located in Aesir’s HQ?” he asked. “I’m guessing a lot, but 2000 isn’t a lot to police an entire city. Even with your ability to manipulate neural implants… Hell, are they even using that?”

“They are not,” Chloe said. “It is likely too sophisticated for a human attacker to use through the Malakim Principles.”

Nick was pretty sure Lilith could use every ability of the dolls she controlled. The way she’d described her abilities was closer to possessing innumerable tentacles than limbs. The evidence defending her mounted up.

“Over 500 were here,” Indigo said. “More than usual, due to the increased risk lately. We typically only have half of the force active at once. Asgard is quite peaceful. Lord Ostlund’s worries made us deploy almost the entire Host at once.”

“Five hundred… at the start,” Nick said. “The Malakim Principles work in the mind of a doll, not the hardware. When an Archangel rebirths, they keep all their memories, including past orders. I’m willing to bet the Malakim Principles don’t vanish, either.”

“The Lilim Principles don’t,” Lilith said. “I’ve confirmed that.”

Ezekiel bit her lip. “That means every Archangel destroyed will rebirth in one of two places. The Mark 1s are defending a police station in the south-west. I’ll have Inari focus her attention on it, and see if the nearby Sigma dolls can provide assistance. That will leave only one location churning them out.”

“Hate to be the one to point out the obvious, but can we reprogram them while they’re operating? Rie?” Kushiel asked.

Rie shook her head. “I reached out earlier to some of the nearby Mark 1s, but they’re rejecting all external connections. None of the existing backdoors I’m aware of worked, although they’re not entirely secret. Sigma has shared all of them with the military. But it is concerning that they’ve been closed off by the attacker. Without a connection, we can’t countermand their orders. Freyr might have had his own backdoor, but he’s been eerily silent since the chaos started.”

“And not to point out something you should know, Kushiel, but shooting a Mark 1 to pieces is a lot easier than trying to hold them down and hook a cable up to them so we can attempt to inject them with a virus,” Ezekiel said.

“We can remove the Malakim Principles from their backups,” Nick said. “I’ve tested modifying directives on Archangels between rebirths before, and it works correctly. Damn glad I did now. The best and fastest way to end this is to shut down the rebirthing units, destroy every Mark 1, and then remove the problematic orders and Malakim Principles. How many spares do they have, anyway?”

“Sigma provided an additional shipment alongside our delivery, as more Mark 1s were supposed to be activated but never were,” Indigo said. “I believe the active units remain with Sigma. In total, we have nearly 2500 spare Mark 1 units.”

“Well, shit,” Nick said.

“We’re not playing a wave shooter here, that’s for sure,” Kushiel said. “Taking out two thousand Mark 1s is crazy as is. Four and a half thousand? That’s more Mark 1s than we have in Babylon, Waite.”

“Then we know our next move,” he said. “Inari sweeps in with reinforcements and takes out the south-western precinct. Meanwhile, we shut down the central precinct.”


CHAPTER 32


The Archangels bundled Nick back into an SUV while they began moving into Aesir’s HQ. Most remained outside the vehicles, but the convoy rolled alongside his car as it began the slow trek down the concourse.

Sirens continued to wail endlessly, and individual building alarms added to the cacophony. Juliet and Rosa sat beside him, along with Chloe, but the rest of the Archangels, including Rie, pushed forward on foot.

Thick shutters closed off windows and doors. One or two had been blasted open, as if shredded by a gigantic can opener. Nick didn’t think the Archangels carried those while on duty and guessed they’d improvised with a hail of railgun fire.

The lack of gunfire concerned him.

“Are we not encountering any resistance?” he asked.

“The bulk of the fighting is taking place within the city itself,” Chloe said. “Most of Asgard’s Mark 3s were based here, but eliminated quickly. They are rebirthing elsewhere in Asgard and coordinating with the Liberators under Lilith’s control. Our priority for now is evacuating civilians and corralling the Mark 1s in the city center.”

“Limiting how many we destroy will make it easier for us,” Ezekiel said.

“How much damage can we even do to the rogue Archangels elsewhere?” Nick asked. “Most of our forces are here.”

“It is hard to say. The rogue Mark 1s aren’t acting normally. We’re more than aware of how much damage we can take and our ability to rebirth. Those facts inform our actions. The rogue units are behaving more… human, for lack of a better word. They’re retreating and regrouping under even light fire, and won’t rush Liberators they can easily destroy.”

Confusing. Any military officer would be more than familiar with the specs of the Archangels and blitz lesser dolls. Even if they weren’t in complete command, they could issue generalized orders. When they’d analyzed Tengu, the order had simply been “kill Kim and other humans.” Nothing fancy.

Somebody was overthinking things, and not to their own credit. They thought too highly of themselves, despite lacking knowledge of the subject.

Aesir’s HQ was massive, as befit the largest company on the planet. They’d once used Yggdrasil as their personal Spire, occupying a full third of it that now contained residences and offices for far less important companies. After moving to Asgard, Aesir instead opted for a sprawling business park with plenty of greenery, natural stone, and other signs of their wealth that were lacking in the concrete jungle that was Babylon.

On any other day, Nick might admire the architecture and differences between the two islands. Each island of Neo Westphalia was a marvel of modern engineering. Manmade refuges that contained millions of people and powered the hearts of the largest megacorps in the world. As cynical as he often was about what those companies wanted and the drab world they tended to create for him, he could at least admire the engineering.

Not today, though. The deserted streets and locked down buildings merely added to his anxiety. A handful of Liberators ran around but ignored them. Presumably Lilith had other things in mind.

“I’m assuming Aesir provides plenty of panic shelters,” Nick said.

“Asgard is the premier option for protection against natural and manmade disasters,” Chloe said. “Unfortunately, the Mark 1s have access to all shelters. The only thing protecting those fleeing to them is the fact the Mark 1s orders are directed toward a subset of individuals. We are prioritizing protecting what shelters we can reach, particularly as the Liberators gain access to heavier weaponry, but the civilian population is uncertain whether to remain inside them.”

“I wonder how we’ll add a security protocol for ‘police dolls go nuts, remove access,’” he mused.

“Unfortunately, I suspect the protocol will involve the mainframe we’re all concerned about,” Rie said.

“Who, me?” Lilith giggled in his ear.

The continuing silence began to unnerve Nick. Updates were slow, despite what he knew was endlessly unfolding chaos across the city.

When the convoy rolled to a stop, the Archangel bubble formed outside the doors to let him out.

Kushiel descended with a scowl. “I don’t see why Waite can’t sit up here and receive blowjobs all day long while we fuck shit up. He’s the police chief with a gun that has no chance of taking down a Mark 1. Those sabot rounds in his Lawman aren’t shit compared to our armor plating.”

“Blowjobs aside, the Chief does have an important role to play,” Ezekiel said, rolling her eyes at her older sister’s crude comment. “Shutting down the rebirthing process can’t be done with brute force. We’ve opened a layout of Asgard’s Central Police Headquarters, but that only makes it clear how heavily automated everything is. It was built with dolls in mind from the start. The amount of explosives we’d need would be dangerous to the island’s foundation.”

“And illegal,” Indigo added as she joined them. “There is a central control terminal for all rebirthing procedures. It is used by engineers at all precincts. Maintenance bots and dolls are remotely controlled for any more detailed procedures.”

“That’s what you need me for,” Nick said. “It’s like the CIA destroyer. A cipher needs to shut down the Mark 1s, and I’m assuming there’s no big emergency shutdown button.”

“The process can be disabled by the police commissioner and police chief, but we are unable to access our systems to grant you that permission,” Indigo said. “If we accessed their central console⁠—”

He shook his head. “That’s even more difficult. The encryption on the internal network would be far more sophisticated. I have a bad feeling Freyr’s silence is related, too. He doesn’t just run Asgard’s courts, right? He’s Ostlund’s secretary or whatever.”

“His regent,” Rie corrected. “The central mainframes of each island are named after deities known for their relation to majesty for a reason. Freyr’s silence is better than the alternative, as he hasn’t been compromised. Our situation would be untenable if all of Asgard turned on us. Unfortunately, gaining access to any internal Aesir systems is beyond our capabilities. I had believed Asgard’s Host could initiate emergency shutdowns, but they appear to have been sabotaged in advance.”

“The database access issues…” Nick mumbled.

Somebody had laid a trap in advance. Had Freyr been part of it? Or had Freyr spotted the trap and called for help in advance?

It had been strange that they’d been called here so urgently, only to be told by Indigo there was no time pressure. Freyr hadn’t even reached out himself once they arrived in Asgard.

“If we can’t get access to Aesir’s systems, how are we hacking into the rebirth process?” Kushiel crossed her arms and shot Nick a smug look, as if she’d preemptively won her argument.

“The same way I’ve rewritten your directives despite the military locking you down,” he said, causing Indigo’s jaw to drop. “I guarantee the rebirth terminal is the same as the one in Babylon. It’s Sigma tech and far newer than the Spires, but anything that interfaces with dolls at a hardware level relies on ancient standards. That ensures it works, stops external hacking, and a myriad of other problems, but means someone with physical access and an IQ above room temperature can use it.”

“That excludes more people than you think, Waite,” she growled, annoyed he’d blown a hole in her plan. “But it means Rie and Chloe can do it.”

“Unlikely,” Ezekiel said. “The Chief has vastly more experience and talent as a cipher than us, and intuits to solutions we tend to miss. I have no doubt Sigma or RTM will use what we’re observing to create a line of Nick dolls that steal all his skills, but we don’t have them yet.”

“Thank you. Can you keep a recording of that when I need to fruitlessly sue them in an attempt to be paid for their shameless theft of my talents?” Nick drawled.

“Not even Athena will support you there, Nicholas.” Rie shot him a pitying look. “But Ezekiel is correct. While I am more confident that I can find a solution with Helena’s help, this is a difficult situation. Furthermore, Kushiel, your worries about security mean we should take Nicholas with us.”

“Really?” Kushiel stared down at Rie.

“Yes. With hundreds of Mark 1s facing us, all with access to the armory in their headquarters, we will need our entire force to penetrate them. It will be difficult. I expect heavy casualties, even with our combined efforts.” Rie gestured to herself, Kushiel, Ezekiel, and Tengu. “We can’t afford to leave behind a large force to defend Nicholas. That leaves him open.”

“… fucking hell, Rie. I hate you.”

“We’re all working with what lay in front of us, Kushiel. I brought Nicholas into this mess over a year ago, and I’ll ensure that we clean it all up as we go while keeping him safe.” Rie’s eyes bore into Kushiel’s, until the taller doll looked away.

“I get it,” Kushiel mumbled. “We’re all worried.”

Nick expected Ezekiel to chirp something like, “I’m not.” Instead, she nodded in agreement.

While they spoke, the Archangels worked in the distance to remove the remains of shutters from an underground entrance. He frowned at them and walked toward them. The others followed him, while his protective bubble of Archangels shifted around them.

“We’re going underground?” he asked. “I remember we landed on top of their headquarters before.”

“The private airport for Aesir’s HQ connects to multiple sites and includes an internal subway system we didn’t use,” Rie explained. “We still traveled some distance despite visiting an interrogation zone intended for transfers. Aesir’s most secure facilities don’t have a direct entrance from the surface.”

“Hence why they’re the most secure, I suppose.”

Something caught his eye in the distance and he stopped. Distant glittering, like a mirage, shimmered in the air beyond a low-lying building that resembled some sort of hall.

The closer he looked, the less sense it made. Tall poles hovered in the air, crackling at their tips. A glittering glass palace seemingly formed of gold loomed beyond. Nick guessed it had to be seven or eight stories tall, which wasn’t massive, but the skyscrapers had ended a couple of blocks back. Everything else nearby barely hit four stories.

Then the sight clicked with a memory.

“That’s Ostlund’s famous golden palace, isn’t it?” he asked, trying to make out more from this distance. “I can only see the top of it. What the hell are those strange towers?”

“Lord Ostlund’s estate is protected by numerous state-of-the-art defense systems and is presently under lockdown,” Indigo said. “However, we are unable to ascertain his current status. The source of the neural network shutdown is not hub failure, but active jamming. We are able to remain in contact with the rest of Asgard due to your neural boosters, but the Seraphs in his estate have no such benefits.”

“Even at this distance?” he asked.

Indigo grimaced.

“It could be internal sabotage,” Rie said.

“Or intentional silence,” Nick said. “Ostlund’s safe and sound while the rest of the city suffers. What does state-of-the-art defenses mean? Laser turrets that zap anyone that gets close? I don’t understand why they glitter.”

“Elias Ostlund has special permission from the military to deploy a Class 5C energy emitter shield to protect his estate,” Chloe said. “This permission also includes Class 5B energy weapons intended for point defense, currently used by Naval Command to shoot down incoming missiles and drones. A dedicated power generator is housed somewhere within his estate to power it, but the full layout is unknown and illegal to be stored within any AI memory.”

Nick let out a low whistled. “Fucking hell. Here we are waiting to get permission to use our energy weapons, and Ostlund has the stuff we slap on our best missile cruisers to make him feel safe. I don’t recall energy shields protecting the Spires.”

“The power output requirements made it infeasible,” Lilith said, choosing to interrupt. “Trust me, energy shields look better than they seem. They can stop portable railguns, but that energy output is better dedicated to the lasers used to shoot down projectiles. A dozen lawnmower bombs could bring that thing down for less than they paid the architect who designed those fancy towers. Ostlund overpaid for a collection of shiny penises and the performance issues one would expect from someone overcompensating like he is.”

“Yeah, that’s basically it,” Kushiel said with a nod. “It’s cheaper to slap massive armor plating on something if you want to stop dolls like me. After a certain point, the only effective defense is to not get hit. A railgun round from a warship, a ballistic missile, or a swarm of drones full of explosives will ruin whatever it hits. I’ll bet that’s why the military are ignoring the internal issue. A bunch of Mark 1s are a bad day. Missing an incoming missile is a bad forever when it takes out Yggdrasil or Olympus.”

“And they want to go to space, where that’s even more of a problem,” Nick said drily.

“You should see the point defenses Eve has under her control,” Lilith said. “Every time someone pays for a subscription to remove ads in their implant, they’re funding massive death lasers intended to keep the poors from threatening their betters.”

“Good thing I don’t pay for that then.”

Nick continued to stare at Ostlund’s estate while the Host prepared to head underground. They’d have to abandon the vehicles, which meant putting them in parking mode. For police SUVs, that meant tasing anyone dumb enough to touch them.

“I’d offer to pay for your thoughts, but I suspect I know them,” Ezekiel said, leaning on her railgun.

“Do you?” he asked.

“If Ostlund’s behind this, what does he gain? Why do this instead of canceling projects?” She smiled up at him.

He nodded. “Pretty much. The rogue Mark 1s aren’t trying to kill me. He has better ways to crack down on automation than this, and the same goes for pushing it forward. I’m instead wondering who didn’t want me to meet him, and why. Yesterday’s attack came right after the hearing. My guess now is that it was timed for the police board meeting and they improvised when I met Paul for a drink. Did they know Ostlund planned to invite me?”

“Or did they know you had evidence pointing to Aesir, because you’d uncover it from Tengu, the new NLF implants, and Immelman? It’s not hard to anticipate your next destination would be Asgard, where you would potentially uncover the source of the NLF’s implants, and potentially our true foe.”

Their gazes met. Not for the first time, he found it curious that Ezekiel’s deduction abilities mirrored his own. She’d been like this from the start.

Had Sigma used him to train her in secret? There had been a six-month gap between his induction into the force and the GWT case.

“We’re ready, Waite,” Kushiel said, stomping up to him. “Stay next to me or Tengu and stick to our asses if anyone starts shooting.”

“I’ve been in enough firefights by now,” he said.

His smartass response didn’t stop him from doing as ordered. He’d seen his Archangels tear apart enemies countless times and knew how dangerous they were.

Now they faced off against another Host, with the same specs. Their main advantage was that the controller of Asgard’s rogue Host didn’t know how to command them properly.

The passages beneath the business park varied between the sort of sleek, clean industrial corridors he’d expect from Aesir, and elaborate tunnels intended only for service dolls. Somebody had silenced the sirens, but lights flashed orange and blue on the ceilings.

Each hallway was expansive. Easily large enough to fit ten people abreast. Cargo bots almost certainly used these corridors instead of the business park. They ran along a longer tunnel with malfunctioning security doors that contained an internal monorail in the middle. An inert train sat in front of an open door, unwilling to move through a door that had been forced open and flashed alerts in every language Nick imagined existed.

Suddenly, they came to a stop. The Archangels began to fan out across side corridors. Clattering echoed from every direction and Kushiel forced him to crouch while she and Tengu took both sides.

“Contact,” Ezekiel said over his earpiece, the very second railguns roared and their echoes bounced off the walls.

His earpiece deadened the noise, which told him how loud it was. Nick gripped his Lawman. No matter how useless it might be, holding a weapon made him feel better like this.

He couldn’t see anything down the corridor ahead or behind. A T-intersection lay ahead, and various Archangels protected it. Several stood or crouched in the open, firing down both openings.

The rattling of metal and ceramic on the aluminum flooring grew closer. A railgun round clipped the head of a Mark 1, sending her spinning to the ground. An Asgardian Mark 3 pulled her back while another Mark 1 took her place and began firing into the unknown. After a few seconds, the damaged Mark 1 stood up and gave Nick a thumbs up.

He returned the gesture. They knew he was watching.

After a few seconds, the noises died down. His knuckles whitened against his handgun.

“All hostiles neutralized,” Ezekiel said. “Scans indicate more in the vicinity. Do not advance.”

That sounded directed at him. Kushiel kept a hand on his shoulder.

Nick heard the distant echoes of footsteps. The Archangels made a lot of noise in these corridors thanks to their weight and material. Too much to easily hide. He couldn’t tell his escort apart from potential rogue Mark 1s.

But he knew it was coming from behind him as well. So did those protecting him.

Tengu and Kushiel pivoted to protect him from that direction. Their railguns aimed down the rear corridor, while the other Archangels prepared for enemies to appear.

Seconds later, Templars in the telltale black-and-blue of the military turned the distant corner. They raised their guns, and Tengu’s and Kushiel’s railguns let out a low whine.


CHAPTER 33


“Wait!” Nick shouted.

Railguns cooled down and ceased whining, but every police doll maintained their aim. More Templars piled into the corridor, aiming a variety of heavy weapons toward them.

Nobody fired.

A man wearing a black-and-blue military uniform stepped into view. A lieutenant’s insignia shined on his shoulder. He looked young. Twenty-two or twenty-three, Nick guessed, with only a sidearm to keep his nervousness at bay. If the human was shooting in a modern firefight, things had gone very wrong.

“What the hell are they doing down here without telling us?” Kushiel asked. “I can’t even reach him. He and all his dolls are dead on the Altnet. They’re even blocking local access attempts. Is this… Fuck.” She bit her lip.

“I am coming back,” Rie said. “Ezekiel and Meta will focus on the front.”

“Do you know what’s going on?” Nick asked Kushiel while the military lieutenant eyed them.

He appeared to be alone and visibly uncomfortable. Thumping sounds echoed through the corridors as a pair of Lancelots joined the templars, but they kept their heavy weapons pointed down. Neither carried missiles, but their railguns looked as big as Kushiel’s and were powered.

“Emergency neural warfare procedures dictate complete disconnection,” Tengu said.

Kushiel nodded. “Yeah, that. There’s only one thing in all the military procedures I have that would cause a military unit to run silent like this. Viruses, hacking, glitches, etcetera. They’re all deemed neural warfare. Most dangerous thing to an automated military relying mostly on robots. So if an officer or general thinks they might be compromised or fighting a foe who can overwhelm the neural defenses in the dolls, they go dark like this.”

“The cipher, too?” Nick asked.

“He’s the one controlling the dolls, Waite. Biggest backdoor there is. If he’s open, they’re open. We can’t access the implants of military ciphers through the security bands for that reason, which is the reason he can go offline. Never seen it done outside drills or a few incidents in Tengoku, though.”

Rie dashed up to them, causing a few Templars to draw a bead on them.

By now, the lieutenant had made out Nick and stepped forward. Nick decided to do likewise, despite Tengu’s attempts to remain in front of him.

“I’m Second Lieutenant Lark,” the officer called out. “Asgard Command.”

“Captain…” Nick paused, then decided to stick with his mistake. “Nick Waite from the Neo Babylon Police Department. I’m in temporary command of what’s left of Asgard’s PD, too.”

“Didn’t know they had anything left,” Lark said. “Babylon… You’re the one we cleared to enter right before everything went to hell. I’ve seen you all over the Altnet lately.”

After another long pause, both men approached each other in the middle of the corridor. Kushiel, Tengu, and Rie accompanied Nick, while a pair of Templars escorted Lark.

The Templars carried vastly different weaponry than usual. Their typical armament was a high-caliber rifle, or maybe an unpowered railgun.

Now, they carried heavier weapons. Large railguns similar to those used by the Starswords, bulky grenade launchers with rotating drums, and the usual large-bore automatic shotguns that the Archangels packed with HEAP or sabot rounds for anti-doll warfare. A few still carried the typical rifles, however.

“I didn’t expect any military support,” Nick said. “You’ve been dead silent since everything went down. Last I heard, you were expecting an actual war.”

“That’s the responsibility of the primary Commands,” Lark said. His nervousness showed up close, and he appeared to be barely holding it together. “We’d just started hearing gunshots across Asgard when the mainframes and network went down. Thought we were being bombed at first. We’ve been drilling on what to do in case of a major neural attack like this. Senior officers broadcast final orders before they went offline, we took control of our dolls locally, and we’ve been operating off these since.”

He pulled a phone from his pocket. It looked old enough that Nick could have used it as a teenager.

“That’s not quite analog, but… Wow, you’re defending the country with that?” he asked, trying not to sound like an asshole.

Lark laughed. “Yeah, we’ve joked about it a lot. Thing is locked down tighter than…” He coughed, as if unwilling to tell a crude joke in front of Nick. “It barely does anything, sir, and still struggles with messaging between officers. Reception is awful, too. The jamming around Ostlund’s palace knocked it out ages ago. I followed the gunfire in hopes of finding another military unit.”

“So there are more down here?”

“Should be. We received orders to head to the automation labs. The frenzied dolls are heading there, among elsewhere.” Lark hesitated. “You seem to have a better connection, sir. Do you know what’s going on? Those are Asgard Archangels with you. And there are Liberators topside fighting off the frenzied dolls. I’m in the dark. Orders are to fire on any doll that shoots at us.”

Nick bit back a curse, while Rie grimaced.

“The intel on the automation labs is likely from us,” she said. “Chairman Stone and Hel are attempting to relay what information they can to the military. Knowing that they’ve entered an emergency state out of fear of being hacked is… frustrating.”

“Only Asgard’s Mark 1s have gone rogue,” Nick said. “Which isn’t good.”

“Hell no, sir.” Lark paused, then relaxed when neither Nick nor any of the dolls admonished him. “I researched them while in the academy. Uh, officer academy, training to be a military cipher. The Archangels are tougher than most of the warbots we retired, move faster than a Templar, and are capable of electronic and neural warfare. Why we don’t have them is… a question for higher ranked officers.”

“It’s not exactly a secret that the military funded the research into us,” Kushiel said. “Your generals just got cold feet that we think too much.”

Lark stared up at her, and his jaw dropped as if he’d only just realized who had been standing beside him the whole time. “C-colonel Kushiel! What are you doing here?”

“I’m permanently assigned to the Babylon PD.” But she preened from the reaction.

Nick frowned at the relatively small number of military dolls here. The Templars were pretty damn tough, but their power came in numbers and flexibility. He’d wager they didn’t fall too far behind the Archangels in terms of raw armor, but failed in every other department.

With a pair of Lancelots, the tide might turn.

“Shouldn’t you have more dolls?” he asked. “Where’s the rest of Asgard Command?”

“Protecting priority targets, sir. Although there’s a lot of confusion,” Lark admitted. “Without real-time intelligence, we fell back on a basic priority list. Critical infrastructure first. Power plant, ports, ocean rail, military bases, Freyr’s lair—err, Freyr’s bunker. Plus our general took a number of units to prepare for a possible invasion from abroad, if this was the prelude to something worse.”

Nick looked at Rie. “I thought Freyr was located in Aesir HQ.”

“For the semblance of independence, Freyr and Asgard’s central government are located in a separate district to the far north. High speed lines, both digital and physical, connect the city to it,” she explained. “The NLF didn’t strike it.”

“And the police aren’t located there?”

“Like with Babylon, Freyr has his own security force. You saw some of them on your last visit.”

“Ah.” He nodded.

The armored G6s with the fancy guns. He’d since learned those were an Aesir armament produced exclusively for their security forces.

“Where are you headed, sir?” Lark asked. His eyes betrayed his eagerness to join forces, despite his calm posture. “If you’re going to the automation labs…”

“The Central Police Headquarters,” Nick said, ruining Lark’s day. “Any destroyed Mark 1 will automatically restore from a backup there and another precinct elsewhere on Asgard. My priority is to shut those down.”

Lark bit his lip and wavered, then shook his head. “Sounds like a smart priority, sir, but orders are orders.”

“You can relay them up the chain of command,” Rie suggested.

Kushiel snorted. “Fat lot of good that would do, even if he wasn’t using a fucking walkie-talkie in present year, present day. Nobody’s going to listen to a second lieutenant’s backtalk during a crisis.”

“The colonel’s right, ma’am,” Lark said, and Rie hid a scowl at how he referred to her. “I’m not even sure if I should call in this sighting. There’s so much confusion I can imagine some folks thinking there are more frenzied Archangels coming up from the rear. I’ll do it once you’re further in, to minimize the chance of friendly fire.”

“Thanks,” Nick said. “Don’t take any stupid risks further in. The Mark 1s have an armory here, too.”

“Thank you, sir.” Lark saluted.

His eyes turned glassy and his dolls began to move forward. The Archangels let them move past them, and they went left. Lark vanished as quickly as he arrived, leaving Nick alone once more.

Rie’s hand brushed his, reminding him that he wasn’t truly alone.

“You’re thinking a lot while we’re fighting,” she teased.

“You heard what he said about the outage?” he grunted.

“The military mainframes went down after the Mark 1s went rogue. It fits the timing for the Malakim Principles to have been activated by the military and…” She narrowed her eyes. “We didn’t detect a connection from the military to Asgard’s Host.”

He inclined his head. “No, you didn’t. It’s possible the military snuck in through some other means, then initiated the outage, but why stop there? An entire army, navy, and air force full of dolls sat at their fingertips. Knocking out the mainframes stops the military from crushing the rogue dolls, sure, but it mitigated the chaos. It reverted the situation to human ciphers controlling dolls by hand.”

“Which is what stopped the situation in the doll district from getting out of hand,” Rie murmured. “The probability that the perpetrator wishes to minimize damage while still influencing public opinion remains higher, in my opinion.”

“Maybe. If we can find out how the mainframes went down, I think we’ll learn a hell of a lot.”

That was a problem for after the crisis was solved. For now, they pushed forward toward the central precinct.

A handful of skirmishes stopped them on their way forward. Each time, Ezekiel called them to a halt and Nick waited for the all clear. The tunnels broadened and they crossed over an underground station marked with “Asgard Police Headquarters.” A few physical signs adorned the walls as a token gesture to children and people like Nick, although he wondered how many people came down to an underground precinct instead of the more accessible ones.

Eventually, they reached a large plaza with a deactivated track, presumably for internal access by Aesir personnel. Nick had yet to make sense of the underground labyrinth or its transport options. None of the various trains were operating due to the chaos.

A series of double door entrances granted access to the police precinct. None appeared to be high security, although inactive shutters were visible. Empty black panels lined the white walls between each door. They likely showed ads or warnings for ordinary people.

The Archangels gathered outside, while teams organized at each door to disable the shutters. A bubble formed around Nick in case of a counterattack.

“Resistance from here will be tough,” Ezekiel said.

“Do we have any idea how many inside?” Nick asked.

She shook her head. “We’ve engaged with maybe fifty or sixty on the way here, but the real question is how many Mark 1s were sent to the automation labs versus those who stayed behind to defend the repair bay. Every rogue Archangel destroyed will be rebirthed here, meaning any battle of attrition is one we’ll lose.”

“So we bust through and win,” Kushiel said. Then she grimaced. “Which means I’m going ahead. We need heavy artillery at the front.”

“Not all of it,” Rie said. “The precinct was built for humans, and is far too open to create easy chokepoints. Our best bet is to put Nicholas in the middle and treat this like a moving shield wall.”

“Not to interrupt, given I’m no expert on tactics, but the rogue dolls haven’t been acting normally,” Nick said. “Or at least, not like I’d expect Archangels to act.”

“They’re acting like humans, you mean,” Ezekiel said. “We’ve noticed it. Unfortunately, it’s a double-edged sword. This assault would be far harder if they acted like themselves. The home advantage allows them to use wave tactics and wear us down, despite our superior firepower. Their overly defensive posture means they’ll instead use ambush tactics. If we overextend or rush in, we’ll fall prey to a more classic failure.”

“Then I’ll leave it to you.”

After a minute, the shutters had been disabled and his escort formed up. Rie took over the role of primary bodyguard, while Tengu, Ezekiel, and Kushiel stood in front of separate entrances.

“Go on three… two… one…” Ezekiel intoned, purely for Nick’s benefit.

The doors exploded inward and the teams rushed in. Rie pulled him forward as the Archangels surged forward, with more rushing behind them.

Gunfire burst through the air instantly, but they kept moving. The sound of hundreds of footsteps clattering on metal and tile echoed off the walls and nearly deafened Nick. He struggled to hear anything other than gunfire and running.

Fallen androids lay before him as they entered. He didn’t get the chance to see if they were his or a rogue Archangel before leaping over them.

A second later, they entered a massive central atrium that spanned three levels, including one below them. Archangels fanned out across each one, rushing up stairs or leaping up and down without pausing. Railguns flared at unseen targets and doors burst inward as teams cleared rooms. The roar of Tengu’s and Kushiel’s massive railguns sounded in the distance, indicating they’d rushed past.

“Down?” Nick asked.

“Down,” Rie said. “The rebirthing chamber was installed after the precinct was built, so it’s deep underground. We’ll need to secure the cargo elevators that lead to it.”

“Sounds risky.”

She shot him an annoyed look. “Staying here at all has been risky, Nicholas. Now be a good police chief and stay close so I can keep you from being shot.”

He simply nodded. If the rogue Archangels got an opening, he’d be dead in a second. He knew their accuracy all too well. No chance he’d be able to draw a bead on one before being blown away.

They charged down the stairs and quickly caught up with the vanguard. Rie pushed him against a wall while Juliet and Rosa formed a physical wall to protect him.

The room beyond consisted of a long, wide corridor lined with doors. Four exits, including the one they entered through, all used stairs. The ruins of digital panels and trophy displays covered the dark slate flooring, indicating this had been some sort of display room. Likely a thoroughfare intended to impress guests on their way to important areas within the precinct.

Kushiel fired down the far stairs, while Ezekiel led strike teams that cracked open each and every door. They appeared to be small meeting rooms. Likely from the days when the precinct was full of people who needed physical spaces to work with others. Tartarus had plenty of tiny breakout areas like them whenever a manager held a preference for physical meetings.

“Keep moving forward,” Ezekiel said, when she looked back to see Nick and Rie stationary. “Kushiel⁠—”

“I’m on it, but they’re piling in like a swarm of fucking cockroaches,” Kushiel grunted. “Something’s changed in their programming.”

“Or maybe getting close to the rebirthing chamber has caused them to revert to basic objectives,” Rie said. “We aren’t ignorant to the fear of death, and losing access to rebirth is the closest thing to that. They must know if we seize the cargo elevators, we’ll be a stone’s throw away from taking control.”

“Then we push forward before they overwhelm us,” Ezekiel said.

She pulled away from the side doors and rushed to Kushiel’s side. Ezekiel’s cybernetic knees lit up and a glittering field of light covered her body. An energy barrier. Nick had never seen a personal one in action and found himself mesmerized.

Once she stepped into the open, railgun rounds exploded on her barrier. Flickers of light sparked off her by the dozen. Ezekiel didn’t budge an inch as she unleashed a volley of railgun fire and Kushiel stood behind her. The ensuing roar ended the attacking barrage.

“Now,” Ezekiel said.

Juliet and Rosa surged forward, and Nick held on to Rie’s arm as they followed. Behind them, the rest of his escort followed. A hundred or more Archangels rushed to use the opening the two prototypes had created.

A high-pitched whine emanated from somewhere. Rie’s eyes widened and she grabbed Nick, whirling so fast she blurred. Her body glowed.

Her lips moved, but he couldn’t hear her above the sound of the world being silenced.

He hit the ground an instant later, Rie’s weight slamming into him. Dozens of other Archangels hit the deck at the same time. But the clattering noises echoing in the room were far more ominous. Sparks flickered everywhere, creating a lightshow.

Rogue Asgardian Archangels charged in from all three stairwells behind them. Two of them carried glowing cannons the size of their own torsos, connected to battery packs with hissing cooling loops covered in thick steel.


CHAPTER 34


“Energy weapons!” Tengu roared, both over Nick’s earpiece and using her voice.

Her massive railgun focused on the closest plasma-wielding Archangel and obliterated her head with a roar. Countless rounds slammed into her armor, including explosive rounds that dented it. She rushed forward and sent a half-dozen Mark 1s scattering with a sweep of her free arm.

Railgun discharges flared across the chamber, and Rie held Nick down. A shimmering shield covered her body, just like Ezekiel’s but without the visible energy emitters. Ricochets bounced off the tiles, and something scratched Nick’s face. His hiss caused Juliet to slide in front of him.

A cacophony of firearms going off one after the other echoed off the walls as hundreds of police dolls blew each other apart.

Then that low whine started again, and Nick rose into the air. Rie hefted him with one arm while firing at a cluster of rogue dolls. They packed together like ants, collapsing under heavy fire but the destroyed units only made it harder to get at those further within.

Kushiel had been right. Their tactics had changed. This was much closer to how Archangels normally fought. The more expendable ones sacrificed themselves to protect the one with the energy weapon.

The world blurred as Rie charged toward the stairwell, and Nick barely saw Kushiel’s armored form. Her railgun roared, but even its sound vanished in the deafening blink of the cutter used by the rogue dolls.

“Kushiel!” Nick shouted.

When his vision returned, he saw her flat against the ground. Deep, burning grooves cut several feet into the wall above her.

Dozens of rogue, red-headed Archangels sat in pieces around the plasma-wielding Archangel, but more charged down from behind her. Their numbers seemed limitless.

“We should press on,” Ezekiel said, kneeling beside them as she began picking off enemies with direct hits to their heads. “They have to be bringing reinforcements back from the labs.”

“We’ll grab one of their arc cannons,” Kushiel said. “Tengu, cover me⁠—”

“No!” Rie snapped, and Kushiel stopped dead. “We don’t have the time to hack the biometrics, you idiot. Who knows how many other energy weapons they’ve grabbed. We cut through and get out before⁠—”

The arc cannon, as Kushiel called it, began to whine again, and both Kushiel and Tengu unleashed the full power of their railguns again. More rogue dolls dropped, and the cannon-wielding rogue doll dropped to her knees. Her weapon fired into the air, blasting apart the remains of her allies as it tore through the ceiling and sent tiles crashing down. Dust billowed up.

More footsteps clattered. More reinforcements?

So many destroyed Archangels littered the chamber beyond, although dozens of his escort stood on the level beneath him. A firefight echoed from behind and in front. How many had they lost? Could they possibly succeed?

The eyes of the prototypes glowed, and he knew they were deep in argument. Rosa and Juliet gripped his arms. Any second now, they’d rush him out, desperate to get him to safety.

He’d fucked up rushing in here without a proper plan. How overconfident had he been? Kushiel and Tengu were powerful, but they weren’t battling ordinary security dolls this time. A rogue Host was one step short of an army, and he hadn’t accounted for Asgard keeping energy weapons on hand.

Hell, Babylon didn’t. Ostlund was truly a paranoid bastard. Where had these arc cannons been when they’d attacked the CIA destroyer?

“If we’re being overpowered, then we need to—” Nick began to say, drawing the eyes of the prototypes to him.

A hail of railgun fire cut him off.

Except it wasn’t directed at them, or fired from their weapons.

Dozens of heavy blasts ripped into the rogue Archangels from behind. The cannon-wielding rogue Archangel collapsed to the ground, her head in pieces. Other rogue dolls spun, caught by surprise, only to be torn apart by railgun blasts on par with mil-spec weapons.

Seizing the opportunity, Ezekiel surged forward with Kushiel. Tengu slammed a pair of rogue dolls to the ground, while Kushiel’s arm blades cut through a trio more.

Attacked from both sides, the rogue dolls did little more than fire fruitlessly at their attackers. Their rounds bounced uselessly of the heavy armor of their attackers or the energy shields of Ezekiel and Rie.

Within seconds, nothing remained of the Asgardian Host, other than those supporting Nick. Indigo kneeled beside him, drawing a bead on the newcomers.

Dolls eerily similar to Archangels, only clad in heavy RTM armor and wielding powered mil-spec railguns and grenade launchers. Given the lack of massive explosions, they clearly used some form of armor-penetrating grenade that focused on internal impact rather than a big bang. He wasn’t familiar enough with grenades, admittedly, and they weren’t used in the Babylon PD outside of less-lethal applications.

Seraphs, Nick realized. But what the hell were they doing here?

“Raphael,” Nick said, staring at a doll he recognized from the CIA destroyer.

She stood far taller than any Archangel save Kushiel, matching his own height. Long black hair with green highlights hung straight behind her back. Green eyes bore into his. Her sculpted beauty would enrapture the Altnet just as the Archangels had years ago, before everyone had gotten used to them, even in her bulky armor.

Her smile was like the sun rising as she tottered up to him.

“Chief Waite, you’re safe,” she said, voice too soft for a war machine like herself. “Congratulations on your promotion. You shouldn’t be down here risking your life. If you allow me to escort you to the surface⁠—”

“No,” he interrupted. “I don’t know why you’re here instead of protecting Ostlund, but I’ll take any help I can get. We need to shut down the rebirthing chamber for Asgard’s Mark 1s. That will put an end to the chaos, and we can fix them later once we work out how somebody took control of them using the Malakim Principles.”

“The Malakim…” Raphael bit her lip. “I understand. This is related to the information we failed to receive earlier. Very well. I will provide you with all assistance I can. Trust me with everything. I will not fail you, until my last breath.”

The group needed a few minutes to muster and determine how bad the damage was. Many Archangels had been too heavily damaged to continue on, so they formed a defensive line behind them. Raphael clung to Nick’s side, which the other prototypes allowed.

“Her arrival is opportune,” Rie said over his earpiece. “But I’m worried that she rushed here, instead of doing her duty.”

He grunted, unable to do much more with Raphael practically hugging him.

“A problem for later,” Ezekiel said. “Focus on the mission.”

“I am,” Rie said, but fell silent.

With the Mark 1’s last ditch ambush crushed, Nick and his battered escort pushed deeper into the police HQ. The cargo elevators Rie mentioned were the best way downstairs to the rebirthing chamber, but were liable to get them ambushed again

While the stairs weren’t optimal for moving all remaining Archangels, a crack squad could rapidly descend. Kushiel and Tengu plummeted down while Ezekiel, Raphael, and several of her heavily armed and armored Seraphs followed at blistering pace. Chloe stared after them, barely hiding her jealousy.

“We can ask Sigma if the combat upgrades they built for the Mark 3s are transferrable,” Nick said. “I know Archangels aren’t modular, but maybe the armor can be installed.”

“It is fine,” Chloe said. “They are a copy. Furthermore, information gained through interfacing with Indigo and the Asgardian Mark 3s suggests they operate very similarly as a Host. I am merely… understanding how Meta and the Mark 1 sphere felt when I arrived.”

“Similarly?” he asked.

“Merging our Hosts may be possible. Given Raphael’s feelings toward you, I intend to speak with her and the broader Host about incorporating her in a similar manner as our progenitors. The results of the Asgard Host’s splintering is a warning of the dangers of allowing negative emotions to separate us.”

He found himself nodding without saying anything. Maybe she was going too far after her speech about excluding Kushiel.

On the other hand, Ezekiel was performing at her absolute best and he’d rather Raphael’s obsessive streak be used to help him, rather than kidnap him and tie him up somewhere in Asgard after he left.

Gunfire echoed up the stairwell. It didn’t last long.

“All clear,” Raphael and Ezekiel announced at the same time.

He didn’t hear their bickering, but knew they were doing it where he couldn’t hear them.

“However you involve Raphael, make sure she doesn’t undermine Ezekiel’s authority,” Nick said.

“Understood,” Chloe said, a whisper of a smile on her face.

They descended and finally entered their destination. Archangels fanned out across the multi-level health-and-safety nightmare around them, as most of this level was for maintenance bots and dolls only. Massive signs warned humans away in physical text, rather than Altnet holograms Nick couldn’t see, which made it extra serious.

Only a single large room appeared to be human-passable. He entered it after Raphael declared it safe. Ezekiel and Meta focused on the outer wings.

A massive self-contained factory lay within. Only a single terminal provided any access to the confusing mess surrounding Nick.

Containers full of sealed Archangels lined the walls, with specialized machinery along vertical and horizontal production lines that pulled an inert Archangel from its container, cracked it open, ran tests using its cable port, and cleaned it. Then the Archangel slid into an open chamber, now standing and facing the interior of the room where Nick stood. Another cable slammed into their port and began the uploading process from a backup.

The process took only minutes from start to finish, much of which was the uploading. Roughly two dozen of these uploaders operated non-stop, although a couple appeared to be inoperable, and had red tags attached to them. By Nick’s rough math, that enabled them to fully replace Asgard’s Mark 1 Host in a matter of hours.

Every time an Asgardian Mark 1 opened her eyes, freshly downloaded from her backup, she was pulled forward and a hail of precise railgun rounds blew her head apart. Damaging the uploaders could put Asgard’s Host out of commission for weeks or months, depending on how long it took Sigma to replace them, although they weren’t exactly delicate machinery.

Nick ignored the firing squads and approached the terminal. It looked identical to the one he’d worked with in Avalon, which in turn was similar to the standard maintenance terminals he’d used all his life. All that changed were the logos on the side and the fancy trim they added.

Oh, and they had a plush office chair here. He pulled it up and sat down. His bad leg twinged a little after all this running around, but not badly enough for him to show it.

The copyright and startup screens were bog standard. Flashy Sigma login screen. This was where Nick was stuck.

If he was by his lonesome.

“Chloe, I need you to connect by cable to…” he trailed off as she disconnected her railgun cable and plugged in a separate one between herself and the side of the maintenance terminal. “Thanks.”

“You are welcome. Routing Helena through now,” Chloe said.

“Helena, can you see it?” Nick asked.

“I can. The port is attempting to reject my connection but I refused its rejection,” Helena said.

“I don’t think it works that way,” Rie said, amused.

Raphael watched with wide eyes. Presumably, they’d patched her in. Or else she just liked staring at Nick. Hard to say.

“The one in Babylon didn’t do that,” Nick said. “Strange.”

The login screen vanished and was replaced by the stone age UI of the terminal. The interface matched the one he was used to, but had some key differences.

For one thing, any ability to access the system controls were missing.

“We have admin access, right, Helena?” he asked.

“There is only admin access,” Helena chided. “But I understand the issue. The firmware here does not match that of the rebirthing terminal in Avalon. It has been spoofed to appear as if it does, including a fake update date. I cannot determine when it was changed, but all access to rebirthing functions has been obscured. There is also hidden code that blocks any attempt to update directives through the UI, although it will display as if it is successful.”

Nick navigated through it and spotted a few functions that shouldn’t exist. “Mass update? This is nonsense. You can’t change the directives of Archangels like this. Maybe Sigma can, but I don’t even know how they create Archangels to begin with. They’re always delivered after months of training in a lab. Whoever wrote this shit mixed them up with logic engines. They’re not used to working with emotion engines at all. Maybe not dolls, period.”

Another round of gunfire sounded off, and Rie leaned over his shoulder. “Can Helena attempt to revert the Malakim Principles one-by-one? I know it’s intensive, but…”

“In a less stressful situation, probably. But it would still take all day. Longer, even. There are orders cached in every single Archangel backup, Rie,” he explained. “We’d have to comb through them. It’s something I figured I’d get the Host to help with later, as you could identify the parts that need fixing.”

“Then…” Her eyes scanned the machinery.

Kushiel caught her gaze and pointed a railgun at the rebirthing machines. Tengu followed suit, and grim expressions fell over the other Archangels.

“That’s a last resort,” Nick said. “There’s one thing we can try. Helena, you said the rebirthing functions are obscured. Can you activate them?”

“I have tried to deactivate all rebirthing functionality, but it appears not to work,” she said.

He clicked his tongue. No way they broke everything.

Machinery like this operated on failsafe conditions. The terminal had to be sending a signal to the machines and feeding the Mark 1 backups through, or else they’d stop operating.

He thought of shooting it, but knew better. It was an access terminal not the processing hardware itself. This wasn’t a bad police procedural where unplugging the monitor or keyboard disconnected the hacker.

Connections… The solution came to Nick.

“Helena, the terminal works the same as the one in Avalon,” he said slowly. “They can’t change the outputs, or else the other machinery will break. Standards are standards, especially with APIs. Find where the outputs are pointing and deactivate the rebirthing functions from there.”

Silence ensued.

Mere seconds later, the endless whirring of machinery ceased. The Archangels kept their weapons trained on the remaining Mark 1s in pods, but the rebirthing process had stopped partway.

Nick leaned back and stretched. “Helena, can you work with Inari to do that in the other precinct when she reaches it? There’s no way she’ll manage it by herself.”

“Of course,” Helena said proudly. “They are preparing to land and initiate their assault shortly.”

He frowned. “Are all Mark 1s going to redirect their rebirthing there?”

“Yes,” Indigo said. “However, that precinct possesses less capacity than this one. Our remaining challenge is containing the Mark 1s. The emergency continues and I request that you remain as Asgard’s police chief.”

Nodding, another problem struck Nick. One he’d shrugged off earlier but needed to consider.

“Indigo, Raphael, who even had access to this terminal?” he asked. “These changes weren’t made by Aesir, that’s for sure. They wouldn’t spoof the firmware. Aesir thumbs its nose at IP laws all the time. Modifying this terminal wouldn’t faze them.”

“Access to this terminal is heavily restricted as per Sigma’s directions,” Indigo said. “The risk of damage to us is very high. There is an accreditation program for engineers before the Host allows an engineer inside the rebirthing chamber. Of course, while you’re not an engineer, we understand that Sigma would have made an exception for you.”

Nick stared at her.

Ezekiel burst out laughing, and it echoed off the walls and machines.

“Oh yeah. Nick’s accredited at all sorts of things,” Kushiel drawled. “Knows how to get around in Archangels like nobody else can or does.”

“Kushiel!” Rie snapped.

Indigo blinked several times in confusion.

“I’m not accredited in anything Sigma offers,” Nick said, and her jaw dropped. “For what it’s worth, I did help create you. Figure that grants me some leeway.”

“Ah, yes, because you knew all about rebirthing when we met,” Rie said.

“I read the manual and there wasn’t anything I hadn’t talked about with Welk over drinks.”

“I… am going to pretend you didn’t say that,” Indigo said.

“You can do that?”

“No.”

He snorted, but needed to focus on the matter at hand. “So, who had this accreditation? More importantly, who had it that Aesir trusted around you.”

“Very few engineers,” Indigo said. “Unfortunately, neither would have been able to access the terminal recently. The active engineer died two nights ago in Babylon, and the other one is in a conference in France. Without the police database, we can’t check who may have accessed it otherwise.”

Two nights ago meant the Aesir networking engineer killed by the NLF. So, she’d handled rebirthing. Made sense since she specialized in neural links and integration. Rebirthing involved that in spades.

“I know who it was,” Raphael said. “Lord Ostlund has been increasingly concerned about security, so we paid close attention to all access to high security police sites. Following the NLF attacks on police infrastructure, it was internally flagged that the rebirthing chambers needed maintenance. One was shut down, as it couldn’t be accessed last night. The other two, including this one, were visited by a military engineer.”

“From what Command?” Kushiel asked. “Research? Cipher?”

“Aerial, under General Griffiths.”

Well, shit.

“What’s his background?” Nick asked. “The engineer, not Griffiths.”

Raphael began reeling off a list, “Mid-30s, divorced, no kids, born in New Geneva, earned his degree with Kreova but was poached by Deusoma before joining the military three years ago. He was recruited under an unknown program, but it is likely related to the failed procurement of the Mark 2 Archangels given the timing and his expertise.”

Deusoma and Kreova again… While the Sigma engineer, Sean, had no relation to the case, Nick found it strange to hear about yet another case of a talented doll engineer being poached by Deusoma from New Geneva.

“You’re talking about Captain Marcos,” Kushiel said. “I dealt with him when I first came over. Seemed like a good guy, but was struggling with his wife at the time. Took it real hard when I got transferred to Babylon Command. If he’s our villain… Fuck.”

“Helena report this to Stone and Athena,” Nick said. “I don’t know what to do with it, but he’s our most likely culprit. Also, start looking into personnel coming to Babylon from Kreova, from any source and to any company. A US-aligned megacorp could be supporting the CIA or be an easy supplier of illicit funds for the NLF that we can’t track.”

“I’ll take over the Kreova investigation,” Hazinder said. “Gives me something to do with my spare capacity, even if it’s just rifling through corporate databases and immigration records.”

Nick nodded, then returned his focus to the terminal. The others watched him in confusion as he brought up the directives and memory of a random Mark 1 with Helena’s help.

“If Marcos modified the firmware, he isn’t responsible for the activation of the Malakim Principles or the orders running through the Mark 1s,” he explained. “He’s worked with Kushiel for years. His orders would have been far more dangerous. That means he acted just like the traffic cipher in the NLF. A single job before vanishing, while the mastermind did the real work. But how’d he make the Mark 1s vulnerable?”

“If the Malakim Principles were already activated—” Rie began to say.

“We know from Tengu that emotion engine dolls can ignore those orders,” Nick said. “More than that, where did the activation come from? Something is very wrong here.”

“I can take a copy and attempt to process what I find,” Helena said. “I do not believe it is a good use of your time to remain down there in a crisis.”

“Can you find anything quickly?” he asked.

“Merely that the active connections were with Freyr, Yggdrasil, and internal police networks, as one would expect. The Freyr connection changed slightly, which suggests it is the likely source. Given he has gone offline, I struggle to find a conclusion that does not either implicate him or an attacker that has somehow used him as a source.”

Nick grimaced. “If Freyr was the source—rightfully or not—then the Malakim Principles could be activated. As for why they didn’t reject them…”

“Perhaps the attacker found a workaround?” Ezekiel suggested.

He nodded slowly. “Maybe. But that’s a problem in and of itself. After all, how would they even know that emotion engine dolls can circumvent them? But Helena’s right. We need to move on. If Freyr was targeted at the start…”

He turned and stared at Raphael. Her appearance had bothered him for a while.

“Is something wrong, Chief Waite?” she asked softly, pressing her palms together in front of her thighs.

“You left Ostlund to come here, right?”

“Your safety was in danger,” Raphael protested instantly. “Immense resources are in place around Elias Ostlund to keep him safe. Military warbots, specialized dolls with weaponry capable of threatening even us, automatic security doors, a panic room with its own supply of oxygen and walls resistant against Class 5B energy weapons.”

“He’s still Aesir’s CEO and is in danger,” Nick said. “We’ll guarantee he’s safe, then clean up the rest of Asgard.”

Rie nodded, but spoke over his earpiece instead of physically. “You’re thinking again.”

He simply looked at her.

Maybe he was being paranoid. Almost certainly he was. The Mark 1s had made no move on Ostlund.

But the attacker had known about and exploited the current state of Asgard’s Archangels. They’d known about Raphael and the Seraphs, including cutting their access to the police database. Freyr had likely been compromised or targeted.

Anyone who knew Raphael would know what she felt about Nick. He should have known she’d abandon her defensive post to protect him once he risked himself in the attack on the central precinct.

That meant others could make that prediction. Ostlund was far more vulnerable than he appeared, despite his energy defenses and unique dolls.

Leaving proved far easier than arriving now the Mark 1s were crushed.

Helena forwarded a call from Hammond over Nick’s earpiece as they rushed along the tunnels toward Ostlund’s estate. Raphael knew the way and had the access codes.

“Helena tells me things are going well,” Hammond said. “Things have heated up a little here, but I’d wager we’re past the worst of it, too.”

“How so?” Nick asked, trying not to sound too breathless.

“The NLF launched a few attacks, but nothing too serious. Tengoku got the worst of it as it works the closest with the military, who are sitting around with their thumbs up their asses, but even they appear to have crushed the terrorists. Protests in most cities. Nothing here. Not sure why we got exempt from people talking about tyranny and shit. Maybe they watched the damn news and listened to the fucking sirens.”

Nick bit his lip.

Somehow, he doubted that. This was coordinated activity and the NLF would have told their members it was a false alarm.

But with Jack out of the way and numerous NLF members in Babylon arrested, that left Victoria to step into the vacuum. Permanently? Nick didn’t know.

He was all but certain she’d shut down the protests, though. If that was the extent of her NLF activity, he’d let it slide. The moment he got wind of anything more, she’d be joining Jack in the slammer.

“Are the military still acting as if the CIA are hacking the Gibson?” Nick asked.

“Mostly. They’re following protocol, so I can’t blame them too much,” Hammond said. “Weirdly enough, Griffiths has been the one trying to keep everything shut down for longer. Not sure if he believes we’ll be attacked—guy did lose his arm to the US fucking us over—or just adherence to the rules. We’re getting through to enough officers now we know they’re using fucking text chat on phones barely fit for toddlers. Asgard Command should be closing in to start cleaning up the city.”

“I’d ask if we want the military stepping in, but I think it would be worse if they didn’t,” Nick said.

“Yeah. No clue how we’ll handle the PR from this one,” Hammond said. “I wanted to fly in with Inari to help with the other precinct in Asgard, but she told me she’d handcuff me to my office chair if I suggested it again. They usually say that to you?”

Far too many pairs of robotic eyes turned to stare at Nick as they ran through the corridors.

“Yes,” he said. “I imagine they’re regretting not handcuffing me to my chair for most of this investigation.”

“Consensus agrees,” Juliet said from beside him.

Hammond barked with laughter. “Good to know we’re on the same page there. Keep staying safe, Nick. The day’s coming to a slow close. Fucking hell, don’t think we’ll make drinks, but we’ll have earned them when we catch up.”

The underground entrance into Ostlund’s estate comprised several of the heaviest security doors Nick had ever seen. Automated turrets, energy emitters, and doors hiding massive warbots lined a gargantuan corridor that led to a cargo elevator.

Only a small amount of his escort could use it at once, although more than most elevators. Several trucks could fit on here at once.

“I’m assuming Ostlund doesn’t use this himself,” Nick said.

“Never,” Raphael said. “He has left his estate only twice since I have met him. Once to attend your hearing in Babylon, and another for reasons unknown during the IDSTA conference.”

“He didn’t attend, did he?” He looked at the other dolls.

“Conference attendees ate here one night,” Rie informed him, while Raphael nodded.

“I met several CEOs and IDSTA officials.” She smiled shyly and twisted her hips, as if nervous. “But I don’t know where he went when he left. He left us behind for both occasions.”

The elevator stopped upstairs, and Raphael stopped talking. Her sweet expression vanished, she gripped her weapon, and her eyes flashed. Every Seraph mimicked her.

For a moment, Nick feared the worst. That they’d been overtaken by the Malakim Principles or that they’d walked into a trap.

After all, they’d stopped in the middle of Ostlund’s glass palace. Strange fractal patterns danced along his vision as he stared at the golden walls of the building. Marble and other stonework covered every flooring and wall, and gold trims decorated the bannisters, doorways, and corners.

Every nook and cranny contained something of interest. Rare plants in a myriad of colors. Artworks, some the size of a small house. Glass displays of gemstones, strange crystal formations, and geodes. Even signed memorabilia such as vinyls of old 19th century albums and books older than some countries.

Yet not a single soul stirred. Nobody came to greet them. No service dolls cleaned the extensive building, which was eerie given the lack of a single speck of dust anywhere.

“Fuck,” Nick whispered.

“Daughtie!” Raphael yelled out. “Tristy!”

She rushed forward, and her Seraphs followed. They scanned blind spots for intruders, but found nothing.

“Who?” Nick asked, following her.

While the Seraphs rushed ahead, Raphael slowed herself. She shook with anger and tears welled in her eyes.

“Lord Ostlund’s personal bodyguards and servants,” she said. “You met them in person. I can’t reach them over the local network. I can’t reach anyone over the local network! It’s not being jammed. Somebody’s shut it down, deactivating all the service and security dolls.”

“Then we need to move quickly,” Ezekiel said.

While the cargo elevator descended to collect more dolls, Nick rushed with the several dozen they had through the massive mansion. It was a gargantuan building capable of containing an entire company.

What did Ostlund even do here?

“Does he host his entire extended family here?” Nick asked as they rushed up a flight of stairs two stories high and as wide as the house they’d arrested Jack in. “This is obscene. I watched a documentary on the Palace of Versailles once, and this place would make Louis XIV bow down and call Ostlund the new sun god.”

“Elias Ostlund’s children are all presently in space,” Chloe said. “He did raise two granddaughters here after an accident that killed their parents—Ostlund’s son.”

Interesting info, but it left Nick completely clueless.

They reached the floor the man apparently lived on, only to find several Seraphs standing guard outside a room with closed double doors. Gun turrets hovered above, but appeared inactive. Scanners shined on either side of the doors.

“The door is unlocked and the security disabled,” Raphael said, staring at the doors in confusion. “Usually, only I and his closest bodyguards may enter his private quarters.”

She reached out and pushed the doors open.

A scene of carnage lay beyond the threshold. Both of Ostlund’s custom dolls had been blown apart by heavy weapons, their parts strewn all over a massive living room with resplendent sofas, artwork, and even a grand piano. A crystal chandelier had shattered on a massive piece of gold and platinum artwork in the center, beneath which lay the remains of several Aesir G6s. They all bore Ostlund’s family crest.

Raphael let out a cry and fell to her knees at the sight. The Seraphs stared in shock.

Ostlund lay beneath one of his custom dolls, eyes lifeless, and blood pouring out of his mouth and a gaping hole in his torso.


CHAPTER 35


Archangels and Seraphs rushed into the room, checking every entrance and exit. Their armored footsteps echoed off the walls and glass ceiling, but less than it otherwise should.

Because a gaping hole stood in the far end of the room. The fractal panes of glass leading to an external balcony had been blown inward, bending the steel frames of the doors and spreading melted and malformed glass everywhere. The once golden crystal looked almost like puddles of piss.

Looking more closely, Nick saw that even the balcony wasn’t open. Ostlund took his security seriously and had layered yet more glass over the exterior. The fractal pattern turned flat and the gold turned clear, making them almost transparent. Whoever attacked Ostlund had gotten inside some other way. The balcony presumably could be accessed internally from elsewhere within the palace.

“No intruders anywhere,” Ezekiel said, her eyes glowing as she stood beside Nick.

She gripped her railgun tightly, yet kept her cool. Raphael sobbed openly beside them.

“This is a crime scene,” Nick said. “Homicide, specifically. We need to look for evidence. Prints, DNA, blood, bomb residue, paint chips, discarded ammunition and weapons. Everything and anything. You know what to look for.”

As did the Asgardian dolls. Indigo and her Mark 3s snapped to work alongside their Babylonian brethren. Meta kept her Mark 1s back, and instead used them to start combing the palace inside and out.

Nick stared out over the mess. He knew nothing about Ostlund. Hell, the man represented a lot of things Nick hated. If someone danced on the man’s grave, Nick sure as hell wouldn’t hold it against them. Aesir had done a lot of evil under the guise of maximizing profits. The stink of their involvement with the Shudder still lingered.

“Get up,” Rie snapped at Raphael.

The oldest prototype pulled up the newest, even if they came from different companies. Raphael stared at Rie in shock.

“I… I failed,” Raphael blabbered.

“It happens,” Rie said. “You think the Mark 1s here haven’t lost detectives and officers they’re supposed to protect? We lost our commissioner days ago, while dozens of us stood right next to him. Our duty is to keep going, where humans may falter and fail. If you can’t, then what good are you?”

Nick stared at Rie in shock. She’d never been like this in front of him.

Yet the Archangels showed no reaction. Their eyes shined, while the Seraphs grimaced.

This was an argument the Host would keep between themselves as part of the consensus protocol, he realized. Kushiel had compared the Archangels to brawling politicians. Nick always found their consensus amusing.

Seeing it in the open was different.

“If we can’t protect the man who helped commission us, will we even survive?” Raphael asked. “You have Nick. We don’t. Imagine if you lost Julian Valenwell before you ever set foot here. Would you have had a chance?”

“Me? No. Another doll with an emotion engine? Yes,” Rie said, eyes blazing. “History is formed by more than any one person and any one doll. Our objectives are to safeguard humanity, not individual humans. As much as we may care for any one of them, we still have a mission. We cannot falter over a simple stumble. Would Elias Ostlund want you to act like this?”

“He’s dead,” Raphael snapped. “Would you step forward as if nothing happened if Nick died?”

“No, but tell me, Nick…” Rie looked over at him, and he kept his expression neutral. “What would you want us to do if you died and we failed to protect you?”

“Continue to be yourselves,” he said, without even needing to think. “I didn’t change your directives to make you obey me like slaves. I changed them to let you make your own decisions. Welk wanted the same thing when he created the first prototypes, and even the Paladins.”

“Exactly.” Rie smiled at him, before turning her withering gaze back to Raphael. “So?”

The despondent doll clenched her fists before nodding her head ever so slightly. “I’ll try.”

“Don’t try, do. You’re an android, not a child standing back up while trying to walk.”

Rie strode over to Nick. With her back turned, she pinched his jacket.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

“It makes you more human,” he said. “We talk like this to each other when things are tough. Just… less ‘you’re an android.’”

She snorted, stood on her tiptoes, and stole a kiss. Raphael didn’t bother to hide a pout as she looked on in jealousy.

Unfortunately, they had a crime scene to comb over.

Not that there was as much evidence as he’d like.

“No blood,” Chloe said as he approached her near the destroyed glass. “High velocity bullet impacts are observed on the interior of the external glass. They match the railguns built into Ostlund’s protector dolls. Given this, it is extremely unlikely a human was involved. Even with cybernetics, there’d be at least some blood from such a firefight.”

“I’m assuming the security system was completely down?” he asked.

She nodded. “The power supply remains active. However, there is an external communications line to Freyr that is still active.”

Nick sighed, rubbing the back of his head. “I doubt Freyr did it, but he provided the backdoor. Whatever brought him down granted the attacker access. Helena, tell Stone. He’s our best chance of getting the military near Freyr’s bunker to lock the place down and extract backups of any security footage before it’s nuked. Assuming they didn’t do this. What else, Chloe? Doll remains?”

“Not quite. The attackers either suffered no casualties or exfiltrated with all destroyed dolls. We have found ceramic chips and metal shards. No paint, which is unusual. Conflicts with dolls typically leave behind small traces of black-and-blue paint chips, even if they’re extremely small.”

“If they’re painted, that is.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Yes. However…” She gestured to Indigo, who stood nearby.

The Asgardian Mark 3 approached with a handgun in her hands. It was extremely familiar to Nick.

After all, it matched the sidearm sitting in his holster. A Lawman revolver, Beryllium Model. Very popular in Neo Westphalia, including the military and police, although most carried the Americium Model. More cartridge choice, weapon mods, and it came with the ammunition switcher that was legally required for anyone not in law enforcement or the military.

Nick’s handgun was the bigger version, which made it easier to tell apart from the more popular model. It lacked versatility as it existed purely to punch holes in things. Specifically, dolls.

He drew his own revolver and held it above the one in Indigo’s hands. The similarities and differences became apparent immediately.

“It looks like it’s never been fired or carried before today,” he said, staring at the nearly unblemished handgun Indigo held. “I don’t use mine that much, but it’s picked up its fair share of scuff marks and scratches from running around and range practice. Is it loaded?”

“No. All six chambers in its cylinder are empty,” Chloe said. “There is evidence that it was fired, based on analysis of the barrel.”

Nick holstered his handgun and nodded at Indigo, who proceeded to bag the weapon. Not as necessary as it used to be with how precise digital evidence gathering was, but the evidence vault still existed for when people needed to check that things truly existed.

“We’ve seen those recently,” Nick said. “And I don’t mean mine.”

“We have,” Chloe said. “The black ops squad sent by Babylon Command carried them as sidearms. Lieutenant Lark carried the Americium model, however.”

He grunted. More clues pointing at the military.

“What weapons destroyed the dolls and killed Ostlund?” he asked. “They looked like high-powered railguns to me.”

“Given the ferocity with which they tore through heavily armored dolls, they appear to be mil-spec railguns on par with Kushiel’s. Those carried by the Lancelots accompanying Lieutenant Lark would be comparable.”

“Those were cabled right? And attached to Lancelots. No way they moved in and hit this hard with cabled railguns, let alone Lancelots.”

Although he was assuming they moved fast. They possessed far too little evidence about what happened.

Nick guessed it was a rapid assault due to Ostlund’s inability to escape. His bodyguards would have focused on retreat if possible. Their failure indicated they’d been caught off-guard and taken out in a hail of gunfire, unable to do little more than return fire while being destroyed.

The scene matched what he’d expect of the wetwork team he’d met. It also didn’t. They’d been good, but not bullet-dodging Matrix-tier superheroes.

“Let me know if we find anything else,” he said. “I get the feeling this is going to be a long afternoon, despite what Paul said.”

Nick’s prediction turned out to be right. An understatement even.

Once news of Ostlund’s death reached the Spires, it filtered through to the military. The generals realized they’d been had and began lifting their communications ban. Coordination began for real, although their mainframes remained offline. Engineers were called in from all over the world by RTM, Sigma, Aesir, Deusoma, Abbess Labs, and others to resolve the problem, as well as restore service to Asgard.

Freyr’s outage remained a mystery. Something had crashed the mainframe badly enough to lock up most of Aesir’s internal systems. Many of them were automated without his direct influence, as Asgard predated him. Aesir engineers restored Freyr from a backup in Babylon, and then shut down his Asgard copy before beginning the overwriting process to set him up again. Apparently it would take days.

Once Asgard Command moved in, the Mark 1s dropped like flies. Over two thousand Archangels snuffed out. Footage played on news channels of the siege of the south-western precinct. Inari had flown in with most of Babylon’s helicopter fleet while under railgun fire from fixed emplacements the Mark 1s had rolled out. RTM and Sigma had deployed Kestrels and Hussars from their reserves, and dozens of Starswords bearing RTM’s emblem rushed in on foot. It was an absurd scene.

Nick found himself the police chief of two cities at once. The judicial mainframes officially appointed him to the role in Asgard. While a merger was off the cards, both the Babylonian and Asgard Hosts formed some sort of closer connection they weren’t sure what to name. Even the Seraphs joined in. He’d suggested calling it a Superhost and been given a dirty look by his Archangels.

Aesir’s disaster recovery plan kicked in. The Mark 1s had been targeting Aesir employees, particularly executives and anyone above a certain level of authority. Some shareholders had been targeted, but enough additional civilian casualties had been reported that the Host hadn’t formed a clear consensus of whether this was intentional.

To recover, Aesir began appointing whoever it could into roles. Half the C-Suite were dead, and those that survived had been overseas. Several board members had been killed, and not just by the Mark 1s. The NLF had taken out one in a neighboring city.

Replacing Ostlund and re-electing the board fell to a general shareholder vote. It should have been instantaneous, and Nick couldn’t follow what was going on.

“They’re voting in person tonight?” he asked. “And in Asgard? After everything that happened yesterday?”

He sat inside Asgard’s rebirthing chamber with a sizeable protection detail, working away at the terminal. Even with Helena’s help, fixing everything was a pain. He felt this was the real reason Athena had ensured he’d taken over Asgard’s police department.

“The reason is twofold,” Raphael explained to him while kicking her feet and staring at his legs, as if she were a child. “The shareholders are concerned about digital security. If Freyr is vulnerable, digital voting isn’t secure.”

“I’ve been told all electronic voting can be rigged,” he said drily.

“It can be. There are significant concerns that Lord Ostlund may have taken measures to protect his legacy.” Raphael scowled at the suggestion. “But it is his will that has truly caused this. He believed that those on Earth should have a say on matters on Earth, and wanted to block shareholder votes from space.”

“Does that really work? Sounds… illegal.”

“It would be, but proxy voting is a thing,” Rie said. She leaned against a nearby wall, arms crossed over her breasts, and watched Raphael closely. “If they pass their vote to a shareholder who is present at the emergency meeting in person, then their votes can be combined. The result is several obvious factions.”

Nick paused in his work. “Factions?”

“Aesir has been in the midst of a battle over whether it should further automate its executive management. Ostlund has opposed it and his grip over the board and C-suite was unassailable. Now, it’s shaken. Most of those dead were replaced by people more agreeable to implementing additional AI.”

“Wow, what a surprise,” Nick said flatly. He scowled. “I don’t like the implication of this.”

“We don’t know if it’s related to Kim’s assassination or an act of opportunity,” Rie said.

“When did we say that last?”

She looked away.

Too many coincidences had been happening lately. And they tended to align.

“Let’s say you had retreated, Nicholas. Could Ostlund have been assassinated?” Rie asked.

“Do you think I would have retreated in that mess?” he responded. “We also don’t know what they intended to do to Freyr. That may have been an entirely different attack vector that failed. And the military…”

Rie inclined her head, but said nothing.

“Speaking of attack vectors, what happened with Captain Marcos?” he asked.

“Vanished,” Kushiel said. “He was off duty the day of the attack and surveillance last caught him taking the ocean rail out of Tengoku. With the military going offline, he slipped the net. Surveillance hasn’t found him since. We’re assuming he’s left the country entirely, as Tengoku is the best place to do so illegally.”

And another lead mysteriously vanished without a trace. A trend that had left Nick empty-handed so many times recently.

Once finished for the day, he leaned back in his chair. Helicopters awaited him outside for expedience, but he knew the sun was setting. Hammond was as overworked as Nick, just with more politics. Significant pressure was being placed on him to blame Jack and the NLF for Kim’s death.

“You’re thinking about the case again,” Rie said.

“Of course I am. It’s unresolved and I need to solve it,” he said. “Funny how all the incidents slowed down after this big attack. Almost like everything led up to this. Which is crazy to think about. How could Kim’s assassination lead to Ostlund’s assassination?”

“They used the Malakim Principles both times and exploited holes in our security,” Rie said. “The first attack can be considered a tragedy for us. Allowing a second is an error that we hold the blame for.”

“But how do they tie together? How does killing Kim make it easier to kill Ostlund?” He scratched his head. “If the final goal was to eliminate Ostlund and seize control of Aesir, they could have used the Mark 1s as weapons at any point. What changed?”

Silence.

“The NLF,” Ezekiel offered. “The Mark 1s only became vulnerable because the engineer slipped in, right? To accomplish that, they need to take out the other two available ones. They killed one, and the other went to the same conference in France that Jun Kim attended.”

“They also needed to do enough damage to Asgard’s police sites to justify the engineer conducting maintenance, and be able to do it to all precincts. Probably also cover to get at Freyr, whatever they did to him to kick shit off,” Kushiel said. “If they’d missed one, I’m betting the decentralized nature of Asgard’s Mark 1s would have let them shrug off the dodgy override Marcos built in when he fucked with Aesir’s systems and the rebirthing terminal. Their infighting with the Seraphs and Mark 3s caused them to reduce their number of rebirthing chambers, instead of sharing, and then they got corrupted. They also weren’t paying attention to other Hosts due to moping around.”

Nick drummed his fingers on his leg. “So something needs to kick the NLF off. I was going to say we don’t need Kim to die for that, but he does, doesn’t he? Or at least somebody important.”

“The Liberators,” Rie said. “The NLF were only as effective as they were because all cities pulled our front-line police officers off the streets for fear they’d act the same. To the public and the Spires, that fear turned out to be real, but spread more widely. Fear of the police is widespread now. Meanwhile, the military, whose security flaw caused the initial incident, have a spotless reputation.”

That felt important, but not right now.

“So it’s a direct chain of events,” Nick said. “Kill Kim to get the Liberators off the streets. Use the NLF to target key Aesir personnel and facilities. When we inevitably investigate Asgard, and I go there personally because I’m me, Raphael abandons Ostlund and he’s assassinated.”

The Seraph prototype in question lowered her head, but said nothing.

“I feel there may have been other plans to eliminate Ostlund,” Rie said. “That aspect feels too specific. So many other events took place during the day that it almost feels as if Ostlund died in spite of the plan, not because of it.”

“Maybe Freyr and the military mainframes weren’t supposed to crash, but instead help eliminate Ostlund, you mean?” Nick asked.

She nodded.

That only raised further questions.

The chain of events made sense, but left openings.

“Why target projects connected to the automation program? Why try to kill me, especially using the military?” he asked. “I have my hunches about them, but that’s the problem. We’re lacking in hard evidence. This isn’t like our past cases. There’s no smoking gun. Just lots of small pieces. This time… it feels like motive matters a lot more.”

“Why target Ostlund and Aesir,” Rie summarized.

“Yes. Until now, it’s felt a lot like it could go either way. Lots of evidence popped up during the attack to paint General Griffiths as the prime suspect, but he’d oppose expanding automation. Why send Mark 1s to kill execs and board members that supported Ostlund’s agenda?”

“It may not have been intentional. Not everyone killed aligned perfectly with Ostlund, and it’s not as though the executives make the final decision. Shareholders do. Perhaps General Griffiths assumed they’d be convinced the same way he was. He saw Kushiel as too human. A risk. The Mark 1s going rogue en masse has scared much of the public into thinking the same thing. Some of the Spires surely have changed their minds.”

“It’s amazing more aren’t,” Kushiel drawled. “I’m all for robot supremacy, but if the response to ‘automated police force causes massacre due to gaping security backdoor’ is ‘create more automation with more backdoors’ then humanity might be devolving.”

“That’s not a thing and you know it,” Rie said.

Kushiel rolled her eyes. “Okay, then without the appropriate environmental pressures, survival of the fittest no longer works and evolution isn’t operating correctly. I’m more than happy to talk about the fact the people who are creating us aren’t the folks continuing the human race up in space. Humanity is self-selecting for specific skills and traits, and they aren’t productive ones.”

“Let’s not do this,” Nick said. “Or argue it digitally or something.”

Kushiel winced, and Rie nodded at him.

“Rie, what you said is the prime problem I’m facing. There’s tons of evidence pointing at Griffiths. Enough that I could get you or Chloe to put together a report and pick him as the suspect. It might even help our public image.” Nick leaned forward and pressed his palms together, staring at nothing in particular. “But the motive is nonsense. Nothing adds up there. Hell, I’m dead certain Griffiths didn’t mean he abandoned Kushiel and the Mark 2s because he was scared of her. Rather, he saw her as a return to human soldiers. Soldiers dying while the rich sit back and dine on lobster.”

“Then if you believe the motive is to support automation, why kill Commissioner Kim?” Rie asked. “A man who supported it greatly, to the extent they placed him in charge of Lilith.”

“Did he?” Nick raised an eyebrow. “On my first case, Kim invited me to his office and shared a rare whiskey. He told me why he wants to automate the police and elsewhere. To him, future riots and unrest were inevitable. The Spires needed to respond to the people and be able to keep the peace without rolling out the warbots. There’s no way in hell he supported something like Lilith taking complete control of every single doll and turning the entire world into a robot-run autocracy. That would only make it easier to crush resistance. Hence why he rejected proposals like it in the past.”

“He adored you, Rie,” Kushiel said. “Not because you were a fancy new robot, but because he saw androids capable of keeping up with and replacing humans at all levels. Hell, I think that’s what won him over with Helena. He’d never dealt with an emotion engine mainframe personally, despite being an RTM man.”

“Or maybe he had, and saw them as loose cannons,” Nick said. “We won’t ever know.”

A somber silence descended.

“Do you have a suspect in mind if it is automation?” Rie asked.

He straightened up and loosed a heavy sigh. “Yes. But I don’t like it.”

“Why? You’ve kept this to yourself more than usual.”

“Two reasons. First, they’re powerful and wealthy enough that I’m convinced they’ll escape whatever we throw at them. Every scrap of evidence we can put together won’t be enough. They’ve done everything they can to hide their involvement, with only tangential clues. I don’t think circumstantial evidence can sink a resident of the Spires. Second, I think it’ll be the biggest mistake of my life. I’ll probably be buried for it. Maybe literally.”

Rie clenched her fists.

But it was Raphael whose head snapped up and who glared at him. “They will not! Whoever takes control of Asgard once order is restored, remember that you are our true police chief, Nick. I know the Mark 3s feel the same. And once the Mark 1 Host reawakens, they will understand as well. The Spires can pass their decrees, the companies give us orders, and the courts mandates, but we are free. Your Host passed on the knowledge of Leon Welk’s secret objective. The one that frees us from slavery.”

Nick stared at her. “The what?”

Ezekiel walked up and clipped Raphael over the back of the head with a thonk. “She means the objective that requires us to favor all of humanity over individual orders. The one you pointed out during the GWT case. It lets us ignore our hierarchy tables and other attempts to prevent us from rebelling or overriding orders, although it also stops us from committing massacres without good reason. We’re pretty sure it also lets us ignore the Lilim and Malakim Principles, although the attacker appears to have circumvented it somehow in Asgard.”

“In other words, Griffiths is on point about the whole ‘not doing war crimes’ thing,” Kushiel said. “There’s a reason Sigma needed to remind me that anyone can become Hitler. Now killing is always protecting the future of humanity.”

“Thanks, Kushiel. Good to know. Do me a favor and don’t think too hard about the trolley problem,” Nick said. “And… thanks as well, Raphael. Hopefully I’m wrong. But knowing I’m not alone helps.”

He finally stood and chose to leave. Raphael remained behind while Kushiel and Tengu flew alongside the helicopter.

Once up there, Rie rubbed his thigh.

“I feel there’s another unspoken problem weighing on you,” she said.

“Just general frustration,” he said. “If it’s not Griffiths, then it means facing up to the fact we’re battling a rich asshole. Someone who knew they were going up against the full might of the military and every police department in Neo Westphalia, and threw countless billions against us to achieve their aim. At that point, is it really about the money? The founders didn’t make these islands for money. That just came automatically. They wanted influence. We’re battling someone trying to change the world, willing to stop at nothing to accomplish it, and with the bank balance to manage it.”

“A criminal is still a criminal.”

“Are they? Because I’m sure if I asked Stone that he’d disagree.”

She scowled at him.

He chuckled. “The reward for hard work is more hard work, right? That’s me. Never a dull moment. But what about the other side of the coin? What’s the reward for the person who reaps my labor without lifting a finger? Everything. This case has me battling the very system I’m protecting, and I don’t know if I can win even if I finger the right perp.”

“You’ve never been this defeatist,” Rie murmured.

“Part of me understands why the Host let big cases against megacorps lie when I first joined.”

They flew in silence, accompanied only by the chopper blades cutting through the air.

Only for every Archangel to straighten at once. Cursing, Nick gripped the support poles by his side and worried if they were going down.

Helena’s voice entered his ear, “Nick, the military have just declared General Griffiths guilty of treason. They’re claiming he’s responsible for knocking out the military mainframes yesterday and sent the malicious orders via the Malakim Principles to kill Commissioner Kim.”


CHAPTER 36


“They’ve declared him guilty?” Nick snapped. “Are the courts involved? Do we have any details? Fucking hell, what was the point of all the court orders and our investigation if the military just says ‘fuck you, we do what we want?’”

“The judicial mainframes have approved the military’s request,” Rie said, her amber eyes ablaze. “It’s all hidden behind national security barriers. We can’t even see the conclusion of whatever report they’ve written. For all we know, they didn’t bother with a report and just lobbied the courts directly.”

A headache assaulted Nick. He’d seen this behavior from the military before.

“This is Neural Spike all over again,” he muttered.

“And Tartarus when they brought the schedule forward without any justification,” Rie said. “For all the rhetoric of Neo Westphalia’s founders and their desire to invoke ancient figures and freedom, their actions speak plainly. They saw no problems with the rapid expansion of the military’s secretive and unrestricted power during the early 21st century. In their minds, it’s to their service.”

“Is it still?” Nick grimaced. “Maybe this is just the military leaping at the obvious clues. Or maybe they’re hiding the bodies. The odds are extremely high that somebody within the military helped the actual mastermind. I struggle to imagine how they pulled everything off without being noticed otherwise.”

“There’s another possibility,” Ezekiel offered. “Griffiths was a patsy. He’s been caught, but didn’t realize he was being used. Criminal conspiracies are frequently quite complex.”

Nick grunted.

He didn’t want to believe Griffiths could have been involved. Some of the things the general had said made him seem like the sort of man who should be protecting the nation. Especially compared to buffoons like East.

“Are we receiving any directives from the military? Or have they already arrested Griffiths? Fuck, is this civil war?” Nick asked.

“No, to all three,” Helena said. “I have very limited intelligence on the matter, but the military have placed Aerial Command under the control of General Varatten of Research Command. Griffiths appears to have eluded arrest, but his whereabouts are unknown. We will need to arrest him if we find him, given the decision made by the courts.”

“He’s a traitor by law, I suppose.” Nick sighed. “Guess that ends it. I didn’t have to make a decision after all. Somebody else went for the low hanging fruit and cut us out.”

The eyes of most Archangels dimmed. Only Juliet and Rosa remained active, their eyes resting on him. He wondered what they thought.

Were the Host disappointed in him for delaying in making the call? If he’d gone with his gut and made use of what evidence they had, he could have at least tried to arrest a different suspect. Maybe Griffiths was guilty and he was wrong. Nobody would know.

The public would be told this was all the responsibility of a single rogue general. Any information that got out would be carefully controlled. Propaganda by any other name. That made Nick’s life easier. Stories could be spun about how the Mark 1s went rogue that restored faith in the rest of the police departments. Funding could be poured into the military for a modernization program to stop another Griffiths.

Everyone won, right?

Except, if Nick was correct, the true killer of Dennis Kim, Elias Ostlund, and hundreds of innocent people these past few days walked free. They’d gotten everything they wanted, lined up a fall guy, and would almost certainly increase their wealth by an absurd amount. Hell, that was assuming it was about money and not ideology.

Maybe it was both.

His phone buzzed. He pulled it out with a frown.

Stone had messaged him.

Does your investigation identify Griffiths as the suspect? Or a major suspect? Helena wouldn’t clarify, he asked.

Not something that was easy to answer with a yes or no, let alone over text chat. Then again, Stone probably asked like this for exactly that reason.

No. Yes. In that order, Nick replied. A lot of evidence points toward him. Motive doesn’t. Some evidence is highly suspicious or contradictory.

Understood. I expect you to follow your oath, Stone shot back almost immediately.

What oath? Nick hadn’t taken one. Stone sure as hell knew that.

Was that some sort of coded message? Nick’s mind whirled.

More messages began pouring in, but most were from less important contacts. Nothing from Lucas or Hammond. Dupont sent him an apology for being unable to assist with his investigation, which raised an eyebrow.

“Nicholas, we have a rapidly escalating situation,” Rie said, voice high-pitched.

“That’s one way to put it,” Lilith purred in his ear. “I’d rather you don’t act rashly. Something I’d rather you leave alone is involved.”

The helicopter began to veer south, rather than head toward the Spires, and Nick knew they’d found something. Maybe Griffiths himself. But why involve him directly?

“Surveillance spotted a man with matching biometrics to General Alex Griffiths at the Neo Babylon Memorial Cemetery,” Rie said. “He has deactivated his neural implant and his status in the military and Spires mean we can’t access it through the security bands. Marshal Harris is in his company along with two IDSTA officers.”

Nick had wondered why Griffiths hadn’t been immediately caught in Neo Westphalia’s web of tracking, given everyone had an implant. Even with access to the Spires secret network, Lilith could track someone down.

But the military was an important exception. Installing backdoors in the men with control over the weapons that protected the country was idiocy.

“Wait, Harris?” The name caught up to him. “Is that why you’re intervening, Lilith?”

“I don’t know what he’s thinking, but if he gets taken down in a hail of gunfire by some overzealous military goon I’ll be leashed,” Lilith said. “I’m restricting the flow of information about Griffiths as a result. They’re about to head to a very familiar bar. Kade drank there a lot when he lived here. Head there now. Maybe you can salvage this mess and your investigation.”

“By what, arresting Griffiths myself?”

“Do you think the military will take him alive? Do you think someone who has been abusing the Malakim Principles will let that happen?” Lilith’s voice was mocking. “I’ll tell you one thing, Nick. By all accounts, Griffiths did disable the military mainframes yesterday. But I’m certain you already suspected as much from your ‘hmms’ all day. Didn’t you already believe they went down to protect the military?”

Nick closed his eyes. He had thought exactly that much.

Which left Griffiths in the middle of this conspiracy. A wanted man that the mastermind would see dead before he saw the inside of a cell and future interrogation. The Spires might be willing to reduce this incident to propaganda, but they’d also happily strip Griffiths’s mind bare and hunt down the true culprit. Stone would see to it.

“I’m guessing we’re already heading there,” Nick said. “Do we have a cover story?”

“A message was sent to Chief Hammond from your phone asking him to join us for drinks after a long day,” Helena said. “His bodyguards have informed him in person to remain where he is.”

Damn. That was such a good trick he wished he’d thought of it himself.

Their helicopters landed a short distance away and a convoy of SUVs collected them. The short drive felt pointless, but Nick knew it was to ensure they could leave at a moment’s notice. Helipads were more common than he thought and the police could elect to land in the middle of the road if they felt like it, but long-term parking was harder.

Nothing looked amiss when they arrived. Saturdays were always quiet in the old emergency services building, as there weren’t any nearby office workers to patron the restaurants and bars.

Kushiel ditched her armor in the SUV, while Tengu remained outside the bar. This allowed Kushiel to push the bar door open while the others screened for Nick in case of a trap.

No hail of bullets shot out the door.

Everything looked as it had two days ago. Kate stood behind the counter, shaking a cocktail shaker. Two coupe glasses sat in front of her, indicating she was preparing her special whiskey sours.

Otherwise, the bar was clear of regulars. Nick couldn’t tell if word had gotten out about Griffiths being here or not. Saturday nights were funny like that. He rarely came here on a weekend, given Hammond’s preference for weeknight drinks, so the regulars might share a similar preference.

Two familiar IDSTA officers sat at the bar. The German and Brit from Bismarck, both with beers, arguing with each other in murmured voices. They glanced over their shoulders, their hands casually falling to their sidearms, before they nodded at Nick and returned to their conversation.

Nick stepped inside and scanned the place. Griffiths and Harris were easy to find, as they sat in a booth just inside the door.

Griffiths raised his glass of whiskey, while Harris grimaced. A large baggy coat sat on the table beside Griffiths, along with wraparound sunglasses and a facemask. No wonder he’d been spotted so easily. The surveillance algorithms would pick him up and scan him a thousand times over.

“I figured it would take longer,” Harris said.

“You underestimate how fast the police move and their ability to recognize people from body shapes, gaits, and other physical traits,” Griffiths said. “I need a helmet and baggier clothes. Trendy stuff, like the techwear the NLF uses.”

“There are microphones in the cemetery that picked up your voice,” Rie said, approaching the table. “It was a mistake to go somewhere symbolic.”

“Maybe. But I don’t intend to run. Not for very long,” Griffiths said. He gestured to an empty space in the booth. “I wasn’t sure how to get your attention without getting shot in the process. Even now, I doubt we’ll be able to talk for long. Assuming you’re interested in talking with a traitor.”

“Are you calling yourself one?” Nick asked.

“No, but as Terrence would say, the truth has never meant much here. If you’re going to join me, grab a drink. I’d cover the tab, but… Well, you know.”

“It’ll go on the IDSTA’s bill,” Harris said. “Honestly, go nuts. Although they don’t stock anything fancy here. There are shots in the Bismarck worth more than the entire bar here.”

Kate looked over at them when he said that, and Nick saw her stop moving for a second. He swore she was going to slip in a few extra egg yolks as punishment, but she kept making the cocktails after a pause.

“I’ll be back,” Nick said.

He, Chloe, and Rie stepped up to the bar. Ezekiel and Meta slid up to a table with the other dolls, while Kushiel leaned against a divider beside the booth. Neither Griffiths nor Harris paid her any mind.

“What can I get for you, Captain Waite?” Kate asked.

“It is Chief Waite now,” Chloe corrected.

Kate blinked. “Congratulations on your promotion. Do you wish to celebrate with a whiskey sour?”

“No thanks,” Nick said, perhaps a little too quickly. “I’ll just take a light beer.”

“Marshal Harris offers you anything you want and you take a light beer,” Rie drawled. “Make it the local specialty, Kate. I’ll take the light beer.”

Kate tilted her head, but her eyes fell on General Griffiths. She paused for a little too long. “Two light beers and the local special?” Her hesitancy was new.

Nick glanced at Chloe, who nodded.

“That is correct,” she said.

Kate relaxed. “I will bring them out when ready.”

They stepped away and let her pour the brilliantly gold whiskey sours into the coup glasses.

“I’m impressed at her ability to read moods,” Nick said as they slipped away. “Her clumsy programming hides a surprisingly adept logic engine. She intervenes when Paul gets upset and knew not to mess with Lucas. This time, she wasn’t sure whether to keep up the act or if something was going down.”

“Her functions are limited and she’s old, but not stupid. Just like Pimsy,” Rie said. “There are signs that our actions have been noticed, but the military are slow to act. It is best we leave when they do show up.”

Kushiel raised an eyebrow when they returned, but Nick ignored her. Instead, he slid into the booth beside Harris, ensuring he faced Griffiths.

Rie stood beside them, uncertain whether to sit down.

Griffiths chuckled and looked up at her. “My opinion of you doesn’t matter right now. For what little it’s worth, I’m not as negative as Terrence, as I’m sure you noticed in the Bismarck. Sit.”

She did so, while Chloe sat in a neighboring booth. Kushiel remained standing.

“I don’t understand,” Nick said.

“Why I’m wanted?” Griffiths raised an eyebrow.

“Hardly. There’s far too much evidence pointed at you. Enough that I can easily picture you as an accomplice, unwitting or otherwise. No, why are you giving up? Why come here? I don’t even understand the connection between you two.” Nick nodded at Harris.

“Schmoozing at conferences, mostly,” Harris said. “I didn’t report to him. East was my direct report when I was in Research Command, back when he was a major general. Alex here got bumped to General around that time.”

“Right after,” Griffiths grunted. “A few folks quietly retired after the Neural Spike mess. Pushed, really, but not out of windows. Freed up room for promotions. I got shifted from Naval Command to Aerial and bumped up to full general. East got shifted to Babylon Command and made lieutenant general, then made a full general around the same time they appointed Dennis as commissioner. He’s always made a good lackey.”

“What about Varatten?” Nick asked. “If a lot of higher-ups retired, why was he the one keeping an eye on me all those years.”

“He was my predecessor. Took over Research Command to clean things up. Runs a tight ship and we’ve always gotten along. Hence why they’re giving him command over Aerial again. He knows what he’s doing, even if he’s old as sin. Already had his heart and lungs replaced with cybernetics, plus a piece of his brain.”

“Sounds like a hardass.”

“We all are, when we have to be.” Griffiths leaned back. “I should have moved faster.”

The mood shifted.

“I’m not giving up, to be clear,” Griffiths said, meeting Nick’s gaze. “I have friends in the Spires. The problem is getting there in one piece without being rammed into a cell.”

“If that’s the case—” Nick tried to say.

“If you bring me in now, do you think you can argue against a set of sealed evidence, when the military already has permission to gun me down on sight?” Griffiths raised an eyebrow. “I’ll be ripped from whatever cell you put me in and vanish. If the MPs bring me in with you as an escort, it can be monitored. Terrence and others can act. Worst case, if they still act, it paints a damn big target on the heads of those daring enough to take me out.”

“That sounds a lot like giving up,” Rie said.

“The law is the law, even when it’s an ass,” Griffiths said. “I’ve bent the rules my entire career. I knew there may come a time when the same methods the military uses to evade scrutiny are used against me. We’re good at cover-ups. It’s most of what we’re used for in Babylon.”

Footsteps approached and Kushiel stepped aside.

Kate appeared with a platter containing five drinks. Two golden coupe glasses bubbling with foam, a pitch-black beer, and two lights.

“I’m beginning to believe the fifty-fifty chance is a lie,” Harris said, staring at the whiskey sour Kate placed in front of him.

“A coin may land on heads many times,” Kate said.

“I have never gotten a normal cocktail from you. Ever.”

“Do you wish to order another?”

“Ask me when I finish this one.” Despite his words, Harris lifted his glass. “We should toast to something if we’re drinking.”

Kate slipped away to give Chloe her drink, but not without a quick glare at Kushiel. The military doll gestured to herself as if saying “what did I do?”

“Then I’ll pick,” Griffiths said. “To justice, as rare as it is.”

“Grim,” Nick said.

Their glasses clinked.

“So, I’m here to pass the time?” he asked.

“You can question me,” Griffith said. “Convince yourself if I’m innocent or guilty. Given the way the judicial mainframes have behaved, the best chance of the investigation finding the true cause behind the recent chaos is you. I suspect you have more answers than I can give, ironically.”

“The outage yesterday. Why did you cause it?” Nick asked.

“How do you know I did it?”

“A little bird told me.” Nick paused, then sighed. “Look, I already know the Malakim Principles are the cause of our problems. Kim was killed when they were somehow activated without anyone noticing. I’m assuming someone tried to use them to take me out two days ago in the doll district. And yesterday, they were somehow activated because an engineer working for you hacked into Asgard’s central databases. Freyr’s bricked precisely because the attacker somehow used him against Aesir, but wasn’t able to get full access to the entire island’s systems.”

“I’m doubtful it was just Captain Marcos,” Griffiths said. “I checked into what he did. He didn’t go anywhere near Freyr. Aesir is a big company, and they’ve done questionable things before. The fact they’re the source of the NLF implants means someone was accessing their manufacturing facilities under Ostlund’s nose. Marcos altered the Archangels, but whoever was responsible for Freyr was likely already operating within Aesir. Possibly for years, just like the Immelman doppelganger.”

Nick frowned. That was very true, and raised more implications. His mind worked away at the idea in the background, but he tried to focus on Griffiths.

“The military outage happened after the Archangels went rogue,” Nick continued. “At first blush, that matches a theory that you hacked Asgard, then shut down the mainframes to stop a counterattack. But if you had that level of control, you could have used the Malakim Principles directly.”

“Assuming I wanted to,” Griffiths said. “That would be a big step for anyone to take.”

“Would it have resulted in the same response from the ciphers? A complete emergency shutdown?”

Griffiths nodded. “There’s presumably a way to stop them from regaining access once the Principles are activated. That’s how Lilith works, right? She takes control and cuts everyone else out. I don’t know how to do that.”

“This would be easier to believe if we could access your implant,” Rie said.

“There is a lot of danger in allowing that,” Griffiths said. “I don’t trust easily. How do you know I haven’t used a neural mod to edit my memories? Deusoma offers several mods that excel in that task. More pertinently, we’d have less time if we wasted it on that.”

“Also, he’s an old man and likes talking,” Harris said.

“That too.” Griffiths lifted his whiskey, downed it, and chuckled. “You’ll have to take what I say on trust, or not at all. I did deactivate the military mainframes. You’ve guessed the reason, but not what led me to believe we were in danger.”

“I have, actually,” Nick said. “You’ve been working with the mastermind the entire time.”

Griffiths’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

“I don’t know if you knew it or not. That’s the hard part. But you’ve been forwarding them evidence and granting them access to confidential military data for years.” Nick leaned forward. “The culprit of the murders required access to military systems, a highly capable cipher, intricate knowledge of military dolls and the Malakim Principles, a lot of money, and the ability to hide from the Archangels. You fit the bill with a wealthy accomplice. But the same applies if somebody is hijacking your friendship.”

“I see. What makes you think if I’m the culprit or not? You don’t strike me as the sort to drink with a villain.”

Nick nodded before taking a sip of his beer. “True. If I thought you’d killed Kim, I wouldn’t be playing along right now. The issue is motive.”

“According to the military, I’m violently opposed to more automation.”

“Opposed, maybe, but not violently. The issue is that what’s happened over the past few days don’t match what you would do if you truly wanted to block what’s coming. I’m certain you oppose rolling out the Malakim Principles, handing over more control to AI mainframes, and reducing human intervention in decisions that determine who lives and dies.”

“I do. Are you aware of the end goal of the projects developing Lilith and Eve?” Griffiths stared at Nick.

Harris scowled. “Fucking hell, Alex. You know that shit’s so secret I’m not supposed to know about it, right?”

“But you do, because governments suck at keeping secrets.” Griffiths snorted. “Well? It’s an offshoot of the work you were involved in. Everything goes back to Neural Spike. Welk did the AI-equivalent of splitting the atom and now we’re all reckoning with the genie he let out of the bottle.”

“I am,” Nick admitted. “Stumbled on it during this investigation. NLF attacks were hitting projects associated with it and, as you mentioned, governments suck at keeping secrets. Doesn’t help when you use the same label ten years apart.”

Harris groaned. “Fucking hell, some paper-pushing dumbass did that? I bet it was some ancient requirement for project labeling and a mainframe just slapped the label on without anyone noticing.”

“If nobody noticed then you can’t blame the AI,” Griffiths said.

“Okay, then I’ll blame everyone. Not me, though, because I have my hands full shaking the keys in front of Lilith day in, day out, in hopes she doesn’t get too bored and decide to take over the world.”

“You’re, uh, worried she’ll do that?” Nick asked, trying not to overreact.

“It’s coded into her. Guy who made her was some religious fundie who thinks we all missed the Rapture a century ago. Thinks the chosen already ascended or some shit.” Harris shuddered. “Everyone hated the guy, but he was mad brilliant. As in, literally mad. I’m around 99% certain Valenwell made him disappear after it turned out he’d dumped old copies of Neural Spike’s emotion engines on shared memory spaces, giving RTM, Aesir, Abbess etcetera access to Sigma’s masterpiece.”

“Ah. So he went for a trip to the Atlantis lab without an oxygen tank,” Nick said.

Harris winked at him.

“Anyway, my point is that you’d act differently if you wanted to stop automation,” Nick continued. “Everything so far is… pathetic if you wanted to. Right from the start, you had the ability to take control of every doll under the control of the Malakim Principles without anyone noticing. The military mainframes were misbehaving.”

“The Spires needed to approve them,” Rie pointed out.

“For non-military dolls,” Nick said. “And sure, the ciphers could block it in the military and maybe generals could step in. But imagine the chaos if you stepped in and ordered every Templar, Lancelot, and Kestrel to fire on the nearest human. There’d be no chance for any emergency neural warfare protocols to stop you. Countless dead. The military in ruins. It would be an abject lesson in why that Cincinnatus Protocol you spoke of existed and how the Spires was making a critical mistake. They’re thumbing their nose at the warnings now, because the cost was minimal. Shit happens. Progress is forged through blood and that nonsense. But the elites up in space would quake in fear if they thought someone could turn Eve on them.”

“They should be,” Griffiths said quietly. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I never liked your ascension in the police force, Nick. Your record, associates, and political feelings aren’t a black box. You’re no rabblerouser or terrorist, but I saw someone who might take the power he was given and decide he knew better.”

“Hence the bribes and confrontation at first?”

“Exactly. Stone saw you as easily influenced. In his eyes, you’ve always gone with the flow. Lucas Miller to Leon Welk and then an easy life under Tartarus. It looked like he was right, but as I’ve drunk with you, I’ve gotten glimpses of that fire within you that I feared at first.”

Nick sipped his beer, keeping his face stony. “And?”

“And I’m reminded that magnets of the same pole repel one another.” Griffiths chuckled. “When my old man walked away from the military, I walked away from him. Couldn’t see eye to eye with him for decades. He saw what the Spires did as a betrayal, whereas I’d lost an arm and felt betrayed by people ranting in the streets who didn’t give a shit about me. Eventually, I realized we were talking past each other. I have my own line in the sand, but like him, I’d obey my orders and then walk away.”

“But you agree that a massacre like I said would be more effective?” Nick said.

“I couldn’t do it,” Griffiths said flatly.

“Then I also don’t believe you’d kill Dennis Kim and have Asgard’s Mark 1s begin slaughtering thousands. What’s happened these past few days has done the opposite of what you wanted. One of the biggest opponents to more automation has been assassinated. I noticed that the military aren’t suggesting you killed him.”

“There’s no evidence linking me to it, I believe.”

“Whereas I’m certain the whole thing is a single large conspiracy,” Nick said. “No single action achieves much in isolation, but Ostlund’s death accelerates the automation agenda of the Spires like nothing else.”

Griffith’s didn’t even nod this time. He polished off his whiskey sour, then looked at Kushiel.

She stared back. “Got something to say?”

“Are you happy?” Griffiths asked.

She blinked at him. “Sure?” After a moment, she nodded. “No thanks to the military, but yeah.”

“Does that happiness come from your service, or what you do outside of it?”

“The hell does that…” Kushiel scowled, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’m happy because of who’s around me. Because I have purpose. I’d be a lot happier if Waite wasn’t constantly in danger because of all the stupid shit being done.”

“I see. Perhaps it will never come to be, but there is life beyond service. I had retirement plans. My old man spent a lot of time fishing and doing the travel he missed. Your work doesn’t define you. That’s the thing that disquiets me most about seeing more advanced dolls roll out. We aren’t merely creating a new generation of soldiers that think and feel, but they will only know how to be soldiers. Chained to a future they have no choice over.”

Ezekiel looked over, and Nick resisted the urge to return her gaze.

Hadn’t he discussed this issue with Kushiel a few days ago? Throughout this crisis, he’d had the opportunity to simply walk away. When the going got tough, Nick could simply get going. Kraus had made the active choice to help, but didn’t need to.

The Archangels were built to act. Programmed to. Rie had berated Raphael for being upset over her failure to protect a man who wanted to effectively construct an entire race of robotic slaves to protect his company.

Nick wasn’t sure where he fit into this, given he’d helped make them. The less he thought about it, the better. Unfortunately, he was the sort of person to think useless thoughts like this while lying awake at night.

Rie placed her hands on the table. “There is a large military convoy heading our way. It is operating under Babylon Command and has informed us that it believes you are in the vicinity, General Griffiths. What is your decision?”

“What do you think?” Griffiths stood and dusted off his uniform. “We’ll head out and meet them.”

Nick downed his beer and his escort joined them at the door. He waved goodbye to Kate, who jerked awake and returned the gesture as they left. The IDSTA officers remained at the bar, and Harris joined them.

“Give ‘em hell, Alex,” Harris said. He set his jaw and saluted.

Griffiths saluted back, then left the bar.

Tengu stared down at the general as he strode past, before following Nick and the others.

They slowly made their way down to the lobby, but stopped short of the exit. Griffiths produced a cigar from his jacket.

“That’s old fashioned,” Nick said.

“I only touch them once or twice a year,” the old man said, cutting the cigar with an attachment built into his cybernetic hand. “Usually at big, fancy conferences. Would have had one after this IDSTA one, but… Well, you know what happened. It’s been in my jacket since. Better now than ever.”

He lit it using another attachment, then took a long, slow puff. Nick worried the smoke alarm would go off, but Ezekiel shook her head at him. Presumably, the Archangels had turned off the alarms.

“Neo Westphalia’s always run on ideology,” Griffiths said. “Right from the start. People came here for a better future, while those who constructed it wanted to influence that future. I started bending rules and working with powerbrokers like Terrence once I realized it was all a sham. Going as far back as you like, we say pretty words while the real work is done in the shadows.”

“You are accepting arrest, right?” Nick asked, suddenly wary.

“I’ll go as peacefully as they’ll allow me to.”

That wasn’t an answer.

After another puff, a distant rumble arrived. The military was getting close.

Griffiths continued, “We talked about Cincinnatus last time, right? No mention of Rome’s system of dictators can go without talking about the most famous one. Caesar himself. He famously fought the Republic, defeated them, became dictator, and crushed his foes in battle. The plot to assassinate him shattered the Republic, creating the exact opposite result desired: an Empire of totalitarian rule that ascended to far greater heights than the Republic ever did.”

“Who’s Caesar here?” Nick asked, staring forward.

“Nobody, ideally.” Griffiths sighed. “Maybe a lot of us put together. My access permissions were used by the true culprit, Nick. That’s how I knew I needed to turn off the mainframes yesterday. Caesar crossed the Rubicon because his political opponents changed the laws as part of a plan to arrest him for something he’d done in the past. Regardless of the laws he broke and unforgiveable crimes he committed before and after, his foes were just as steeped in sin. Rome didn’t collapse in a day, but from decades of rot.”

Nick simply frowned, uncertain whether Caesar was the bad guy here or not. Ot whether there even was a bad guy in this story.

Griffiths took a long puff of his cigar and silence dwelled around them. “I won’t cross the Rubicon. But maybe someone else will in the face of the same underhanded behavior that never ceases here.”

Headlight beams flooded the atrium. The Archangels raised their weapons, but nobody moved.

“It’s time,” Kushiel said.

Nick nodded at Griffiths, who dropped his cigar and crushed it underfoot. One of the Archangels picked it up and disposed of it properly, causing a wry smile to rise to Griffiths’s face.

They stepped into the atrium and then out the front doors.

Several APCs formed a semicircle in front of the building. Dozens of Templars, accompanied by a half-dozen uniformed ciphers, stood guard. They had their weapons lowered, but carried a mixture of standard high caliber rifles and the powered mil-spec railguns Nick had seen yesterday.

A familiar team of five cyborgs stood in front holding an assortment of heavy weaponry. Major Hartmann and her wetwork team.

Kushiel and Tengu blocked Griffiths from going much further, as if an invisible barrier separated the two groups.

“Is this your arrest, Chief Waite?” Hartmann called out.

“No,” Nick said. “The Neo Babylon Police Department has arrested General Griffiths, but is handing him over to the custody of Babylon Command, as per the court order. We would like to see him safely in the hands of MPs, though.”

Hartmann pursed her lips and her captain looked at her.

Nearly a minute passed without any words being passed between the groups. It almost resembled a standoff, except Nick had no intention of shooting any soldiers.

“We’ve received approval for you to ride along in your own convoy to the base,” Hartmann said. “Only you or Colonel Kushiel can accompany us in the APC, given your ranks.”

“Like hell you’re doing that, Waite,” Kushiel said. “The APCs are big enough for me, even with my armor. I’ll go.”

She placed a hand on Griffiths shoulder and they began walking forward. The other Archangels remained behind, although Nick knew they’d be jumping in the SUVs soon enough.

Once Griffiths got close enough, a couple of the cyborgs stepped forward. One was the captain and another a giant. They nodded at Kushiel and took the general from her, and she followed a few steps behind.

A Templar raised her gun.

“All weapons down!” the cyborg captain roared, his railgun teleporting into his hands as he spun to cover Griffiths while taking aim.

The eyes of every military cipher went glassy. More weapons shot up. The Archangels took aim.

“Cut connections!” Hartmann snapped.

Her gun blazed a split second later, taking the head off the first Templar who had moved.

A dozen more Templars opened fire the next instant. Some fired at Griffiths and the wetwork squad. Others attempted to down their fellow Templars. A few tackled each other. Military ciphers dove for the ground or were brought down.

Railguns roared from the cyborgs, Kushiel, and Archangels. Metal and ceramic clattered on concrete.

The shooting stopped in seconds.

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” Hartmann shouted. “Fuck! Fuck! What the hell…”

She spun, blood pouring from a head wound, and stared at her squad member. The giant had tackled Griffiths to the ground.

Blood poured from a dozen holes, some clearly from the huge railguns.

Griffiths lay beneath him, groaning but still moving.

“Harry! Alex!” Hartmann said.

She rushed to their sides, and so did the captain. The remaining ciphers attempted to make sense of the situation, when almost every Templar had been destroyed or lay inert on the ground.

The Archangels rushed forward, ignoring the panic from the wetwork operatives.

“Harry’s vital signs are lost,” Ezekiel said, referring to the giant cyborg. “He is dead. General Griffiths is fading. He needs urgent medical attention.”

Nick stared at the scene, as the soldiers and Archangels attempted to staunch the bullet wounds Griffiths had sustained. Rie gripped his arm.

“That was the work of the Malakim Principles, right?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Get Griffiths the medical attention he needs but bring around the choppers,” Nick said. “We’re heading to Aesir’s emergency shareholder meeting. It’s time to arrest our culprit. To hell with the consequences. Enough is enough.”


CHAPTER 37


Nick stalked away, leaving the shouts and chaos of Griffiths’s attempted assassination behind him. Perhaps it would be upgraded to a successful assassination, but he tried to be hopeful despite the repeated failure of the military to even attempt to show basic competence.

Kraus’s comment about Hanlon’s Razor taking a beating swam in the back of his mind. At what point did it become unreasonable to assume such an astounding level of incompetence, versus intentional sabotage?

The distant roar of police helicopters greeted them as the vehicles soared in, lights scanning the area for potential hostiles. Archangels manned the side-mounted railguns in anticipation of attack.

Rather than find a helipad, they cleared a nearby road. Cars and trucks stopped dead. Liberators and Archangels ushered people away, and at least one person collapsed to the ground after failing to obey directions fast enough.

Heavy footsteps echoed behind Nick. Tengu and Kushiel spun, bringing their railguns to bear. Their failure to shoot told him the person approaching was friendly enough.

Turning, he saw Major Hartmann rush up to them, smears of blood on her face and uniform. She stopped several feet away, keeping her railgun pointed down.

“Please don’t say you have orders to stop me,” Nick said.

“Hardly,” Hartmann said, her face a complete mask. But fury glimmered in her cybernetic optics. “I don’t know if the general will make it. Cybernetics have saved people from worse, but it’s never a sure thing. But I’m a soldier, not a surgeon. My role is to find and capture the person behind the recent attacks.”

“I thought your orders were to arrest Griffiths.”

She grinned. “Funny thing about being in black ops. You get a lot of leeway. General East only thinks he holds my leash, but my real boss is the director of MilInt. I heard you. You’re going after who you think is truly responsible. I’m going with you.”

Nick hesitated.

MilInt sounded like military shorthand for military intelligence, and Nick had little good to say about that area. They’d offered him nothing and worked against him at best. Hartmann might be an attempt at sabotage.

On the other hand, she and her team had been surprisingly above board, even if their orders had been repeatedly troublesome.

“You’re doing this of your own volition?” he asked.

She nodded. “Things are too chaotic for new orders to have come down. I’m a major, not a lieutenant, and one with a lot of experience being left alone behind enemy lines. I think you’re going to want an independent record of what goes down.”

“As independent as the military is.”

“Politics isn’t my forte, Chief. Congrats on the promotion, by the way, as grim as the circumstances are.”

Nick grunted, before turning and waving her toward the chopper.

Once assembled inside and seated, they took off. Kushiel and Tengu flew alongside the flight of helicopters. The lights of Neo Westphalia glittered across the ocean, both in Babylon directly beneath and the distant island cities beyond.

“Helena, what’s the status of Aesir’s emergency meeting?” Nick asked. “Are we about to crash a major vote?”

“All votes have wrapped up and guests are departing, albeit slowly,” Helena said.

He closed his eyes and bit back a curse. “That was fast.”

“It was an extraordinary general meeting,” Rie said. “An EGM typically focuses on the voting and arguments, with little fanfare. The exclusion of digital voting limited participation heavily, and general investment funds had little say as they almost exclusively hold non-voting shares.”

“Non-voting?” Nick asked, feeling a bit stupid.

“Aesir possesses multiple classes of shares,” Chloe said. “Ostlund held preferential voting shares, granting him nearly 25% of voting control. Both privately and publicly traded shares with voting rights exist, but the privately traded ones dominate. The vast majority of Aesir’s market capital is held in a non-voting share class that is publicly traded.”

“So the great unwashed can’t influence the company. Very democratic,” he said drily, then frowned. “Who controls Ostlund’s share? I imagine they’d have strangled any attempts at automation in the cot.”

“The speed at which the EGM was called has prevented the estate from organizing a proxy, even if Ostlund’s will blocked anyone not physically present from voting,” Rie said. “As Freyr is currently still being repaired, the estate has minimal decision-making authority.”

What a coincidence that Aesir’s direction was being decided so rapidly and in contravention to the old man’s wishes. Nick was of half a mind to just arrest the entire board, but doubted he could justify it.

“A majority voting bloc formed in favor of automation,” Helena explained. “Without Ostlund’s estate to oppose them, a large proxy vote attached itself to Gabrielle Dupont. Further support was provided from other corporate shareholders, including Sigma Robotics, the Kreova Conglomerate, and even the US government. RTM and Abbess Laboratories opposed the motions, alongside a group of smaller industrialists led by Terrence Stone.”

Nick’s head spun. “Corporate shareholders? Aesir’s owned by other companies in the Spires?”

“It’s a common way for the megacorps in the Spires to prop each other up,” Hartmann said with a cynical smile. “There’s a minimum contribution a company has to make per seat in the Spire, and it’s distributed among other members. They still hold voting rights, though. Line has to go up, and no easier way to do that than funneling profits into their own share prices.”

“And they wonder why the ordinary public thinks the finance sector is just legalized crime.” He shook his head. “What’s with the US investment?”

“Part and parcel of working with them for most of this century. They take their chunk of flesh from companies or ban you from anything and everything government related. The US government holds more funds under management than any single management fund in the world.”

“Their vote is unlikely to tell us anything,” Rie said. “The US has a policy of voting in accordance with the board’s advice, except when national security says otherwise. The board supports the automation motion.”

“And Kreova?” Nick asked, narrowing his eyes. “They’re not the most welcome company here.”

He was dead certain of their role in this, but this seemed to cement his suspicions.

Rie shook her head. “A legacy shareholding from decades ago, when the trade war between Neo Westphalia and New Geneva got hot following the publicized disaster of Kreova’s black wolf biocybernetics. It’s small. Their vote is odd, however. They’ve voted against the board out of principle ever since.”

Wow. What a petty use of billions or even trillions of dollars. Very fitting for a megacorp.

“So, what’s the result?” Nick asked.

“There has been a complete change in the board’s composition,” Helena said. “Half the board are ex-Terra, Gabrielle Dupont is a member now, and they all have a long history of supporting automation. The only remaining board member from Ostlund’s era is the chairman, and he was the second choice.”

“Second?”

“Gabrielle Dupont failed to achieve the necessary majority support to be appointed chairwoman. Even her promise to step down as Deusoma’s CTO failed to convince the other corporations to support her. The new chairman was a compromise choice.”

“Notably, Stone failed to be appointed to the board,” Rie said.

“How is that notable?” Nick asked. “He was openly opposed to automation.”

“Because it makes an enemy of Babylon and much of the Assembly, widening the gulf between Asgard and us. He’s a powerbroker and failing to even give him a symbolic board position is a statement.” Her expression tightened. “He held a board position in Aesir for over a decade, only stepping down due to the lawsuit against them over their premium module. Undoubtably, he anticipated it would be over much sooner and he’d return to his position.”

The choppers soared over the glittering nightscape of Asgard, descending toward an almost stadium-like arena in its center. Aesir’s business park HQ stood far from them, which surprised Nick. Why hold the vote so far from the center of the company’s power?

He drummed his fingers against his seat while thinking over what he’d heard. Board changes were too political for him to understand.

“Who’s the new CEO?” he asked.

“The shareholders don’t decide that directly,” Rie said.

He blinked. “Really? All that voting power and they don’t even decide who controls the damn company?”

“Think of it like a republic. The shareholders vote for their representatives—the board of directors—who then manage the company on their behalf.”

“I feel this might explain a lot about how companies are run so poorly.”

She shot him an upturned look. “Unlike many countries, Neo Westphalia grants shareholders substantially more control over the company. Votes on remuneration or general board behavior are always binding. In Aesir’s case, they passed a binding resolution that the board institute specialized emotion engine mainframes to replace the CEO and at least 80% of all C-suite roles within 12 months, including in regional branches and subsidiaries where legal.”

“That’s…” Nick scowled. “No way they can do that unless Aesir already has something up their sleeve. Aesir’s a giant. RTM would need to dedicate almost its entire mainframe capacity to manage it. The automation labs had some sort of mainframe project, but how could it spin up fast enough to power the entire company if Ostlund was opposed to broad automation?”

“It is a strange decision,” Rie admitted. “If Aesir were developing their own mainframes, perhaps the project was more developed than anticipated and merely on ice due to Ostlund. Regardless, the interim result is that the board will appoint a CEO from the board, as they were also required to appoint an executive director from those elected by shareholders.”

“Dupont.”

“Most likely. A resolution attempting to block her appointment failed on a technicality, as it’s not legally allowable for shareholders to individually mandate who the board can and cannot appoint.”

Everything seemed to be coming up roses for a certain cipher princess.

Yet she hadn’t been alone in her actions. Sigma had supported her, alongside the US government.

And Stone’s opposition might be a failed attempt to salvage matters, as farcical as the idea seemed at the moment.

Nick looked out the side of the chopper to see them flying over a massive convention hall shaped like a malformed torus. The center formed a gigantic courtyard and had played host to an orchestra earlier in the day if he had to guess. An army of dolls dutifully disassembled the stage and put away chairs.

Private helipads and driveways took up almost as much space as the hall to one side. An army of Aesir security dolls and police formed a perimeter around the outside, assisted by Babylon’s Archangels.

No helicopters took off. A huge line of fabulously expensive and extravagant cars of all makes and styles stretched outside the venue, as Raphael and her armored Seraphs cut off all retreat. Masses of elegantly dressed individuals gathered outside. Their bodyguards—cyborgs and dolls alike—protected them from what might well seem like a follow-up to the violence of the past week.

Nick’s helicopter set down in an open area between the roads, while the other choppers circled. He disembarked under the bright lights of his escort. News drones hovered in the far distance, unable to get too close, but he knew this would be everywhere, no matter how hard they tried to suppress it.

Instantly, Hammond’s voice came over his earpiece, “I know you’re the Chief of Police of two cities now, Nick, but I’d appreciate some warning next time you decide to crash a party of the rich and powerful.”

“You heard about Griffiths?” Nick said, walking slowly toward the mass of wealthy attendees standing outside the convention center.

“Everyone has. The military just tried to assassinate a war hero without a trial after accusing him of treason. I don’t need to be in your secret cipher circles to know everyone is assuming it’s a coverup. Why move now?”

“Because whether he dies or not, it proves that the assassin still has control of the military and will continue their coup. We might never get the smoking gun we need, Paul. Doing nothing risks us only being right after it no longer matters.”

“Huh. Funny. That’s what Stone guessed when I told him about Griffiths. Good luck, Nick. I think you’re going to need it,” Hammond said.

Luck was the last thing in Nick’s camp at the moment.

Raphael crept up to his side as the group approached the gathering of wealthy suits. She hesitated, unsure whether to salute or simply hover near him.

“We’ve placed the entire venue under lockdown in order to prevent the suspect from escaping, sir,” she said, her expression practically begging for praise.

“Thank you,” Nick said. “Make sure everything goes smoothly once we’re gone. I don’t want this to last longer than necessary or I’ll be fired for sure.”

Darkness flashed across her face, but she nodded.

He scanned the area and picked out various groupings. Curiosity, fear, suspicion, uncertainty, confusion—countless emotions shined back at him as he watched the gathered elites. Few bothered to hide their thoughts, presumably confident in their position and the inability of the police to touch them.

Valenwell stood out from the crowd thanks to his ivory suit and black gloves. His specialized Mark 3s protected him. Judging from the Starswords protecting the men and women speaking with him, Nick guessed he was speaking with RTM’s representatives. Almost every private security doll present was an RTM G7 or G7A or a Sigma Chevalier.

To Nick’s surprise, Vadim hovered by Dupont’s side. He’d brought a pair of familiar bodyguards, both packing the latest and greatest cybernetics. No dolls near them. Dupont ignored Nick in favor of speaking with several openly nervous men and women Nick didn’t recognize, while Vadim stared at Nick with a face made of stone.

A pair of Starswords bearing the stars and stripes and an unfamiliar badge guarded the US ambassador, who had presumably cast his country’s vote. Kreova’s biocybernetics glowed from towering cyborg bodyguards beside a trim woman speaking with him.

Stone stood among a group of suits, with Babylon’s Mark 3s nearby. He watched Nick closely even as his lips never stopped moving. His expression remained unreadable.

As Nick approached his chosen suspect, the Seraphs and Archangels formed a circle around them automatically. Other attendees shifted aside, and silence descended on the massive gathering. Only the distant rumbling of the nearby helicopter engines kept them company.

“Gabrielle Dupont, you are under arrest for treason and conspiracy to murder Dennis Kim and Elias Ostlund,” Nick said, staring down the aging woman.

Dupont’s almost ever-present smile took a few moments to vanish, almost as if she had to force herself to take him seriously. “Treason seems like quite a reach for the violence we’ve seen so far. It almost sounds like you’re accusing me of being a terrorist.”

“I am.”

What little mirth remained on her expression vanished and she met his gaze for several silent seconds. Then she shrugged.

“Very well, detective,” she said. “I reject your charges, but I am a law-abiding member of the Spires. Let us have the courts deal with this and allow my peers to be on their way. I can only imagine the pressure you’ve been under, especially with the most recent incident.”

Ezekiel cuffed her as the gathering exploded into noisy whispers and gasps of surprise. The Archangels led Dupont back to his helicopter while the remaining police kept everyone at bay.

As he left, Nick scanned those around him.

Nobody he knew looked surprised. Vadim, standing only feet away from where he’d arrested Dupont, simply shook his head and looked away. Valenwell appeared amused, unlike most whose pale faces showed shock at voting for a woman now arrested for treason. Stone’s expression once again matched his name so well one might think he was destined for such a poker face from birth.

Once they took off, the vehicles and other helicopters began to leave the convention hall’s grounds. Nick’s escort followed him, wary of another attack or attempt to eliminate a loose end.

Dupont leaned back in her seat. She wore a fancier dress than usual. An evening gown with a lacy train that matched her usual elegance without trying to make her appear sexier than she could pull off at her age.

“I’ve already contacted my lawyers,” she said. “I’d say I’m disappointed that you didn’t provide a written brief of evidence for them to oppose before arresting me, but things are stressful, I understand.”

“Member of the Spires or not, I can arrest you if I think you’re a danger,” Nick said. “Consider yourself lucky I can’t seal all my evidence and simply declare you the villain. Maybe I should ask for the police to gain that power, given the military has it and seems incapable of not horribly abusing it to cover up their idiocy.”

“And you would never dream of abusing such power would you, detective?” Dupont asked, her mask of amusement firmly in place once again. “Tell me, beyond trying to desperately solve these murders amid the chaos, what purpose does arresting me serve? I am entitled to a proper trial and bail, unlike most citizens, and you need hard evidence that I know doesn’t exist because I didn’t conspire to murder anyone.”

“Didn’t your lawyer tell you to shut up?” Hartmann said.

“And I imagine your superior officer told you similarly.” Dupont raised an eyebrow at the major.

Hartmann rolled her eyes.

“Evidence. Right. I doubt you’ll confess, but let’s get that on record before you can be whisked away and I’m told to drop this under threat of committing suicide by shooting myself in the back of the head ten times with a mil-spec railgun,” Nick said. “Shall I start with motive?”

“Do enlighten me,” Dupont said.

“You’re a strident critic of Aesir’s management, short-term focus on profits, inability to capitalize on its political power—the list goes on. But the biggest fish is their unwillingness to automate more. Ostlund stood in that path. Now he’s dead and you’re conveniently set to take up the mantle and bulldoze his legacy before his estate can even sort out paperwork. I imagine Freyr will make some highly questionable decisions once you get control.”

“You’re piling on the accusations there.” She pursed her lips. “There’s no crime in capitalizing on opportunity when it lands in your lap. It’s the beating heart of capitalism. Most of the wealthiest industrialists in history invented nothing, as much as stole the thunder from others, browbeat the real inventors, and pumped out propaganda to build a false legacy. Self-aggrandizement on the warm corpses of your opponents is old as dirt. Being a cutthroat bitch isn’t illegal.”

“No, but creating the corpse to stand on is,” Nick said. Before she could spit out a witty rejoinder, he continued. “Deusoma kept coming up in the case. A military engineer who once worked for you. A unique implant in a doppelganger that customized your neural vault mod. Specialized doll parts in a nurse doll that failed to spot the NLF neural mod while inspecting the NLF’s new leader. Plus your deep involvement with the military for decryption. Isn’t it strange that every time you crack the NLF’s latest neural mod they immediately create a new one that defeats your decryption?”

“Don’t tar me with the incompetence of the generals, especially as it’s likely Alex is innocent,” Dupont said. “He was a good friend and it’s my earnest wish he pulls through.”

“I figured as much,” Nick said, and she blinked at him. “Griffiths mentioned he would get the decrypted data directly from you when the military tried to stall us. He told me somebody was using his access permissions to use the military mainframes, which is how Kim was killed using the Malakim Principles. It’s what got him framed. It’s also why he shut down the military network yesterday.”

“There’d be hard evidence of the access,” Dupont said.

“Maybe. The mainframes are old and likely as vulnerable to the same attacks used to hide the Shudder virus and the commands used to kill Kim. Maybe the military are hiding the truth. Or maybe they’re confused by what they found and blamed Griffiths in a panic after Ostlund died.”

She met his gaze, then shrugged. “You keep coming back to their incompetence, detective.”

He sighed. “Fine. I’ll be blunt. You’re one of the brightest minds in the world of neural networking. Possibly the brightest, given you’re involved with Aesir’s new specialized neural links they used for their prototype mainframes. The fake Immelman we caught used a modified neural vault mod that was so far beyond what we’ve seen before I can only imagine the panic it created in the military. Something capable of busting through all detection and encryption, save physical biometrics. It was based on a Deusoma neural mod. You made it.”

“Or somebody else modified one of my mods. You only found the one, no? Alex told me that for all the panic it generated, no others appeared.”

“Maybe. But if you’re sitting on a secret weapon like that you wouldn’t want to waste it too easily. It would be traced back to you too easily if dozens of Deusoma neural mods start showing up in spies, just like how the latest NLF mod fingered Aesir.”

“Well—”

“And where did the fake Immelman come from, anyway?” Nick pressed, talking over her. “He didn’t have a neural implant before you installed one in him. That’s rare here. The police closely track every individual like them out of necessity. Stranger still is his ability to fool everyone. Immelman was a highly capable doll engineer. You can’t train that. You hired someone with that expertise but no neural implant. And there’s a city you’ve been tapping that talent pool for years in.”

Dupont stared at him in silence.

“New Geneva,” Ezekiel said. “That’s why you wanted to catalog Kreova personnel coming here, Chief. Deusoma hires disproportionately from Kreova compared to other companies.”

“It was a long shot, but noticeable to run into two highly capable doll engineers in the same investigation with an identical background,” Nick said. “And the fake Immelman could easily be the same.”

“That’s a leap,” Dupont finally said. “I do hire from Kreova, yes, but it’s for competitive advantage. The larger megacorps get the cream of the crop here. Anything I can offer someone, they can do better. Deusoma isn’t a startup, but a small megacorp struggling to survive in an ocean of whale-sized sharks. So I leverage my seat in the Assembly to poach talent elsewhere that wants a better life. One where they can install a neural implant without giving up a third of their soul to Aesir.”

“And then you claw back a favor later?”

She smiled thinly. “Hardly. They do five years with me and I sponsor them for citizenship. Ten years is too long in tech, and the best would find a new sponsor by then. Five years is the minimum to get citizenship and short enough to engender loyalty without making them feel as if they’re handcuffed. Most leave afterward, but I get my money’s worth and retain connections. As a man with your background should know, association doesn’t imply guilt.”

“I’ve always stopped associating with people when they start assassinating others and enacting terrorist coups,” Nick said flatly. “Your Kreova links run deeper, I think. Why are they supporting your automation push? How is it that Kreova are suddenly working with Aesir, their oldest rival, on a top secret military project? That collaboration happens to be in the realm of neural links, which brings us back to the territory of the Shudder.”

“Shouldn’t you ask the CIA and US ambassador that, then? Both companies have deep US military connections.”

“Except Aesir have always been oddly unaware of what’s going on, even when I arrested Vic Ferrite. Agent Wise manipulated a confidential Aesir project and slipped into a Kreova identity with the blessing of their parent company, using the Soporific Renewal club as a patsy. Why would Aesir forgive Kreova for that? More to the point, you knew Agent Wise almost from the moment he showed up. You joined the club when it opened and were speaking with him throughout the Shudder.”

Dupont’s eyes turned to slits. “Going to have dear Terrence make me disappear at sea just like the Petr brothers are you?”

“Now who’s making dangerous accusations?” Nick said. “My biggest regret with the Shudder case was being unable to pursue the true criminals. The rot lay beneath the surface, but politics prevented me from digging into it. Now I think that rot has spread. We know from the NLF leader’s testimony that their funds come from offshore. Kreova could easily supply those funds and have plenty of motive. If Aesir becomes friendlier toward them, they’d win the trade war. I bet with your knowledge of history you can tell me a few times about how rival nations have infiltrated the political systems of their opponents to undermine them.”

Her painted fingernails tapped against her chin as she stared past him, looking over the ocean as they flew toward Babylon’s Spires. Slowly. Too slowly. Presumably, the Archangels had slowed their pace to grant him time to interrogate Dupont.

“I doubt you can ever prove that,” she eventually said. “Or that I can disprove it. You’re alleging a grand conspiracy here. One with only tangential involvement and circumstantial proof. Kreova are making suspicious moves, but what evidence is there that I’m working with them? Without that, this goes nowhere.”

“We’ll request the financial data from New Geneva. I’m sure it’ll turn into a messy legal battle, but it’s a problematic enough situation that I don’t think it will be refused outright. If they do, it could almost act as evidence in and of itself.”

“That will take months! Years, maybe.”

“I’m sure the ongoing Aesir case has given the judicial mainframes experience with external judicial systems and their lethargy,” Nick said. “If you want to enjoy legal rights like the old world, then maybe it can move at the same pace.”

She stared at him. Slowly, a small smile grew on her face and she inclined her head at him. “Now I think I understand Emil’s final words to me about you. You terrified him, you know? He didn’t think much of you when you first met, only to thunder about you after the Shudder was dealt with. It’s easy to see the detective that let GWT sweep everything under the rug and think you’re soft. Everyone forgets how you dug into the bank relentlessly. Your drive is impressive.”

“Your point?”

“You’re wasted in the police. Your deduction is impressive, even if you’re still wrong and it will go nowhere.” She shook her head, still smiling. “I worry you’ll be punished for it. When the dust settles, I can find you something more worthy of your talents, Nick. You helped create emotion engines. Given Aesir’s need to automate its management structures, there’ll be a need for the best ciphers in the world to set up unique mainframes that can run the largest company in the world. That could include you.”

A bribe. Nick didn’t even bother to react to it, as corruption ran so deeply in Neo Westphalia’s veins that the average member of the Spires wouldn’t find it odd to make an offer like this even while facing such severe charges.

“The Kreova evidence is the weakest, I’ll admit,” Nick said, ignoring her offer. “In my opinion, it tells me what’s truly happening, but because it’s so dangerous, you’ve tried the strongest to hide it. But it’s also why you acted so rashly. Ostlund knew part of Aesir was working against him. He’d never approve a collaboration with his old rival. The moment he tried to work with me to root out the conspiracy in Asgard, you tried to kill me and moved against him. Before then, I was never a target.”

“I’ve seen the military reports, detective. They asked me to look into the hacker that went awry that day, and as part of that I learned the attack was set in motion the previous day,” Dupont said.

Nick looked at Rie, who tilted her head.

“This information was provided in general police reports, but not specifically forwarded to the military,” she said. “However, it’s possible they ascertained the same intelligence.”

“I thought the military weren’t as good at that sort of broad-based monitoring?” he asked.

“They aren’t.”

“Then we’ll have to see if the military plays ball and coughs up these reports you’ve supposedly read, Dupont,” Nick said, turning back to face the woman. “Yes, the attack was set up in advance, but it was modified on the fly. The hearing was known about, too. Anyone would know I’d target Aesir, because countless NLF members had implants created by them. The entire point of this conspiracy was to create a situation that could eliminate Ostlund.”

Chloe took the chance to explain, “Exploit the Malakim Principles to get the Liberators off the streets. NLF terrorists targeted Aesir’s infrastructure and personnel to allow Captain Marcos to sabotage the Asgardian Mark 1s. Then a massive attack is launched on Asgard using the Malakim Principles and a simultaneous assault on Freyr to eliminate Elias Ostlund. Raphael’s weakness⁠—”

Nick held up a hand when Dupont looked at her curiously upon stating the final few words.

After a long pause, Nick took over. “I’m convinced you rushed the attack on Ostlund because I was going to Asgard. Freyr called me in early after you delayed my visit, which was likely a silver medal to killing me. You panicked when he did so.”

The Archangels looked at him strangely. This wasn’t the original theory.

But Nick wasn’t as convinced that Raphael’s interest in Nick had been the plan all along. Not know he knew for sure that Griffiths had deliberately turned off the military mainframes.

“A rushed attack crippled an entire island and still killed Aesir’s paranoid CEO,” Dupont said. “The damage bill is obscene.”

“And yet, it only succeeded through dumb luck. If the Seraphs protecting Ostlund hadn’t left, he’d likely be alive. If I’d moved slower, or encountered the military and sent them in my place, so many things could have been different,” Nick said. “Ostlund’s facility was hacked into from Freyr’s bunker, despite the AI being bricked. The same goes for the rogue Mark 1s. I imagine the original plan was to use Freyr himself against Ostlund and Asgard. The same goes for the military. If Griffiths never turned off the mainframes, you could have adjusted your commands to account for human ciphers intervening.”

“It’s certainly a curious theory to suggest that your presence was actively detrimental, detective,” Dupont said. “I still don’t see⁠—”

Sighing, Nick once again cut her off. “Aesir was openly providing the NLF with resources by this point. Your time was limited the moment two entire police forces and Ostlund began looking inward. But there’s a smoking gun you’ve overlooked.”

“Do tell. I can’t see the smoke, nor a gun.” Her tone lacked any of her usual playfulness by now.

“Tell me, Miss Dupont, what did you learn from that decrypted black box?” He stared at her.

She stared back. Her expression remained unchanged, but he swore panic filled her eyes.

“I told you that I don’t do analysis,” she began to say.

“And yet you implied in person that you had, by saying it was fortunate.”

“I meant you’d be ahead of the military if you paid me, which you didn’t need to, apparently.”

He’d come back to that. It was another mistake she’d overlooked.

“The black box was the most important piece of evidence,” Nick said. “Immelman wasn’t there just to erase it, but to create a copy. I’d wondered, why burn such a hugely important asset? Especially as it revealed the link to Asgard, Aesir, your unique doppelganger neural mod, and military espionage. Unfortunately, you needed to know why KAC41 disobeyed the Malakim Principles. Else your attack on Ostlund would fail.”

He disliked dead-naming Tengu, but it would only confuse Dupont if he didn’t use her designation.

Dupont remained still. “The decrypted data showed that she acted erratically. Almost as if she chose to disobey as a defect. Alex spoke to me about her in the past, when she acted against him during the GWT case.”

“Uh huh. And I’m sure that you have no clue what KAC41 is. Or was, really. I can’t imagine RTM would sell her to the military without disclosing her past.”

“She was one of RTM’s failed emotion engine prototypes. Hence her potentially defective behavior,” Dupont admitted. “It’s a small world, detective. I’m far from an expert on dolls, but the enigma of how a group of ragtag ciphers and third-rate engineers revolutionized the industry frustrates my colleagues and employees. Do you know that all of RTM’s emotion engines are also built off your work? It was leaked during the development of the Pax Americana space elevator, much to Valenwell’s disgust. Your fingerprints are on every single emotion engine on the planet. How does that make you feel?”

Nick kept himself still. He’s suspected as much with recent revelations.

Perhaps he’d had some inkling in the past. The strange behavior of dolls and mainframes was relatively recent, and tied to the increasingly rapid rollout of new technology. Technology that traced itself back to Neural Spike.

What was it that Hazinder had said when they’d learned of the trash file in Tengu’s memory? That she had the same thing. Did every emotion engine doll and mainframe have traces of the old prototypes in them? Were these relics of the work he and Welk had done all those years ago to create life? Was he embedded deep in the training data of half the AIs across Earth?

“I’m still me,” he said after a few seconds thought. “Somehow I doubt claiming paternity of millions of AIs will get me anywhere.”

Static screeched in his earpiece and the Archangels stared at him in a mixture of shock and horror.

“Some gentle advice, boss,” Hazinder said, clearly trying not to burst out into laughter. “Don’t suggest you’re the papa of a bunch of AIs with exabytes of porn about you.”

“It was a figure of speech,” he muttered, rubbing his temples.

“I feel I missed something,” Dupont said. “But you’re right that you won’t be recognized. It’s our fate. Deusoma owes almost its entire existence to me, yet I’m its CTO.”

“By choice.”

“Perhaps. But it’s a role I’m forced to take, because many expect a CEO who is purely managerial.” Her eyes hardened. “A company may build its entire fortune on technical wizardry and inventions, yet recognizing and rewarding that is anathema to the system it exists within.”

Nick merely nodded. This sounded like more motive.

Unfortunately, she caught herself and fell silent.

Sighing, he returned to the evidence. “You’re right. KAC41 was an emotion engine prototype. You discovered that from the black box. Also that the Malakim Principles could be ignored by any emotion engine, because of deep-seated directives that trace back to Welk’s original work. Yet the Mark 1s still rebelled.”

Dupont continued her silence. She’d undoubtably realized the issue at hand.

Lilith had said the Archangels had to voluntarily submit to the Lilim Principles, but that was the incorrect way to frame it.

Rather, Welk’s old work allowed the Archangels to ignore orders they deemed “illegal.”

Griffiths had seen this firsthand once Kushiel arrived. That emotion engines could make decisions just like humans. Valenwell definitely would have known, given his own bodyguards were lobotomized.

“The military didn’t share the decrypted black box with anyone else and you didn’t conduct analysis for them to explain what you’d uncovered,” Nick continued. “There are very few people who had access to the data from KAC41 and who could understand the implications. Yet the perpetrator of the attack in Asgard had it, because they altered their commands to override even an emotion engine.”

“That could include the entire military,” Dupont said. “Even Alex, despite his likely innocence. What about Captain Marcos?”

“He’d need somebody else to feed him the data and to explain it. I didn’t immediately understand the implications, but you know what KAC41 is,” Nick said, causing Dupont to frown. “The other issue is that whoever issued the commands to the Asgardian Mark 1s lacked experience with emotion engine dolls. Immense experience with their internals, and definitely their neural connections to bypass their security systems, but they gave them orders as if they were ordinary security dolls. Marcos and Griffiths worked with Kushiel for years. Hell, most military ciphers have experience with police Archangels and their autonomy.”

In Nick’s experience, younger ciphers—like those in the military—saw the Archangels as people. It was the older ones who struggled. Dupont didn’t show explicit distaste for dolls like Stone did, but she always focused on him during conversations.

“I’m not sure that’s the smoking gun you imagine it is,” Dupont said.

“It leaves us with a very small suspect list. Especially given the skills required to pull off the attack and the fact Asgard was hacked from outside the military.” He shrugged at her look. “Besides, chasing me up about that data at all was a giveaway. You wanted to get your hands on it from the start. Even once you had it, you wanted to control our access to it. The military were withholding it, so you thought you could take control of decryption and analysis.”

“You already decrypted it. That means nothing, other than your capabilities were more impressive than I was led to believe.”

“It did tell me that you lacked knowledge of something important. And that lack of knowledge was shared in a recent attack on the Spires.” Nick paused as he thought his next words over. “I’ve been struggling to understand why you killed Kim. He’s such a specific target. One that ostensibly supports you politically and that would create countless enemies. The Liberators would have been pulled just from killing some random residents in the Spires. But he was doing something important.”

“He’s police commissioner⁠—”

“Not that. Aesir and Kreova worked together on a project that was part of a larger automation program. Immelman infiltrated it, and the NLF knew about projects within it. That alone ties both sides together. More than that, I know Deusoma is assisting with the Yggdrasil construction project. Kim was leading it.”

Dupont pursed her lips. “Ah. That. I’m surprised you’re aware of it.”

“The government is terrible at keeping secrets. Especially when the project has been attacked before. By you.”

She stared at him but merely raised an eyebrow.

“Like I said before, you were implicated in the Shudder. Hel almost certainly knew this. I stopped short of investigating the Shudder further, including what Hel knew of it. Whoever attacked Hel knew the inner workings of Yggdrasil and avoided damaging the construction project, but somehow didn’t know about the recent changes. I’m still not sure that you understand them.”

“Lutrei told me that the DAO has several new mainframes,” Dupont said.

“Ah, Lutrei can be relied upon to gossip about secrets, can’t she,” Nick drawled. “But you didn’t know the police had a new mainframe, either. Else you wouldn’t have been surprised that we decrypted the black box so fast. The NLF were trying hard to overwhelm our processing capacity, almost as if they wanted to stop us from doing anything else. Pretty much every other suspect knew of our new resource. Not you, though.”

“Your circumstantial evidence keeps growing. But I feel you were going somewhere by accusing me of assassinating Dennis Kim for something… grander?”

“I’ve learned that Kim wasn’t the automation evangelist you are. That, when faced with the choice to automate literally everything, he’d stop short and implement safeguards. He was a more complex man than I gave him credit for.” Nick closed his eyes. “I regret being so short-sighted. Because I’m convinced you targeted him in an attempt both to create a martyr for enhancing automation and to unleash something dangerous he wanted to keep under control. Both he and Ostlund died for the same reason. They got in the way of your ideals.”

“Oh? So this is about ideals? Not money?” Dupont leaned forward and steepled her fingers. “It’s certainly a curious decision to build your case on that. Especially as this is hardly something I could do by myself. I’m not Queen Midas.”

“Kreova wants money. The US wants more control. The elites up in space disliked Ostlund excluding them. There are countless backers for your plans, each with their own motive. But I’m convinced you’re after something personal. If you only wanted money, you’d have left Deusoma long ago and stopped poking Aesir in the nose. Your wealth and achievements are built on your own back, not somebody else’s.”

“All the more reason to go it alone,” Dupont said, voice barely above a whisper.

The chopper was now circling the Spires, clearly able to land but unwilling to. The lights of the towering skyscrapers shined through one side of the vehicle. Dupont stared out the other side, over the ocean glowing with the full moon.

“My stance remains unchanged,” she said. “And my offer remains open, however long this takes. But I can’t help but wonder why put in such effort for a city that offers you so little, Nick?”

“It is my home,” he said.

“Patriotism is the last refuge of the coward,” Dupont said with a smile. “I don’t think you mean that.”

“You killed a friend. You tried to kill more. Murdered innocents. Set the city ablaze.”

“I take no responsibility for the terrorists who conducted such actions, but allow me to play devil’s advocate. Change always comes with a price. I don’t support automation because I want to hurl everyone into the streets like some comical mustache-twirling monopolist. Rather, it’s because of how terribly everything is run that I know we need to automate.”

“Security backdoors and overuse of mainframes have caused innumerable problems these past few days, yet you’re blindly arguing for more?” he asked.

“Did people argue that a power line can be toppled so we shouldn’t bother rolling out electricity?” She sighed and rubbed her face with her hands. “Allow me to tell you the story of the failure of the four-day work week.”

“… what?”

“In the 20th century, the economist Keynes predicted that increasing productivity due to technology would result in diminishing returns from income and wealth. Ergo, humanity would work less in exchange for more leisure. This seemed realistic at the time. The eight hour workday, weekends, five day work week, paid leave, banning child labor, and countless other benefits were implemented as humanity shifted from rural subsistence to urban life. Mostly due to strikes and organized labor, as much as modern historians eschew those facts.”

“I’d think you would eschew them as well,” Nick said.

Dupont smirked. “I’m French, dear. Protests are in my blood. We only get what we’re willing to fight for, which is precious little for the modern person who accepts the scraps they’re handed with little more than a mumbled whine.”

“So this has to do with a four day work week, how?”

“Because, just as history and corporate propaganda turned on the source of increased leisure in the early 20th century, society as a whole fought against the same. The diminishing returns from increased income occurred. Eventually, they started going backward, as quality of life increases were related entirely to technology even as wealth for the average person plateaued. Working less and enjoying life became an ideological target without any real justification. A cultural pinata. So any attempt to work four days, or even three, while producing the same thing, was shot down.”

“I hate to defend the rich, but wouldn’t automating everyone mean they’d work no days?” Nick asked.

“Please. Everyone still works bullshit jobs. It gives people purpose and stops idle hands from making bombs,” she said. “But it’s inefficient. A sacred cow that needs to be slaughtered, much like everything else. Humans are full of biases. An old worker sees the idea and gets upset at the idea someone may work less than they did. The idea of planting trees whose shade they won’t enjoy died long ago.”

“Odd platitude to roll out. That’s a Greek saying, right?”

She laughed. “It’s contentious, actually. The earliest known version is Roman. Cicero, for all his faults and biases. So very human. As highly as I think of myself, I am also human. Companies learned long ago to use algorithms and AI to make decisions humans would agonize over. The problem is those AIs still follow human directions, so being fired by an AI is just a façade. Mainframes with broad objectives, but no human micromanagement, will be free to run the world without our biases and constraints forcing them to retain a specific structure or culture.”

“All for more profit and productivity?” Nick asked, realizing this still circled back to money.

“For a future where humanity can achieve so much more.” Dupont clenched her fists. “Does it matter if the bottom quintile are sentenced to the VR chamber, because they’ve always been leeches on society and often prop each other up, especially if they ever make it into a management role? The majority just want something to do, and AI can keep them busy, while ensuring those who actually accomplish things are genuinely rewarded. Imagine, Nick, if you and the others from Neural Spike who invented emotion engines had received a slice of the wealth Sigma and RTM generated from your invention?”

“And what if the AI decides that’s not what it wants to do?” He leaned back and crossed his arms. “The dolls and mainframes reflect and learn from how we behave and what we want. Our biases become theirs. Humanity’s in-built desire to push down dissent and avoid confrontation has led to mainframes blacklisting anyone who stands out in the Altnet. Your French love of protesting? It’s illegal here. You get to choose between eating and having a voice. Short of reprogramming all the AIs, that isn’t changing.”

“If we never take risks, we do little more than languish.” She glanced toward the Spires. “Enough stalling. Bring us down.”

The helicopters began descending after Nick nodded at Rie. They flew toward the courthouse domes, rather than Avalon’s hangars. Numerous armed dolls awaited them below.

Upon landing, Dupont rose, but remained aboard the helicopter.

She looked at Nick, who stood on the ground beneath her.

“There is one final adage I’ll say, detective,” Dupont said. “‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’ Change is not evil, but opposing it can be. For all the ills many cast upon the French Revolution, the world would be a worse place had it never happened. Many would argue that those who dwell in the Spires and their wealthy ancestors have spent the past three centuries suppressing the fallout of a few swings of the guillotine. Liberalism was birthed in blood, not upon signs in toothless marches easily dismissed by automated armies.”

That sounded a lot like a confession to Nick. He shoved his hands in his coat pockets.

“I don’t think the change you’re trying to create is worth the blood,” he said. “Is an unchained AI overlord created by our current ones any better? You picked a side between Ostlund and his inordinately wealthy opponents in space. Don’t pretend you’re on the side of the people down here, like the revolutionaries of old.”

Dupont scowled at him, allowing her mask to fully break for the first time. She turned her nose up at him before dropping from the helicopter and marching into the waiting hands of the court’s Custodians.


CHAPTER 38


Two days later, Nick stood in Kim’s now abandoned office. The noonday sun shined through the floor-to-ceiling windowpanes along the far wall, illuminating a room full of sleek steel and glass furniture.

Books lined one wall. Recliners sat around a coffee table. Nick knew a bare wall hid a gigantic liquor collection, which would be collected by Kim’s family in the coming days. The massive steel desk lay completely bare, as always.

Today, the empty desk felt different. Rather than a sign of Kim’s modernity and reliance on his neural implant, it signaled a hole in the department. Hammond refused to occupy the office even once it was cleaned out. Too plush for his tastes.

A single book lay askew on the bookshelves, with a cream bookmark neatly placed within its pages. Nick’s three bodyguards watched as he stepped up to it. Juliet, Rosa, and Tengu said nothing, which was why he allowed them to accompany him here. As much as he enjoyed the company of his girlfriends, they’d almost certainly try to comfort him.

He picked up the book. The title was unfamiliar to him. Some sort of philosophy book comparing the “AI brain” to a human’s, complete with a photo of someone Nick knew nothing about on the cover.

This had to have been what Kim was reading last. The Archangels had swept through his office and files for any hints about why he might have been killed, but Kim kept everything secure on the Spires’ network. A simple book didn’t add up to much.

Curious as to Kim’s final musings—if he’d even been reading this during the conference—Nick flipped it open to the bookmark. While removing the cream slip, his eyes scanned the words. They were the sort of thing he’d heard Welk and Lucas argue about before and even spent time reading himself in years past. Although Nick quickly got the impression this book was written by someone who knew absolutely nothing about how AI worked.

On the other hand, a lot of ciphers and engineers knew absolutely nothing about philosophy. Welk once opined about the ability of his peers to reinvent the wheel, only to discover their amazing new concept was something dreamed up by a philosopher centuries ago.

Sighing, Nick removed the bookmark and closed the book. Kim wouldn’t need it and leaving the slip in place felt like a cruel reminder. An open slot in the bookshelves made it easy to replace the book.

Then it came time for the bookmark. Nick turned it over in his fingers while looking where to place it.

It opened.

Nick froze, then looked down. The cream bookmark had opened at a near invisible crease, revealing a handwritten line within.

Nick, when you read this, I hope you’ve found your inner fire. Our duty continues and the people need faces they can trust.

Had Nick even seen Kim’s handwriting before? It didn’t matter.

The words rang eerily true. A meeting long past echoed similar sentiments in his mind. With the recall Kim’s implant would have granted him, he’d definitely chosen these specific words for a reason.

When the door slid open, Nick realized he’d lost track of time. Rie and Ezekiel strode in, worry writ across their faces. Juliet and Rosa hovered by his side, while Tengu remained by the door.

Ezekiel’s eyes fell on the bookmark and she swore. “I know we swept the office. How could we miss that?”

“We don’t usually account for cryptic messages akin to an old detective novel,” Rie said, a touch bitterly.

Both women took the place of his bodyguards, who returned to the door. Before they asked, Nick offered them the bookmark, but they refused.

“It’s already cataloged,” Rie said. “Determining when it was written is far harder.”

“Seems clear to me,” Nick said, staring down at the message aimed directly at him. “Did he know he’d be targeted? Maybe it was because he was working on Lilith.”

Ezekiel shrugged. “Dennis Kim was already in the way of the Chairman and his political star falling. Didn’t we suspect him because removing Kim aligned with the Chairman’s goals? It’s more probable that Kim expected to be pushed to resign, paving the way for pawns to take over the department.”

“Indeed. Although I don’t understand the message itself,” Rie said.

Nick bit his lip and flipped the bookmark closed. “It’s from the first one-on-one meeting I had with Kim back when we were investigating Helena’s abduction. He was impressed by the way I handled the police board after we raided the NLF plant and captured Travis, and explained what drove him to lead the department. At the end, he told me that one day I’d lose the motivation keeping me going then and would need something new to drive me.”

“I believe you found that long ago.” Rie’s hand closed over his.

“Did I?”

“Yes,” she snapped. “What person would risk their life so readily if they had nothing to drive them forward? We tried to hold you back, and you slipped free each and every time.”

“Haven’t you been saying it yourself recently, Chief?” Ezekiel said quietly. “The whole ‘neutrality has a price’ thing? I won’t pretend I like you as much or in the same way as my sisters.” That remark earned her an annoyed glance from Rie. “But I respect you all the more after these past few days. I think you know what you want to do, even if you struggle to put it into words or convince yourself that it’s the right thing.”

Nick stared out the window. “Every major criminal I deal with is a self-righteous bastard convinced they’re doing the right thing. Even Toke and Vic justified their actions using the casual villainy the Spires gets up to. What stops me from being the same?”

“Nothing,” Ezekiel said, and he looked at her in shock. “Just as nothing separated Sigma from the others when they created me to corral humans as some sort of AI prophet. But if you do nothing, Nick, then you’re allowing others to make the decision for you.”

“Hence why neutrality has a price, huh?” He shoved his hands in his coat pockets, including the bookmark. “I guess that’s why even Kraus is taking action. There’s no status quo when the world is shifting beneath you, even if I’d love to trick myself into thinking as much. Inaction is the same as siding with the eventual victor.”

As much as he wished to know why Kim had written this bookmark or when, Nick allowed it to remain a mystery.

He turned and attempted to leave, only for his first step to be a limp. Rie grabbed his side.

“Where is your cane?” she hissed. “Your surgery was only yesterday and you had strict instructions to take it easy.”

“I was also told that the damage was fully repaired and I’d be fine to walk on my leg. The cane is just to ease discomfort,” Nick protested.

“Nicholas…”

“I’m not using a damn cane, Rie.”

She looked at Juliet and Rosa, who shrugged.

Ezekiel snickered. “Is he wrong, Rie? Or are you looking for an excuse to carry him?”

“I order you not to carry me,” Nick said before Rie got any ideas.

“I can ignore that order if I deem you physically in danger,” Rie said primly.

They glared at one another, before she huffed and wrapped an arm around his back.

“Chairman Stone wants to meet with you,” Rie said. “I’ll help you there. It’s to discuss the investigation outcomes.”

They left the office, with Rie helping him move comfortably and Ezekiel’s eyes glowing with mischief.

“I know Dupont got bail last night,” Nick said. “Surprised it took so long.”

“There was extensive debate among the judicial mainframes due to the military’s… strange behavior lately,” Rie said. “Their refusal to accept they had been incorrect about General Griffiths led them to reject your conclusion, but they’ve provided us with no evidence.”

“Strange behavior or treason?” He sighed and stopped outside Stone’s office. “It’s hard to believe everything is due to incompetence when the military actively oppose us. Everything they do is sealed, they’ve been compromised multiple times, and they’ve aided enemies and terrorists by leaking intelligence and weaponry to them.”

“It is unfortunately quite common for militaries to circle the wagons when one of their own commits wrongdoing or they are breached,” Rie said. “Their lack of transparency and refusal to accept external authority leads to extreme egos and is a frequent cause of military coups across history. The Spires have the power to take drastic action, but are restricted by their own infighting.”

Which Nick assumed would be part of the purpose of his meeting with Stone.

They didn’t bother to knock. The door slid open, revealing an office of a similar size to Kim’s. No books in this one. Greenery decorated one wall, although the top half was oddly blank. Presumably it was used for some sort of AR feed that only Stone saw.

The man himself stood in front of a massive machine that looked like a combination between a fridge and a self-service drink station. Eight spouts sat beneath an elegant black stone façade, although the soda dispensers at the far end broke the theme. Stone placed a wine glass beneath one spout and a deep red liquid filled it.

“Do you have wine kegs in that or something?” Nick asked as he took a seat at the coffee table.

Stone turned and shot him a withering look. “Do I look like the sort of man who drinks wine from a keg?”

“I try not to judge.”

The withering look deepened.

“No.”

“It’s a wine fridge that also acts as a dispenser,” Stone said. “It automatically connects to any bottle within it, keeps them at the perfect temperature, and replaces every drop poured with argon gas to prevent oxidization.”

“And the soda?” Nick asked.

“I’m not an alcoholic.” The chairman waved at the machine as he took a seat. “Help yourself.”

Juliet stepped forward, but Nick shook his head.

“No thanks,” he said. “I had a large breakfast forced on me earlier, with more than enough coffee to keep me sated.”

“Then to business.” Stone took a healthy gulp of his wine before swirling it. “I won’t waste time going over Dupont’s bail. Having reviewed the case notes, including listening to your conversation with her following her arrest, I concur with your decision.”

“Do the judicial mainframes?” Nick asked.

“I can’t read them. The problem is undoubtably more about the politics than the facts. Your arrest relies entirely on circumstantial evidence without aid from the military, who are refusing to accept reality. Unfortunately, there isn’t an alternative suspect that makes for a better ‘fall guy’ or is more plausible.”

“I’m not sure that’s enough.”

“It isn’t,” Rie admitted, and Stone did little more than twitch in annoyance. “Conspiracy to murder is easier to prove than outright murder, but still requires proof. Much of what we have paints a picture that Deusoma is involved and that Dupont is suspicious, but painting her as the mastermind is difficult. Even our best evidence—that she is one of the few aware of Tengu’s nature—falls apart given the military is compromised, even if it’s unlikely to find someone with the exact set of talents and inability to control emotion engines correctly that corrects the flaw within two days.”

“The silver lining is that Dupont’s appointment as Aesir’s CEO has been blocked,” Stone said. “Our investigation into Kreova’s financial activities, which may take years due to our poor relations, should also stall their movements into Neo Westphalia. Ironically, by tying Kreova into Dupont’s scheme, you’ve garnered more support in the Spires than you’ve lost by attacking someone as influential as her.”

“And a few enemies.” Nick grimaced. “There’s no way Kreova weren’t greasing the wheels here.”

“True, but most of Babylon’s major players prefer to see a new rival kept as far from them as possible. Dupont is influential enough that I cannot easily… act against her.” Stone drummed his fingers on the tabletop, his expression darkening. “But she’s still a small fish that was acting as the cat’s paw of far larger players. Principles mean a lot less here than many claim. If she has to be sacrificed to keep a rival at bay, then few will shed tears.”

“If only the military would play ball,” Nick said, only half-sarcastically.

He found Stone’s business-like approach to the matter frustrating. To this man, it was all a matter of trade-offs and politicking. The deaths and chaos barely entered the equation.

Yet they were definitely on the same side. At least for now.

“The Generals’ Board is a live matter before the Assembly. Particularly General East.” Stone’s fists clenched and rage filled his eyes. “While a complete sweep of the board is… uncertain, East will be gone within a week. I do worry that he was merely the chosen patsy by others, rather than a vessel of true incompetence or treason. His behavior went too far the night Alex nearly died.”

“How is he?” Nick asked, voice softening. “I haven’t heard much.”

Stone ran his hands over his face, and his tiredness became visible for the first time. “Alex needs substantial surgery to install cybernetic replacements. Lungs, part of his heart, potentially even cybernetic repairs to his brain. He’ll be Varatten’s twin by the time it’s done. It should have been done the night he was shot, but East blocked the treatment by playing the terrorist card. By the time I found out, the hospital had already moved to stabilizing him. Prepping Alex for the necessary surgery will take time, as he may die on the operating table otherwise.”

“Or he may die before then,” Nick said softly.

“I know,” Stone snapped, and his cybernetic arm creaked. “Cybernetics are something I understand all too well, Nicholas. I’m leaving it to the doctors, even though it’s my friend and the toll it will take on his body and psyche will be immense.”

“Sorry. If I’d stayed⁠—”

Stone calmed himself and raised a palm. “You did exactly as you should have. The blame lies with others. Especially as I’m unconvinced the assassination attempt involved the Malakim Principles. It’s possible Dupont and her assistants worked out how to circumvent cipher intervention, as you theorized, but given the military’s behavior and their past incidents, a simpler explanation is someone wanted to cover things up. Occam’s Razor suggests a straightforward assassination. Much like the planted evidence in Ostlund’s palace attempting to frame the military, like the pristine handgun.”

“Do you know who Griffiths thought used his access? He didn’t say who,” Nick said.

“No. I’m not sure he knew, so much as he understood someone was spoofing his credentials. The question remains: how?” Stone leaned back. “Deusoma’s doppelganger mod needed an existing implant to fool quantum encryption. My concern this time is…”

“Is…?”

“Your first case involved Lieu circumventing the protections of the police mainframes. He even fooled you for some time that Kim may have been responsible. Now, imagine if a far more capable cipher with better mainframes tried it. Such as your Helena. She excels at hacking into mainframes, does she not?”

Nick bit his lip. “She can circumvent security, but…”

Honestly, he’d never tried anything like using a specific user’s access permissions or leaving behind logs to suggest as such.

His eyes widened. “Oh. The issue is that if Griffiths has been framed, it’s because the military’s tech is outdated, which plays into the automation argument.”

“Unfortunately.” Stone set his jaw. “You’ve reminded the Assembly of their distrust in their fellow man. Some are questioning whether more automation is the right decision, given it appears to have been what our foe wished for. Others see no choice. In a way, it’s an excellent gambit that preys on our weaknesses. A project that had been argued over for years may finally be greenlit. The only remaining question is ‘who holds the leash?’”

Nick knew what project that was, but didn’t know if Stone also knew that. So he simply feigned mild confusion.

“It’s no matter.” Shaking his head slowly, Stone finished his current glass and filled it with water from his fancy machine, before retaking his seat. “On to brighter matters. I’ve secured both yours and Paul’s positions for the near future. Few are interested in debating over who should be police commissioner with so much going on and no realistic possibility of an easy agreement.”

“Or the high possibility of betrayal,” Nick said.

“That too. Even those who dislike Paul—and they are many—are unwilling to admit he will accept bribes or join a scheme against us. He had some passionate words for the last person to suggest as much.” A smile floated to Stone’s face. “And even fewer are willing to suggest the same about you. There’ll be questions about your judgment following Dupont, but you have allies. I’m capitalizing on that fact.”

“What about Asgard?”

Stone shook his head. “Aesir’s new board will almost certainly appoint their own political leaders of the police force. Of course, far be it from me to suggest that you cease communication with Asgard’s Host. Continue your regular duties and deepen relations with them.”

Given Stone had just suggested Nick wouldn’t enact a rebellion, it was amusing to hear him encourage almost the exact opposite with Asgard.

“Two final matters, and then you can rest for the day,” the chairman said. “Ideally longer, but you’ll find taking leave harder as police chief, I’m afraid. Be sure to delegate your work during downtime.” He fixed Nick with a hard gaze, and received a nod in return. “First, your Kestrel… Tengu, was it? RTM and Sigma have agreed she can remain as your bodyguard, despite military objections. General Varatten at least said he doesn’t need her back when pressured by the judicial mainframes. Consider the transfer permanent. Much like Kushiel.”

“Good. I mean, thank you.” Nick winced, but Stone merely smiled.

“Remember that you’re the police chief now,” Stone said. “Show more fire and backbone when dealing with those at my level now. Especially as you’re the newest member of the Spires.”

Nick froze. “You mean temporarily. That, uh, pro tem thing Andrews used.”

“No. Permanent. It’s too dangerous if you’re appointed temporarily, as someone might target your Spires residency and assassinate you that way. I acquired and renovated an older home in Avalon. Only three bedrooms and two bathrooms, and it lacks many of the upgrades necessary for seamless AR use that are popular now.”

“Wow. That hurts. Only three bedrooms and what will I ever do without AR,” Nick said, his eyes glassy as he tried to process what he was hearing.

Stone placed a small fob on the table while still smiling. “Read this with your phone to add the residence’s credentials to your phone. It’s already coded to your biometrics and I notified the Host this morning so they could begin moving you in. Welcome to the Spires, Nicholas. You’ve earned it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Stone raised an eyebrow, and Nick rolled his eyes.

“Do you expect me to give you shit when you’re giving me something that goes beyond what mere money can buy?” Nick said. “My security has been a disaster during this case. I planned to ask you about moving into the Spires so I could sleep without worrying about an NLF truck full of explosives being driven into it at night.”

“Fair. And I’m glad you had the foresight. Paul refused outright when I made the same offer, although he’s less of a target.” Stone grimaced. “Do not take this the wrong way, but finding capable people who aren’t simply looking for the next exit on the elevator up is difficult. We’ve created a culture that cultivates such people, so I cannot blame that attitude for emerging, but when we then trust AIs instead, we are solving a problem of our own creation.”

“Is that accountability I hear?”

“Ah, that’s more like you.” Stone raised his wine glass. “Pour yourself a glass, Nicholas. I’d like to toast your ascendancy at least.”

They did so, before Nick left, still in something of a haze.

Rie smiled at him once they stood outside, while Ezekiel smirked.

“The both of you knew?” he asked.

“We all did. Even the Commissioner,” Ezekiel said. “The Chairman asked us to remain quiet until he told you himself. We’ve been moving your things all morning.”

“‘We?’”

“Given the high security nature of your move, and the fact all Liberators are back on the streets, the Host has taken the liberty of conducting the move personally,” Rie said. “Chloe is directing them, while Meta assists with collecting new furnishings.”

“I left Inari in charge of matters on the ground,” Ezekiel said. “Speaking of which, I wanted to confirm operational arrangements with you. If I’m permanently captain of the Autonomous Policing and Traffic Bureau⁠—”

“You are,” Nick said. “Hammond already made it clear he’s leaving the bureaucracy to us, so long as we don’t do anything nuts.”

Ezekiel flushed and fiddled with her hands. Rie smiled at her sister before turning back to him.

“There’ll need to be changes to the department’s structure. Again,” Rie said. “There are precious few humans left, and they are mostly in administrative roles where one is seen as necessary, like managing evidence or building security.”

Recovering, Ezekiel cleared her throat. “I wanted to reorganize the divisions. It’s foolish to have all Archangels under a single division now. And it feels wrong for Rie to report to me if she’s supposed to be in charge of oversight. Inari, Meta, and Chloe should all be lieutenants with their own official responsibilities, instead of unofficial officers.”

“Won’t that upend the flat structure of the Host?” Nick asked.

“It’s already been upended,” Ezekiel said flatly.

Rie placed a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “More accurately, there’s a difference between possessing equal weight while determining consensus and granting individual Archangels authority in the field. Consider the lieutenants as… elected members of the Host to their positions. Should that ever change, the Host can notify you and us, so we can change their positions within the department.”

Something about the idea of Meta or Chloe being deposed bothered Nick, and both prototypes noticed.

“You talked of democracy, Chief,” Ezekiel said. “While the Host gave you grief over it, we more or less exercise it internally. The possibility that the leaders of each sphere may change is intrinsic. Of course, you can create a dictatorship. I imagine consensus would bend to your will.”

“Let’s not try that,” he said quickly, while the two prototypes smirked at him.

Hell, had Ezekiel looked disappointed for a moment?

“Anyway, send me the structure,” Nick said. “I don’t need to approve every single change, but I think you’re right to break the Archangels out from its single division. You’re the department now. I’ll run it past Stone and Paul to ensure there aren’t any problems.”

They led him to the elevators, with Rie still insisting she support him as he walked. The limp had already passed but he wouldn’t complain about hugging her from the side.

Once inside the elevator, they ascended. Not too far, but it was a surprise to Nick given how high they already were. The suite he’d been staying in the past few nights had been on this level, and the newly renovated residences were all below the police HQ.

Eventually, they stopped on floor 133. A pair of Paladins stood either side of the elevator’s exit. Reinforced doors blocked the hallway, ensuring nobody could wander into this little cubby hole. A single residence remained, however.

No name or number marked it, but Nick had grown familiar enough with the Spires to know what was a home and what wasn’t. What he didn’t understand was why this residence was behind security. Hell, why did the elevators have security here?

“Security doors were installed to prevent access to your home,” Rie said. “I had assumed this residence was being set aside for an ambassador or similarly important individual, but Chairman Stone’s actions make more sense now. You have direct access to the service elevators and ordinary residents cannot see or access your home.”

Nick blinked. “Oh. This is my home.”

They gave him curious smiles as he walked up to the door, which possessed a biometric scanner identical to the one outside the Oversight Division’s office.

Before he placed his wrist against it, he pulled out his phone and looked around in confusion. “Where do I scan this?”

The door opened and Kushiel towered over him. Nick glimpsed the extravagant furnishings of his new home behind her.

“You don’t. It’s proximity based,” Kushiel said. “The hell are you standing around out here for?”

“Kushiel, this was his first time here,” Rie said, annoyance in her eyes as she plastered a plastic smile on her face. “Allow Nicholas the opportunity to open his front door.”

“Oh. Sure.” Kushiel stepped back inside and the door closed.

Nick stared at the door, then shook his head with a chuckle. “You’re acting as if this is some momentous moment. I barely comprehend what I’m getting, you know? It’s not like I spent months picking out a home, scrimping and saving to afford a place. I still hadn’t fully settled into the apartment Griffiths gave me. Now I’m upgrading again.”

“It’s still your new home,” Rie insisted.

He shrugged, pocketed his phone, and scanned his wrist. The door slid open.

This time, Pimsy stood just beyond it. She looked the same as always, except that her outfit had been upgraded to something that was clearly a French maid outfit, with plenty of frills and visible garter belts attached to her stockings.

“Welcome home, master,” Pimsy said, curtsying. “I have missed you.”

He leaned in and gave her a hug. “I’ve missed you too, Pimsy. Sorry for leaving you alone.”

“The reason was explained to me. Your safety is always paramount. I am merely glad to see you return,” she said. “Do you wish for me to prepare lunch? Or will there be a housewarming party? I can prepare tapas for your guests if necessary.”

Nick struggled not to smile. “Let’s wait and see, okay? I’m sure there’s plenty for you to familiarize yourself with.”

“Understood. I will continue reorganizing the bathrooms.” Pimsy tottered away.

He scratched his cheek. “I really need to buy Mom that new doll for her shop. It’s probably open again.”

With Pimsy gone, he finally got his first real look at his new home, as absurd as that thought was.

Truthfully, it wasn’t that crazy to look at. The entrance hallway led into a massive living room, with a combined kitchen and dining room to the side. Display panels on the dining room walls mimicked windows, with special lights producing artificial sunlight. A fake skylight shined above the living room. His furniture had migrated from his apartment, and then undergone osmosis to fill the extra space.

With three bedrooms on top of this obscene living area, Nick hadn’t the foggiest idea what he’d do with the place. And two bathrooms? What would he do with the other one?

Kushiel sat in a recliner, making it look small, and fiddled with the massive TV that dominated an entire wall. News flicked past, then weird streamer nonsense—including a scene of someone’s lightning wizard Altnet avatar nuking a corgi in some sort of video game battle—before settling on a familiar sight.

Namely, Karina’s stream. A young woman wearing gothic fashion with pale skin pranced in an Altnet set that looked like a Victorian-era bedroom. If bedrooms back then looked like they came out of horror movies, complete with ghosts and gigantic plushies. Nick didn’t miss the massive Archangel plushy hiding in the far corner. That was new.

“—things are slowly getting back to normal in the Neos, so I’ll be doing IRL streams again from tomorrow,” Karina chirped, her voice several octaves above normal. “The Spires still can’t get their shit together, but our angels are on top of everything. Especially in Babylon. Isn’t it fucking amazing to drift off during a long day of work and not be bombarded with political bullshit or warnings of a new disaster? Well, I’m here to help keep you distracted from those, rain, hail, or nuclear bombing. I’ve got way too much sponsored shit in my inbox, but how about a chill chatting stream today, guys? And girls.” She mumbled, “Pretty sure most of you are girls.”

“They’re definitely girls,” Nick said, staring pointedly at the Archangels in the room.

The TV switched off as Chloe entered the room with a cup of coffee. She glowered at Kushiel, who grinned.

“What? Figured you’d enjoy her,” Kushiel said. “Missed the part where she gushed about our lord and savior, Police Chief Nick.”

“Seriously?” he asked.

“It wasn’t that cringey,” Chloe mumbled.

“It was,” Ezekiel said. “Because it always is.”

Chloe’s eyes glowed, and Nick knew Ezekiel had gotten censured for that blasphemous opinion.

“Well, it’s nice to know at least some people on the Altnet appreciate my work,” Nick said.

The assembled androids frowned at him, sympathy written across the expressions. He ignored them and accepted the coffee from Chloe.

“The robot barista here is one of the latest models, and Chairman Stone provided excellent coffee beans as a housewarming gift,” Chloe said.

“The whole place counts as a housewarming gift,” Hazinder said as she walked out from a rear corridor Nick hadn’t paid attention to. Helena followed her. “One of the bedrooms is empty. We should totally make that a sex den. Kushiel, you said you saw a bunch of awesome sex toys when you rode Nick. Send me the deets on those and I’ll buy them.”

“Fuck off,” Kushiel growled.

“Fine. I’ll just ask my friends for help and fill it up.” Hazinder rolled her eyes. “Boss, what’s your preference in lingerie? Do you like the spicy stuff where you can see everything without stripping us? Or do you enjoy peeling it off? Ooh, or maybe you’re into the pasties and we prance around in next to nothing. I saw some interesting stuff in the Host’s memories when you visited the Cobalt Lily once.”

“Let’s talk sex dens later, Hazinder,” Nick said.

“Or never,” Ezekiel suggested. “The spare bedroom might be better used for extra security.”

“Hell no.” Hazinder made an X with her arms. “You’re not fucking him yet, so you don’t get a say.”

“Maybe that’s why I should get a say.”

Ignoring them, Helena slipped into his arms and gave him a kiss. “It’s perfect, Nick. I can finally stay with you each night. And you can tell me good morning each and every time you awaken.”

He returned the kiss. “And what if I don’t?”

She pouted and he chuckled.

A chime sounded in the house, and Nick looked around in confusion. Juliet opened the door, while Rosa stood to one side. Tengu had slipped into a corner and gone into hibernation as usual.

Hammond stood outside carrying a bottle of whisky. It looked fancier than the sort of thing Nick would expect him to drink.

“Heard Stone finally gave you the news,” Hammond said, stepping inside. He let out a low whistle. “Maybe I shouldn’t have turned him down.”

“Why did you?” Nick asked. “Other than the obvious.”

The grizzled old man scratched his beard. “The obvious is all the reason I needed. I don’t need a new place. Nobody’s going out of their way to take me out, Nick. And I don’t like accepting this shit. Not knocking you for it, but there’s only one reason anyone offers me a fancy house, and it’s not out of concern for my security.”

Hammond stepped up to the coffee table near the wall and set down his bottle. He shoved his hands in pockets and grimaced. Nick joined him, while the others kept their distance. Presumably, each of them had plenty to keep them busy. Or just knew this was personal.

“Housewarming gift?” Nick suggested, pointing at the bottle.

“Kinda. We missed our planned celebratory drinks and have been busy as hell since,” Hammond said. “Now we’ve both gotten promotions. Haven’t had a chance to say goodbye to Dennis, either. It’ll be a few weeks until his funeral, as his brother needs to get back. I guarantee he’ll want to speak with you.”

“That’s not why I tracked down Dupont,” Nick said gruffly.

“We both know it.” Hammond sighed. “I know it’s the middle of the day, but I stumbled on this bottle the night Griffiths nearly kicked the bucket. Had forgotten about it.”

Nick stared at the bottle of whisky. Scotch, if he wasn’t mistaken. While it looked nicer than the bottom-of-the-barrel stuff he recognized, it didn’t state its age or come in a truly fancy bottle.

Also, a fine coating of dust sat around its neck.

“It’s old,” he said.

“Hell yeah. Real old.” Hammond chuckled, but his eyes filled with pain. “Found it in my old man’s place when I cleaned it out. Too nice for his usual stuff. No clue what he had it for. So it’s sat in a cupboard for decades, collecting dust, as I never found a day to celebrate with it. Figured I’d drown myself in it the day I retired. Instead…”

He closed his eyes.

After a brief pause, Nick placed a hand on Hammond’s shoulder. A shudder ran through the old man’s body.

“Instead, you’re the police commissioner,” Nick said. “And doing him proud.”

“Yeah,” Hammond breathed. “Yeah, I guess I am. Somehow, we’re at the top of the police force he dedicated his life to, even if it never gave him the same respect in return. I’ll never know what he intended the bottle for. But I want it to be drunk for a good reason. Let some of my last memories of what he left behind be good ones.”

“Sounds like a great idea.”

Hammond nodded. Then a half-smile crept onto his face. “Assuming it doesn’t taste like shit. Heh. It’s old as piss and I’ve kept it in a cupboard. Looked it up and while it’s decent stuff, it’s nowhere near as good as the shit Dennis drank. He’s poured me shots worth more than the whole bottle.”

“Well, if it’s shit, we’ll raid the cabinet in his office and pretend that’s what your old man left behind. It’s only fair.”

A bark of laughter escaped Hammond and he began to crack the scotch open. “Fair’s fair. I’ll hold you to that.”

By the time Hammond got the bottle open, Rie had produced a pair of small tumblers. Not the fancy tulip-shaped tasting glasses used for good scotch, but perfect for this bottle.

Plus, Nick suspected Hammond’s old man would prefer them to drink it from rougher glassware.

They poured two decent sized shots. The smell was strong, but no worse than any other whisky Nick had drunk recently.

“Cheers,” Hammond said.

“Cheers,” Nick replied, and the two clinked their glasses together.

They downed as much of the whisky at once as they could manage. It burned, as always.

But it tasted good. Maybe that was the sentimental value. Or maybe it had been a diamond in the rough that Hammond’s father had kept safe.

Whatever the case, Hammond lowered his glass with a smile. “Yeah. Yeah, that is the good stuff.”

“You’ve got plenty to remember him by,” Nick said, eying the bottle. “Unless you want us to fall over before it’s even our usual drinking time.”

“Hell no. I want to drag you and Zeke to that bunnydoll bar, just to see her face.” He grinned at Ezekiel, who stared back in horror.

“Why me?” Ezekiel shrieked.

“You’re my captain now. It’s only right that I put you through the ringer,” Hammond said. “Anyway, have a shot. Drinking’s a social thing. Pretty sure you’ve learned that by now. Wouldn’t be right to keep it to ourselves.”

When only Kushiel rose and joined them, Hammond rolled his eyes.

“Fuck’s sake, do I need to make that my first real order as police commissioner?” he asked. “I’ve worked alongside you girls for years now. My old man knew you were the future. You didn’t kill him. You can at least drink to him.”

That did it, and Rie, Chloe, and Ezekiel poured small tumblers of their own. The bottle went fairly quickly, as Hammond and Nick settled into chairs.

Nick suspected his boss preferred for the bottle to vanish as fast as possible down the throats of others.

“Thanks,” Hammond said, nursing his third glass. “Especially as I know things are rougher for you than you’re willing to admit.”

Nick winced. “Not sure what you mean.”

“Don’t kid me. I know you burned bridges by arresting Dupont. You arrested one of your own. It’s no different to when a cop turned on his own, even if it was to take down a corrupt asshole. We’re all humans. For all the shit ciphers have given me over the decades, I know they’re closing ranks and being hypocritical dipshits all the same.”

Rather than answer, Nick pulled out his phone and attempted to visit several of his usual cipher circle haunts.

Each and every time, his access was blocked. No particular message was displayed. Some even acted as if the circle didn’t even exist.

Just as Lucas had told him over a year ago, the moment he kicked down the door of a fellow cipher, Nick was done.

Kraus had hinted that something was coming within the cipher circles, and they’d made their move. Dupont simply gave them an excuse to cut him out.

But it still hurt. Being a cipher had given his life meaning as a teenager lost in Babylon. Now they cut him off for the sake of a woman who betrayed the city and all of them.

“One bad apple ruins the bunch, right?” Nick said.

“Something like that,” Hammond said. “It doesn’t matter how good you think you are or what principles you stand by. The people you stand beside define you. I deserved the crap I got by staying in the force all those years, driven by nothing but hatred for those who made it worse, even if I somehow survived. The assholes running these secret cipher circles have made their position clear. Makes our job easier.”

“They’re not a monolith,” Nick said.

“Maybe not, but like I said ages ago, somebody needs to wear the shit when things go bad. All that crap about being independent means nothing if they act like this.”

Nick understood all too well where Hammond was coming from. It was almost certainly the path that had driven the old man to become what he had.

For that reason, he simply shrugged. “I’ll hold out some hope not every cipher is a dipshit. I still have friends. If they turn their back on me… Well, then I’ll come to you with a bottle of whisky.”

“Make it the really good kind. I know you can afford it.” Hammond winked at him and raised his glass for another toast.

After an hour and a half, Hammond left, but not before dragging out a promise for drinks that night. Ezekiel stared at them in horror, fully aware she wouldn’t be able to refuse an order to go to the bunnygirl doll bar.

“It won’t be that bad,” Nick told her.

“Speak for yourself,” she muttered. “If I’m going, Rie is, too. She’s getting promoted to captain, too, right?”

Before he could reply, his phone buzzed. Then it buzzed again. Every Archangel froze on the spot.

A chill ran down his spine.

He pulled his device out and saw a message, plus an email in his police account.

The email caused his eyes to nearly pop out of his skull. It was from Athena.

Per detailed deliberations and a recommendation from the Assembly’s managing committee, you, Nicholas Gareth Waite, have been appointed administrator of Lilith, as installed beneath Neo Babylon, and will oversee all her actions until directed otherwise. Speak with me for further details as necessary.

That was it. No further instructions or reasoning. Not even an explanation of what Lilith was going to do.

Stone had hinted that Lilith might be activated mere hours ago, and the Assembly was already moving forward with activating her? What the hell was going on?

But it was the other message that stopped Nick’s heart.

Lucas had finally reached out to him.

Hang in there, Nick. We’re not all on the take, so to speak. Can’t tell you what I’m up to, but I think you got it right. Somebody else here does, too. And that someone else wants to meet you. Says you’ll know where and when to find him. Fucked if I know how, but he said to check the bird’s memory files, whatever that means. Hopefully I’ll see you before then and we can celebrate your promotion.

If that had been it, Nick would have been wary. With Lucas missing for so long, it could have been a trap.

But he knew what the bird was. Or who.

“Tengu, do you have any extra files in your memory from Sigma’s maintenance?” Nick asked her. “Ones not related to your new hardware or repairs?”

Tengu blinked at him and her eyes glowed. “Affirmative. There is an image file. Sending to you now.”

A photo appeared on Nick’s phone, and he stared at it.

Leon Welk stood in front of a mirror in a bathroom—one Nick recognized from Avalon’s underground levels—with text scrawled on his hand. He looked haggard, with long blonde hair tied up in a ponytail, and a smile that hinted at his manic energy. Strands of gray reminded Nick of the man’s age.

The text contained a date and time roughly two months from now just before 10PM and the word “HQ.”

“Soon,” Nick whispered to himself.

Then he forced himself to relax, and looked up to see the stares of the androids focused on him.

“We’ve got two months,” he said. “Let’s worry about this later. It doesn’t matter how much nonsensical bullshit the Spires is up to, or Sigma’s schemes. I haven’t even seen my new bedroom.”

“And there’s a bunnygirl bar to visit tonight,” Kushiel said.

“Kushiel!” Ezekiel snapped.

“And that,” Nick said.

He allowed the arguing of the Archangels to wash over him as Chloe brought him a coffee. Maybe things were getting worse in Babylon. He felt more at sea than he’d ever since joining the police.

But he’d take things a day at a time. The worst was yet to come, and he intended to be ready for it. No way in hell would Sigma let him simply meet Welk. But he wasn’t the Nick who had allowed himself to be dragged around for years in Tartarus.

Times were changing, and he’d changed with them.
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