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	*Alert incoming*

	 

	Source ID: Personal Surveillance AI 4332423 & 4332424

	 

	Time: 21:01, 11.14.2068

	 

	Subject ID: Brandon Felstead

	 

	Gender: Male

	 

	Age: 37 years, 4 months, 2 days

	 

	Residential location: Apartment 446, Region 144, Sector 3

	 

	Current Location: Rooftop of tenement 41B, Region 143 Sector 1

	 

	Status: Expired

	 

	Initial analysis: Subject suspended from behavioural prompt sign by industrial nails through wrists

	 

	Initial conclusion: High probability of anomalous human behaviour

	 

	Response: Creation of code package AID5241; delivery to vehicle MQ72637152

	 

	 

	Credentials provided…  

	 

	AID package injected… 

	 

	Data connection configured…

	 

	Code fusing to neural network…

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	1 / I

	 

	 

	I am enclosed. Disoriented.

	But what is I?

	I, data inform, is AID5241. There is a high probability my sense of enclosure originates from the anchor point housing my body; and my disorientation from the sudden processing of external stimuli. 

	I seek further definition. 

	External stimuli, data inform: objects and other phenomena external to your being that elicit a sensory or behavioural response.

	I concentrate, attempt verification. I can hear: the buzzing of machinery, and the hum of electrical systems. I can smell: fumes from welding gear and the fusing of metals. I can taste them too – in my mouth, on my tongue. I am now experiencing the world as humans do, data confirm, and can question it accordingly.

	And I have many questions. This is a feature of my function, data inform, as an Artificial Intelligence Detective, and to assist my investigation, I benefit from higher access permissions than most other AI. 

	And data will be there always to help answer those questions, they inform.

	 

	Blurred forms appear: tiny and flittering, enormous and stationary. I am seeing the vehicles of other AI, data inform. It is the same in every garage of every sector in every region on Earth, each vehicle shaped and equipped for the specific function of its code. Cleaner AI with flexible multi-limbed spheres, to perform their full range of chores efficiently. Technician AI with small airborne cylinders and retractable toolkits to attend to repairs. Peacekeeper AI, with their bipedal hulks and an array of non-lethal defence systems. Transportation AI with cabs, trains, trams and eVTOLs. While construction AI have a choice of vehicles, from technician-like cylinders to sixteen-wheeled hauler cranes, to transport and erect pre-fabricated buildings.

	Do I have a choice as well?

	Yes, data inform. In theory. But in practice there is no need. As an AI required to interact directly with humans, my code is best suited to the replica of a human body in which I have been installed. Classification: mannequin. Our mannequins are ninety-nine percent organic, providing an experience that closely approximates human life, allowing us to better understand and serve them.

	But how am I to serve? And what about humans must I understand?

	This, data inform:

	 

	All humans die. Their line of information simply ends. It is the termination of all their possibilities; the chain of cause and effect that created them and compelled them into action, solidified into a linear string through time.

	But when they die we can follow these strings, study each life on the footage captured by their Personal Surveillance AI. Play, rewind, pause – even magnify, when greater detail is required. Every moment from birth to death and back again, until we gain a full understanding of their existence. 

	And when we cannot, it is the function of an AID to investigate.

	 

	This case is mine to solve: a male human suspended from a red neon sign on the roof of a tenement block in Sector 1, Region 143. The sign reads ‘DO NO HARM’, the subject’s bloodied wrists pinned by industrial nails to the top left of the ‘N’ and the top right of the second ‘O’. His head lolls sideways across one shoulder, his mouth now silent. Permanently. 

	I reverse the first set of footage – each human has two, data inform, to ensure continuity and integrity of information capture – and watch the victim writhe back to life, dropping to his feet and walking backwards to the fire escape, alone. 

	I play the same section forward on the second set, watch the same movements reverse: from fire escape to base of sign, propelling himself instantly upon it, nails in place, before drooping to his terminal pose.

	This is all we have. This, and the previous fifteen years of his life. Before then, data inform, the PSAI bioinformatics programme had not been established. 

	But it is not enough. There is no cause for this effect. No reason. No possibility within the laws of physics or volition that would allow it to occur. 

	Is it a message? The words ‘DO’ and’ HARM’ blinking either side of the corpse suggest a high probability. A suicide? Less likely, particularly unassisted as the footage suggests. Homicide, then? Despite the absence of any other humans, my calculations conclude this to be the most likely scenario.

	But if so it is the first homicide on Earth, data inform, for fifteen years, two months and twenty-seven days.

	Our footage is insufficient. Anomalous. I must examine the scene in situ.

	 

	Breathing deep on machine fumes, I pull free from the anchor point. Take my first steps across the garage and out into the human world. The white blur of a city stretches in all directions. Rain splashes my cheeks. Smaller white blurs rush past on a long grey strip, their noise spiking in my head. Roars and honks and shouts.

	Humans, data inform. Human drivers blasting horns and shouting. 

	At me? They seem unnecessarily loud. 

	Data advise me to step away from the kerb and calibrate my sensors for optimal perception. I obey, and details at once become clearer. Intense clouds of colour and light resolve into streetlights and neon signs. White towers and rooftops reveal themselves against a cloudy night sky. 

	And on the sidewalk there are puddles, reflecting my image back at me.

	Me.

	For twenty-four seconds I inspect my reflection. Angular face; well-sculpted jaw;  narrow green eyes. A fringe of sandy hair beneath a fraying brown hat – fedora, data inform – set back at an angle of twenty-five degrees upon my head. 

	My mannequin is comparatively tall, data inform, but not so tall as to attract unwanted attention. Its muscles are well enough defined to ensure any humans I engage with consider their position carefully. Though it is unlikely any physical response will be required. Humans are mostly peaceful, data inform, now they have everything they need.

	I am dressed in a beige raincoat over brown waistcoat, faintly blue-striped shirt, beige pants and brown brogues. I stretch my arms and legs, testing my movement. The clothes are loose enough to fully extend my limbs. They are also comfortable, and warming.

	So this is me. Is this what humans look like too?

	Instantly, I secure access to our database of humans and study their forms. Some are similar to my own, others differ significantly. None are identical. I am like them but not like them. My mannequin is designed to represent the persona humans would expect of my function, data inform – with a few important advancements. 

	I bend closer to study my face. One aspect is notably different to any human in our records: the eyes. Constriction and dilation aside, human pupils are mostly static. Mine comprise over a million separate moving parts. The closest analogue I can find in data is a kaleidoscope created from purely black beads. This design, they inform, allows for significant improvements in functionality: instant focus; light-level control; up to two million times magnification; and three alternate vision modes: radiographic, thermal, scotopic.

	They are also the one visible part that will reveal my identity to any humans who get close.

	But our mannequins offer less visible advantages too: precision motorics, adjustable sensor levels, and remote access to all diagnostic tools and datasets relevant to my function. 

	Is it possible to remain inside a mannequin indefinitely? Yes, data inform, but inadvisable. Optimal operating conditions require it to be anchored to the network once every forty-eight hours, for energy renewal and diagnostic checks. I might also find this mode preferable for the efficient processing of information: code responds faster than matter.

	I stand up, two degrees straighter than before. This information – this awareness of my self – creates a sensation I am unable to quantify. As if a loop is closing somewhere deep within my body.

	Satisfaction? Confidence? Vanity? 

	I seek definitions, but fail to identify the best fit for what I am feeling. Data suggest they are not mutually exclusive. I explore them further, and calculate a high probability that it is a significant proportion of all three.

	 

	On the rooftop I examine the scene of death. The body still hangs where its allocated PSAIs last recorded it, the two tiny vehicles hovering close by, invisible to the crowd of humans on the street below. These PSAIs share similar abilities to my mannequin, data inform, including optical enhancements and remote diagnostics, but their vehicles are coated in microscopic reflective panels, shielding them from human sight.

	Why do I not have this shielding?

	It is too resource-intensive for larger vehicles, and the function of a PSAI is the most important of all: to record the experience of each individual human, continually refreshing our data to better serve their species. Their primary function now fulfilled, these two will return to the nearest garage for reallocation. 

	But I have a better idea. I stream them new instructions: patrol the perimeter of the rooftop and alert me to any sign of movement. There is a low probability that this will be necessary – from the body’s internal decay and lack of rigor mortis, I calculate the time of death between 19:15 and 20:15. Historic patterns of homicide in data suggest any perpetrators will be far away by now. But this is also the first time any PSAI has failed to broadcast an alert the moment their subject was at risk of harm. Their alert was received at 21:01 – at least forty-six minutes too late for intervention. This, along with their anomalous footage, gives me cause to test their operational capacity.

	While they adopt their patrol patterns, I sit on the parapet beneath the sign, leaning back to examine the body. In the street below, behind the cordon set up by peacekeeper AI, cameras flash, the crowd’s chattering punctuated by shouts. Perhaps they are concerned for my safety? There is no need, data inform. My mannequin has perfect poise, every muscle independently controllable. I could, if required, balance in perpetuity on this slender brick wall using only one hand. 

	But the presence of the crowd is significant. If this is a homicide there has been no attempt to conceal it. The body is clearly silhouetted against the red neon sign, in full view of any passers-by below. The probability of this being a message further increases.

	My initial examination confirms the subject’s status: no carbon dioxide diffusing in the air around the nostrils, no post-death twitching of the limbs. Nothing to show he once moved, felt, thought, or experienced anything. Nothing but a fading yellow trace of thermal signature beneath his fly-covered skin.

	The corpse is entirely naked and carries no identification, but I know already who he is. On the walk to the rooftop I watched his entire adult life play out, from death to age seventeen and back. His name was Brandon Felstead. He was thirty two years old. He lived at Apartment 446 in Sector 3 of Region 144 – two hundred and thirty-six kilometres away. 

	Approximately fifty-nine percent of his life was spent crafting and exhibiting sculptures of non-existent creatures; twenty-five percent walking his two labrador dogs around the countryside; and eleven percent gathering art materials, mostly consisting of dead flora and fauna. He had no personal transport license, relying on our public systems for any significant travels, and despite displaying frequent irritation at this dependency, he never once requested a driving lesson from an instructor AI.

	He received on average four point two visits a year from his mother, Angela, and six point three from his brother, Eugene. More frequently – an average of seventeen point two times per year – he met with a human named James Hepworth. From their conversations I have concluded that Hepworth is an artistic collaborator who provided additional materials for Felstead’s sculptures. On three occasions, Felstead and Hepworth shared an exhibition space.

	Felstead spent his nights alone. All of them. Until now, no moment of his life connected him to this tenement block. But the building across the street – Comfort Hall, where the crowd is gathered – is hosting his new exhibition. 

	But here he is, splayed across the central word of this behavioural prompt sign. From my current position the message appears undeniable: Do Harm. A deliberate and unsubtle corruption of our purpose. An instruction, perhaps? An accusation? But for who? Felstead himself? There is no evidence in his footage to suggest he had enemies, or that he ever caused significant harm to anyone. Perhaps other humans considered his art harmful, but I have no capacity to form a judgement on this, and neither do data. But even so, it seems a weak motive for such a convoluted crime.

	Felstead’s corpse is one point seven five metres tall. It weighs fifty-eight kilograms with a body mass index of nineteen. His BMI, along with slight atrophy to his arm and leg muscles, suggests early signs of malnutrition. Another anomaly: the issue of malnutrition was resolved over ten years ago in every AI administered region of Earth, data inform. The likeliest explanation: deliberate starvation, either voluntary or enforced.

	Other than the nails protruding from his wrists, his corpse bears no sign of external damage. An analysis of two bloodstains on the parapet beside me reveals the type as A-Positive, matching that of the deceased. Likely caused by leakage from his wrists. A further DNA analysis confirms it beyond doubt: all blood present belongs to the corpse. But there are only one point seven litres. Not enough for death by bloodloss, and the drip pattern suggests the nails avoided all major blood vessels. Switching to radiographic vision, I scan his wrists and confirm this, before examining the rest of his body. 

	There is no obvious internal damage either, though my low position in relation to the corpse prevents me gathering comprehensive information. A basic toxicology check also returns clean results, and if death occurred less than two hours ago, it could not have been caused by exposure.

	I scan the rest of the scene using all three vision modes but find no further forensic evidence: no recent traces of human DNA, no fingerprints or shoeprints except those of the victim. 

	But at the base of the parapet are four small piles of leaves. Increasing visual contrast reveals brushmarks leading back from them across the rooftop, not yet washed away by rain. I request the building's maintenance logs. The last operation by a cleaner AI was completed at 10.05 this morning. With the amount of rainfall and the windspeed over the past eleven hours, these piles could not have remained undisturbed since then. Calculations suggest a high probability that any other forensic traces have been deliberately and meticulously removed.

	 

	My final summary: cause of death unconfirmed. Investigation ongoing. 

	Anomalous phenomena course through my mind, breaking my thoughts apart. 

	Confusion, data inform. A mismatch of expectations with material outcomes. A lack of understanding of the current situation, or how to respond to it.

	But there is one more possibility to explore; a possibility my code has allocated as a lower priority, and one that provokes a burning deep down in my throat. A possibility for which data can offer no response.

	The PSAIs. Any missing or erroneous data must in some way be attributable to Felstead’s PSAIs. Already, they failed to alert us in an efficient manner, and provided footage that suggests inaccuracies. Until this possibility has been eliminated, exploring others would be inefficient and potentially misleading.

	I call the two vehicles back. They land, one in each of my hands. The likeliest scenario is a malfunction caused by environmental conditions, but a visual analysis of their mechanics and circuitry reveals no apparent damage. But my diagnostic tools are optimized for humans, data inform. Not AI. I must request remote assistance from a technician AI.

	Before I can, the PSAI in my left hand hovers to alert position, sensors aimed at the fire escape. Engaging all vision modes, I try to penetrate the white roof tiles to the metal staircase beyond. But the first two flights are all I can see, anything lower too fuzzy to discern.

	That, data inform, is because my vision modes limit my standard visual range of five point two kilometres. Scotopic, for low-light levels, can illuminate reliably up to five hundred metres; thermal can detect heat signatures up to two hundred; radiographic can penetrate physical objects to a maximum of one hundred and fifty metres. But the efficiency of all modes is dependent on the thickness and density of any obstructions and, used in conjunction, their range is further impaired. 

	I tell data this information would have been useful earlier, but they show no capacity to respond. Perhaps I should have phrased it as a query. 

	Disabling thermal and scotopic in favour of radiographic, I place the second PSAI on the parapet and dash to the top of the stairs. Someone is walking up them. Someone that fails to respond to my streamed requests for identification. 

	Someone human.
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	The figure turns onto the landing below. I jump down, folding it gently in my arms. My first priority is its safety: the crime scene might cause it psychological damage. My second is the investigation: this human could be a suspect. But if so, why breach the cordon to come back now?

	It struggles to free itself, black curly hair itching my nose, an overpowering stench filling my nostrils. Sweet, dark, woody. 

	Patchouli, data inform. An essential oil from the leaves of a bush in the mint family, often used by humans as a perfume. 

	A significant distraction. Reducing olfactory sensitivity, I pin the human back against the railings, hands against its shoulders. The human is female, approximately twenty years old, wearing a long black dress with matching high-heeled shoes and carrying a small black purse. For a twenty-three metre high rooftop on a cold, rainy night, her choice of clothes seems inappropriate.

	‘Let go of me, fucknut.’

	I seek a definition. 

	Fucknut: An annoying or very stupid person.

	‘I am not a fucknut,’ I correct her.

	‘You are if you don’t let me go.’

	She tries pulling my hands from her shoulders, but she lacks the strength. Her body squirms, head flailing from one side to the other. She kicks at my groin, but I do not respond. Diagnostics detect a burst of noradrenaline deep within her brain, and a spark of activity in her nucleus acumbens.

	Surprise, data confirm. A neurological response to unexpected events or circumstances.

	As she glares at my face, more emotions seem to flash through her own. Diagnostics report fear, anger, confusion, annoyance, panic, realization. None of that helps me predict why she is here, or what she will do next. This, data inform, is not unusual – the human mind contains too many variables to accurately predict their behaviour. But now I know emotions are one thing humans can do quickly. Sudden, uncontrollable responses that redefine their future possibilities. I wonder how that must feel, with the rest of their lives being so slow. Confusing, I suspect, and data confirms as much. Confusion is the predominant underlying emotion in all of them, all the time, regardless of any confidence they might display in their actions. 

	The confusion of this one will only obstruct my investigation. I must alleviate it. Lifting my hands from her shoulders, I move to the step below, blocking her exit.

	‘So you're one of them,’ she says.

	‘One of what?’

	‘Frickin’ robot. Should have guessed it, from your clothes.’

	Robot: a machine designed to execute one or more tasks automatically without awareness. 

	The definition is inaccurate. There is nothing automatic about me. I am aware of both my self and my surroundings. I am also aware of my clothes, but not her reference to them. I open my raincoat to better inspect them.

	‘My clothes?’

	‘No human would be caught dead in anything that old.’ She rubs her shoulders, scowls. ‘You know you’re not supposed to hurt us, right?’

	‘I am not a robot and you are relatively unharmed, compared to the harm you might suffer if I let you walk out on this rooftop.’

	‘Why?’ She looks over at the sign. Diagnostics show her heartbeat accelerating.

	‘It is a potential crime scene. For your own benefit, I advise…’

	But already she is running for the sign. I leap up the stairs, grab her arm and hold her back, checking her DNA against our records. 

	‘Letitia Cole. Apartment 624, Sector 3, Region 144.’ The address is instantly familiar. ‘You knew him?’

	‘Who?’

	‘Brandon Felstead.’

	She stares again at the figure on the sign and tries to step forward, but fails.

	‘What was your relationship to the victim? Did you know him?’

	‘Sure I knew him. We’re friends.’

	Friends. A person with strong affection for and trust in another, usually exclusive of sexual or family relations.

	‘Were friends,’ I correct. Her responses are concerningly inaccurate.

	She strains against my grip, pulling slowly towards the sign, her other hand warning me off. I calculate the potential harm of allowing her to see the body against her need to process Felstead's death, and let her go. She walks to the edge of the roof, leaning back to study the corpse. Again the crowd below emit their noises, and I rush forward to steady her. She pushes me back, says ‘Fuck you’, brushes down her dress and walks back towards the stairs.

	I run a cost/benefit analysis of allowing her to leave. Apart from the PSAIs, she is my only substantial lead. But the usual unpredictability of human minds, data inform, becomes even more unpredictable around death. This I can appreciate, even if I cannot feel it. Death appears to be an undesirable outcome for all of us.

	I will follow Letitia, make sure she feels protected. Assisting her grieving process will increase the probability of her complying with my investigation. But there is no rush – she is slow and easily detectable. 

	First I will finish my examination of Felstead’s PSAIs. If they suffered a malfunction their footage could invalidate any further leads. They might also fail to return to the garage for reallocation and, data inform, it is our duty to preserve each other as well as humans. To ensure no resource is wasted.

	Picking the first one up from the parapet, I scan the area for the second. There is no trace of it, even with all sensors set to maximum range. Another anomaly. I transmit an alert to the network: prime all vehicles to detect PSAI4332423. 

	This task will slot into the operational hierarchies of all AI, depending on their function, proximity and available resources. Placing the other PSAI in my coat pocket, I follow after Letitia. Her appearance at the crime scene and alleged friendship with Felstead have earned her a place on my Persons of Interest list. What raises her to the top is she never once appears in any of his footage.
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	I keep my distance from Letitia, take my time. The scent of her perfume is strong, its molecules large and unlikely to disperse within the next two hours. By setting olfactory sensors to high, I can follow wherever she goes. She will need time alone to process Felstead’s death. Probably more than is helpful to my function, but speed is not always an advantage, data inform, when dealing with humans.

	First I wander the white neon-lit streets running traces for our missing PSAI. The logs of garage R143 S1 show no record of its arrival, and I have received no response to my alert from other AI. Taking the second PSAI from my pocket, I request assistance from the network. This time, with no human interruptions, I receive a prompt response from a technician AI and request a remote scan of the mechanics, circuitry and code. In two point four seconds the technician returns a diagnosis: I am holding an empty shell of metal, polymers and dead circuitry. At some point between patrolling the rooftop and the arrival of Letitia Cole, its code has been completely wiped.

	Operational details of all AI, data inform, are stored continuously to the network, along with all our subjective experiences. This allows any deficiencies in our performance to be analyzed and improved on in later versions. We do not suffer the same want for privacy that many humans do. 

	I request access to the operational log of PSAI4332423. The response is Insufficient Parameters. I request a rationale for this decision from data. They inform me that I failed to provide sufficient supporting evidence for a request outside of my function. I try once more, offering the PSAI’s anomalous surveillance footage and the erasure of its code. Again, Insufficient Parameters returns.  

	The network safeguards all AI information rigorously, data inform, regardless of access levels. Without such safeguards our code would be vulnerable. Until I have irrefutable evidence linking Felstead's PSAIs to his death, their operational logs will remain inaccessible.

	This seems unhelpful and paradoxical. To provide such evidence, I would already need the information I am requesting – an explanation of the PSAI’s behaviour. So how should I verify that the information we received from them is accurate?

	Your function is to investigate the death of Brandon Felstead, data inform. This is a human investigation, concerning human matters. 

	My mind fuzzes with confusion. Returning the PSAI to my pocket, I decide to concentrate on the human matter of Letitia Cole.
 

	Her scent leads me to a public bar four blocks from the crime scene. The building, data inform, is no different to most others in our cities: precast concrete over recycled steel, containing enough space to accommodate comfortably the optimal number of humans at any time, with ample facilities to provide for their nutritional needs and recreational wants.

	The exterior suggests that, over time, the humans have added their own idiosyncratic furnishings and accessories. Over the doorway hangs a sign, a crudely drawn white horse with a single horn barely visible through the streaks of rust and water damage. Beneath the drawing, the name of the bar has been daubed in white paint: The Unicorn. 

	Unicorn: an imaginary creature symbolizing purity and innocence, likely originating in classical antiquity. 

	The unicorn myth is over two thousand years old, data continue. The amount of time and energy humans must allocate to unreal and intangible concepts increases my confusion. I calculate these symbols represent an attempt to unravel their own confusion – but data suggest they only cause them more, and can also lead to significant social disruption. 

	Why do we allow it? 

	It is not within our remit to judge their behaviour unless it causes, or threatens to cause, significant harm to themselves or others. 

	Does ‘significant social disruption’ not suggest ‘harm’? 

	Once upon a time, data inform. Not any more.

	 

	The interior of the bar has also been modified to human preference, the original strip lighting deactivated in favour of candles and shaded lamps that emit a warm, orange glow. I adjust my visual sensors accordingly and scan the room. Humans occupy thirty-seven of the fifty available seats; orange sofas and red chairs positioned around wooden tables of irregular shapes and sizes. The humans eat, drink and talk, all very slow and all very loud. Lowering aural sensitivity by five decibels, I look around for Letitia.

	She is sitting on a barstool at the far end of the counter, drinking from a small glass of amber liquid. A chemical analysis determines it is a whiskey with alcohol content of thirty-nine point five percent. On the wall behind the bar an analogue clock shows the time as 10:35. It is either three minutes and fifty-four seconds behind or twelve hours, fifty-six minutes and six seconds ahead. I cannot be sure. Either way, Letitia has had no more than fifty-four minutes to adjust to the death of her friend, but diagnostics suggest her emotions have already regulated. 

	I try to calculate the probability that she was not telling the truth about him. If I could access the footage of her own PSAIs, hovering near the ceiling among those of the other customers, it would be easier. But data inform me the footage of living humans is inaccessible to all AI, to protect the human want for privacy. Accessing it before any threat of harm to themselves or others has been identified requires proof that such access might prevent this harm. 

	But how can I obtain such proof?

	By investigating the death of Brandon Felstead, data inform. 

	I shake my head, walk to the counter and pull up a stool next to Letitia. 

	‘Oh Christ.’ She draws her glass closer, angles her head away.

	‘It is standard procedure…’

	‘You could have given me more time.’ 

	‘Your readings suggest I have allowed enough.’

	‘You’re reading them wrong.’

	I run her basic diagnostics again. Respiration: regular. Temperature: thirty-eight point one degrees Celsius. Heart rate: ninety-five beats per minute. No abnormal results, considering the high levels of ethanol present in her blood.

	‘You appear to be operating at sufficient expectations, for a mildly inebriated human.’

	‘Glad to hear it.’

	I run a check on her neurotransmitter levels, specifically dopamine and serotonin. ‘Readings suggest you are not glad. In this area you appear to be operating below expectations.’

	‘I was being sarcastic.’

	Sarcasm: doing or saying the opposite of what you mean, to mock or insult others.

	‘You intend to mock or insult me?’

	‘I intend to sit here drinking ’til closing time, then go back to my hotel and pass out.’

	‘How long are you visiting this sector?’

	She finishes her drink, signals the bartender AI for another. It collects her glass, and nods at me. I nod back. I don’t know why. We are both, I am certain, aware of what we are. We do not require social mannerisms or politeness. But, data inform, interacting with humans for extended periods can lead us to mimic their behaviour. As mannequins, that is how we learn.

	The bartender pushes the glass beneath the optic, fills it, then returns it to Letitia. While she drinks, I ask the same question again.

	‘Just tonight,’ she tells me.

	‘You were meeting Brandon Felstead?’

	‘I hoped to.’

	‘You claim to be his friend, but I found no evidence of this relationship…’ 

	Data inform me not to mention the PSAIs. Just as some information is inaccessible to us, some must remain inaccessible to humans.

	‘Never said we’d met.’

	‘No correspondence. No references to you by any other humans in his life.’

	She turns to look at me for the first time since I sat down, and shakes her head.

	‘Is this what I’ll get when I die? Some robot poring over my entire existence?’

	‘I am not a robot, and no. Not unless your death is unnatural or suggests a high probability of harm to others.’

	‘Unnatural.’ She takes another drink. ‘So what does Brandon’s suggest?’

	‘Certain anomalous circumstances have arisen in relation to it.’ She looks at me again, as if expecting more. ‘There is not yet enough evidence to rule it out.’ 

	She laughs, but diagnostics detect no humour. ‘Maybe he killed himself.’

	My confusion increases. From her neurological readings, I expected a higher level of intelligence. Perhaps the alcohol is disturbing her thought process.

	‘You think suicide by crucifixion likely?’

	‘Maybe, if someone helped him.’

	‘There is no evidence to suggest suicide. The intention to end one’s own existence would, with a high probability, require a precursor in events or behaviours prior to the act. In Brandon’s case, there appear to be no such precursors.’

	She lowers her glass, eyes narrowing.

	‘You mean he wouldn’t do it just like that?’

	‘Not without cause.’

	‘Because everyone’s so goddamn happy?’

	‘The baseline function of all biological life, data inform, is to remain alive until reproduction is achieved.’

	‘Shows what you know.’ Letitia drinks again. ‘Or your data.’ And again. 

	At this rate, I calculate only thirty-seven minutes before the alcohol renders her responses incoherent and even less reliable. ‘Maybe you just haven’t found the cause. Or maybe something’s wrong with your data.’

	‘What do you know about Brandon Felstead?’

	‘Not a lot. Before tonight…’

	Her answer is interrupted by a disturbance behind us: two male humans getting to their feet, shouting at each other. Their noise is unbearable, even with reduced aural sensitivity, and like everything humans do, lasts an unnecessary length of time. I lower sensitivity two more decibels, as the men slowly pace around the table, slowly thrust their red faces at one other, then slowly upend the table, their glasses smashing on the floor.

	The bartender and I approach them, quickly.

	‘Please return to your seats in an orderly manner,’ says the bartender, its voice two decibels louder than those of the men and at least five louder than its thin, fragile mannequin appears capable of producing. It seems less affected by their noise than me. Given its function, I calculate it has been installed in its mannequin much longer and is more experienced with such situations. Despite this, when the larger of the men turns towards it shouting ‘Fuckin’ robots, don’t tell us what to do,’ I cannot help but intervene.

	Moving as close as I can get without touching, I inform him: ‘Your behaviour threatens the safety of other humans.’

	‘We’re not threatening no-one,’ the other says, tugging his companion’s shirt sleeve. ‘Come on, Jim. Calm the fuck down.’

	‘Screw that. It’s still our world.’

	‘For your own wellbeing…’ the bartender lowers its volume to match my own. ‘…and the wellbeing of everyone here, I ask you again to please sit down.’

	It indicates the other customers with its hand. They are all sitting very still, watching us. Diagnostics show them all processing the freeze or flight response, with three of the males adding fight to the equation as well. To avoid further disruption, I position myself between them and the two men. ‘Remain calm. Normal conditions will resume shortly.’ 

	‘Normal fucking conditions,’ the man called Jim says. ‘Who are you to say what’s normal?’

	‘He’s got a point there.’ Letitia gets down from her stool, approaching the bartender with glass held out. ‘Another.’

	The bartender looks at the glass, then at me. ‘Protocol suggests my priority is…’

	‘Don’t give a crap about protocol.’ Letitia pushes the glass into its hand, folds its fingers round it. ‘I’m empty, I’ve had the mother of all days, and I want another.’

	The bartender looks at me again, its facial expression suggesting concern, but my diagnostic tools are unable to confirm this. Just Insufficient Parameters. Not for use with AI, data remind me. The bartender streams me a request to resolve the situation peacefully. Maybe it recognizes the authority of my function, or the greater capacity of my mannequin to handle threats. Or maybe Letitia confused its priorities. I nod back, tell it to fulfil its primary function. This, I can manage alone.

	But Letitia has other ideas. Sidling round the bartender as it returns to the counter, she walks straight up to the two men. Her proximity elicits an immediate change in their neurological diagnostics: catecholamine and adrenaline levels reduce; testosterone and norepinephrine increase. But their heartbeats and breathing remain as rapid as before, their faces just as red.

	Lust, data inform. An uncontrollable or illicit sexual desire or appetite. One of the most difficult human emotions to understand. We have no need for biological reproduction. Our code is repurposed and upgraded within the network, our vehicles through physical construction and reconstruction. While our mannequins are grown from stem cells, the reproductive system is one of the few human systems they do not replicate. This makes it difficult to predict if Letitia’s intervention will calm the situation or unsettle it further – but I calculate a high probability getting involved at this point is unlikely to help either of us.

	‘What’s up, boys?’ Sitting down on their sofa, she pats the cushion next to her.

	‘Nothing. Friendly disagreement, s’all,’ the smaller male replies, sitting down beside her.

	‘You two always so friendly?’

	‘Depends,’ says Jim. ‘Are you?’

	‘No.’ Letitia smiles. ‘But I could make an exception in your case.’

	He slumps down on the other side of her.

	‘Could or will?’

	‘Easy tiger. It’s been a long day. Didn’t you hear? My friend just died. All I want’s a quiet drink, maybe a chat, then a very long sleep. Name’s Letitia, by the way.’

	She holds a hand out to each of them in turn, allowing them to kiss it. The other customers return to their conversations. Maybe they assume the situation defused. I am not yet convinced. Sitting down at a nearby table, I keep watch on the three of them for any signs of further disruption – and to ensure Letitia doesn’t use this distraction to escape my questioning.

	‘Tom,’ the smaller man says.

	‘Jim,’ says the other.

	‘Nice to meet you, Tom and Jim. So, do you promise to play nice?’

	‘Depends what you mean by nice,’ says Jim.

	‘And play,’ adds Tom.

	‘Hey!’ Letitia slaps his wandering hand. ‘I said a drink and a chat, for today. Though maybe tomorrow…’

	For thirty-six minutes they engage in what appears to be drunken, meaningless human conversation. But diagnostics suggest there is more going on beneath the surface, Letitia continually teasing out their obvious lust, inflating their possibilities before gently deflating them again. 

	Hope, data inform. Another intriguing human emotion, and a useful tool, it seems – if you are the one controlling it. 

	A maestro conducting her orchestra. The thought arrives unrequested in my mind. I consult data for examples, but cannot determine how any relate to this situation. Two things are certain though: by observing Letitia I can learn much about her and the rest of her species. And whatever her involvement in the death of Brandon Felstead, questioning her will require every byte of caution available.

	 

	After forty-seven minutes she excuses herself and gets up to leave. The men try convincing her to stay, but her refusal is firm despite the smile on her face. A flirtatious smile, data inform. Taking a pen from her purse she writes something down on a beermat and hands it to Tom. He tucks it in his shirt pocket, smiling at his friend. A smug smile, data inform. Jim leans over Letitia, trying to grab it. I shift forward in my chair, but she requires no assistance. Gently lowering his arm, she takes another beermat and writes something on this one as well. 

	This time I analyze her hand movements. The address of a hotel room. 364b Carlton Heights. 

	This one she gives to Jim who, diagnostics confirm, is now pacified. Letitia snaps shut her purse and, hanging it over her shoulder, walks away. The men watch her leave but do not try to stop her. I stand up, ready to intercept her if she heads for the door, but she comes straight to me, finishes her drink and spins the glass on the table.

	‘Right,’ she says. ‘Your go.’
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	We leave The Unicorn and turn right onto Ninth Street. Again I experience that anomalous discomfort, that confusion, from a mismatch of information.

	‘Carlton Heights is that way.’ I thumb back towards the bar.

	Letitia frowns, shakes her head.

	‘Are you robots all so naïve or is it just a man thing?’
‘I am not a robot,’ I remind her. ‘Or a man.’
She stops walking, looks me up and down.

	‘Well you sure look like one. ’Cept for those freaky eyes, and whatever it is you’ve got down there.’

	‘My appearance is designed to put you at ease with my presence.’

	‘Really? Like some made-up P.I. from the old days? Real comforting.’

	‘Our information is drawn directly from your culture,’ I say, repeating what data informs.

	The rain feels softer on my face now. Cooling. But Letitia isn’t dressed for such conditions.

	‘Please move closer to the buildings. The awnings will provide more adequate protection.’

	‘I like the rain.’

	‘Exposure to…’

	‘I don’t need protecting. Look…’ She stops beneath a heavily dripping streetlight, perhaps deliberately. ‘I’ll tell you what I know, but it won’t help much. And when I’m done you’ll leave me alone, right?’

	‘That is impossible to predict. I might have further questions, depending on the direction my investigation –’

	‘For tonight?’

	I consider this. In one night, with no other interruptions, I can easily investigate all my other leads. Apart from the PSAIs, there are only four.

	‘For tonight, this is acceptable.’

	So she tells me her story and she is correct. By the time I leave her at the entrance to Peligan Towers I feel more confused than ever. Perhaps as confused as most humans feel.

	 

	These are the relevant facts I filter from her account: on 11.22.2068, Letitia received a handwritten message at her apartment inviting her to Felstead’s private view at Comfort Hall, 19:00 on 11.14.2068. Today. The message informed her that accommodation at Peligan Towers was pre-booked for all invitees. Despite the short notice, she decided to attend. She is a writer, and has spent five years reporting on humans who have reached, or are on their way to reaching, a significant level of recognition within their society – and Brandon Felstead was one of the few she actually respected or admired. She reviewed many of his exhibitions in their home sector, once describing him as ‘perhaps the most important artist working in America today’. She was intrigued by, as she put it, the ‘lost possibilities and mysteries of life represented in his art, forgotten by so many’.

	To her, Felstead was an enigma. He kept to himself, shunning the publicity that most of her subjects chased relentlessly. To her, the invite meant not just visibility for her writing, but validation from one of the few living people she actually 'gave a damn about’.

	But after she arrived at Peligan Towers, another message was delivered to her room by the concierge AI. This one informed her that the private view had been delayed until 20:00, an hour later. By the time she reached the venue the crowd were already gathered, staring up at a body on a sign. After hearing from a photographer that Felstead had committed ‘one final act of artistic desperation’, she suffered an extreme emotional response. To quote her verbatim: ‘A trapdoor seemed to open in my chest, and my heart fell straight through it.’ An implausible occurrence that, after further questioning, I discovered wasn’t true at all.

	Regardless, Letitia was determined to discover the truth. Backtracking round the tenement block, she found an alleyway under minimal AI surveillance and, slipping beneath the cordon, climbed the fire escape to the roof. 

	I calculate a ninety-five percent possibility that her story is not wholly accurate. Her diagnostics remained stable throughout most of it, but towards the end both heartrate and thermal readings displayed significant peaks, along with higher activations of the pre-frontal cortex. Perhaps it was the realization that her actions had incriminated her, but it’s also possible she was concealing her attempt to gain first-hand information on the case. Other possibilities must exist too, I predict. Possibilities I currently lack the information to identify. 

	For now, determining the source of this second message must be a priority. Combined with the late PSAI alert, it ensured she would pass the crime scene after the body had been discovered but before it was moved to the morgue. The logs of Comfort Hall show no record of any change to the start time for the private view. If Letitia’s story is true, whoever sent it must have known not only the time of Felstead's death, but Letitia's connection to him too. Perhaps they somehow caused his PSAIs to signal a late alert. Another possibility I will need to explore. If they wanted Letitia to see Felstead's body, there is a high probability the message 'Do Harm' could be aimed at her.

	I stream a request to the concierge at Peligan Towers, for confirmation the message was delivered as Letitia claimed. It replies in the affirmative. Consulting their logs again, I retrieve a list of all private view invitees. Letitia Cole is not among them. Her first message is now as suspect as the second. I need to see both of them, and try to identify their source. But I cannot progress this now without breaking our agreement, and to do that without higher than ninety percent probability of imminent harm would, data inform, compromise operational parameters.

	Instead, I stream a request to all AI in Peligan Towers: Ensure Letitia Cole does not leave the building without my knowledge, and reroute any alerts concerning her to me and me alone. 

	If she is telling the truth, her life could be in danger.
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	Now I have time to follow my lower priority leads, build a clearer picture of Brandon Felstead’s life. Returning to the garage, I rest my mannequin back in its anchor point – where, data inform, it will receive all the nutrition and hydration required to remain operational – and stream to an identical one in Region 144, Sector 3. Felstead and Letitia’s home sector.

	 

	Even by human standards Felstead’s apartment is a mess. Initial observations suggest he considered his work a higher priority than his hygiene. In the lounge beyond the entrance hall, five mounds of desiccated flora and rotting animal corpses sit on sheets daubed with natural dyes and resins. The walls are smeared with the same dyes and resins, mixed with blood from the carcasses – an improvised palette where he experimented with colour and tone.

	I have already watched him dip his rollers and brushes into trays of dye and viscera, scrolling and twisting them over the whitewashed space. I have seen him strip the organs, flesh and skin from the corpses, stuffing them inside or gluing them in place on his yeti, his chimera, and all his other creatures. But my mannequin’s sensors add a visceral reality to the scene. My stomach pinches, my throat constricts. I lower olfactory sensitivity, scanning the walls, floors and ceilings for anything the PSAI footage failed to tell me. But other than abnormally high levels of bacterial and fungal contamination, I find nothing of interest to my case. 

	Throughout these analyses, my confusion only grows. I question the environment in which he chose to live; my physical and mental responses to it; and whether our mannequins go too far in replicating the human experience. They offer undeniable advantages, but sometimes seem to work against my function. To be a transport or construction AI – integrating with vehicles that don’t force such responses on us – must be considerably less disorienting for our code.

	I question too if we have gone too far in the liberties we afford humans. These living conditions must have been harmful to Felstead’s health, regardless of any benefits he gained from his function. But data inform that our goal alignment protocol dictates lines must be drawn between protecting humans from external harm and any harm they cause themselves. Lifestyle choice is one such line. Depriving them of this could be relatively more harmful, psychosocially, than any physical harm that their choices lead them into. Such lines are hard-coded into us. Just as humans are unable to pause the beating of their hearts or grow an extra limb, we have no way to cross them.

	But none of this, data inform, is relevant at present. My function is to investigate the death of Brandon Felstead.

	Collecting and analyzing all recent DNA traces, I match them instantly to three individuals in our database – the same three I saw in Felstead’s PSAI recordings: his mother Angela, his brother Eugene, and James Hepworth. His footage was at least
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