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Police tape blocked off the alley, but it did little to keep away the curious citizens of Andromeda. The fact that it was 4:26 a.m. made no difference in the big city. People fluttered around the alley like flies on a fresh trash heap. Most slowed their pace and tried to look past the officers barring the way. After a glimpse of the blood smeared wall, or maybe of the body bag, they continued on. Others had nothing to do and a mind full of morning curiosity. They tried to wedge themselves in between the other onlookers to get a better look at the scene. One of the police officers told them to stay behind the line, while the other nudged someone back using his baton.

They paid Argyle no mind as he pulled up behind one of the police cruisers and stepped out onto the sidewalk. He stood beside his hover-car, rapping his knuckles along the smooth surface of the hood, enjoying the sound of metal on metal as he surveyed the area. Any one of them could be their culprit, he thought as he scanned those gathered around the scene along with the people who continued to walk on by. His eyes picked up one criminal in the group, but she was a small-crimes type of woman. Someone into petty theft didn't quite fit the m.o. for this one, so Argyle paid her no mind as he walked into the edge of the crowd and slowly made his way to its forefront, gently nudging people aside. He ignored their grunts of protest. As he got to the officer holding back the rougher folk in the crowd, Argyle pushed the rubberneckers back with little effort then held his hands up.

“I come in peace”, Argyle said, smiling with flow-metal lips. The officer was slightly taken aback. He reached for the stun-gun in his belt. “There'll be no need for that. I'm with the Federal Bureau, sent to assist with the case. Word should have been sent ahead of me about my coming, but...it wouldn't be the first time where things didn't go so smoothly.” Argyle glanced at the other officer who already had his stun-gun out, but lowered. Humans were always either hesitant or too quick to react when startled. Argyle was glad the former case was taking place.

“I'm slowly reaching into the inside pocket of my coat,” Argyle said while performing the action as he spoke, “and pulling out my badge. Slowly. There, see?” He held up his ID while the cop closest to him looked it over. The other officer lowered his stun-gun a bit more, then let out a sigh of relief and holstered it when the first officer nodded and stepped aside.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” Argyle said as he nodded, touching the rim of his hat, then held up the police tape and went under it. He didn't stop to look back at the crowd that was now dispersing, but heard the mumblings of, “thinking-machine,” and, “that’s a bad-omen,” that followed him wherever he went. He stared at the blood-caked wall while approaching the small huddle around the body bag.

“Still no clues?” the woman crouched over the body asked her associates. She took a drag from her cigarette while peeling back the top of the bag with her free hand.

“Nothing,” a man replied, then coughed wildly and fanned away the smoke that drifted to his face. “Geeze, could you put that out? Who smokes anymore anyway?” The woman rolled her eyes and unzipped the bag further, revealing more symbols etched into the deceased.

“I smoke, and it's not going out until I'm done with it. Have we figured out what these symbols mean yet? Are we sure they are the same as the last three?”

“Some are the same, some, different,” the man took a step back and leaned away from the cigarette plumes. “It's like they all have a pattern of hieroglyphs. It goes on for a few...lines, then repeats. They each have a different set though. Our typographer said they all appear to be written by the same person. Well the last ones, anyway. The symbols are laser precise though, so I wouldn't doubt it if a rogue bot did this.”

“I thought we cleared out all the rogues,” a second man said while clawing at the scruff on his face. “Wasn't there a nationwide android-hunt fifteen years ago or so?”

“Yeah, but they're tricky as fuck,” the woman said, shooting up a glare that made Argyle's circuits shiver.

“Oh-uh yeah, of course, I'm sorry Mariella.”

“That's Detective Evrin,” she said, jabbing out with her cig, “you've lost your first name privileges, Cap’.”

“Eh, whatever,” the man stepped over the body bag to stand beside Mariella. Seeing the man's face, as he ran his palms down his scruff in a way that made Argyle think of an old cartoon, Argyle was able to identify the man as Johnny Robinson, Captain of the Andromeda Police Department. “Just keep working on it. This shit’s already way out of hand. Subduing the press isn't gonna be possible soon enough.”

“You don't say. I mean, every murder is getting harder to examine and clean-up fast enough to cover our own asses.” Mariella held the cigarette between her teeth and bobbed her head towards the mess on the wall.

“It's gonna get worse once that feddy gets here,” the man still facing away from Argyle said, coughing some more. Argyle smiled to himself and took the comment as his cue. He reached into his coat and stepped forward.

“Greetings detectives, Captain,” Argyle said. The man with his back to Argyle jumped and let out a shout of surprise. Captain Robinson paled and took a step back while reaching for his sidearm, but almost stumbled over in the process. Detective Evrin whipped a Glock out of her coat in one swift motion and squeezed the trigger. The Glock boomed in the alley like thunder. Argyle pulled out his badge and brought it up to his face just in time to catch the bullet with the steel of the badge and his palm.

“Federal Bureau agent  number 29351, Detective Argyle, at your service.”

​[image: image]

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 02


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Detective Evrin, Captain Robinson, and the man who nearly jumped out of his boots, Detective Mason, wore pale complexions as they stared at Argyle. Argyle heard a commotion about the entrance of the alley. Footfalls scurried away from the alley, but in the quiet that settled after the explosion of sound, people gathered around, more curious than frightened. Curiosity killed the cat, Argyle thought as he held up his badge, looking through the hole at the bullet lodged in the palm of his hand. He put the badge away then plucked out the bullet and held it up between his finger and thumb before dropping it into the coat pocket his badge rested in. He turned around to the gathered crowd and took off his wide-brimmed hat.

“We're in the middle of an investigation here,” Argyle shouted, “and will consider taking those with prying eyes under custody for questioning.” He waved the crowd aside with his hat. “Carry on.”

The faces of the onlookers were warped into expressions of shock and fear. Some shrieked and ran off, while others shouted curses about the untrustworthiness of thinking-machines before wandering away. A couple of people held up their fingers in the shapes of crosses and uttered prayers. Argyle smiled to himself and turned back to the crime scene before him while setting his hat back onto his head.

“I can't believe this,” Mariella muttered, Glock still in hand.

“Settle down,” Captain Robinson said, lightly touching the barrel of Mariella’s gun, letting out a sigh of relief at her compliance as she stowed away the firearm. “Sorry I didn't tell you. I didn't think he would be coming here straightaway, thought I could tell you about him before we got back to the precinct.”

“Him? You mean it? Why would the FBI send that, that thing to us?” Mariella waved her cigarette at Argyle.

“Eh, something about promoting relations between man and machine, so that a new line of enforcers can be made and deployed around the country. I got some spiel about wanting to lower death and injury rates among law enforcement.”

“It’s probably just a money thing,” Mason said. The Captain raised an eyebrow at him. “You know, get people back into liking thinking machines, back to being all cozy with the idea of them, so the feds can make more money by producing them. Drain the states, and cities, of their meager funding by making having a thinking machine on the force a sought after thing. Then monopolizing them, of course. They'll push them into every house-hold, again. I mean, not right away, but a decade or two down the line.” Mason looked around nervously at the Captain and fellow detective, then at Argyle, who smiled at him.

“That may very well be the case,” Argyle said, then waved an arm at the gore on the wall and the body bag, “but either way, shouldn't we focus our attention on the matter at hand instead of the possible connotations that come with me being sent instead of one of my human counterparts?” Robinson waved a hand at Argyle in agreement, while Evrin thumbed at the pockets of her black slacks while glaring at the thinking-machine sent to help them. Argyle ignored the measured look, deciding not to address it at all, and instead waved a hand at the body bag. “Mind if I take a look, Captain Robinson?”

“Go ahead,” the Captain grunted. “Have you been briefed on the case?”

“That I have,” Argyle said as he crouched and slowly unzipped the bag down to the navel of the victim. “I also overheard that the patterns follow along with what you've seen so far, repeating after a while.” Argyle looked up at Evrin. She crushed the cigarette she was working on, now just a little stub, underfoot, then whipped out a fresh one. “It’s very odd for someone to have such a nasty habit in this day and age, especially someone meant to be an example for the people,” Argyle said.

Detective Evrin grunted as she lit the cigarette and puffed on it defiantly. Argyle smiled then looked back at the dead woman in front of him. He looked her up and down, scanning her face first, then the markings that marred her body. She would have been beautiful if it wasn't for the symbols that were carved into every inch of her skin like hieroglyphs inside a pyramid wall. Dry blood was smeared across her pale skin in-between the incisions that ran down from the edge of her hairline, down to her abdomen, and undoubtedly to her toes, just like the past three murders done in the same fashion.

“Very archaic,” Argyle whispered.

“Got that right,” Detective Mason griped, clawing at his own face while watching from a distance. “Satanic is what it is.”

“Do you think there could be a Satan worshipper running around in this day and age?” Argyle looked up at Mason, who shrugged in reply. “I guess anything is possible, considering that despite all of our advancements in the sciences Christianity, Judaism, and Islam are still practiced in some parts of the world.”

“Gotta believe in something,” Mason mumbled.

“I believe in the natural world, and that religions were created by humans in order to explain the things around themselves that they could not understand, and to create a code of morals while giving the hope of something more after life has left the body.”

“Can you tell us anything new?” Captain Robinson asked. Argyle looked at him and saw the annoyance on his face, then looked up at the bloody wall of the alley.

“Sorry Captain, although I do not believe in the spiritual and supernatural, I find the subjects to be highly interesting.” Argyle pointed at the wall, then at the dead woman. “Were all of the other victims left in the same manner? Nailed to the wall, with their blood splattered all over it?”

“No, and yes.”

“There's always lots of blood,” Evrin cut in, “how could there not be when they’ve all been carved up like that.”

“They didn't have to make such a mess,” Argyle replied, looked up at Evrin, then waved a hand over the corpse slowly as he continued, “the perpetrator is intelligent enough to manage all of this every twelve hours, precisely, which means the last murder, and first of these four, were committed in broad daylight.”

“Intelligent enough, or programmed to be clever enough to pull it off.”

Argyle smiled at Evrin. She gave him a look of pure disgust, then tossed her cigarette and stomped it out. “I'll meet you guys back at the precinct,” she said, “I'm not gonna waste my time talking to a tin can.”

“You're not going anywhere,” Captain Robinson scratched at his bristly face then waved a hand at Argyle and Evrin, “being that you're on the case, and Argyle’s been sent to assist, you're stuck together now.”

“Captain!” Detective Evrin glared and clenched her fists. “Do you really expect me to work with that thing?”

“I'm right here,” Argyle said, “and I understand your predisposition, but I assure you that I am not like the machine that took your arm.”

Evrin reflexively clutched at her right arm and gritted her teeth, wincing at the remark. “You're all the same to me,” she muttered, “monsters in waiting, hiding behind the guise of civility.” Evrin stormed off.

“Hey,” Robinson said, then shouted, “hey, where are you going?”

“It's alright,” Argyle zipped up the body bag then stood and watched Evrin leave. “You can heal a physical injury and replace a limb, but mental wounds are much harder to repair. Nonetheless, she'll come around eventually, or at least stay her fury enough to work side-by-side with me.”

“Good luck,” Mason said. “Oh, there's our ride.”

“Guess we should step aside and let the Coroner do their job, eh?” Robinson added. He sighed and crossed over the corpse. “Meet you at the office, er, what was it?”

“Argyle, and yes, after I take a better look at the scene,” Argyle stood and approached the bloody wall.

“Sounds good.” As Captain Robinson and Detective Mason neared the entrance to the alleyway he whispered to Mason when he thought he was out of earshot of the thinking-machine. “Think we'll be able to catch this guy, now that we've got a walking computer helping out?”

“Maybe, if he doesn't malfunction like just about all smart machines did sixteen years ago. If that happened, we could be the next couple of poor saps strung up on a wall, naked and bleeding all over.”

Argyle looked at them then, as Mason looked over his shoulder, and it sent a shiver down the man's spine. Looking away, Argyle sighed and raised a hand to the wall of the alley while examining it and the holes where nails had pierced through the victim, pinning her there.
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At the knock on the door Captain Robinson sighed then said, “come in.” Argyle read the look on his face and understood it fully. The Captain didn't like having to push the two of them together, and Argyle could feel the friction that would come from working with Evrin, but a good detective should be able to set their biases aside in order to get the job done. From what Argyle knew from the system, she was good at her job, but her mood was typically sour. The Captain's door slowly opened.

“If this is about the case, the paleography is still working with the bodies,” Evrin said as she entered. “Oh, the tin-can’s here,” she grumbled.

“Have a seat,” Robinson said.

“No thanks, I'm fine standing over here, by the door, safely away from that thing.”

“That wasn't an invitation, that's an order.”

“This is bullshi-”

“Listen,” Robinson cut her off, “I remember what happened to you, I was there when that thing went wild, killed your parents, and crushed your arm,” Evrin held her right arm to her chest. “Listen, Evrin, do you think I would put you in this kind of a situation if I didn't have to? He's a new kind of AI, programmed from the ground up to act as a detective, and to do everything in its power in order to serve and protect man. And he is your new partner on the case.”

Evrin opened her mouth to say something, but Robinson cut her off with a, “hey,” and a, “stop,” and, “zip-zip-zip! I don't wanna hear it!”

Argyle sat back all the while, taking in their expressions. Captain Robinson came across as relatively lax, perhaps due to working on the force for so long. His time spent in crime prevention and hunting down criminals took a heavy toll on his features. At forty-five, his hair was nearly all gray, his face was a fit of wrinkles, with a bumpy scar marring one of his cheeks, and his haggard look was topped off with the bristles that ran down his chin and neck. Argyle had noted that the only time the Captain was seen clean-shaven was during his first three to four years on the force, something he noticed when looking into his background before being shipped off to help with the current dilemma that left a corpse pinned to a wall every twelve hours. Argyle had watched Robinson’s manner turn from that of a tired older man, to one who was tired of the resistance of his subordinates, and ready to spew out flames if that's what it took to set them in line.

Evrin’s downtrodden look as she opened the door was quickly replaced with shock and horror at seeing Argyle, then rage spurred on by deeply seeded hatred for thinking machines. Everyone around the world was awash with animosity towards intelligent machines after the incident when AI went haywire and began to turn on their masters. Evrin's
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