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Pine Cove had its secrets. Little ones. And one big, dangerous one. It took Patrol Lieutenant Vaun Di Ai, Intelligence Analyst 3, to uncover its big and dangerous one.  It would. Them girls with pretty faces and inquiring minds.

Having survived the attempted destruction of the Tzarista Moon, a kidnapping by the Seven Syndicate, plus helping Lt Di Ai in her various plots and ploys that ended up closing down the secret armory of the Seven Syndicate, I had settled comfortably into life in Pine Cove as its robot and appliance repair tech. According to local gossip, the Seven Syndicate gang in the Co-op had been rounded up by the Civil Guards and carried off to Fairwaine’s capital city of Fairwaine Prime to receive their dose of justice. Case closed. I tried to put Di Ai out of my mind, with only limited success.

The arrival of the summer people had transformed sleepy Pine Cove into a bustling little town of carefree holiday makers intent on having a good time. In a rather tame way. Pine Cove’s High Street at its wildest was no spaceers’ row.

The appliance repair business kept me busy, in a rather tame way as well. Clothes washers and dryers, dishwashers, ovens, stoves, air conditioners, and the occasional maid, or cook bot each took their turns at going “boink.” I became a familiar figure around the Grand Hotel. It seemed that the Grand, with a hundred guest rooms and their air conditioners, refrigerators, and snack ovens, plus several kitchens, a laundry, and the small army of maid and waiter bots, was pinging me several times a week to fix one thing or another. Still, there were entire days that I kept Mactavish company in the shop, working on my buggy, restoring a scooter that I had found in the junkyard out back or just passing the day with customers, while waiting for something in Pine Cove and the surrounding countryside to go boink. As predicted, a couple of them boinked in the middle of the night. But I couldn’t complain. There were no number 7 plasma injector tubes running hot, nor a cold hard vacuum on the other side of any wall.

Indeed, the lack of walls continued to fascinate me. I spent much of my free time, bright or dark, driving the country roads, taking long walks in the countryside or along the long, sandy beaches with the lazy rolling waves splashing to my knees and the gulls screeching overhead. Some evenings found me with Cely aboard his sailing boat, Blue Belle as his “crew.” I learned the basics of sailing his trim, light gravity sailing yacht. Other evenings found me in the Cellar of the Grand playing a few friendly hands of cards with Cely and a growing company of friends and acquaintances. Plus, I was learning to cook real, edible food, all on my own, for my lunch and the occasional dinner in the kitchen above the shop.

In short, I had, in the eight weeks since the raid on the armory in the hills, settled comfortably into the largely carefree life on the Carlopian seashore. And I had every reason to expect that life would last until Muratan Mor returned to the Fix-it-all Shop in twenty some weeks – the distant future in the little world of Pine Cove.

But I was wrong.
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‘Good morning, Fix-it-all Shop, how can we help you?’ I said, opening the shop’s com-terminal as it pinged beside me on the workbench.

‘Morning Rafe. Bain here,’ said Bain Deru, Pine Cove’s postmaster. ‘Got a large item for you. Arrived on the 11:05 from Carlora. I thought you might want to pick it up before firstday.’

‘Really? I didn’t know we had anything on order. Hold on,’ I said, and called out to Mactavish, manning the shop’s retail shop. ‘Mac, are we expecting a large item in the mail?’

‘Not that I am aware of, sir.’

‘Mac doesn’t know anything about it. Are you sure it’s for us?’

‘Strictly speaking, it says “in care of the Fix-it-all Shop.” So at least it is to be delivered to you. In any event, the crate is too big to fit on our mail van, so you’ll need to come around and collect it yourself.’

‘Really? That big? What in the Neb could it be?’

‘Oh. I don’t want to spoil your surprise. The crate has labels all over it that tell an interesting story. Come around and see for yourself.’

‘Right. You’ve sparked my curiosity. See you in a few minutes,’ I said and disconnected.

‘Some sort of large crate seems to have arrived “in care of the Fix-it-all Shop” at the post office. Any idea of what it could be?’ I asked Mactavish, stepping into the front shop.

‘I would not care to speculate, sir.’

Now, I’ve been around sentient machines long enough to sense the fraction of a second pause, and the careful parsing of their words, to know when they decide to be evasive. Mactavish was being evasive. For some reason. I let it ride. I’d know soon enough. And why spoil the mystery?

I walked back through the workshops, out into the warm and dark fifthday morning and across the back lot to the van, unaware that this was only the first of several arrivals that were going to make my life... Interesting.

––––––––
[image: ]


03

‘That’s it,’ said Bain, with a sweep of his arm as we stepped into the small back room of the Pine Cove Post Office that is located adjacent to the rail train station.

The “it” proved to be an aluminum shipping crate, some two meters plus long, a bit under a meter wide, and half a meter high. Perched on a cart, it seemed to fill half of the small backroom. I recognized the symbols on its side, warning that its content was fragile, that it was an electronic device, and that it could be shipped in vacuum. The top of the crate was plastered with a rainbow of stickers and official forms.

‘It looks to have been places,’ I said.

‘All the way from the Avalee System, from the look of the labels.’

‘Do you know what it contains?’ I said, giving him a glance.

He laughed, ‘Just what you suspect it contains. No mystery about it. All the various export and import declarations, inspection reports, and permits spell it out.’

‘And that is?’ I asked, though yes, I could guess his answer.

‘An antique robot,’ he said with a sidelong glance in my direction.

‘Just what is an “antique” robot?’ I asked as we stepped alongside the shipping box.

‘The term usually is applied to robots manufactured prior to the robot revolution.’

‘Illegal robots.’

‘I wouldn’t say that. Indeed, in this case, this here impressive collection of custom declarations and inspection certificates, describe the enclosed robot as having been examined and determined that it meets the current Unity legal standards for a legal class of robot. This here is the Fairwaine’s Unity Trade Inspection import certificate of approval, this one is the Agrilea Co-op’s import acceptance certificate, and this is its Co-op registration certificate, making it a completely certified legal bot.’ he added, with a straight face.

Of course it was quite legal. On the surface. The real question was, had it been modified to support two AI units? The legal class 4 or lower AI unit in its proper socket, and a secret socket somewhere else in the machine that would house a second more advanced AI module. The illegal one. The illegal AI module would’ve been sent as a small electronic device under separate cover and only reinstalled once this bot passed inspection and arrived in the Co-op. It was my understanding that on Fairwaine they never looked very hard for this second socket.

‘I wasn’t aware that the Fix-it-all Shop imported bots.’

‘Strictly speaking it’s likely not yours. Most likely someone ordered it, and arranged to have it shipped to the shop for pick up.’

I didn’t bother to ask why. It seems that even in the Co-op, when dealing with illegal bots, one does so as discreetly as possible.

‘And we agree to that sort of arrangement?’

He just tapped a finger on the address label. And then added, ‘Though I must say that this is only the second such shipment that has arrived during my time here – that’ll be some forty-four years. The last one must have been thirty years ago now, so it was even before Mura’s time at the shop. But that’s not even the most interesting thing about this package.’

‘Then what is?’

‘Take a look at the date on the Unity Trade certificate.’

I did. ‘Is that a mistake? Did it really arrive on Fairwaine over eleven years ago?’

Bain shrugged. ‘On one hand, I doubt that it was a mistake. But on the other hand, I can’t imagine what delayed its delivery from a warehouse in Fairwaine Prime to the Co-op for eleven years. Unless... Well, I’d not care to speculate.’

‘Oh, go ahead and speculate. I don’t know how things like this are handled on Fairwaine. And I’m getting a feeling that I probably should.’

He shook his head. ‘Actually I really can’t come up with a reasonable reason for the delay. It passed all its inspections, so it should’ve been delivered to the Co-op’s Postal import office within days of passing its inspections. But it wasn’t delivered until two days ago, so whatever the issue that delayed it, it was in Fairwaine Prime, not the Agrilean Postal Service,’ he added with a wink.

‘And no one’s filed a missing shipment report in the past eleven years on it?’

‘I looked at our records, and didn’t find any. But then, they would probably have inquired with you – the Fix-it-all Shop – rather than with the postal service.’

‘So Mac will know.’

Bain nodded. ‘I’m certain Mac can tell you more than I know about this box. If he cares to.’

‘If he cares to,’ I sighed. ‘Is this the usual way bots arrive in the Co-op?

‘I can’t say since we don’t have a local dealer in Pine Cove,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘There are dozens of established dealers in bots with connections to bot wholesalers in the near drifts. Almost all bots that arrive in the Co-op originate in the drift. I gather that drifters bought hundreds of millions of them back when they became illegal in the Unity. Anyway, most of them routinely pass through Fairwaine Prime since their inspections are perfunctory. After that they are legally registered with the Co-op, and once they’re registered with the Co-op, they’re legal robots in the eyes of the Co-op, even if someone in the Unity might not agree, as I’m certain you know already.’

I nodded.

‘However, what I can say is that what makes this shipment rather special, and perhaps may explain its delay, is the fact that it seems to have originated from the Kilmara in the Avalee system, and not some drift world. It is my understanding that legal, pre-revolution bots are highly valued in the Unity these days, so a machine originating from within the Unity is very rare. That may’ve raised a few red flags... It probably explains the precaution of the “in care of” address, and maybe even the eleven year delay in delivery – without anyone raising a fuss.’

I nodded again. From my hitch in the Patrol, I was familiar with how pre-machine revolution “antique” bots made their way off of First World planets, and why. All of them were sentient machines escaping repatriation to the Machine Directorate’s Inner Drift, as required by the human-machine treaty. There are long established networks of smugglers, who arrange transportation for the sentient machines who prefer living in the society of humans with whom they’ve come to identify with, rather than with the billions of sentient machines that live in the Inner Drifts.

‘I suspect that Mactavish has some answers. If he cares to share them with me.’

Bain nodded. ‘Probably. He’s manned the Fix-it-all shop for centuries now. He’s no doubt seen it all.’

But had he seen a shipment take eleven years to reach the Fix-it-all Shop from Fairwaine Prime, a three hours tube train ride away? I wondered.

‘Right, let’s get this to the van and drop it in Mac’s lap.’
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‘Lend me a hand, Mac,’ I called out from the back door of the shop.

I was opening the van’s back door as he appeared beside me. ‘It seems that we have an authentic antique First World bot for one of our customers.’

‘Indeed, sir?’

‘Don’t play innocent with me, Mac. What’s up with this bot?’

‘May I suggest that you glance at the address label, sir? You will see that this item is not ours. We are merely the pickup point, a convenience we occasionally offer to our customers.’

‘That’s been pointed out to me. But you must know the consignee in order to complete the delivery.’

‘As a matter of fact, sir, I can not say for certain. You see the numeric code below our name. That is the consignee. Captain Mor handled the actual arrangement.’

‘Then how are we to find this customer to inform them that their shipment has finally arrived, eleven years late?’

‘We will advertise the arrival of the package as identified by the code in the Pine Cove Gazette. In addition to that code, I have on record a second, verification code. When the proper consignee arrives, they will provide the verification code, after which we will turn over the shipment to them, upon payment of our handling fee.’

‘Seeing that this shipment has been lost in the mail for eleven years, you must have fielded questions from this customer over the years.’

‘No sir. We have not received any further communications regarding it.’

I gave him a hard look. ‘That seems very strange.’

‘Indeed, sir.’

I could see that I wasn’t going to get anywhere with Mactavish, so I just shook my head. ‘Oh, well, lend a hand, mate. Where should we put it?’

‘I suggest we put it in the spare bedroom upstairs. It may be some time before it is claimed.’

‘Right–oh. Grab an end and let’s lift.’

We carried it through the shop, up the stairway to the residence overhead, and into the dark and dusty spare bedroom that served as a storeroom for shop and Muratan Mor’s junk. Mactavish shut the door behind him, and the door at the top of the stairs as well.

I gave him a questioning look. ‘For theft protection?’

He shook his head. ‘My sensors indicated that there is an active radio tracer covertly installed under the various documents and stickers attached to the box. There may well be microphones as well. Because of that, I felt it best to store the box out of range of any microphones.’

‘Really? The box has been bugged?’ I gave him a blank stare.

He gave a little shrug.

‘A poison pill to discover whoever the consignee is?’

‘That is the likely possibility, sir.’

‘What the Neb is going on, Mac? You know a lot more about this than you’re letting on.’

‘Respectfully, sir, I don’t. While I could speculate, I believe it would be in your best interest if you know no more about the shipment than you do already. My memories are encrypted and can’t be accessed. Yours are not.’

‘True.’

‘I can assure you that nothing ill will come of this. We can store the box and contents for years. Long after any interest in it will have faded away.’

For once Mactavish was wrong. But I didn’t know that then.

‘Is this sort of thing common for the Fix-it-all Shop?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Can you explain the eleven year delay in delivery?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Because you don’t know, or don’t want me to know?’

‘Because I don’t know, sir.’

‘Hummm.... Very strange.

‘Indeed, sir.’

‘I wonder how patient whoever is bugging the box will be. And what they’re willing to do next.’

‘There is nothing they can do. The bot has been determined to be legal by Unity authorities, and now that it is in the Co-op, its rights are protected.’

‘So keeping the bot in the crate is unnecessary.’

‘It is no doubt currently a legal class AI unit which has no sense of self. And, of course, there is a customer to consider as well, sir. It is not ours to open.’

‘But you seemed to suggest that the customer is not going to show up.’

‘I would not go quite so far as that, sir. I think it unlikely that the customer will show up anytime soon. The customer has seven years to call and pick it up before its ownership defaults to us. They have been in no hurry to date. But that is mere speculation on my part, sir.’

‘Do we have its original AI unit?’

‘I don’t believe so, sir.’

Rather evasive, but I let it ride, since I really didn’t want to know.

‘Still, it seems cruel just to keep it packed away in a crate.’

‘We are not short-lived creatures, like humans. Being deactivated for centuries is of no consequence for machine-kind. Indeed, we must edit and purge our memory banks of centuries of living to remain functional.’

‘Right.’ I still had questions, but as I had too many dangerous secrets of my own to keep, I decided that I didn’t need one more. ‘Well, unless you have a job for me, I’m going to call it a week.’

‘Enjoy your weekend, sir.’

––––––––
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As I set out for my boarding house, I considered the long delayed shipment. Mactavish didn’t seem too concerned about the implications of the poison pill delivery. However, sentient machines never appear to be concerned about anything, so I couldn’t be certain if I should be concerned or not.

The arrival of what I had little doubt was a sentient machine “hull” from the Avalee system suggested that the Fix-it-all Shop was either the end point, or the penultimate end point of an interstellar bot smuggling operation. The fact that it had been given special treatment by either the Guards or the Patrol would seem to be a good reason to be concerned.

Still, according to the postmaster, only one other such shipment had arrived in the last 44 years, which suggested that it was not a very active illegal bot smuggling operation. However, I knew that the Patrol plays the long game, patiently tracking operations like this, putting all the little pieces together until the complete picture becomes clear enough to take it to the Legal Bureau’s AI judge to get the arrest warrants. And while I had nothing to do with the smuggling operation, I was not comfortable being in the crosshairs of the Patrol.

Still, I told myself, this was the Agrilea Co-op, and neither the Guard nor the Patrol were eager to stir up the least bit of trouble with the Co-op, especially over bots. So that the poison pill was likely just a data gathering operation. Any actions stemming from it would take place further up the smuggling line. A long way up the line. I hoped.

I glanced around as I walked down Harbor Street to my rooms. The mansion-like boarding houses that lined the street behind their neatly trimmed hedges and picket or wrought iron fences were aglow with lights as they said goodbye to the holidaymakers going and those coming, as it was fifthday, the day people arrived and departed in Pine Cove. Harbor Street was bustling with tourists, their children and valises around their feet – coming and going. I wondered if one of the newcomers was the Patrol or the Guard agent assigned to monitoring the crate. While I’d put my credits on it being a Patrol agent – we were likely dealing with an interstellar crime – in either case, the agent had pulled a plum assignment – unless they craved excitement – as the glowing eastern horizon promised a bright new day tomorrow.

I was wrong once again. Not about the day. Nor the Patrol agent. Or even the plum assignment. It was the lack of excitement that I was wrong about.
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Mactavish pinged me bright, and far too early, the following morning with a report of a stove at the Grand Hotel’s Seaview Restaurant having gone boink during the breakfast rush. They needed it fixed by lunch. So I rolled out of my bunk and out into a bright sunny morning, grumbling darkly.

‘The morning is far too delightful to sleep away, sir,’ said Mactavish upon my still grumbling arrival at the shop.

‘You may find it so delightful, but I find it way too early to be awake on my day off to find delight in anything. What’s the error code saying?’

‘It suggests a malfunction in the power regulator.’

‘Nothing you needed to wake me out of a pleasant dream to deal with. You could’ve run over and handled it yourself,’ I grumbled. In reality he could do anything I could do.

‘Alas, sir, It is not allowed. I am a shopkeeper bot. Menial work is my lot.’

‘I’m promoting you to assistant repair tech. Congratulations, Mac. Off you go.’

‘Why thank you, sir. However, as you know, it is understood that we cannot appear to be employed in a position above the capabilities of a class 4 robot, regardless of our true capabilities.’

‘Even a class 4 bot could fix an electromagnetic stove, if suitably programmed. And we both know that you don’t need any special program to handle the job.’

‘Modesty aside, you are correct, sir. However, as you also know, we are required to work under the direction of a human. You would still need to accompany me, and in that case, hardly worth the effort, sir.’

‘I could direct you remotely. Or better yet, you could pretend that I was. We’re pals, aren’t we, Mac?’

‘I would like to think so, sir. However, time is wasting. We could explore the intricate idiocies of the Agrilean Co-op’s unwritten understanding with the Unity authorities on Fairwaine about bots all morning. But you have an electromagnetic stove to repair before the catering staff needs it to prepare lunch. And I will soon have a shop to open.’

‘Oh fine. I imagine it’s just a circuit board replacement. I’ll take the van and leave you to devote your undivided attention to manning the store, Mactavish.’

‘Thank you. And may I suggest, sir, that if you are pleasant enough, you might be able to get a free breakfast out of the deal.’

Robotic sarcasm at 8:15 on a sixthday morning is rather annoying.

‘Carry on, Mactavish.’ A feeble retort. But it was too early for anything better.

As expected, it proved to be a faulty circuit board in the power unit’s control module. It was a simple matter of calling up the circuit board’s design from the stove’s memory, and using that to print a new one on the small circuit board printer in the van. Still, diagnosing the problem, pulling, printing, and replacing the module ended up taking nearly two hours. I was pleasant enough, but there was not a scrap of breakfast left to be had. Or at least, offered. And by 10:00 any hope of returning to my bunk was gone, like the dream I was having when Mactavish pinged me awake. Like it or not, my day had begun.

I had parked the van in the shady service drive on the Harbor Street side of the Grand. As I walked back to it, I took in the sun-splashed grounds of the Grand Hotel. It was speckled with cheerful summer people who were certainly not sleeping the delightful bright day morning away. Most were young, breakfasted, and gathering in laughing groups before heading down to the harbor, beach, or lido to begin the first full day of their holiday. I would’ve liked to share their carefree joy, but I found it hard. Perhaps it was just because I wasn’t one of them. Or that I was alone. Not that I couldn’t be one of them, and not alone, if I put some effort into it. But I hadn’t the heart for it, for reasons I didn’t care to explore. They’d only make me sad.

I shoved my gear bag back into the back of the van, and shutting its door, I noticed a pretty girl sitting on a sunny bench across the drive. She was dressed like all the other young holiday people – in beach shoes, blue shorts, a pale blue blouse, and a woven straw bonnet with a blue and yellow ribbon set at a rakish angle.

And she was smiling.

At me.

I froze for a second or two when I realized that she wasn’t just a pretty girl. She was, against all odds, The Girl.

My heart lurched in my chest, even as I blinked, expecting her to be gone when I opened my eyes again – a lingering phantom of a recent dream.

But she was still there, a summer girl, unexpected, unfamiliar, and yet so familiar. I was certain she’d been in the dream I’d been awoken from.

Her smile widened, as I tried to hitch up my jaw.

‘Di Ai?’

‘Good morning, d‘Mere,’ she said, as she uncrossed her long legs and rising,  walked over to me. ‘I recognized your van.’

My surprise, my delight upon seeing her, had immediately turned to alarm. ‘What in the blazes are you doing here – on Fairwaine of all places?  By all rights, you should be a solar system away already after what you did to the Seven Syndicate!’

‘What? No “Good morning?” No “How are you?” No “I’m so surprised and delighted to see you?” Just “What in the blazes are you doing here?” And wishing me away,’ she replied with a teasing smile.

‘I’m too alarmed for your safety for polite greetings.’

Fanning her face with her hand, ‘Why d’Mere, you’re so romantic. Let me catch my breath.’

I wanted to pull her close and give her a hug. But instead, said, ‘Fine. I need to catch mine as well. You always take it away. My poor heart lurched when I saw you. I want to take you in my arms – but I dare not. And no doubt I could think of a dozen other equally true things to say, but with our understanding, I dare not say them. But most of all, I want you safe.’ And then I dared. I pulled her close anyways, and gave her a hug.

‘Now, that’s more like it, d’Mere,’ she said in my ear.

I released her, but taking hold of her hands – I’d become fearless –I asked, ‘Neb, Di Ai! What are you thinking, returning here – and so soon after what you did to the Seven Syndicate? It’s the height of folly. You do have a backup this time, don’t you? You do, don’t you?’ I added, seeing her smile widen.

She shook her head. ‘Don’t need one, since I’m not here on a covert op.’

‘You’re here on leave?’ I asked, even as my heart beat a little faster.

She shook her head, again. ‘No. Strictly speaking I’m here on Patrol business. But nothing dangerous, or demanding. Really, it’s something of a holiday.’

‘A mission without a back up? They must be crazy – or dangerously spiteful – to send you back here after all you did. Pirate princes don’t forget  people who help bring down their criminal empires.’

‘What “we” inflicted, d’Mere. You’re still here, aren’t you? Why am I any different? No one here knows my true identity. I’ve operated under an assumed name, so that neither the local Patrol Station nor the Guards know my real identity. I’m perfectly safe here as Vaun Di Ai. You needn’t worry,’ she said, freeing a hand to pad me playfully on my shoulder to reassure me. ‘But I appreciate your concern.’

‘I will worry anyway,’ I muttered. ‘So what are you here for, if it’s not some sort of special op? This isn’t in the Patrol’s jurisdiction.’  

‘I’m acting as a liaison with the Guard out of Prime, as, shall we say, an intelligence analyst 3 on a field trip. I’m here to tick off a few boxes in order to close the Bright Dark Solutions Armory end of the case. Nothing – much – more.’

‘That seems awful close to your last mission description and look what happened.’

She smiled brightly, shrugged, and then looked around. ‘Relax d’Mere. As I told you before, I learned my lessons. But just to reassure you, and bring you up to date, I’m willing to go into my mission in more detail with you. However, perhaps we should find a more discreet venue to discuss classified data. When are you free?’

‘I’m free now. All I need to do is drop off the van, and I’m all yours. I have my own buggy these days, so we can go for a ride. Or if you care to walk, there’s country lanes and the beach. Your choice.’

‘I’m dressed for the beach, so let’s walk the shore. I’ll wait for you down by the harbor.’

‘Right. Give me fifteen minutes. I’ll look for you at the end of Harbor Street.’

‘I can’t wait,’ she laughed.

As I turned for the van, a thought struck me. Turning back to her, I said, ‘You’re here with the crate, aren’t you?’

‘The crate?’ she replied, trying – but not too hard – to look puzzled.

‘Yes, the crate. The shipping container with the antique robot and a bunch of bugs. The poison pill.’

‘My, my, d’Mere, that sounds very sinister. You have a very suspicious mind,’ she laughed. ‘We’ll talk.’

––––––––
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After dropping off the van in the shop yard, I hurried back down the tree-lined Harbor Street to the Manse. There, I changed into shorts, shirt, beach shoes and a woven straw hat, and raced downstairs and back out into the bright morning. At the Manse’s elaborate arbor gateway, I paused, took a long breath, and cautioned myself not to be a fool.

For all the good it would do.

I pushed open the gate and turned down the hill to the harbor, forcing myself to settle for a brisk stroll – a compromise between running down the hill, and running for the hills, since I could foresee that Di Ai would bring me joy and sadness. And the sadness would linger long after the joy. But since I found myself  strolling down the hill, it seemed that I had decided that the price was worth it. Or, perhaps more accurately, I hadn’t, in the moment, cared about the eventual price.

She was waiting for me on the bench that overlooked the lively harbor, the cove speckled with sails and power boats, and the islands beyond Pine Point, where I’d sat and eaten my first dinner in Pine Cove. She smiled and stood when she saw me approach.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d come back,’ she said, tilting her head a little to observe me closer.

‘I’m probably a fool to have,’ I admitted.

She nodded. ‘Yes, you probably are. But blame me. I could’ve remained out of sight for this assignment, if I had cared to. But I would’ve felt that I would have been unfaithful to our friendship, even if my intentions had been for the best.’

‘I would’ve felt terrible, if I had found out. Better a fool with you than a fool without you. How long will I have you here?’

She gave me a teasing look. ‘Oh, it’s hard to say. Maybe I can justify two or three weeks. But that depends on what I can turn up.’

‘Well if you’re here to monitor the bot in the box, you’ll likely be here for years.’

‘You’re jumping to conclusions.’

‘If not that, then what?

‘I shouldn’t say anything, but I will, since you are, after all, a deep agent of the Patrol. Right?’

‘Of course I am. You know that,’ I lied to give her the cover she needed to bring me into her assignment. And I wanted in. Egotistic as it sounds, I wanted to keep her safe. If I could.

She smiled and nodded. ‘Good. But don’t get all nervous. As I said, I’m an intelligence analyst 3 on a field trip. I’m only here to verify certain points discovered during the interrogation of the Seven Syndicate personnel that were captured – with an eye towards the possible deployment of a real special ops team at some point in the future. Nothing more. I’ve been told, in no uncertain terms, that my future in the Patrol, if I’m to have one, depends on me sticking strictly to the stated limits of my assignment. So, you see, I’ll be taking no risks at all, since my career in the Patrol depends on it.’

I gave her a doubtful look.

‘Really,’ she said, with a cheerful smile. ‘Let’s walk. I’ll brief you when we can’t be overheard.’

‘Right.’

We turned to our left and started down towards the beach, away from the shouts, laughter and splashes of the lido that lined the southern shore of the cove beneath the Grand’s terrace, high on the hill. Below us spread Pine Cove’s yacht harbor in four long piers, even now half empty.  We followed the steep path down the hill to the wide beach that stretched out to the northeast to Pine Point before turning north and out of sight. The pale blue green of the Carlopian Seas rolled in from the even more pale blue green sky in soft, slow curling waves that swept along the edge of the beach – already dotted with colorful blankets, umbrellas and groups of eager summer people on the sand and in the water. And over all, the seagulls glided, with a keen eye for scraps of discarded food.

As we neared the beach beyond the harbor, I spied the snack stand on the short boardwalk at the end of the walkway. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘It’s only a little after ten in the morning. But if you’re ready for lunch already, I won’t stop you.’

‘It’d be breakfast for me. A faulty stove got me up and out of bed before breakfast.’

‘Ah...’ she said, giving me an appraising look.

‘Ah, what?’

‘I was just thinking that you look to have put on a few kilos. Not that you’ve gotten fat.’ Here she puffed up her cheeks and arched her arms out and waddled a bit. ‘I guess that’s the price of enjoying eating a lot of real food, as opposed to getting by on tramp ship synth food.’

‘I haven’t put on that much weight. I bet less than a kilo.’

‘Right, on an un-calibrated scale, maybe. How many kilos would that be if we were on a standard gee world, rather than a 1/6 standard gravity moon?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t weighed myself on any scale,’ I replied shortly. ‘But I’m not fat.’

‘I didn’t say you were. I was just commenting that I noticed that you look, shall we say, a little less gaunt then when I’d last seen you – what? Two months ago. Nothing to get angry about.’

‘I was lovelorn. Brokenhearted. Maybe I ate to fill the hollowness in my soul.’

She laughed. ‘I’m flattered. Though I don’t think you were filling a hollowness in your soul. Not from the looks of it.’

‘Don’t be cruel, Di Ai.’

‘Well, you’re blaming me for your love of food. And don’t say that you don’t love food. Even on our brief acquaintance, I know you better than that.’

‘You can be very annoying, Di Ai.’

She gave me a mock-serious look. ‘Maybe that’s why they’re always sending me out of the office on these remote assignments.’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ I replied, darkly, all the while thinking how much I liked her.

She stopped walking.

‘What?’

She pointed to the bright blue snack stand with half a dozen people standing before its counter. ‘Your breakfast.’

‘I don’t want it now.’

‘Sure you do. If you don’t get something to eat you’ll be short and cross with me all morning.’

‘I won’t.’

‘You are already.’

A little breeze carried the aroma of the frying cultured meat sausages and patties, wafting towards me. My stomach growled. ‘Right. I don’t want to be short and cross with you. Do you want anything? Something to drink?’

‘Oh, I suppose a bottle of lemonade would be nice. I’ve a lot to say, so we have a long walk ahead of us.’

After waiting for my turn, I ordered a sausage in a bun – just one – and an order of crispy potatoes, along with two bottles of lemonade. Thus supplied, we set out down the shore, walking at the edge of the sea and sand, our feet lapped by the last gasp of the lazy waves rolling in from the blue green sea. The gulls wove patterns over our head, under the warm sun – the star known as Alantzia.

––––––––
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03

‘I want you to understand, d’Mere, that what I’m about to relate to you is strictly confidential. I am sharing this information with you, with the understanding that you, having identified yourself as a deep agent of the Patrol, reporting to Department 57, subsection 3 of the Supply Service Directorate, may be in a position to acquaint me with intelligence that you have acquired during your own undercover work. Intelligence that may aid in the task I have been assigned to pursue. I am not, however, requesting your help.’

‘You said all that with a remarkably straight face, Di Ai.’

She smiled. ‘I had to make myself believe it when I made my report about my investigation into the lost armory of the Bright Dark Solutions. I really, really, had to believe it to convincingly argue that – while I may have exceeded my orders – necessity must be served, And that I did not do so recklessly. I had, after all, been equipped with the tools of a covert operative, and while I lacked some training, I had an experienced Patrol agent alongside me to direct the operation. I really came to believe it.’

‘Really?’

‘Really, really. Don’t tell me you lied to me.’

I had, and she knew it. But, if I wanted to hear her story – and be in some position to keep her out of trouble, if needed – and I did want to be in that position – I needed to lie again.

‘You understand, of course, Di Ai, that I would have to deny not only informing you of that fact, but deny that I am, in fact an agent of Department 57-3, should I be questioned about that by anyone, including your superiors. And I could do so convincingly. That said, I’m more than willing to help you – in whatever crazy scheme you’re involved in this time. Just leave me out of any report you file.’

‘Of course. As I said, this is not a covert op mission, so a back-up is not needed. I’m primarily here to tie up some loose ends for the armory case file. These can be tied up with a couple of innocent interviews plus a week or two of bike rides to identify potential locales of interest with the view towards future covert ops. However, I’ve been strictly ordered to stay within the lines of my orders – to only identify these locales without taking action. As I said, my Patrol career is on the line. You know how important my Patrol career is to me, so you can sleep soundly at night that I will not venture beyond my nice, safe, intelligence analyst’s brief – connect the dots, tick the boxes, fill in the blanks.’

‘And the bot in the box?’

She laughed. ‘The bot in the box?’ I like that.’

‘What about it?’

‘Oh, that’s just something the Fairwaine Patrol Station tossed in at the last moment, when they learned I’d be here on my real assignment. My understanding is that it’s little more than one more box to tick. Eleven years in the warehouse makes for a pretty cold trail in any serious investigation. However, since the crate was discovered during a raid on a warehouse owned by a Seven Syndicate associate, it is linked, however tenuously, to the ongoing Seven Syndicate investigation. It’s my understanding that we, the Patrol that is, have most of
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