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I’d like to believe that I can take the rough with the smooth. I didn’t complain about the hundred petty inconveniences of the Iron Kingdom. Not too much. It was the werewolves, superhumans, and mad scientists who haunted its black forests and ruined castles that got to me. Still, what did I expect in the company of Vaun Di Ai?

It all began because she wasn’t there. By there, I mean the planet of VanTre and its Patrol Base. I had signed off the Rendezvous Moon and taken a taxi boat down to VanTre, where Lieutenant Vaun Di Ai was posted, as of my last radio-packet from her. I pinged her com-link upon arrival. It came back with a null result, which is to say that her com-link wasn’t registered with the planetary com-system. Since VanTre was a Unity world, there were no dissenting throw-back societies on VanTre where com-links weren’t allowed. Even if she had turned her com-link off, my ping would not have been returned with a null-result. The most likely explanation was that she was no longer on VanTre.

As with all my previous encounters with Lieutenant JG Vaun Di Ai, this result generated conflicting emotions.

On one hand, I was relieved. The last radio-packet I had received from her was the one reporting the results of the mind-scan interrogation of one of Alantzia’s infamous pirate princes, Silha Han, a pirate prince who had made it a point to meet and kill me some months ago for my minor part in bringing down her criminal enterprise. Part of the pirate prince code, I believe. Only the timely darter shot of my friend, Cely Tydmare, prevented her from doing just that. Ah, life with Di Ai.

Where was I? Right. The null result suggesting that Di Vi wasn’t on VanTre had me momentarily relieved. It suggested that she wasn’t just ignoring all the radio-packets I’d sent to her in the last four months. She had not replied because she was off-world without a forwarding link.

I could think of two possibilities to explain this. One good, the other bad.

The good one was that she had been promoted and had been reassigned to one of the other seven star systems in the Nebula. Good because I couldn’t rule out the possibility that Silha Han, before her capture, had assigned an assassin to track down Di Ai. If so, the best place for Di Ai was somewhere else in the Nebula.

It seemed the most likely possibility. She had mentioned that her reenlistment date was coming up, likely shortly after we had parted on Fairwaine. The renewal of one’s enlistment often involved a promotion and/or a reassignment, requested or offered. Being very familiar with how the Patrol operated, her reassignment might well have been a very rushed affair, especially if it involved transportation aboard an interstellar ship sailing within days or even hours. A quick radio-packet informing me of this would’ve been nice, but time may not have permitted one. If this was the case, Di Ai would likely still be in a quantum-stasis box aboard a ship heading to one of the other star systems. I’d miss her, but sleep a little easier.

The bad possibility was that she was once again off-planet and involved in another, dangerous assignment. One that an Intelligence Analyst 3 shouldn’t be given. I found this possibility alarming. But then, Di Ai always alarmed me.

That, however, was just me. A clear-eyed look at Di Ai would tell me that Vaun Di Ai wasn’t meant to be a desk-bound intelligence analyst. She had the makings of a very competent field agent. She had, after all, brought down Silha Han’s Seven Syndicate almost by herself. Oh, the Civil Guard and Patrol had done their parts as well – the hundreds or thousands of man-hours of info-system sleuthing and footwork that had defanged and dismantled that interplanetary crime syndicate. But it was Di Ai who had found and pulled out the key blocks that ultimately sent the Seven Syndicate tumbling into history.

Yet, no matter how competent Di Ai might be, or how lucky, if I was to ever have a chance to be her life’s partner, for however long she’d have me, she’d have to survive long enough to be promoted to an admiral. And for that to happen, she had to live another sixty or more years. Was she that good? Or that lucky? I could only hope.

So there I stood, stock still, under the high arching dome of VanTre’s prime space port terminal, lost in my racing thoughts. Spaceers, travelers, techs, and service people hurried around me, seen, but unnoted, while I calculated a new course of action. While I did so, let’s turn the clock back and briefly return to Fairwaine.
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A dark afternoon, six weeks prior to my arrival on VanTre, found me sitting on the sales counter of the Fix-it-all Shop, passing the time with Mactavish. Another summer season had come and gone. The quiet, cool season was settling in for the next seventy days. I had nothing, at the moment, to repair. I was simply hanging about waiting to close the shop. Not that Mactavish needed me around to do that, but I knew that my time at the helm of the Fix-it-all Shop was coming to an end, so I was in no hurry to leave. Indeed, it came to an end as we gossiped, when Captain Muratan Mor pushed through the door, the little bell tinkling.

I manfully resisted the sudden urge to slide off the counter, like a guilty boy. I was, after all, master of the shop until she relieved me.

‘Welcome home, Captain Mor,’ I said.

‘Welcome back, sir,’ said Mactavish.

She gave me a cool, chief engineer, look, and then glanced around the shop. ‘At least it’s still standing.’

‘Aye, we managed that, sir,’ I said, only now sliding off the counter, to step over to greet her. ‘Feel good to be home?’

She took my hand, and gave me one of those quick, rare, chief engineer smiles, and said, ‘You know, d’Mere, it is. It seems that I’ve found a home. Oh, it was grand to get away. It was good to see old shipmates. Visit old haunts. Live in the heat and noise of an engine room once again. And it was good to get all that out of my system...’ She shook her head. ‘But I’ve laid that life to rest. It is better to be here. You can’t go around and around Alantzia Star forever. So yes, I’ve come home.

‘I would imagine that you’re ready to lift,’ she added.

I shrugged. ‘Yes and no. I’ve already come to think of Pine Cove as home, myself. I’ve made some good friends here. It'll be hard to leave. And I’m sure I’ll miss it. But I’m too young and restless to stay, even if I could find something to do here. At least, for now.’

‘I’m afraid that I can’t afford to keep you on. But you needn’t rush off on my account.’

‘I realize that, sir.’

‘If you’re in no great hurry, stay on to give me a week to get reacquainted with the place, hang out with my old friends, and spin my yarns; I’d appreciate it.’

‘My pleasure, sir.’ I replied, sincerely.

I might’ve stayed on for longer, but for those unanswered radio-packets. I needed to know why they went unanswered. So a week after Captain Mor’s return, I could be found on the platform of Pine Cove’s little rail station saying goodbye to my friends, Cely and Cara, Captain Mor, Mrs and Mr Bonts, and the breakfast gang. Mactavish had wished me well, “sir,” but stayed on to man the store, like a proper “robot.”

I promised them that I’d return whenever I could. Certainly, before I decided to leave Alantzia for one of the other star systems. And I assured them that if, or rather when, I grew tired of spaceship life and the cold black nothing of space, I’d return, perhaps to stay. Time will tell.

‘Don’t wait too long, Rafe.  By the moons of Mara, we’re not getting any younger,’ said Cely.

One thing I did know was that I wasn’t returning to my old life of spaceships and spaceers’ rows. I was going to experience the planets I sailed between, even if it meant shipping aboard the little planet traders again.

It was a rainy dark day when I left Pine Cove. It would be. Still, that didn’t make it easier to leave. It did, however, match my mood. I took the train down to Chartierra, where I caught a tube train to Fairwaine Prime. I registered my availability to be hired at the Spaceers’ Guild Hall of Port Prime that evening and began looking for a ship.
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While there was no question in my mind about calling on VanTre, if it was wise or not, was open to debate. But either way, I was going to VanTre.

Di Ai had never been shy about stating the limits of affection for me. Nor for her determination to become an admiral in the Patrol. So she wasn’t likely sending me the message “Lift, mate” by ignoring my radio-packets. Especially since they were simply reports on the goings on of mutual friends in Pine Cove. So with her silence stretching into two months, I felt that I had good reason to be concerned.

I had, however, resisted the temptation to send a radio-packet to the VanTre Patrol Station that would reactivate the cyber-bots – the packets of code – that I had installed in their info system, back when I was looking at Di Ai’s possible nemesis in the Patrol. With my knowledge of how the Patrol worked, I felt that sending a desk-bound analyst on essentially a covert-op mission without the backup agents regulations required, could only have been the work of someone who had ill intent for Vaun Di Ai. And, indeed, I was right.

I found that her immediate superior had, many years ago, come off looking very bad in an incident that involved Di Ai’s mother. She was now a Patrol ship captain, while he, a desk-bound commander in the remotest of the eight solar systems of the Unity. Though I could not prove it, I had to believe that he was trying to get his revenge by placing Captain Di Ai’s daughter in a position where she would at least be reprimanded for exceeding her orders and not following required procedures – if not killed. In the end, I never sent my findings on to Di Ai, for several reasons. One, it would’ve told her too much about my skills. And two, I came to realize that she might well resent my unasked-for intrusion into her life.

Those cyber-bots were still in place and I could’ve used them to discover what was going on in the VanTre’s Patrol base. Still, I needed to draw a line somewhere with Di Ai, and not let affection turn to obsession. And yet, I didn’t really want things to end with unanswered radio-packets. I’d be content just to have one last dinner with her.

But I needed to get to VanTre to have that dinner. I had two options. I could travel as a passenger in a stasis-box to VanTre. That, however, would cost credits, when I could be earning credits as a crew member and simply sign off the ship when we reached VanTre. However, if I wanted a good professional reputation that would land me good berths, signing off after only a month wasn't a wise move. Captains and companies don’t like replacing competent crews, so they’d be unlikely to employ me in the future. But if I stated up front that I only wanted to sign on to VanTre, I’d likely find my prospects for a Guild ship pretty slim.

Which left signing on a non-Guild, planet trader bound for VanTre. It would be a longer voyage, with likely planet calls on a half dozen little worlds and rocks between Fairwaine and VanTre. But I could sign off on VanTre without affecting my Guild ship prospects. Since planet traders didn’t pay crews all that well, they were often looking for crews, sobriety being optional, making that a viable option. Still, we know how my first and last planet trader voyage turned out...

So, as I sat in my little cubicle, the window rattling from the blast of a ship’s boat lifting off from the small craft landing field on the other side of Star Street, I had a lot to consider. How badly did I want to see Di Ai? (Badly.) How long could I expect to visit with her, without annoying her? (Ideally, more than a few hours.) Would I be able to see her at all, given her silence? Was her silence intentional, or a result of her situation? Did I have to know? (The deciding point.) Yes, even if it meant sailing aboard a planet trader again.

As it turned out, I got lucky. The following day, the Rendezvous Moon, a Macdow “Moon Line” tramp freighter swung into orbit around Fairwaine.

I had spent my first year in the Alantzia as an apprentice engineer aboard the Macdow Line tramp Blue Moon, followed with a year and a half as third engineer of the firm’s Honey Moon. I left that ship for a better paying third engineer berth on one of the Comet Express Line’s scheduled freight service ships, the Comet Zephyr, after six months of working under the Honey Moon’s replacement chief engineer, Arsine Nix. I decided that any berth, much less a better paying berth, would be an improvement over working for Nix. I then spent the better part of two and a half years aboard the Comet Zephyr before making the rather, shall we say, significant decision to experience the full romance of the Atlantzia by signing on as the second engineer of the Tzarista Moon. Which is a long way of saying, that I knew how the Macdow Line operated.

And I knew the spaceers’ row bars on Star Street where I’d find Rendezvous Moon’s engine room gang. Her captain and mates would be busy overseeing the transfer of cargo containers to and from the lighters that lift them up and carry them down from orbit. But for the engineers, this was free downside time. And free time meant spaceers’ row. I hoped to get a reading from them about the prospect of signing on as a limited term apprentice system-tech.

I gave the engineering crew time to get downside and went down and out onto Star Street – the spaceers’ row of Fairwaine Prime. From past experience, I knew their first stop would be Mina’s. I even knew their usual table. I recognized the Macdow badge on the caps of the spaceers around that table. I even recognized the grinning face under one of those caps. He had been the second engineer of the Blue Moon. And he was still sober enough to recognize me as I pushed through the crowd to their table.

‘Blast me mates, lookee here. If it ain’t young d’Mere, late of the Patrol, himself!’

‘And if it ain’t Red Tew, himself, as well. And sporting a chief engineer’s jacket. There must be a naked drunken chief engineer around here somewhere,’ I replied, taking his large calloused hand.

He laughed, ‘Astounded are you, d’Mere? Order us another round and find yourself a chair. Fit him in lads, he was once a Moon Line apprentice engineer under me, aboard the Blue Moon.’

I caught the bartender’s eye and ordered another round circling my raised hand, before pulling over a chair and slipping in next to Red around the large table. He introduced me to his gang.

‘So you finally got promoted, Red. Well deserved...’

He laughed, ‘You be want’n something, I can tell. But it can wait. I hear tell that you left us for the Comet Line. Pff! Word had it that you and Arse Nix didn’t get along all that well.’

‘Nobody gets along with Arse Nix,’ I replied. ‘Six months of Nix were more than enough for me. And the Comet Line was paying a whole lot better.’

‘Aye, I imagine they would. But here you are, mate, without a badge on your cap. Sacked you, did they? And now you’re ready to come crawling back, are you?’

I shook my head. ‘They didn’t sack me. I got talked into seeing the real Alantzia – by signing aboard a planet trader...’

That announcement was greeted by a round of gruff laughter, and a slap on my back by Red.

‘So how’s the real Alantzia looking these days?’

‘Real enough.’

‘So you haven’t got a ship?’

‘Nope,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Truth be told, I’ve been doing a stint downside, fixing toasters, bots, and appliances.’

‘Hey! That real, was it, mate?’

‘Aye. That real. Oh, I’ve got a tale to spin... But it’s too dangerous to spin here and now. It’ll have to wait until we’re out of orbit.’

‘We’re out of orbit?’ he asked, giving me an appraising eye. ‘We ain’t be needing an engineer.’

‘Aye, I know that, but I see you don’t have a systems-tech...’

‘And so you’re looking to be one? On a Moon Line ship?’ he laughed. ‘Well that’ll be a new twist.’

‘I’m looking to be one only until we reach VanTre. If the Rendezvous Moon is like every other Moon Line ship, I bet there’s a lot of yellow lights on the systems panel that I could change to green between here and VanTre – for apprentice wages.’

‘Aye, you was always good at that. We might be able to lift that... But why only to VanTre?

‘A girl...’ I couldn’t come up with any excuse other than the silly truth.

‘A girl?’ Red laughed, and ran his finger behind my ear. ‘Still wet.’

Shaking his head sadly, he muttered, ‘Planet traders and a girl. Ah, the folly of youth!’

What could I say? ‘Do you think Captain Sing might be open to the idea of employing me between here and VanTre to clean up the info-system? And would you put in a good word for me?’

Red shrugged. ‘She might. We get along fine. She might appreciate an extra hand on board – until VanTre. You’ll need to promise to sign off on reaching VanTre. Our budgets don’t include more hands than what we can get away with. Plus an apprentice or two. But we have our allotment of them already.’

‘Aye, I know. But I’m thinking that it’d be worth a month’s apprentice wages to tune up the ship’s info and control systems. You’d not want to rely on redundant systems and circuits forever.’

‘Aye. Well, I’ll pitch it to the Skipper and see what she says. No doubt you’re in the company books. I hear that Captain Contaire appreciated what you did for the Honey Moon’s systems. But drink up. We still have places to go... And they’ve only twenty boxes to transfer before we sail.’

––––––––
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Guild manned ships command premium cargo prices, since they must meet certain staffing and safety requirements set by the Unity and the Spaceers’ Guild. A Guild ship must have three Guild certified pilots and three engineers for a four hour on, eight off, watch rotation while under power. In addition, there has to be one Systems’ tech to maintain the ship’s complex control systems, one electrical engineer to maintain the ship’s electrical system beyond the engine room, and one environmental engineer to keep all of the systems that allow people to live on the small enclosed world of a ship up and running properly. In addition, some companies employ a purser to look after the business end of the ship, and often several apprentices for the various positions to, hopefully, ensure future staffing, trained in the company’s methods.

However, tramp companies like the Moon Line liked to keep staffing at a minimum. And since almost every tramp company cross-trains their crews in every position, most tramp ship spaceers have certificates outside of their specialties. A ship’s captain, no matter their particular specialty, likely has these tickets for every position aboard the ship. And since they were not, strictly speaking, a Guild mandated position, they could fill in for one of the Guild mandated positions, in a crunch – or if their operating budget did not allow for the entire Guild mandated crew. Which was the case throughout the Moon Line. So the Moon Line often ran their ships with one Guild member slot filled by the captain, on the record.  And they used apprentices with more than a year of service, in other positions, on an “emergency staffing” basis. Keeping within Guild rule, but just barely.

Unlike pilots and engineers, systems tech personnel could usually find better paying jobs downside. It was only the romance of space travel that would bring them up – often for only a couple of years. So experienced systems techs were always in somewhat short supply – especially at apprentice wages. For this reason, the systems tech position was often handled by the captains of the Moon Line. And while the captains could keep the ship’s systems running, they often did not have the time to keep it running on the primary systems, all of the time. Indeed, the system status board of Macdow ships often had more amber lights – the redundant system running – than the green lights of the prime systems. I knew this from past experience. Still, you can only sail so long on redundant systems before you begin to have major problems. You don’t want major problems in space.

I had made a point to pass the level one systems tech test and get my ticket. And though I could’ve easily passed the master system-tech test, I wanted to keep my talents discreet. Plus, I had wanted to do something new as well, so I went into engineering instead at the beginning of my spaceer career.

However, now I was banking on the fact that the Rendezvous Moon’s system board would have its share of amber glowing, and that Captain Sing would decide that a month’s apprentice wages would be worth getting the board glowing green again. I had done similar work for Captain Delvain as an apprentice engineer aboard the Blue Moon, and then again for Captain Contaire during my time aboard the Honey Moon. I figured my work would be noted on my Moon Line record. Hopefully it would stand me in good stead with Captain Sing as well.
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Chief Engineer Red Tew, swaying ever so slightly next to me – anchored to the deck by his magnetic soled boots –  may not have been strictly sober, but he was sober enough to pass as such when he presented me to Captain Sing. I was sober.

‘Here’s me old apprentice engineer from the Blue Moon, Skipper. The one I pinged you about. He’s look’n for a berth that’ll get him to his girl on VanTre. He may be still wet behind the ears, but he’s a wiz at info-systems. Worked wonders in his off duty time on the Blue Moon’s info-system, and I hear tell, did the same for Captain Contaire of the Honey Moon.’

Red had insisted that I accompany him back up to the Rendezvous Moon to meet the Skipper. With nothing to lose, I was now standing beside the ever so slightly swaying Chief Engineer in Captain Sing’s small office. She inspected me with the shrewd, if weary eyes, of a tramp ship captain in the process of discharging and loading cargo in orbit.

‘For a girl?’ she asked.

‘A friend, sir,’ I replied. ‘I took up being a spaceer to see the worlds of the Nebula. After spending six months downside on Fairwaine, I realize that if I’m to see the worlds beyond spaceers’ row, I can’t do it in the time I’d have as a regular spaceer. I’m thinking that I can ship out, when I care to, as a casual, a systems-tech doctor, so to speak. I don’t know what shape your system is in, but I do know what it was like on the Blue Moon and  the Honey Moon. I had my work cut out for me to get those ship’s systems back on their primary boards and circuits. If your system’s control board looks anything like theirs, I’ll have my work cut out for me here as well. But I should be able to get it glowing green between here and VanTre.’

She said nothing, just studied me.

So I pushed on. ‘I’m thinking that with 41 ships in the Macdow line, if word gets about that you can sign on Rafe d’Mere for a month or so to get your systems glowing green, I can go where I want, stay as long as I care to, and see just what the worlds of the Alantzia have to offer.’

She gave me another long look before saying, ‘We do keep records. I checked them. Delvain and Contaire speak highly of your info-system skills. So why are you an engineer?’

‘I wanted to try my hand at something different, sir. I grew up messing around in info-systems, and wanted to work with something more, shall we say, substantial than bits of code.’

‘You found something interesting enough on Fairwaine to stay downside for six months?’

‘Yes, sir. Captain Muratan Mor, retired out of the Outbound Interstellar Line, was running an appliance repair shop in the Agrilea Co-op. After twenty years of that, she was looking to get away and revisit her old haunts for six months. I filled in for her at the shop until she returned.’

‘He signed on aboard a wee planet trader to see the romantic real Alantzia, and it scared him enough to take a berth like that,’ added Red, with a wink.

She gave me another of her long looks. ‘Does the planet trader have a name?’

I didn’t know if the story of the attempted destruction of the Tzarista Moon had ever become public knowledge, but I suppose it didn’t matter. ‘I was the second engineer of the Tzarista Moon.’

She knew the story, since she smiled, a little, briefly. ‘The Tzarista Moon, you say?’

‘Yes, sir. I made a few unpleasant enemies on that voyage that made fixing toasters and bots in a little spa town in the Co-op seem an attractive option.’

She nodded. ‘We sail in 14 hours. Can you be aboard by then?’

‘I can be aboard in two, sir.’

She nodded. ‘I’ll need your word that you’ll sign off on VanTre. I can’t afford an apprentice systems-tech for longer than that. And I don’t want you pulling Guild rules to stay on.’

‘You have it, sir. As I said, I’m hoping to make something of a career out of being a systems doctor, for as long as I sail the Alantzia. So it’s in my best interest to sign off as well.’

‘Right,’ she said, and calling up a form on her desktop, slid the virtual form across to my side of the desk. Put your mark on it, and be aboard in five hours.’

‘Aye, sir. And thanks.’

––––––––
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The Rendezvous Moon had its share of amber lights on the control board in the systems office. Captain Sing had kept the most critical systems on their primary circuit, but a fair number of essential, but non-critical, systems, whose failure would not immediately endanger the ship, had been left to fall back on their redundant circuit or board. I spent many an hour aboard the Rendezvous Moon, along with the ship’s electrical engineer (also an apprentice), tracking down and crawling between the ship’s two hulls, searching for the failed circuits and circuit boards. And many an hour printing out replacements for defective circuit boards. Plus, tracking down and fixing corrupted, and non-updated software and firmware in the system. In short, I earned my passage, and my modest apprentice wages.

Still, it was a good voyage. The Macdow Line, despite their reluctance to fully staff their ships, was a good company to work for. They employed competent captains and crews, since they paid the crew they did hire relatively well, for a tramp ship company, so their ships ran smoothly. So with Red Tew to introduce me around, I settled into the ship’s little society easily enough. Plus, I now had my own “old spaceer’s” tales to spin, what with all my various encounters with a pirate prince of the Alantzia, including the last one, where I missed taking aboard a fatally charged dart from the pirate prince herself, by a few centimeters thanks to a retired purser of the Alantzia Star Line. Aye, I had tales to spin.
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I signed off, as promised, on reaching VanTre orbit and took a taxi boat down from orbit to the planet’s prime space port – an island in the Bay of Deraway. So we’ve now circled back to the beginning of my tale. We’re back under the arching dome of the terminal with me standing still in a pool of sunlight slanting down from one of the tall clear-steel windows doing a pretty good imitation of an awe-struck Pine Covian farmer finding himself in the modern world of the Unity for the first time.

I took a breath, looked around and then set out for the pre-security lockers of the terminal, where I could store my large kit bag before passing through security. I still had the darter Di Ai had given me, which would not pass through security.  My model Crimson Comet 33xz with its secret darter would, but not knowing what I’d find out, I decided to travel light and leave it in the locker in the large kit bag. My first course of action would be to visit the Patrol base. Being very familiar with Patrol bases – and the familiarity I had with Di Ai’s co-workers from my earlier investigation – I was fairly confident that I could learn what was up with her the old fashioned way; through the base grapevine. Failing that, I’d find a hotel, set up my little info-unit and put my sleeping cyber-bots to work.

Securing my kit bag, I passed through the security gates and then down to the underground transportation platforms that served the spaceport. As I mentioned, Deraway’s space port was located on a large island twenty five kilometers away from the towering clear-steel towers of Deraway. It was one of a number of islands scattered across the wide bay. The Patrol base had its own island, as did the dives and transit housing of spaceers’ row. Tube trains running under the sea connected all these islands to each other and the mainland.

Finding the platform for the tube train to Patrol Island, I planned my next moves as I waited for the next train.

With all the data I had collected about Di Ai and her potential nemesis from seven months ago in my com-link memory, I knew who she worked with, and had images of them from their files so that I would likely be able to identify a colleague by sight. I also knew where their office was located on base, and the residential addresses of Di Ai and her colleagues’ Patrol supplied housing on its island. It would simply be a matter of downloading the base map, and waiting around for the desk-bound officers to finish their workday. With a lifetime, more or less, in the Patrol, including my own twelve year hitch, I knew where to find the young officers after work hours on any day of the week. That being the case, I was quite confident that I’d be able to connect with the colleagues of Di Ai, somewhere and at some point before midnight. I might have to buy a few rounds, but getting them to gossip didn’t strike me as an insurmountable problem.

I stepped out into the bright sunlight of Alantzia from the lift that had carried me up from deep tube station to the top of the half circle of hills that surrounded the landing field of the base. Alantzia’s sunlight, undimmed by the boundary layer of nano-particles that was used to keep little Fairwaine’s atmosphere from drifting off, was bright and warm. The sky, arching from the blue sea to the faint blue-green lines of the bay’s surrounding hills, was a brilliant blue and dotted with white clouds. The air was warm and laced with the fragrance of flowers and the tang of the sea.

A small hilltop park surrounded the tube train station entrance. Wide-spreading trees, shaped by sea breezes, offered dappled shade. Paved paths crisscrossed the green lawn leading down and out of sight to the east, and to a wide, palm tree lined boulevard followed the ridge line. Across the boulevard the hill dropped to the broad flat landing field, hangars, and workshops of the base. Half a dozen larger ships stood tall in their blast-buffering landing docks –  picket ships, small couriers, and supply transports. In addition, several dozen ship’s boats, fliers, plus the ever present Starsprite hybrid fliers were parked in neat rows around the edge of the field.

On my other side of the boulevard, the hill sloped down to a wide sand beach. Large, colorful blankets and sun umbrellas were scattered up and down the white beach. Off duty Patrol personnel, their families, and childcare providers, plus the families of the non-enlisted workforce of the base, played in the sand and gentle waves. The warm sea breeze brought not only the familiar scent of the seashore, but the laughs and shouts of the children mixed with the warnings of their parents and guardians not to go out too far.

Overhead, gulls wheeled, calling out to each other in their loud, raw voices. Someone, a very long time ago, must’ve loved seagulls. All the worlds of the Nebula had been terraformed with fauna and flora carried from Terra. The collection was extensive, but still very selective. There needed to be a wide enough selection to build a complete ecosystem for a wide variety of different planets, but only enough to do so. And somehow, seagulls had made the cut, and could be found along the seas of almost every planet of the Nebula, hunting fish, and stealing the scraps of the beach goers’ meals.

In any event, the image of Pine Cove they brought faded quickly as I started walking up the palm tree lined boulevard. Lining it, interspersed with wide green spaces, were five and six story clear-steel clad offices along with the residential buildings with their characteristic wide balconies.

With the base map downloaded to my com-link and now clear in my mind, I strolled towards the residential building that my previous investigation had told me was that of Di Ai and her colleagues. Being still an hour short of quitting time for office personnel, I was in no hurry. Indeed, I spent the better part of that hour sitting on a sunny bench in the little park next to their sleek, curving residential block, watching the familiar activity of getting one of the picket ships ready to lift off. Which it did –on a pillar of blue flame, the roar of its plasma rockets hitting me like the giant palm of an invisible hand as it slowly rose over the landing field, and then, gaining speed, shot out of sight. I used to be a crew member of a picket like that. Lift offs were never fun. Pilots seemed always to be in a hurry, gee-force be blasted.

Shortly after the gulls had settled down again after the liftoff, the office buildings began to release their streams of black and white uniformed personnel who made their way to the nearby residences. I gave them half an hour before I climbed to my feet and headed for Di Ai’s residential building.

The lower floors of the residential buildings were given over to shops and a variety of restaurants and bars. Since it was a mid-week day on VanTre, I knew from my days in the Patrol to look for any colleague of Di Ai in one of the modestly priced cafeteria style restaurants, most likely the one in their building. If it had been fourthday, I would’ve waited a little longer and looked into one of the bars. But, being a midweek day, the inexpensive and convenient cafeteria style restaurant in their building would be their most likely destination, since personnel, at her rank and experience, were all likely too young to have a family. And based on my life in the Patrol, some, if not all of them, would not bother punching up a meal on the rather basic synth-galleys provided in the residences and eat dinner alone in their quarters.

Since this part of the base was not restricted, there were family members, base workers, and likely visitors, dining in the Spring Garden Restaurant, so my black spaceer’s uniform did not attract any special attention, black uniforms being the norm. Patrol personnel were scattered about the wide dining room as I strolled into the Spring Garden to take my place in the short food line. I searched the room for a “familiar” face from my research. And sure enough, I found one, half a dozen people ahead of me in line. I placed him as Lieutenant JG Lye Tau, an intelligence analyst who worked alongside Di Ai. He’d know what was up with Di Ai if anyone did.

I watched him walk through the tables to sit down at an empty table. All to the good. I collected my modest meal and made my way to his table.

‘Mind if I sit here?’ I asked politely.

He looked up at me coolly, then looked around slowly, implying that there was no shortage of empty tables. And when I failed to take the hint, he gave a sharp, penetrating look. ‘What can I do for you, sir?’ he asked, making a shrewd deduction.

As I settled into the chair across the table from him, I replied, ‘Thanks. I’m Rafe d’Mere. And yes, you can do something for me, Lieutenant. I just arrived downside. I had expected to find an officer friend of mine, one Lieutenant JG Vaun Di Ai, who is, or was stationed here. However, my ping came back null, suggesting that she was off planet.’

As cool and collected as he was, I caught the little start he made when I mentioned Di Ai’s name. His attitude shifted. Still, trying to suppress the wary curiosity in his gaze, he replied evenly, ‘I am sorry, sir, but there are several hundred officers on base. I’m unfamiliar with any Lieutenant Di Ai, so I can’t help you. Perhaps you can consult the base directory.’

I nodded. ‘Excellent, Lieutenant Tau. That is exactly the answer a friend of hers should give to a stranger who inquires about Lieutenant Di Ai. As I am sure you know, our friend made some very ruthless enemies on Fairwaine. You don’t cross pirate princes
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