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  Chapter One


“NICK, ARE you getting this?” I called over to my cat. He sat on the roof of the amphitheatre diligently videotaping as my Public Works co-worker, Gregory Swift, casually leaned out over the edge of the tallest cherry picker the department owned. 
Leaving the basket, one of Greg’s legs swung, then both together, back and forth until the one nearest caught a sturdy hold of the next branch. He used the momentum to swing his torso up and grab a higher branch with his hands, continuing at a pace that made it all look easy.
 He continued his ascent. Soon, I’d tie the end of a rope he dropped to a strand of lights, and he’d use his descent to arrange them. Right now, he was about eight feet below his target - the very top of the 150-foot spruce tree. There were four of them – one at each corner of the amphitheatre that sat in the centre of the festival grounds.
I was glad Nick handled the video for this. My cat is the cutest robot you’ll ever meet. He’s a long-haired tabby, with tan highlights, and his nose is never wet. Right now, he sat on a rooftop a few hundred feet away. I had no idea how he got up there, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.
He meowed back – one long tone to indicate he was recording and, if I read his tone right, he found this all rather dull.
I looked back to where Greg sat perched. He stood barely five feet tall, but he loved anything athletic, anything involving adrenaline. I’d call him a squirrel if I had to choose what animal to draw him as. This was his brilliant idea - small fairy lights twisting down each of four massive pines sitting at the outer-most corners of an outdoor amphitheatre.
At night it would be pretty. Breathtaking, really.
Nick might take Greg’s climbing all in stride, but the hair on the back of my head prickled just watching him as he monkeyed around more than a hundred feet in the air. He would appear and disappear, threading a long series of light strands down as he went, as unfazed as Nick.
Anytime he adjusted his grip or made an unexpected move, my adrenaline shot up. Much more of this and I’d be running for the bathroom. If he fell, he would crash his way down, through branches and needles, until he finally hit the ground. There was no point in a crash pad after the beating he would take if he fell. I was there to tie the lights to his rope and call the ambulance. Stay calm and call an ambulance.
How did he get away with these high-risk ideas? The little climbing harness he said he’d use, coupled with his insane confidence, might convince Hank, our boss, but how did Hank convince his own boss? Everyone knew Greg didn’t use the harness. This wasn’t mountaineering.
I distracted myself with adjacent activities. The video footage would work well in festival ads, I thought. And no one needed to know my robotic cat was the cameraman. 
The schedule showed a full slate of evening shows, several of which would be outside this year, and this amphitheatre would be the busiest spot. With pleasant weather, this would be the social event of the year for Widowbrook… next to the plant and garden show next month, Kara amended.
We really needed something positive right now. A recent murder made us front page news, and while I wanted to slap the first teacher who told their class the line, “there is no bad press,” it was proving to be true. Ticket sales had exploded. Vendors were competing for spots with a keen ferocity, and hotel rooms were selling out fast.
“Almost done,” Greg called out as he neared the lowest branch. “Get the cherry picker ready.”
The massive lift-basket truck barely fit along the path around the amphitheatre. I positioned it by the next tree. He used that to get as high as possible. The rest was all him.
Nick napped through the next three trees, even with Gregory taking greater risks with each one. I could hear him laughing with sadistic glee anytime one of his moves drew a gasp from me.
“You should go for lunch, Greg,” I yelled up toward him, needing a break for my nerves. “I’m not sure what other high-wire acts you’ve got planned, but let’s space them out, okay?”
Greg gave a fun-spirited chortle. “You’d love the view, Kara.”
I had a feeling I’d look down, my hands would lock, and I’d wind up being lowered from the tree in a harness. “Doubtful, but you can send me pictures,” I said, joking.
“Ya, ya. Relax, green thumb. I’m done until take-down. I sure there’s weeds somewhere that need your attention.”
That was Greg. Unintentionally insulting.
“Or a beautification-plant thing,” he tacked on as though that made it sound better. “Besides, I’m single again, so there’s no need to rush home.”
Greg climbed down and walked over.
“You are?” I asked, wondering if I’d heard right. 
“Poor fit. Turns out Sharon’s version of rock climbing is the big ones on the edge of the beach, followed by sitting and watching sunsets and stuff.”
I nodded. Compatibility was never easy. Not for Greg.
“I’ll take the cherry picker back to the yard,” he said. “Your weeding awaits.” His tone was light, cheerful, as though he’d decided that was my equivalent to his mending climbing gear.
Nick and I jumped in our own truck, and I caught myself smiling. I loved Paradise Park. And the semi-meditative state of manual weed control was exactly what I needed after watching Greg taking what I saw as unreasonable risks. The square city block of the greenery and garden I called Paradise sat near the festival area, and would see visits from a few of the festival’s patrons. While it was simply a narrow walk through dense flowers and tall greenery, the peace and calm of it had it dubbed Paradise.
We’d pulled in to the gravel parking alcove when my phone rang. The Bluetooth picked the call up, so I left the engine running.
“Kara here,” I said, ignoring caller display. Few people had my number.
“Yes, Kara – uh, this is Spencer at the Widowbrook Pet Rescue. We made signs to put by the planters we’re auctioning at the festival. Can you pick them up? We have a few cats that think they’re a new toy.”
The shelter was a not-for-profit, but as a community gesture, the town handled the grounds. That included the exercise areas and fencing. And trees.
“He said it broke clear through the roof, right?” I asked Nick.
He nodded.
“I’ll get over as soon as possible, Spencer. No worries.”
“Thanks, Kara. You’re the best,” he said, then hung up.
With no recent storms, I immediately suspected sabotage. There was no other way a healthy tree would simply fall into their building. I’d be looking for cut marks near the break, for sure. If this was sabotage, I wanted to know. The shelter hadn’t been without controversy, mostly over its expensive adoption costs.
My phone rang again as we drove to the shelter.
“Kara, it’s Hank. If the shelter calls, refer them to a service. We need all hands on deck for the festival setup,” her boss of eight years said.
“But it’s through the roof. If there’s a leak, they’ll need it fixed right away.”
“They have insurance for the roof and I’ll send some saws over for the tree.”
“Fine, okay,” I said, hanging up.
Almost immediately, my phone rang again. I glanced at Nick. “Who is it this time?”
He read my phone screen. “Your mother.”
“Ignore it,” I said, but the Bluetooth was faster.
“Kara, I get that you’re mad, but you can’t ignore our messages. Your father and I need to talk to you about something.”
“I’m not mad,” I lied. They’d basically looted my house, taking every good and new thing they could justify, leaving the ancient appliances and my mattress, and contents of a room I’d accidentally locked. Good thing, or I’d have no computer left.
“This is important. We’re stopping by your house tonight at eight. Be there,” Mom said, then hung up, leaving me no chance to explain I’d still be at work.
“I suppose I can leave my supper break until then.”
I liked the overtime hours - this year it would pay for the things I needed to replace. I sighed. This visit would be about my father’s slowly failing health. My siblings already knew, but I had to find out via Nick, apparently. I loved my dad, but he still treated me like an adorable toddler. My mother felt I was an important imposition. Talk about conflicted.
“Nick, turn my phone off, would you?” This was becoming one of those days, turning on a dime. I knew my limits. Everyone could go to voice mail until things were under control again.
He chirped and my phone screen went dark.
“That’s why you’re my favourite, Nick. You never give me grief.”
‘It’s easy to be the favourite when you only have one cat,’ his text message played over the F150’s Bluetooth system. ‘And I know you love me. You talk in your sleep.’
“Yes, but I didn’t say favourite cat,” I smiled, waiting for the words to process. “And yes, I love you.”
A loud purring started, and he licked his front leg, as though preening.
Suddenly Hank’s voice broke over the CB radio system, causing me to sigh in frustration. Next time I’d shut that off, too.
“Kara, there’s trouble in Paradise. Get over there right away,” he said.
“What kind of trouble?” I replied. “I just left there, and it was quiet.”
“What other kind? It’s people. The police are on their way,” he snapped. “And don’t bother checking in. Handle it.”
“Alright, I’m on my way.” I ended the call and looked for a spot to turn around.
My phone came back to life. As I waited for it to finish booting up, my mind played with different scenarios involving people-trouble in Paradise that also would require a police presence. None of it was good. 
Every part of that park was semi-secluded. Nefarious deeds of all sorts could happen, except that they never did. At each well-lit entrance, a well-marked, encased camera stood on an eight-foot-tall, four-inch-wide steel pipe. Subtle ground lighting lit the path, but was dim enough the plants wouldn’t get confused about when it was day and night. 
Bad news only worked as good publicity once the threat was resolved. With Cindy’s murderer still awaiting trial, fresh trouble was the last thing our peaceful little city needed.






  
  Chapter Two


Police blocked off every entrance, causing my casual annoyance to bloom into panic. At least there were a couple of parking spots open. I grabbed one nearest the east entrance. 
People loitered, mixed emotions on most faces. One woman was pushing her luck, trying to get back in, insisting she'd dropped her purse. 
I snapped Nick's harness on him and hurried to where the path started. I didn't recognize the officers blocking it, but that wouldn't deter me. I pulled out my work ID, ready to show them, but they stepped to the side, letting me in. I'd forgotten they knew me by picture because of last month's murder.
The tallest trees in town encircled my park. Dense foliage rimmed the lower layers, causing a sound barrier that I treasured. This was the quietest outdoor area in town... if you didn't count right now. 
Standing at my truck, I watched the entrance with dismay. I'd designed it like a maze, but with tallest growth at the outside edge, then the tops shortening like a bowl toward the centre where there was a small, natural pond. It caused a muffling of exterior sound, something no other park here had. Was that a good place for criminals to meet up after dark?
It was dubbed Paradise by the Maintenance department, partly as a jab at how many hours I'd devoted to getting it just right, but the name had caught on.
Something was up in Paradise, according to Hank. He didn't say what.
We walked to the entrance. The only way to find out what was to go in. By the time you were halfway in, the green wasn't tall enough to be a lost-and-found maze, but the feeling of calm seclusion persisted. It was like disappearing from the outside world and becoming part of something natural, earthbound. The centre had a pond surrounded by flower gardens. My flowers. I loved this park… or had until today, I guess. But this would pass.
“Detective Han is waiting for you at the scene,” the taller male said.
That made me pause. “For me?”
“Sure. He said you wouldn't be able to keep your nose out,” he said. I couldn’t tell if he was kidding.
The shorter detective scowled at his counterpart, but said nothing.
“Well, we are friends,” I laughed. “He knows this place is my pet project.” 
As I walked away, I smiled. I'm not sure why, but I liked him investigating this... this what, though? 
I picked up my pace, with Nick jogging out in front of me. Aiden stood about halfway between the trees and the centre pond, looking down at a spot not far in front of him. Nick must have picked up his phone signal, because he started taking the most direct route, pulling me through the thinner foliage spots, straining against the harness.
“What's the rush, Nick?” I muttered. “He's not going anywhere.”
He gave an uncommon growl. 
“Fine, let’s hurry a bit,” I said. 
Nick must have picked something up with his sensitive, digital hearing.
As we got close, Aiden didn't look up from the spot he was examining, but raised his left arm and waved it out to his right in a circle. Nick turned and went the way Aiden's arm had gone, the abrupt change nearly jolting my arm out of the socket. The leash snapped out of my hand and Nick kept going. He was running now, off into the underbrush.
“Nick, stop!” I called out, then walked over to Aiden, knowing there’s no way I’d catch up to a determined cat in this foliage.
“Be careful where you step. This may be part of a crime scene,” he warned.
Lightly trampled plants and dark splotches showed clearly on the lighter, drier, undisturbed ground. A smattering of red lay on a pale, dead leaf. Scanning up, I saw more red on the stalks. On thorns. 
“Is that blood?” I whispered. I barely heard Nick moving through the foliage. By the lack of fur on the thorns, he’d dodged this batch of thorns and blood. All I heard was the occasional swish of a branch or swoosh in the ferns.
Aiden stared at me a moment, then opened a small notepad.
“You were here earlier today?” he asked.
“Yes, Paradise park is one of my work projects. I only got as far as the parking lot today, before I got called away for something else. I didn't even have time to turn the engine off.” It wasn’t even a parking lot. It was a line of a dozen parking spaces painted on the road up against the outer edge of the park, acting as overflow to the parking alcove. I stared at the invasive hawthorn bush, frustrated by my inability to control the thing.
“Did you see anyone in the area, or a vehicle leaving?” he asked.
“No. And is that human blood?” I asked. 
“Maybe.” He froze in place a moment, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. We’re having it tested.”
A loud caterwauling started not far away. 
“Nick!” I yelled, and turned to face his direction. I took a step forward, but Aiden caught my arm. 
“He’s looking for signs of foul play. Wait here, please.”
As Aiden hurried away, I took a step to follow, but stopped myself. A uniformed officer walked up.
“Wait here,” he echoed.
Blood on the leaves and thorns. Anxiety rippled through me, so standing there was torture. Aiden requested Nick's help? And Nick listened? He had no sense of smell, but he had digital hearing and vision. Aiden may have wanted the area caught on video, but shouldn't an actual police officer or detective do that? And Nick ran off without so much as a text or glance at me.
My gut cramped. I wrapped my arms around my waist, hoping the warmth would ease it. Knowing that I could watch the video later nearly made me throw up. I wouldn't let myself. I knew that. Nick would send it to Aiden immediately, since uploading it deleted it, anyway. 
I stared at my watch, feeling every one of the fifteen minutes that had passed since our arrival. I dropped to sit cross-legged on the ground and placed my hands out, palm down, on the ground beside me.
“When did I become so weak?” I muttered under my breath. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, ran my hand over the dirt, listened to the wind breezing around me. 
Suddenly, I stopped. From this angle, things looked different - something about the way the plants lay. With the police officer standing so close, I was careful to not touch them, but they were a mix of broken and cut. 
And the dirt… I frowned. Someone had repacked it in the last day or two. A small patch, but deliberate.
“If you’re thinking this is a crime scene, you need to check this spot. Someone dug here recently,” I said. “And it wasn’t staff, since I’m the only one that works here.” Would that make me a suspect for whatever crime they suspected happened here?
The officer nodded with mild interest, looking directly where I was pointing. He gave a shrug and turned away, more curious about the area Aiden was tying off with yellow police tape.
Nick walked over to where I sat and put a paw on one of my hands. I couldn't tell what he was thinking. His leash was a mess now, scratched and rough from being dragged through the underbrush. I left it where it lay.
“Do I need to wait for Detective Han, or can we go now?” I asked as I stood and brushed the dirt off my backside.
“You should wait,” Aiden called out, apparently close enough to hear my question. 
I winced. In my exasperation, I had spoken louder than intended. It's not like Nick running off was any kind of betrayal. It couldn’t bother me… or did it? He'd done it before. It was a cat thing to do. Normally he texted me about why, though.
No doubt part of my distress was over my favourite project being tromped all over. I already had enough trouble convincing the city this park was more valuable than a parking garage or commercial zone. 
I forced myself to keep what I hoped was a neutral expression as I faced Aiden. 
“Can I have my cat back?” I asked, feeling my jaw clench. I glanced at the officer who'd waited with me.
Aiden’s eyes flickered to him as well before he fixed them on me. “Maybe train him to listen better.”
I glowered at him for that comment. He knew Nick was a robot. So did the officer, if he’d paid any attention to work gossip.
“Trust me, I'll return him to Helen if he bolts away like that again. I can't always go running off after him… And what if he got hurt while he was running off somewhere?” There it was - my worst fear, out there for God and everyone to see. Dragging Nick into another criminal investigation was unacceptable - not if it meant he could get hurt. Damaged. The police were good at their job. Why drag Nick into it?
The other officer slowly moved away as we argued, looking a little awkward.
“Okay, let's get back to reality for a minute.” He put his hands on his hips, then dropped them. “This is not a crime scene. Thanks to Nick, we found that the severed human hand someone reported was a wax impression. If he scouts the park to ensure there are no other parts around, that would be appreciated.”
Instantly, I felt like crap. I dropped my shoulders and let out a slow breath. 
“Fine, but this is the last time you give my cat instructions.” Even as the words came out, I realized how petty I sounded.
“Nick is pretty good at searching. Did Helen give him an infrared mode or something?” Aiden suggested.
I shook my head. “Maybe next time have the detachment buy you the tech you need to do your job. Let me know when I can do mine.” I looked down at Nick. His head tilted to one side watching me, and I hated the idea that he was catching my behaviour on video. I had to get out of here.
I turned and walked out of the park, taking the same shortcut invented by Nick when we'd arrived. At the truck, I didn't pick him up or open his door, but when I opened my side to get in, he jumped up. I didn't want to look at him right now. I wasn't mad. Not at him. I'd let my fear of loss and abandonment get the better of me, and I had control of that now.
Back at home, he plugged in and the video uploaded. Should I watch it? No, I'd nearly stopped having nightmares. I didn't need new ones starting up.
When he finished, he watched me watering houseplants. My phone dinged with a text message.
'Are you mad at me?' his message read.
Guilt grabbed at me. “I’m sorry, Nick. I'm mad at me. I panicked when you ran off. I would never give you up.”
He sat quietly a moment. Standing, he walked close and rubbed up against my legs. A new message dinged. 'I don't want to go back to Helen's. I want to be your cat.'
“I’m not giving you back.” I’d spoken rashly, and he’d believed me. I had to fix that. “Ever.” 
I’d have to guard my words. He was more than a simple companion animal… robot. Whatever. He'd become my friend. He was self-aware, and to me that meant he'd become a life-form. He chose high-risk solutions now and then, though. He was still too inexperienced with the world and its dangers, and it scared me to death. Today was mild, but what if things hadn't turned out well? I couldn't cope with that.
'I won't run ahead again. I promise,' his new message said. 'Not unless you tell me.'
I leaned down to pick him up. “You're precious to me, you know. You need to be careful,” I whispered, burying my face in his fur a moment.
'I will. I promise.'






  
  Chapter Three


A SECOND major crime in as many months - if they found the rest of the person alive, there would at least be a quick resolution. If it was murder… I shuddered at the word… I might want to move to a different town. Who wouldn’t? 
What was happening to our city? That's what the public would want to know. That's what I wanted to know. I couldn't get near Paradise Park to fix the plant damage, and it bugged me like an unreachable itch.
Hank told us over the radio that the Widowbrook Mayor, Frangelica Lamont, put the festival preparations on hold for the safety of both the staff and volunteers. With the festival grounds being the next block over, they deemed it too dangerous to proceed.
That put Hank in a foul mood. Forget Hank - the entire department was in a foul mood. And frankly, it was causing slow-downs with our other work. The police had one week. If they didn't catch the killer in one week, Lamont would cancel the entire festival, no matter how much money or how many resources they’d already committed.
I went into the department office to clock out for lunch and Hank spotted me, waving me over to his desk in the not-quite-cubicles area.
“Kara, the city is cutting back your hours. They’re concerned about the budget and think that landscaping is one thing we’re over-doing. One of a few.”
I froze in place. “How many hours?”
“Sorry to say, but they want you down to about 15 hours a week. Immediately. Sixty total per month. You pick which sixty.”
“How can I get everything done in sixty hours a month? Are they basing that on how slow things are in the winter?”
“I couldn’t say.” He shrugged. “Anyway, they want a list of what your projects are and the impact-to-expense ratios for them. They’re going to choose what to cut.”
“When?”
“Don’t worry about that. I’ll do it.”
“This is really poor form. I’ve been with the city for almost ten years. Some notice would have been nice.”
“Well, that’s the thing. I’ve seen them do this before. When you hit ten years, your contract gives you additional advantages, like RRSP investment matching. If you’re not full time, those don’t happen. To be clear, I’m fighting them on this. You do far more than landscaping. You’re one of our most reliable hands.”
“Still, part-time is anything under 32 hours a week. What’s their real reason?”
“I’m not sure. Anyway, you’re already over the 60 hours this month, so take the rest of it off.”
“Hank, I’m serious. Legally, don’t I get a few weeks’ notice for this kind of thing? I have bills, just like everyone else.”
“It’s a cutback, not lay-off. It’s a shock and you’re not married, so it’s not like you have anyone to fall back on. Still, my hands are tied. There’s nothing to do but ride it out.”
“That isn’t the point.” I was pretty chafed. How could they just… reduce my hours?
“Sorry, Kara. I’ll tell you when it changes. And don’t sneak in and work off the clock – insurance won’t cover you, and if you’re caught, it’s possible you’ll be treated as a trespasser.”
“Fine,” I said, giving up. “It’s not your fault, Hank.”
“I’ll do what I can. You know I owe you.”
I heaved a sigh as he turned and left. My mind was muddy as I mentally reviewed ways to supplement my income. I couldn’t lose the house. I didn’t have any secondary skills or experience. Who would hire a thirty-something with a little more than a horticulture degree?
I hurried outside. The light breeze, clear, warm sky, and birds chattering around me did nothing to improve my mood. I stared at a particularly butchered shrub I'd just finished and vowed to never trim while distracted again. How was I going to make this look good now?
My cellphone rang, and I checked caller display. 
Helen. 
Nick and his creator were the only bright spots in my world right now.
“Kara, my shrubs need vitamins. They look scruffy. Can you come over and look?” she asked. “Desmond might get a day pass and I can't let him think the simple things are falling apart.”
“Sure thing,” I said. I needed to go check things at the greenhouse. The automatic watering system would keep plants alive, but it needed monitoring. Hank would have to take it over for the next 10 days. I needed to make him a list of other things someone else would have to do now. “I need about an hour, then I'll be over.”
“Thank you, sweetie. It’s nice I can count on you,” she said.
There was something in her voice that made me want to hurry. Was she doing alright? Life may not be hard for her with inventions and gadgets to do the work, but with Desmond in prison, it would be lonely.
I might as well go now. I texted Hank to remind him someone would have to water the flower barrels lining main street and made a mental note to do the list later. Talking with Helen might help me forget the looming festival cancellation and my hours being cut back, but honestly, I'd rather go to the greenhouse. Too bad that was forbidden.
I didn't have to go far to find Nick. He'd been practically underfoot the entire time.
“Alright, Nick, Helen's got a hedge in need of some TLC.”
He cocked his head.
“It's short for 'Tender, Loving Care'. It means it's not doing well and needs extra attention. Load up,” I cued him to get in the truck.
He stood and stretched up into an arch, then lowered his front end to stretch out in front of him, even splaying his toes, perfectly replicating a full-body cat stretch. Helen had once explained it was to redistribute mechanical fluids that had settled while he rested. To me, it was normal cat behaviour. 
'I need wifi access,' he messaged. 'There's too much I don't know.'
“I'm not sure that's a good idea. Half of the internet is arguing and fear-mongering. The other half is people pretending they know more than they do.”
'And scientific journals.'
“Peer-reviewed journals are like in-breeding. Not a lot of original thought survives that curating process. And you need a subscrip…” then it hit me. “You’re still pondering the hand, aren’t you? You're going to get me into way more trouble than I'm ready for, if you're thinking what I think you're thinking.”
He looked off to my side, and I was certain he had a grin on the far side of his face.
'I’m bored.'
“How about the public library? I have a card, and they have an online database. I can’t sign up for any new bills right now.”
He turned back and nodded. 'I want ebook memberships, too.'
“Alright… but remember, you'll get my account locked if you read too fast. No faster than 700 words a minute. Even that is significantly faster than a regular human. They'll decide you're a computer pretending to be a human reader and cancel the account.”
'Don't worry. I will only read what I need.'
That sounded reasonable, right?
'There are three main ones I want access to. Can you start that after work today?'
If he was splitting his time between them, it would be safer. And moderately safer than random access to the internet.
“Fine, but no new purchases. Just exchange books.” I texted him my ID and password for the one I already had a membership for. “But don't get my account locked. I've paid for a lot of books in there, not just book borrowing.”
He looked directly at me and smiled. I'm not kidding - his cheeks actually moved. Helen needed to be more careful if she wanted his true nature to stay a secret. Who would believe a live cat could smile like that? Then again, she wanted to sell replicas of him on the open market, eventually.
She was going to make a killing… I sighed. Maybe I should stop using that phrase for a while. 
“Alright, that’s enough ‘cute’ for now. You’ll get your subscriptions. Let’s get over to Helen’s.”
He stood and stretched, then did an all-body shake, causing dust and dirt to poof away from him.
“What have you been doing?” I muttered. “If Helen sees you covered in dirt, she’s going to do more than scold me.”
‘You’ve mentioned Helen twice today. Who is she?’
I stared at him a moment as fear gripped me. He couldn’t be forgetting his creator. She was hard-wired in. At least, that’s what I’d been told. Maybe I didn’t understand what Helen meant by hard-wired.
If he was losing memories of her, his core programing could be the reason. He might have a real system problem. No. I shook my head, refusing to believe he had a major problem. The litter box had a diagnostic feature, and it was part of his nightly processes when he plugged in. Nothing showed as out of the ordinary this morning.
“She’s a friend of ours…” I said, hesitating to tell him something potentially traumatic. Forgetting your creator had to be traumatic, right? 
I picked him up and hurried out to the truck, driving as fast as I thought safe. Thankfully, she was only a ten-minute drive away. She could deeper diagnostic check his systems while I did the trimming.






  
  Chapter Four


Helen waited on the small, wooden porch to her home, sipping something out of a tall, thin glass. Her newest project, a robotic Havanese dog, sat at her side. Nick stiffened in my arms. 
Spotting us, the dog jumped up and ran over to smell my pant leg. Did this model really have the ability to smell?
“Hi, Helen,” I said, turning Nick to face her as I carried him over. “Real or robot?”
“You flatter me. Iced tea?” she offered. Tea was kind of our thing, both having a fondness for a variety of flavours and combinations. Many of my favourites were the flowers of plants I grew in my home.
Unable to think as far ahead as sitting down for a glass of tea, I shook my head.
Her expression changed. 
“Why are you carrying him?” She stood suddenly, causing some of her drink to slosh out of the glass. Her dog went to sniff the liquid that had splattered nearby.
“His litter box scans say all is normal, but he asked me who you were today. I thought we should come introduce you.”
Helen’s eyebrows shot up, then she shook her head. “How many ‘Helens’ do you know?”
“Just you. Maybe he thought… well, I’ll ask him.” I turned him to make sure he had a good look. “Nick, do you remember Helen?”
He nodded. The wave of relief that hit me was profound. I sat down on my heels, setting Nick on the ground.
“I doubt he tricked you so he could come visit. I’ll give him a checkup while you work,” she said. “Nick, let’s go inside.”
He looked at her and tilted his head.
‘Why does she want me inside the house?’ he messaged. ‘Aren’t we here for the hedges?’
I turned my phone so she could read it.
“I don’t think this is something you need to worry about, but I’ll run a deeper diagnostic on him to be sure,” she said.
“Okay,” I said to Helen, picking him up again. “Doctor Helen is going to give you a check-up.”
My phone dinged with a message and I repositioned him to fish it out again.
‘Oh, she’s my doctor. I mean, veterinarian. No wonder I don’t want to remember her.’
I tried not to smile at the image of a cat intentionally forgetting their vet. 
“Oh right – I have the wristwatch re-calibrated. Since it only works with Nick, you take it,” she said, pulling it out of a pocket and handing it to me.
I’d forgotten about the wristwatch. I don’t normally wear one, but it would be better than pulling my cellphone out each time he messaged me.
We followed Helen into the basement, to her lab. Her robotic dog nearly tripped me twice in its curiosity over Nick.
“Your puppy seems more curious than a cat.”
“I’m working on that. My research showed that cats and Havanese dogs have a lot in common, behaviour-wise. I may have taken that too literally.” She shrugged through a half-smile.
“Sorry.” I looked down at it again. “I forget its name.”
“I call her Bailey. I’m understanding why companion pets are so popular. She’s been a real comfort while Desmond is away.” She reached down and scratched Bailey behind one ear. “But, back on track. I’ve upgraded the litter box. We’ll be able to interact with Nick from the console now,” she said, running her hand appreciatively over the smooth, hard top to the panel.
The fully enclosed litter box had a door flap over the entrance now. One more way to keep people from seeing it was, in fact, a diagnostic and charging station for my little guy.
“Have you made any new cats?” I wondered.
She heaved a sigh. “After Bailey came online, I haven’t felt motivated to continue the pet project. I’ve got a few ideas for things that will make living alone as a senior less problematic, though. Not having Desmond’s help with chores has highlighted a few challenges I can address. I won’t live forever, and there’s a time cost to any decision, so I’ve moved forward to other projects. Also, companion pets at Nick and Bailey’s level are too complex and sensitive to mass produce and sell to the general market. I could hire a business manager to do that, but again, that would take time
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