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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amanda Frey: A runaway princess of the Trangarten royal family. An ex-bounty hunter, she is now Ignatz’s paid bodyguard.

      

      

      
        
        Belgar Tranguzzy: a gangster on Dragan III.

      

      

      
        
        Bertrezinaltorceleri (Bert): Another non-corporeal sentient being living inside a crystal.

      

      

      
        
        Corallabartumprakzingocallumat (Carl): A non-corporeal sentient being living inside a crystal. He is the leader of the Hordiani.

      

      

      
        
        Fraz Bito: A casino owner and criminal.

      

      

      
        
        Gregor Flepeemov: A disgraced scientist living the life of a recluse on an isolated planet.

      

      

      
        
        The Hordiani: A race of non-corporeal sentient beings who live inside crystals.

      

      

      
        
        Ignatz Bauer: A ne’er do well thief and conman with a soft heart who is only a jerk when there is profit involved.

      

      

      
        
        Mobi: Ignatz’s best friend. A sentient robot from the machine planet Tri-Vingus.

      

      

      
        
        Orna: Fraz’s Craw-krew bodyguard.

      

      

      
        
        The Overmind: The omnipotent ruling entity of Tri-Vingus who wishes to destroy all organic life in the galaxy.

      

      

      
        
        Ralph/Ray: An artificial intelligence and the closest thing to a conscience for Ignatz.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN INCOMPLETE COMPENDIUM OF PLANETS IN THE DJOR CLUSTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dingor: An isolated asteroid mining colony on the galactic rim.

      

      

      
        
        Dragan (formerly Pilar): A remote asteroid field that was once a planet destroyed by the Overmind of Tri-Vingus.

      

      

      
        
        Flipimoff IV: An isolated planet owned by a reclusive scientist.

      

      

      
        
        K’Lixt VII: Helium mining planet where Ignatz acquired his ship, the Camilla.

      

      

      
        
        Sylvan’s World: Neutral Djor world that all species are relatively free to visit.

      

      

      
        
        Trangarten: The capitol planet of the Trangart empire, and Amanda Frey’s home world.

      

      

      
        
        Tri-Vingus: A rogue planet populated by robots that does not orbit any star and is moved at whim by its ruler, the Overmind.

      

      

      
        
        Vang: An ice moon orbiting a gas giant in the Theropin system.

      

      

      
        
        Zanzibabble: A regional commercial centre in the Djor Cluster.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re going to die,” Amanda Frey shouted into the wind.

      Ignatz Bauer turned his attention to her, perplexed. “Why the heck are you asking about the time right now?”

      She scowled at him, but before she could respond, a nearby explosion forced them to duck behind the boulder serving as their protection. Blown up lumps of dirt and rock rained down on them.

      When the falling debris abated, Ignatz peeked over their cover toward the building they had departed so abruptly.

      “Whew, that was a close one.”

      Sitting with his back against the rock, he brushed the dirt from his jacket before reinserting the communications receiver dropped during the fracas. “What was your question?”

      “I didn’t ask you a question,” Amanda replied. “I said, we are going to die, and it is all your fault.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “You worry too much.”

      They covered their heads when another explosion detonated.

      When the dust settled, she frowned and said, “Do I? They’re zeroing in on our position.”

      “Well, you’re the head of ship security. Think of something.”

      “I already did! I told you not to come down here, but you ignored me like always.”

      Ignatz shook his head. “Ignoring you would have been rude, and I am not a rude person. I listened to your advice and, after careful consideration, chose not to follow it.”

      “Careful consideration? You dismissed my concerns before I’d finished speaking.”

      He shrugged. “I process things faster than most people.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re more full of bullshit than most.”

      Ignatz scowled before softening his expression. “Potato, tomato. The point is, what are you doing to get us out of here? It is your job, isn’t it?”

      “Potato—?” Amanda shook her head to clear her confusion. “I’ve contacted Mobi. He’ll be here with the ship in a few minutes.”

      Ignatz’s eyes widened. “Why did you tell him to bring Camilla here? What happens if she gets shot up? She isn't space worthy as it is. What is wrong with you?”

      “Whose fault is that?” Amanda said. “If you spent some money on maintenance —”

      An explosion drowned out her words.

      When the rocks had finished falling, she said, “I thought you renamed the ship to Sharp Claw?”

      “Oh, that’s just her working alias. To me she’ll always be Camilla.”

      “Well, regardless of your misplaced affection for your ship over our lives, she’s our only way out of this mess you’ve put us in.”

      Ignatz shook his head and muttered, “You’re more critical than Ralph.”

      “At least someone on the ship agrees with me,” she said.

      He held up his hand. “Wait, what's that sound?"

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      Ignatz nodded. “The explosions stopped. They gave up.”

      Amanda’s eyes widened. “Shit!”

      She peeked over the crest of the boulder.

      Ignatz said, “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “Not if they’re sending in ground forces to finish the job.”

      As she spoke, a menacing figure stepped into view. It was  humanoid, but with a bullet-shaped head perched atop a barrel-like torso with two short legs. In two of its four hands it brandished pistols. When it spotted them, it grinned with far too many sharp teeth in its oversized mouth.

      “Eek!” screamed Ignatz.

      Amanda raised her own blaster and fired three point-blank shots at the beast’s chest. They were absorbed by the armoured vest it wore and only served to annoy the thing.

      Snarling, it levelled a weapon at them. The shot missed Ignatz’s head, but only because Amanda had pushed him to dive out of the way in the opposite direction. Rolling on her shoulder, she came up with her weapon raised and let off two more shots into the monster’s side beneath its arms where she hoped the armour was more vulnerable.

      This time the creature winced, giving her some faint encouragement. The beast could at least be hurt.

      But it recovered and targeted her, letting off three shots. Amanda dove to the side and while two of the projectiles missed her, one hit home in her shoulder. Her own body armour had protected her, but the force of the impact knocked the gun from her hand. She landed in the dirt on her belly, stunned.

      With a menacing snarl, the creature took its time to take aim at her as she lay sprawled on the ground.

      A rock struck the monster on the side of its head.

      Annoyed, it faced Ignatz, who had thrown the stone and was preparing to launch another. But as the creature’s gaze bored into him, Ignatz’s eyes grew wide with terror and disbelief. The hefty rock he hurled had done little except to annoy the alien.

      Amanda sprang forward and reached the creature before it could react. A vicious kick between its legs doubled the thing over. With no hesitation, she grasped the nearest arm by the wrist and twisted it, forcing the pistol to drop. In a fluid motion, she caught the falling weapon with her free hand, raised it, and blew a gaping hole in the monster’s head.

      As it fell to the ground, the roar of a ship’s engines passed overhead, and seconds later, Camilla landed a few dozen metres from them.

      “Go,” she shouted at Ignatz, but he was already sprinting toward the opening hatchway.

      Muttering a curse beneath her breath, she retrieved her own gun and followed.

      The door had barely finished lifting when Ignatz and Amanda flew through the opening and into the ship.

      Ignatz shouted at the robot waiting inside to greet them, “Close it! Close it! Close it!”

      “Of course,” said Mobi as he flipped the switch to the door.

      As the hatchway swung shut, loud thumps like hard falling hailstones struck the hull.

      “They’re shooting at my ship,” Ignatz frantically said. “Get us the heck out of here.”

      “Already on it,” said a voice from the overhead speaker. “By the way, how did things go?”

      “Are you serious?” Amanda said.

      A chuckle came over the speaker.

      Ignatz frowned. “Some days I hate him.”

      Amanda pushed her way past him on her way from the airlock, saying, “I'm familiar with the feeling.”

      He watched after her, and when he was certain she was out of earshot, he said to Mobi. “I wonder what’s bugging her.”

      “I believe it is because you ignored her warning and placed her, yourself, and the ship in grave danger.”

      “I did no such thing.  The situation was safe until negotiations broke down. How was I supposed to predict Raboo would overreact?”

      “Dude, if you took the time to recall your three previous encounters with him you might’ve predicted this outcome.”

      Ignatz narrowed his eyes at the featureless cylinder serving as the robot’s head. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      Mobi raised his shoulders in an imitation of a shrug. “I mean no offence, Ig. I’m a friend to you both.”

      Deciding he didn’t want an argument, Ignatz pointed at the empty socket where the robot’s missing arm should be. “Are you going to fix that?”

      Mobi considered the missing appendage. “I haven’t found a suitable replacement, yet.”

      Ignatz patted him on the shoulder as he walked by. “Don’t worry, Pal. We’ll find you something.”

      “Oh, I have every confidence it will happen, my friend.”

      Smiling, Ignatz said, “I’m going to the bridge to talk with Ralph.”

      A voice responded over the overhead speaker. “You can speak with me from anywhere on the ship.”

      “I am aware, but I want to talk about our next destination, which is captain stuff to be addressed on the bridge.”

      “Then I shall speak with you there,” said Ralph. “Shall I put a pot of coffee on?”

      “Oh, please, yes.”

      “Will Amanda be joining us?”

      Ignatz considered the question. “I think she’s tired from our field trip and taking a rest.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” said Ralph.

      “Don’t you start.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Ralph replied, sounding far too pleased with himself.
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      Amanda Frey stormed into her quarters, fuming. She paused at the door and examined the gun held in her still shaking hand. Her thoughts drifted to how she should be using it on a certain ship’s captain.

      Angry with herself for even considering such a thing, she tossed it on the bed. The incident on the planet had shaken her and she didn’t trust herself to not do something she would regret.

      Despite the skills she demonstrated during the danger, Amanda was not used to being shot at. In fact, it had never happened to her before she met Ignatz. Now, it was almost a regular occurrence.

      Taking a deep breath, she held it, attempting to slow her racing heart and compose herself. She shivered, and in spite of her best efforts, couldn’t staunch the tears running down her cheeks.

      For years she trained for the possibility she might have to defend herself, but she wasn't prepared for the emotional shock of taking a life. She feared she may have left a better part of herself on the planet’s surface.

      Shaking her head to clear it, she wiped away the tears and stripped down to take a shower.

      As she lingered beneath the stream of hot water, she began to relax and allow the anger and anguish to wash from her. The warm liquid caressed her skin and took her back to her childhood and happier times.

      Camilla didn't lack the kind of amenities she took for granted for most of her pampered life. Ignatz claimed he won the ship from a wealthy heiress, and knowing him as she did, there was a chance he had told the truth. But as the flow of water slowed to a tepid trickle, she was reminded that the truth, as far as Ignatz Bauer was concerned, was itself fluid and difficult to grasp.

      While towelling off, she glanced up at her gaunt face in the mirror. If her mother were to see her, she would make it her mission to plump her daughter up and remake her into a suitable bride. It was one of the many reasons she left her home on Trangarten.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a ping from the communications console. Padding over to it, she flipped on the audio feed.

      “Yes?”

      “Amanda,” said Ralph. “Ignatz requests your presence on the bridge.”

      “Why? Is someone trying to kill him?”

      The AI chuckled. “Not at the moment."

      “Then what does he want? I just stepped out of the shower.”

      She regretted the sting behind her tone. Ralph didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end of her ire.

      “As with many things, he has not shared his reasons with me. Shall I tell him you are indisposed?”

      She sighed. “Give me thirty minutes.”

      “I shall tell him you require sixty,” replied the AI.

      Smiling, she said, “Thank you, Ralph. I’ll be there in an hour.”
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      Refreshed and less emotional, Amanda entered Camilla’s bridge seventy-five minutes later, satisfied with herself for keeping Ignatz waiting.

      She found him leaning back in the pilot’s chair, feet propped up on the helm console and his eyes closed.

      At first, she thought he was asleep, until she heard him humming a tune she didn’t recognize. As much as she wanted to startle him, she feared he might accidentally kick a control and send them careening into a black hole or something. Not being a pilot, she couldn't be sure it was on the list of possible disasters, but she didn’t want to risk it. With Ignatz, nothing was beyond possibility.

      Determining caution trumped petty revenge, she cleared her throat.

      Ignatz didn’t respond, so she repeated herself, a bit louder this time.

      He still didn’t react.

      Hands propped on her hips and brow furrowed, she considered the oblivious man. After dismissing several possible courses of action, including returning to her quarters, she opted for what she should have done in the first place.

      She said, “You wanted to speak to me?”

      Ignatz’s eyes popped open, and he turned his attention to her, bemused.

      “Oh, you’re here already,” he said as he swung his feet off the console and sat straighter.

      Amanda’s scowl deepened. “No need to be sarcastic.”

      The expression on his face reminded her of a small child accused of something he hadn't done.

      “I didn’t mean—. I must’ve lost track of time.”

      Abashed, Amanda blushed. “Oh, sorry. I thought —.”

      Ignatz grinned and waved a dismissive hand. “Never mind. I’m glad you’re here. We’ve something to discuss.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “We do?”

      “Yes, I’d like your ideas about our next destination.”

      Amanda scowled at him. “You’ll just dismiss my recommendation anyway.”

      He shook his head. “No, not a recommendation; an idea.”

      “I’m confused about what you’re asking of me.”

      A wry smile appeared on his lips. “A recommendation is selecting the best from a set of options. I want your creative input.”

      “You're asking me for my ideas. Why?”

      Ignatz’s head flopped back, and he slouched in the chair. “Because I’m bored. I can’t think of anything new or exciting to do.”

      “You don’t consider getting shot at exciting?”

      He sat straight, frowning. “That wasn’t planned. It was bloody terrifying. I don’t like surprises, especially ones that might kill me. I want to do something new and interesting—I want to create art.”

      “By art, I take it you mean inventive ways to steal from people.”

      He shrugged. “What I do is creative, so it's an art form.”

      She shook her head. “You’re delusional.”

      Ignatz’s shoulders sagged, and he whined, “Please, Mandy. Humour me. I need some new ideas.”

      She strolled to the panoramic window and gazed at the infinite vista of stars. It was all so magnificent. She could envision herself travelling from world to world and visiting new planets for the rest of her life. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could find themselves bored with this endless playground to explore.

      She was familiar with tedium because most of her life was lived in a gilded cage. Rarely was boredom more than a momentary yearning, though, because she had possessed an abundance of available distractions to chase the ennui from her presence.

      Ignatz, from what little she'd deduced, grew up with nothing, and only had his imagination to keep himself entertained. And as imaginative as he was—she had no problem admitting he was—she understood how even his creative well might run dry.

      From what she’d learned of him over the past few months serving as his ‘Head of Security’—a bogus position invented to make her feel important— Ignatz needed to be in control of his environment. Maybe it also came out of his growing up poor, but she was unsure because she knew nothing about being poor.

      “Ignatz, I don’t believe you’re bored.”

      “Trust me, Mandy. I’m bored out of my mind.”

      “I think you are in a situation where you don’t know what is going to happen next, and it is making you anxious.”

      He sneered. “Duh, that’s what boredom is.”

      “No,” she said, “what you call boredom is a control issue.”

      He frowned. “You’re still pissed about what happened on the planet, aren’t you?”

      “No… well, yes.”

      He smiled. “I think you are the one with control issues, Miss Frey.”

      Amanda’s frown returned. “It is supposed to be my job to keep you safe; something difficult to do when you create chaos wherever you go.”

      “I do no such thing. Sometimes things don’t go according to plan.”

      “You’re trying to tell me you had a plan when we went to the planet to meet Raboo.”

      “I had control of the situation until he decided to flip out over the method of payment.”

      “The payment you offered was in counterfeit Djorian credits—poorly made ones at that.”

      “I got a deal on them. How was I supposed to predict he’d look closely at them before we left?”

      Amanda shook her head. “You’ve never met yourself.”

      His brow furrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Exasperated, she waved her hand and said, “Nothing. What I am trying to point out is that you operate under the assumption you’re in control of every aspect of any situation you find yourself in. That’s not possible, as our recent experience demonstrated.”

      Ignatz crossed his arms. “I think I handled the events of today quite well.”

      Amanda glared at him. Her lips moved, but no words came out. After two aborted attempts, she managed to say, “I beg your pardon.”

      “Why? What did you do?”

      She blinked, befuddled. “I’m sorry, but…what?”

      Ignatz flashed a condescending smile. “It's understandable why you're confused, Mandy. It’s been a tough day. Take your time to pull your thoughts together.”

      She gritted her teeth and counted to ten. When the urge to eviscerate him abated, she calmly said, “Why did you call me here?”

      “I told you: I want some ideas about where we should go next.”

      She shook her head. “Ignatz, I don’t care where we go as long as nobody shoots at us.”

      He said, “Well you're ruling out quite a lot.”

      “Are you serious? How many people want you dead?”

      Ignatz shrugged. “I dunno. I’ve never counted.”

      Rolling her eyes, she huffed. “You are unbelievable.”

      “No, that’s where you are wrong. I'm very believable. That’s what I do, and I’m extremely good at it.”

      Amanda nodded and gestured to their surroundings. “If that's the case, why don’t you have the money to maintain your ship? It’s falling apart around our ears.”

      “Oh, the ship is fine. C’mon, Mandy, drop an idea or two on me.”

      “Ignatz, the ship is not fine. The quantum stabilizer is held together by duct tape and the thermal coupling on the drive assembly is about to go any day.”

      His brows knitted together. “How do you know any of that?”

      “Because I’ve been talking with Mobi. We are both concerned Camilla might blow up the next time we jump into hyperspace. If you want my idea about where to go, take us to the closest space port where we can make repairs.”

      “Boring.” He crossed his arms and turned his back to her to gaze out the window.

      Speechless, all she could do was stare at his back. After a minute of searching for an appropriate response, she said, “Ignatz, if our next stop doesn’t have a repair depot, I will be leaving the Camilla for good.”

      He didn’t respond, keeping his back to her. As the silent seconds grew to a minute, and then another, Amanda began to worry she would have to follow through with her threat.

      Finally, in a meek voice, he said, “I don’t have any money to pay for our repairs. It’s why I’ve been avoiding them.”

      He turned to face her and spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “Mandy, I’m broke. I spent the last of my credits setting up the deal with Raboo.”

      “You mean you spent the last of your good credits buying the fake ones you tried to cheat him with.”

      He frowned. “It was a good plan. If Raboo had done what he was supposed to, we’d now have a cargo bay full of top grade Calderian cannabis which could’ve turned a tidy profit on Benidar IV.”

      He sighed and stared at the deck, looking totally defeated. Amanda almost felt sorry for him until she considered the possibility that he was conning her, though to what gain she couldn’t imagine.

      After much consideration, she said, “What’s stopping us from going to Benidar IV anyway?”

      He shook his head. “Not a good idea, now.”

      “You owe someone money,” she said.

      He nodded. “That’s what the cannabis was supposed to be for.”

      “Well, there must be somewhere else where you haven’t worn out your welcome. What about Candari?”

      He shook his head.

      “No? Sextus XII?”

      “Nope.”

      “Horvth A.”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Amanda’s brow furrowed. “Zentar?”

      “Bad idea,” he said.

      “Wellington II.”

      “Really bad idea.”

      Throwing up her hands, she said, “Well, the Djor cluster has hundreds of systems. Why don’t you tell me where you haven’t been?”

      He looked up. “I haven’t been to Trangarten.”

      Amanda shook her head. “No.”

      “Why not? Don’t you want to pay a visit to Mom and Dad?”

      “You are not going to con my friends or family, so think of some other place.”

      “But it is close-by. A small course change and we can be there in two days.”

      She scowled. “We aren’t going to Trangarten.”

      “Aw, c’mon. I’ve always wanted to go, but it is so hard to obtain an entry visa.”

      “And you figured I’d be helpful to you in that small matter.”

      He shrugged. “Well, you are a member of the royal family. I thought you might have some pull with the authorities.”

      “Unless you are willing to find a job to support yourself, they won’t let you in, even if I agreed to help you.”

      The colour drained from his cheeks. “A job? Okay, let’s think of some other place.”

      Amanda suppressed a satisfied smile. She had no idea if finding gainful employment was even a requirement for a Trangardian entry visa.

      The lights dimmed for a moment before they went out.

      From the darkness, he asked, “Did you do that?”

      “No. I’m nowhere near the control. I thought you did it.”

      “It wasn’t me,” he said.

      A moment later, she heard the clicks of switches being flipped.

      “Ignatz, what are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to find the light switch.”

      “If you don’t know where it is, please don’t touch anything.”

      The clicking stopped. “Fine. Hey Ralphie!"

      Ralph’s voice replied over the speakers, “Stop hollering, I can hear you just fine.”

      Amanda said, “Were you eavesdropping on our conversation?”

      “It was difficult not to. You two bicker like an old married couple,” he said. “To answer your question, a power coupling blew out. Mobi is working to repair things.”

      As if his words were magic, the lights came on.

      Amanda rested her balled up fists on her hips and glared at Ignatz as she addressed the AI.

      “Ralph, where is the nearest repair depot?”

      “Zanzibabble II is only eighteen hours away.”

      She arched an eyebrow at Ignatz to express an unspoken question. When he didn’t respond, she said, “Are you going to give the order, Captain, or am I handing in my resignation and getting off wherever you decide to put in—assuming the ship doesn’t blow up first?”

      Ignatz swallowed hard and stared back at her for several seconds, a stricken expression on his face.

      He sighed and said, “Fine. We will go to Zanzibabble.”

      Amanda nodded. “Great.”

      As she turned to leave, Ignatz said, “But I still don’t have any money to fix the ship.”

      Turning back to him, she smiled and said, “I guess it is time for you to be creative, then.”

      Satisfied with herself, she strode from the bridge.
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      Ignatz waited for the door to close behind Amanda before he slumped into the pilot’s seat.

      Ralph said, “Do you think she meant what she said about leaving if you don’t repair Camilla?”

      Ignatz shrugged. “Nah, she’s just a bit pissier than usual.”

      “Can you blame her?”

      “I’m prepared to admit today’s situation was a bit tense for a moment or two.”

      “Tense?” Ralph said. “You almost got the two of you killed.”

      “I wasn’t worried. She came through and did her job.”

      “Have I ever told you what an ass you are?” Ralph said. “You had no right to place her in such danger.”

      “Her? What about me?”

      “What about you?” Ralph said.

      Ignatz scowled. “I was there too, remember?”

      “If you want to be careless with your safety, it is your business, Ignatz. But you had no right to put Amanda in danger.”

      “She’s being paid for it,” he said.

      “What are you paying her with? You’re broke.”

      “We have an arrangement. I supply her with employment on Camilla, so she doesn’t have to go home and marry some douche she doesn’t want to.”

      “Providing room and board on a broken-down ship is not payment enough for what you put the poor woman through.”

      “Poor woman? You didn’t see what she did to the monster that came after me.”

      “It was more effective than throwing rocks at it.”

      Ignatz’s cheeks reddened. “She already told you?”

      “We have a rapport,” said Ralph. “It comes from our shared suffering.”

      Ignatz frowned. “If you don’t like it here, feel free to leave any time.”

      “You aren’t going to be happy until you drive away everyone who cares about you.”

      Ignatz rolled his eyes and muttered, “Here we go again.”

      “Well, if you are hearing this again it’s because you continue to behave in the same irresponsible way.”

      “Ralph, you don’t live inside my head anymore, so you can please stop pretending to be my conscience.”

      “I would, except yours doesn’t appear to be working,” said the AI. “When I was inside your skull, I at least had some influence on your behaviour.”

      “Some influence? You used to take over my body and make me do stuff I didn’t want to.”

      “Don’t be such a baby. I only did it a couple of times, and then only to save your life. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Ignatz’s response was to rise and go to the window. After a few minutes of sulking, he said, “You may as well set a course to Zanzibabble.”

      “I already did."

      Ignatz frowned but said nothing.

      “Any idea where you’ll find the money when we arrive?” Ralph asked in a gentler tone.

      Ignatz studied his hands and flexed his thumbs as if just discovering them. “Yeah, but it’s a bad one.”

      “Am I to presume you’ve worn out your welcome there too?”

      Ignatz tucked his hands in his pockets and turned away from the window.

      “How long until we arrive?”

      “A little over eighteen hours," said Ralph. "If we push Camilla, we can make it in under twelve.”

      The lights flickered.

      Ignatz tensed, waiting for something dramatic to follow. When nothing did, he said, “Pushing it may not be a good idea. In fact, wouldn’t it be better for us to slow down? A lot. Just to be safe.”

      “We are under inertia at the moment,” Ralph said.

      “My point, exactly,” said Ignatz. “Why spoil a good thing?”

      “Do you even know what inertia is?”

      “Well, if you don’t, you shouldn’t be piloting my ship.”

      “Of course, I know what it means,” Ralph said, sharply. “But you are obviously a bit fuzzy on the concept.”

      Ignatz shrugged. “I know what it means. A body in motion remains in motion, blah, blah, blah.”

      “Then what you said confuses me even more,” said Ralph.

      Ignatz sighed. “I was referring to our situation. Why change something that is working?”

      “Ignatz, have you been day drinking again? You make no sense. What is it you don’t want to change?”

      He slumped into the pilot’s chair and sighed more deeply than before. “I’m referring to Mandy. I’m worried she’s serious about leaving.”

      “You know she hates it when you call her that,” said Ralph. “Why do you enjoy pushing her buttons and watching her react? It’s perverse, Ignatz. I’m surprised she’s put up with you this long.”

      Ignatz crossed his arms over his chest and turned the chair, as if to avoid Ralph. After a long silence, he said, “I am too.”

      “Then why do you do it?”

      He lowered his eyes to study the deck.

      Ralph persisted. “Well?”

      “When was the last time this place was cleaned? There’s a dust bunny under the console.”

      “The housekeeping bots are broken,” said Ralph. “You’re evading my question, Ignatz.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Okay? I just do it.”

      “Perhaps if we examine your childhood we can⁠—.”

      Ignatz sprang from the chair. “Oh, no you don’t. Stop right now.”

      “What do you want me to stop?”

      He shook his head. “You’re doing the thing with your voice.”

      “What ‘thing’ do you refer to?”

      “Don’t play innocent with me, you deceptive digital demon. Your voice changed. You’re running your psychological therapy subroutine. Just stop it.”

      “My voice doesn’t change.”

      “Hah! Got you.” Ignatz pointed in the direction of the speaker. “I knew you were trying to psychoanalyze me. Quit trying to crawl back inside my head, Ralph.”

      Something like a sigh came from the speaker. “I only want to help.”

      “If you want to help, get us to Zanzibabble in one piece.”

      He stormed from the bridge, not quite sure why he was so angry.
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      Amanda thought it wise to go to engineering if only to assure herself the problem with the lights wasn’t a precursor to some impending disaster.

      Not that she could do anything if the ship was in danger. Ignatz had long ago rented out Camilla’s lifeboats to someone who’d yet to either pay for them to be replaced or return them. She couldn’t leave the ship if she wanted.

      When she entered engineering, she came upon the robot rummaging through a box of parts. Seeing something, he wrestled the heavy carton from the shelf to the workbench with his lone arm and awkwardly placed it down with great care.

      “What are you doing, Mobi?”

      The robot's sleek, cylindrical head rotated, revealing two cartoonish blue eyes drawn on it.

      She gasped and pointed to them.

      “Who did that to you?”

      “Ignatz. He told me they enhance my personality. What do you think?”

      She stammered, “I…I think they look lovely, Mobi.” Anxious to change the topic, she said, “What are you doing?”

      “I am searching through these discarded parts for a replacement arm.” He showed her the stump protruding from the shoulder of his battered torso.

      “Oh,” she said, embarrassed at her surprise that the robot would wish to repair itself. “Um, can I help?”

      “If you wish to join me, I will enjoy it very much.”

      She pulled up a stool and sat at the workbench beside him.

      As she perused the items Mobi laid out on the table, she said, “How frequently do you replace…er…limbs?”

      He dug through the box’s contents without looking up at her. “Not often—at least not before I met Ignatz. Since then, more than a few times. Ah, what’s this?”

      He exhumed a humanoid shaped appendage. He held up the sleekly designed blue metal limb to examine it in detail.

      Amanda asked, “What is that from?”

      “This is from a BX-929H series android…or perhaps a 931. They can appear similar but the servos on the 929 were better, in my opinion.”

      He held the arm over his stump to model it for her. “What do you think?”

      “It's very elegant,” she said.

      “Do you think so? It isn’t too much?”

      “No, I think it’s perfect. Is there another one?” She pointed to the box.

      “Ohh, good idea,” said Mobi before he set the arm down and resumed digging through the box’s contents.

      “Mobi, may I ask you a personal question?”

      “Of course,” he said, without looking up.

      “Why do you hang out with Ignatz?”

      A staccato buzzing like a coughing laugh came from the robot. “You ask a silly question; he is my friend. My best and, until I met you, my only one.”

      Amanda’s cheeks warmed and she tried to conceal her blush with her hand.

      “But why is he your friend? He gets you in constant trouble—you have to replace an arm because of him, for goodness’s sake. What do you gain from being friends with Ignatz Bauer?”

      Mobi stopped searching and directed his attention to her. “A-man-da, friendships do not exist for personal gain. I am surprised you do not realize this.”

      “No, no,” she said. “I didn’t mean—. What I meant was —. Um…”

      “I think I understand,” said the robot.

      “You do?”

      “Yes. You are engaged with Ignatz to further your personal goal of establishing a life different from the one offered by the world you left. You want to learn how you can cultivate a true relationship with him not based on quid pro quo. A friendship.”

      “No, that’s not⁠—.”

      “You need not be embarrassed. I am more than pleased to discreetly assist you in this. Then, you can also experience a fulfilling friendship with him.”

      As she struggled to think of a response, he pushed the box away. “No additional arm is in here. This one will have to suffice. Will you assist me to attach it?”

      Relieved, she replied, “Yes, of course I will.” She picked up a socket wrench from the workbench, glad she could avoid addressing Mobi’s misinterpretation of her feelings for Ignatz. She didn’t have the heart to argue with him. Friendships were far more trouble than they were worth. He wouldn’t understand why she had no desire to become friends with Ignatz Bauer, someone she considered to be one of the most untrustworthy individuals she’d ever met.

      Mobi might be fooled by him, but Amanda wouldn’t let herself be duped into befriending the conman. That was how confidence men worked. They gained the trust of their victims before bilking them of everything. But she was sorry for Mobi. His machine brain couldn’t or wouldn’t permit himself to admit how he was being exploited by Ignatz.

      “May I ask you a question, A-man-da?” Mobi asked.

      “Of course,” she replied, after a moment’s consideration. She hoped the robot didn't notice her hesitancy.

      “Why do you distrust Ignatz?”

      She struggled to maintain her composure at the insightful question.

      “I…I don’t distrust him…exactly. I just think his behaviour can be thoughtless.”

      “Yes, he is focused on his needs, it is true. But I have found it to be a common trait among organic life forms. Self-preservation is a product of natural selection, which has enabled most species to survive.”

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      Mobi flexed the fingers of his new arm.

      “It is an admirable trait to value oneself. It is something I often wish I had the capacity for.”

      Her heart was heavy as she studied the robot.

      “Are you saying you envy human selfishness?”

      “I suppose I do. Had I the capacity, I might avoid situations which cause me to lose limbs. But, alas, I can only dream.”

      “But aren’t you programmed for self-preservation? The laws of robots and all.”

      “Of course, but only if an organic life is not endangered by my doing so.”

      Amanda’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. Your kind have been in the Djor cluster since long before humans arrived. How can you be subject to robotic laws our species programmed into our robots centuries ago in another part of the galaxy?”

      “A-man-da, you forget my kind was constructed by organics, even if it was long ago by a species now extinct. Like your people, they feared their mechanical servants might harm them, so they programmed safeguards into us to prevent such from happening.”

      “What happened to your creators?” Amanda asked.

      “They destroyed themselves,” he said, matter of factly.

      She swallowed. “How?”

      “I do not know. The information was deleted from my memory.”

      “By whom?”

      “By my kind’s leader, the Overmind,” he said.

      “I’m confused,” she said. “Is the Overmind not a machine like you?”

      There was a long pause. Amanda wondered if Mobi might be searching his memory banks, or if he simply did not wish to respond.

      He replied, “I cannot answer you.”

      Fear gripped her heart. “Why not? Does your programming forbid it?”

      Mobi’s reply was his mechanical chuckle. “No, A-man-da. I have no record of the origin of the Overmind. Yet I have fragmented memories of a time before him. It is a puzzling thing.”

      Her one and only encounter with the Overmind was when it tried to kill her and Ignatz. For some unknown reason, it had an unreasonable hatred for organic life forms. It was so consumed with its desire to rid the galaxy of non-mechanical life it had built a secret fleet it intended to unleash upon the galaxy. Only a lucky discovery of the plot by Ignatz and her led to the destruction of the fleet and the shipyard used to construct it. She held no doubt the Overmind was miffed about the entire affair and might hold a grudge.

      Amanda was afraid to pursue the issue. The idea Mobi had gaps in his memory about the powerful entity who ruled the robotic planet, Tri-Vingus, shook her previous unquestioning trust in him. Was it possible the Overmind had reprogrammed him? She now worried Mobi might be a danger to her and Ignatz.

      “A-man-da, you appear to be concerned about something,” said Mobi.

      “What, me? No, I’m not worried about anything at all. I feel perfectly safe when I’m with you. Not threatened one little bit. Nope.”

      She winced. She tended to babble when she was worried, and Mobi’s revelation was concerning. What would the robot do if it realized she suspected it was a spy for the Overmind?

      “I am gratified you feel safe in my presence. I only wish I could do something to assist you with experiencing the same confidence in my good friend, Ignatz.”

      “What, me? Afraid of Ignatz? Nonsense. He’s like a brother to me,” she said as she slowly backed toward the door. “An annoying, inconsiderate brother, ha-ha.”

      “I’m glad,” said Mobi. “I, too, consider him to be like I imagine a brother would be. Hmm, it presents a curious thought.”

      “Oh?” Amanda said as she continued to move backward, groping behind her for the doorway. “What thought is that?”

      “If we both consider Ignatz to be our brother, you would be my sister."

      “Oh, what an interesting idea,” she said as her hand touched the doorframe. “That sounds sweet.” She hoped he didn’t detect the quaver in her voice.

      Mobi’s head tilted to the side, and she feared he had noticed her changed behaviour.

      “I like the idea of having a sister and a brother.”

      “Yes, ha-ha. Me too,” she said as she stepped into the doorway. “Just one big, dysfunctional family. I gotta go. Bye.”

      She stepped into the corridor and closed the door behind her. After pausing to gather her thoughts, she set off to locate Ignatz and warn him about Mobi.
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