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            At the beginning of the Basic Era…

          

        

      

    

    
      Spin, formerly known as Aspen while she was a slave to the inhuman Countess, is dead. In an effort to stretch the few months of life she has before a mechanism deep in her genetic code ends her existence forever, their ship medic has put Spin in a state of necro-stasis while they make the crossing to British Alliance territory.

      The procedure was painful, holding her seconds past the moment of death is well beyond what nature intends. Her entire crew worries that the revival process will be much worse, since sedation is not an option.

      With the exception of one short stop at Deep Shadow Station, which was largely uneventful, her crew have been isolated aboard the ship for two weeks. Some tension has developed.

      Meanwhile, unbeknownst to Spin and her crew, Boro is in his cell aboard a private armed carrier owned by Kort, the Countess' trusted consort. Boro, a well-liked crewman, uncle and father figure to Nigel, is waking from a nightmare wherein he frantically swims from eels with long jaws. They bite onto his legs, close their mouths until their fine pointed teeth cut through his flesh and swim away with their piece. Blood in the water draws more of them.

      His eyes open, ending the nightmare in time for him to face a waking terror, one of Master Kort's guards is approaching...
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      He'd seen enough. Aldo, one of the Consort's Honour Guards, was almost caught vomiting in his quarters after the most recent torture session with Master Kort's favourite prisoner, Boro Lozel. His fellow guards seemed to grow only more desensitized, but the visibly flagging will of Boro mirrored his own.

      The captive was out of information, long dry as a source of insight on their quarry. Aspen, the escaped doll and her mate Larken were central to Master Kort's focus, and as he failed to locate them, he took his frustrations out on Boro.

      Until three days ago, the thick-bodied, robust man was able to keep calm with the exception of the occasional attempt at lashing out, but then he reached his breaking point. It was the interrogation system Kort was using. He'd stretch Boro out, strap him down and directly interface with his brain, sending experiences into him that were from recorded torture and horrific procedures. Live vivisections, the laying and hatching of alien eggs inside the body, and any other neurally recorded horrors Master Kort could get his hands on.

      Three days ago, Boro had a different reaction to seeing the chair. He didn't simply turn and try to strike one of his guards, instead he had a full flight response. He flailed, screamed, chucked a guard aside entirely, clawed, and bit to at least turn away from the machine before he was strapped in again. It was animalistic, primal.

      Master Kort laughed. Watching Boro resist six guards at once until he was stunned twice was entertaining for him. Couldn't he see the desperation? The fear? The breaking of a person? A trail of urine was left on the floor from the hall to the torture device after Boro was subdued, and Aldo stood back, watching two lower ranked guards strap him in.

      Boro, once strong in mind and body, knew where he was the instant he started recovering from the stun shock. The struggle that followed was so frenzied, the panic so raw that Boro threw up on himself as he fought his restraints. He was down to instinct, everything else had been worn away. One of the arms almost came loose during his desperate struggle, even Master Kort stepped back in response to the ferocity of Boro's fight to be free. If he could have chewed a limb off and limp away, he would have.

      After several minutes he tired and started weeping, babbling. Master Kort smiled and left the room. "This is good, we'll leave him there until he calms down and then we'll put him in the Tranquil Pool simulation."

      That was altogether evil to Aldo. The Tranquil Pool was made to be initiated while the subject was sleeping, so they began to think they were dreaming of drifting in cool water. Starting with small fish, things started to nip at them. As the simulation progressed larger and larger sea creatures came to feast until they were devoured. It was one of Master Kort's favourites. It was one of the few fictions created by an author who was known only as Mirage and the panic it instilled in the two subjects Aldo watched Kort use it on were deeply traumatizing.

      Aldo could not have hated Master Kort more than he did thanks to all he'd witnessed. There were other atrocities, but nothing demonstrated the twisted cyborg's capacity for cruelty more than that device and what he did to Boro in it.

      "Castillan," Aldo said to a guard as he strode into the brig. "How are those fungus farms paying off these days?"

      "Oh, man, you missed out on a major investment opportunity," the guard replied, chomping his gum. "The yields are amazing, people are starving, they'll pay anything for raw food, no matter how bad it tastes."

      "So, you're not going to need this gig much longer, I guess," Aldo said.

      "I'm just along for the trip to the Geist System. I've gotta see what's there before I retire, you know. It's something almost no one will see, ever."

      "I hear ya," Aldo replied. The Geist System, where some of the most advanced manufacturing in the galaxy used to take place. Now it was one of the most dangerous places you could go. Someone or something had taken control of the defences, which made most military organizations look like a glee club. "Master Kort wants another session with this one," he said, nodding towards Boro's cell.

      "Isn't it late for that?" Castillan asked, looking at his wrist. "Oh-three-hundred, give or take."

      "Do you want to talk to him? I'm sure he's interested in your opinion on his late-night urges," Aldo said.

      "Opening cell Zero Three," Castillan said, punching his code in then joining Aldo at the cell door. "Heard this one gets all squirrelly when you take him near the Master's favourite toy now."

      "Up!" Aldo said, kicking the bottom of Boro's bare foot. "You're not really sleeping, I can tell."

      "Fucking eels man," Boro said. "Dream always ends on the bloody eels."

      "C'mon, we're taking you to another site," he clapped the restraints on Boro's wrists, they turned red, indicating that they were secure. Aldo kept the control screen on his inner wrist display for easy access.

      "I thought we were taking him to…" Castillan started to say, chewing his gum like an idiot, his helmet still affixed to the top of his thigh. There was a reason why he was usually stuck behind a control terminal - he wasn't exactly an intellectual juggernaut. He had money, though.

      "I'm taking him where I was told to take him," Aldo said. He took one of Boro's arms and directed him out of the brig, down the main port side hallway. They all looked the same: royal blue and white walls with self-cleaning grey floors. The light seemed to come from everywhere, lending no sense of direction to the space. Aldo got around it by memorizing the hallways as shapes that fit together a certain way. He knew how to get to the tertiary launch bay extremely well.

      "Man," Castillan said with a chuckle. "You are completely lost." They arrived at the double doors that would take them into a launch bay that had been patrolled, checked and sealed off for the third shift.

      Aldo touched the doors, opening them with his security clearance. The pitch-black hangar beyond began to light up.

      "Whoa, whoa, what are you doing?" Castillan asked.

      With an alacrity that didn't seem to suit the man and a ferocity that did, Boro stepped back, put his cuffed hands over Castillan's head, wrapped his arms around his head tightly and turned around with a jerk. Castillan made a muffled, anguished sound, his hands reaching out in front of him as he panicked. With a tight grip, Boro bent and twisted the guard's neck until he stopped moving, it was only a few seconds; it was like watching a larger dog take something into its jaws and shake it to death. Boro let the corpse drop and regarded Aldo with a devil's grin, catching his breath. "Jailbreak?"

      "Damn right, drag him," Aldo said, deactivating Boro's cuffs then grabbing one of his former comrades' arms and rushing into the hangar. As soon as the prisoner was inside, he locked all but the outer doors. "Get in the second ship from the left. The rear hatch is open."

      "Been planning this awhile?" Boro asked.

      "Three days," Aldo said, pulling his helmet off and deactivating it. Anyone with a high enough security level could see what he was seeing while it was on, not exactly ideal. With a jerk he pulled the control chip for the small, nine man ship out of the collar of his armour and woke the systems up from standby. The rear hatch was already closing. "Are you any good at flying?" Aldo said.

      "I can fly this thing, sure," Boro said, joining him in the cockpit.

      "Can you fly it well?" Aldo asked. "I'm not a great pilot and we're going to be staying close to the ship for a few seconds while the transit systems make an emergency wormhole. It will take a better pilot than I am."

      "Shouldn't be too hard." The main hangar doors opened, revealing the warped edge of the side of a wormhole. "Never done this before, never flown this ship before," he looked at the controls and the status displays quietly.

      "Guardsman Aldo Seamark," said a voice through his communicator, filling the cockpit with Supervisor Austin's bored tone. "What are you doing? We're still twenty-eight minutes away from emergence and I don't see anything in front of me saying you'll need a combat ship now or when we complete transit."

      "That's Honour Guard Seamark, to you, Austin. I'm on a secret mission for our commander. You'd best not test me, or you'll have to face him."

      "Yeah, I think I'm going to see what he says about this. I'm locking you down."

      "Hang on," Boro said, nodding nervously and taking the controls. The ship lifted off from the deck, nudged the shuttle next to it hard, sending the smaller ship half way across the hangar. Aldo was tossed onto his butt and then clung to a seat before he was thrown against the side of the cockpit. He could hear the corpse behind them flopping around. "Oops, forgot the dampers, this would have been a short trip," he pushed three buttons. "There we go."

      "Maybe it would be better if I took over?" Aldo asked, scrambling to get into the co-pilot's seat and strap in.

      The nose of their shuttle was pointed towards the bow of the carrier, parallel to the wall of the wormhole. The hangar door was beginning to close. "No, no, I know what I'm doing. Just going to ease out of the bay so we're parallel to the edge of the wormhole horizon," he said, guiding the ship sideways through the hangar doorway, rotating the ship onto its side for some reason and scraping the side against the lowering door. The dorsal side of the shuttle was facing the hangar, so the door was all Aldo could see as he looked straight up. "There we go, like a pilot fish hanging around a shark," he said.

      "We have an alert here," announced Supervisor Austin. "Do you have a prisoner with you? Is Castillan dead? It says here that he's dead!"

      "Just getting the prisoner back to containment, he almost got away," Aldo replied, starting to feel sweat gather under his nose and palms. This was going badly, very badly.

      "Turn on the shields," Boro said.

      "What?" Aldo started looking at the panel in front of him and saw navigation, blinking red notifications about proximity alerts, but no shield systems.

      "There," Boro pointed across Aldo's chest. "That panel there!"

      He turned and saw a whole panel dedicated to shields with a friendly green query in the middle of the screen asking; ACTIVATE DEFENCE SHIELD?

      He pushed it and heard a hum behind him. The prompt disappeared and was replaced with an image of their ship with a fine line around it and more, much smaller icons.

      "Navigation?" Boro asked. "Can you make sure the emergency wormhole generator is working? We can't bloody well stay here."

      "Right, last chance," Supervisor Austin said. "Dock with us or I'm going to have to blast you." As if to support his ultimatum, a large pair of double cannons swivelled in their direction, the white and black painted barrels glinting in the light.

      "Make sure the wormhole generator's charged!" Boro bellowed, fighting with the controls a little, setting off alarms as the shuttle strayed too close to the wall of the wormhole. He hit the accelerator a bit too hard and the ship burst ahead of the carrier. "Oh, great, we're in front of their big guns now," he said. "Wait, I know a trick," he said mostly to himself. After examining a panel to his left, he pushed a series of buttons and let go of the controls.

      Aldo immediately reached over to take them but was abruptly pushed back into his seat. "What are you doing?"

      "Auto pilot is watching the bloody carrier and staying in position in front of it," Boro said as he worked on the faster than light navigation panel. "If they don't blow us out of this merry existence, then we'll be fine until… there it is! You did charge the wormhole generator. You're either smart or lucky."

      A blast made the systems behind Aldo whine and the display to his right, the one for the shields, blink red. "I think we're about to lose our aft shields."

      "They're the cat, we're the mouse," Boro said. "But we've got a mouse hole." He took the controls and unlocked them, the nose of their ship wobbled dangerously.

      "Is this your first time flying a ship?" Aldo asked.

      Boro spun the ship end over end, coming nose to nose with the massive carrier.

      Aldo yelped as his hands flailed, looking for anything solid to grab onto. "What are you doing?"

      "That was on purpose!" Boro said, easing the ship closer and up over the dorsal side of the carrier. "Just need enough clear sky," he said under his breath. "Damn, she's a great big, fat ship though, isn't she? Blocks the whole road."

      "Are you trying to get us pointed away from the carrier?"

      "Going to try to break through the side of the wormhole on a good angle so we don't get spaghettified."

      "So we don't get what?" Aldo asked, seeing that their ship had taken another hit, their bottom shields were red and he heard a loud pop behind him.

      "It's complicated physics stuff," Boro said, his tongue sticking out the side of his mouth as he rotated the ship carefully, pointing it so they were almost parallel with the carrier again, facing the same direction. "Time to go," he said, glancing at the wormhole generator. He leaned over and slapped a button as he increased thrust power. To Aldo's amazement, they entered a small wormhole that split off from the large one. Boro activated the autopilot, locked the controls and sat back. "First time flying in a wormhole generated by another ship while it's trying to kill me."

      "Are you any good at flying outside of wormholes?" Aldo asked, wiping sweat from his face.

      Boro chuckled. "No, not really, no. How do you think I got so good at fixing ships?"

      "Do you smell smoke?" Aldo asked.

      "I do. I hope that guard's suit will fit me," Boro said. "I might need the life support."
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      Spin felt like she was on fire on the outside and freezing cold on the inside. Every breath made her feel like she was taking in burning air. It was the kind of pain you couldn't escape and it felt different in her head compared to her chest, compared to her fingers and toes.

      Blind, she flailed, fought and screamed. There was nothing else to do as the pain changed, it felt like she'd been swaddled in magma. "Spin; your temperature is equalizing. Soon you'll just feel cold, the pain will be gone."

      "Is she going to be all right?" Mirra asked.

      "Now that she's conscious, yes. I've given her something for the pain."

      "I can't see," Spin said, the pain quickly fading to discomfort. She realized that she was rolled into a heated blanket.

      Even the pain medication couldn't keep her from feeling cold enough to make her teeth chatter, the warming blanket was feeling less painful though. Her extremities were probably getting closer to a normal temperature. She flexed her fingers and toes, the motion felt good, a little painful, but good. "Your vision should return soon. I had to give you something to protect your eyes, remember? The counter agent is working, so it'll be all right in a moment."

      Spin clamped her teeth together and nodded through the shaking. Silence followed as whoever was in the medbay was standing around watching her recover. The pain in her head was almost gone, and she recalled being put into necro-stasis clearly. It felt as though only seconds passed since she went under. "How long?"

      "Two weeks today," Mirra said, feeling her forehead. It was her caring touch, it had to be.

      "Oh, that's nice," she chattered, turning her head towards the hand, chuckling at how her words sounded through a trembling jaw. The warm hands came back, caressing her forehead and cheeks. "Feels like two minutes."

      "The feeling of lost time is natural, you'll get used to it," Leland said soothingly. "You're recovering well."

      "Still cold," Spin said, drawing the blankets around herself tighter.

      "That's a good sign, she's rubbing her legs together and using her hands," Leland said, sounding more like he was talking to himself. "Talk to her."

      "Tell me about the trip," Spin managed to say. Light was starting to make it through whatever was caked onto her eyes, she could feel it sloughing off, a quick spritz of water and the sweep of a sponge made her recoil.

      "Sorry, you can't cry yet, so I'm giving your eyes a little extra moisture to help you clear the Voosten, the stuff that was protecting your eyes."

      "Can't cry… yet?" Spin asked.

      "Before you went under, you asked if there was anything I could do about that, remember? I was able to remove the extra duct controllers that kept you from crying. It turns out that it wasn't genetic, your model had implants that redirected tears and forced your ducts to stop producing when they determined that you were crying as an emotional response. I only had to remove them and regenerate the skin they were attached to. Recovery would have been painful and risky if you were alive, but I was able to complete it perfectly while you were in necro-stasis. No recovery time, and no heightened risk of infection. You can cry like anyone now."

      "T-thank you," she said before clamping her teeth together to stop them from chattering.

      "Now about the crew," he said. "Mirra can fill you in."

      "We made it to British Alliance territory. We've made contact with the Brighton, one of their big carriers. A fighter scanned us and sent us on to Port Harrison. The Governor made sure all our forms were filled out right, and Sharon sent them in ahead of us."

      "Sharon? Sun was supposed to do it."

      "Everyone's looking to Sharon now. A few days after you went under, Sun ordered her to stop at Lacuna Station. It wasn't part of our flight plan, and she wouldn't tell Sharon or anyone else why we would be stopping there, so Sharon shut her out with the crew's support. There was a vote and Sun was removed as first officer until you came back. Mitch took over for a few days, then he and Sharon formed sort of a team. They've been good, taking care of things."

      "Shouldn't have left Sun in charge at all," Spin said, her teeth no longer chattering. She started to relax, sighing and stretching her legs. A sudden spritz in her eyes surprised her and she laughed. By the time Leland finished sponging around her eyes, she was seeing light and shadows.

      "Aside from that, Della and Nigel really coupled up. He's been working a regular ten hour shift every day on our shuttle and on ship maintenance, he's been teaching me a lot, but after hours it was mostly those two fooling around. They're having a fight now, though."

      "What's it about?"

      "She walked in on him using a solo pleasure system he got at Deep Shadow Station and is confused about why he'd want that instead of her. He didn't do a great job explaining himself, so she got pissed."

      An involuntary snicker at catching Larken in a similar situation when they were growing up turned into a momentary pang of grief, but she pressed past it. "That's too bad. Sometimes people like doing that on their own because they want to fantasize. It probably has nothing to do with her."

      "That's what I said when I talked to her. She'll be back to teasing him soon, I'm sure. They'll be fine if they don't find someone new first."

      The world was starting to come back into focus, she could see clearly enough to recognize Leland's face looking down at her. "Hi there," she smiled. The desire to sleep started making her feel relaxed, then there was a burning pain in her chest. "Chest hurts." Spin said as she squeezed her eyes shut and began to cringe.

      A moment later she opened her eyes in time to see Leland retrieving a resuscitator from her chest. Mirra closed the blankets around her again. "What happened?"

      "You passed out and your heart stopped," Leland said. "We got it started right away and you're full of Leespine Recovery Meds, so you’re fine now."

      Spin could see mostly clearly, and her pain was gone. "You warned me about that before I went under," she said.

      "I don't think we can do this again. Chances are you won't come back next time. Nothing to worry about now though."

      Mirra finished putting the resuscitator machine, a thick disc that had medication and a few important systems built in, into a sterilizer on the other side of the room.

      "How long until we get to Port Harrison?" Spin asked.

      Mirra wiped a tear from her eye and turned around, doing a good job of faking a casual expression. It must have been a closer call than Leland was telling her. "Little less than an hour now. We'll have to fly through the outer solar system the old-fashioned way, then we'll take the shuttle down when we're ready to visit. Sharon said we have to start by going to their refugee office. We're officially free though, anyone chasing us into this territory is breaking interstellar law. Thank you for getting everything together so we could come here."

      "Thank you for taking care of me. After escaping the second time, I didn't know if I would have friends again." Spin sighed and laid back. Her vision was almost clear and she was starting to feel right again. The blanket was still around her, red and heavy. "Okay if I just relax for half an hour here?" Once she was cleaned up and dressed, she knew life would resume with a vengeance, throwing a hundred things at her. While Spin wanted to savour every detail, her body just wanted to take a break and be warm, comfortable.

      "I'd love it if you took a day off so I could monitor you, actually," Leland said, looking at a thin plastic strip covered with genetic information.

      "I'm not going to lose a day after hanging on to two weeks. That's if this worked at all."

      "It did," Leland said. "Like I said though, you can't do that again. Your whole system was made to fight anything like necro-stasis. Next time it'll win and you'll either fail to go under, suffering while you try to heal, or die permanently."

      "I'll just have to find a way to outlive my expiry date then," Spin concluded.

      "Do you want to see people? I know Della is crazy to see you, the rest of the crew too," Mirra said.

      "I'll rest up here for a little while, then I'll be all theirs when I'm cleaned up and dressed."

      "Good plan. I'll come back later with your clothes."

      The lights dimmed and Spin closed her eyes with a sigh. Once she was out of that medbay bed, she knew she'd have to work fast. There would be no time for relaxing, for taking a break, even little time for sleeping. People would be left behind, and she'd have to earn trust with others quickly.

      Life would move at a breakneck pace and Spin would either earn more time for herself by finding a cure or die knowing she tried. Either way, she'd gotten as many friends as she could to a place without slavery, and that was worth something.
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      Back in her comfortable, containment under-suit; an insulation against the threat of the void beyond the hull of her ship and wearing boots that Mirra bought on Deep Shadow Station that suited her better, Spin was starting to feel normal again. The ship still didn't feel familiar. A day after they entered the wormhole that would take them half way to British Alliance territory she entered necro-stasis. There was no time for her to get to know the ship, for it to feel like she owned it at all.

      It had dark decks, white and grey panelled corridors and bright lighting like most ships of its type. The interior was dressed up with panels that hid the components that made everything possible, and the decks were foot friendly, not the industrial type so many haulers like the Convoy King had. The sound of the thrusters firing as they decelerated was a constant: a rumble that you could hear and feel but it wasn't so powerful that you had to shout over it. In the front section of the ship you could barely hear it at all.

      The rear section crew quarters were simpler, with square corners instead of graceful, rounded edges and, though she knew the thought was vain since the designer couldn't have had any idea how Spin would be feeling that day, she still felt like the aesthetic of the rear section was built to suit her mood. Spin didn't let Mirra or Leland announce that she was up and about. There was something she felt she needed to take care of before she could have any happy reunions.

      Nigel emerged from a service hatch that was barely big enough for him to fit through, balls of dust caught in his hair. He stared at her awkwardly for a moment, then closed the gap between them in two long strides and picked her up in a sweep of his arms.

      That was one of the things she was afraid of. It was impossible for her to stay focused and clear on her message with crew members like that around. She laughed as he held her close for a moment before dropping her soundly on her feet. "You're too tall."

      "What're you talking about? I'm the perfect height, width, and girth," he replied, flexing his arm. "How are you doing, though?"

      "I'm all right, almost back to normal. I don’t think I'll be doing that again, though." The hatch to Sun's self-assigned quarters was less than ten metres behind him, and Spin's gaze kept on drifting to it. "How's the ship?"

      "We had some weird calibration problems with one of the secondary rear thrusters for a while, so I had to disable it until I figured it out, but I found the problem a couple days ago. The whole thing was resting on two bolts the length of my arm, they called them spars, but they were really just long bolts as far as I saw. One was bent, so I bent it back, strapped a sensor onto it and put it where it belonged. It'll last until we can get a replacement. I could make one if we had the right metal aboard, but we didn't exactly stock up on raw materials before we left."

      "Any other problems?" Picturing what he meant wasn't a problem. She had a loose grasp of what the issue he ran into was and that was enough for the time being.

      "I was just checking for air filters between these cabins, just in case. There are brackets for them, but none were installed. The whole system is on a main filter though, so I think it was to keep air flowing better, worth experimenting with, so we might want to get some filters at our next stop if they're not too expensive. No actual problems, though. This King is in great shape."

      "Good, thank you for keeping it that way, Nigel," she said.

      "It was easy." He looked over his shoulder at Sun's door, following Spin's glances. "I'll check the filter on the end. You know, way up there." His nod indicated that he would be at the far end of the aft section of the ship, next to the connection to the middle. It would be more than far enough so he'd be out of earshot, hopefully.

      "Thanks, Nigel," Spin said, moving on to Sun's door. Her hesitation was a surprise to her. The knowledge that she was a made thing - designed to specifications determined by artists and scientists she may never meet - was something she'd accepted and sometimes depended on. Those specifications and features were leaked to her years before.

      Aspens were made to look soft, approachable and charming. At the same time they were supposed to be able to have a 'stiff upper lip' meaning the capacity to gracefully endure most emotional tests. Outright anger, disappointment, fright, dismay and sadness were not emotions she was supposed to be able to control her reactions to. Her genetic predispositions were matched with her upbringing, and during bad times she believed the control she had over how heavily she let emotions weigh on her was an advantage.

      As she stood near Sun's door, that control was barely present. Sun was a woman of the galaxy. She knew things about being a space farer that Spin didn't have time to learn. More importantly than that, she'd grown to love the older, wilful woman, admiring Sun's intelligence and confidence. Spin's rational thinking told her that Sun would be forgiven for costing her years of life by giving her the wrong medication without asking. That was if she had a lifetime to live. That may never be the case.

      "I can hear you thinking out there," Sun said through the door.

      "Door cam?" Spin asked.

      "Yeah," Sun said, opening the hatch. She was dressed for travel.

      At a glance Spin could see that the thick white long coat Sun was wearing was loaded with all her tools. Beneath she wore her under suit but only the grey collar was visible because she had shimmery blue shirt and black utility trousers with both her thigh holsters strapped on. She was wearing all her best clothing and most important articles. A military rucksack that matched her white long coat was almost full, still open at the top. "You're not coming back to the ship once we get to the refugee check-in."

      "No, I can tell when a crew wants me out the airlock." Hers was a tone of surrender. "I'll be fine, the share of White's money you gave me is more than enough to start over. Even if everything costs eight times as much, I'll be fine for a long time. You don't have to tell me to leave. If that's what was making you hesitate, don't worry."

      No number of deep breaths or acceptable number of minutes would prepare her to say what she knew was the most reasonable thing. The best thing for her short life. "I came to forgive you."

      Sun froze, half way through checking a small energy cell. It tumbled from her fingers, bouncing a few times across the neatly made bed. Dark eyes looked up through loose strands of darker hair. "You can't mean that."

      You're right, I don't. Thanks to you, I won't have enough time to get over what you've done to me, was what Spin's anger wanted to say. Even though she turned away from it, tried to shut it out, it reared its head in how she slapped the door controls, closing it behind her so it was just her and Sun in a small room with a bed, a locker, a chest of drawers and a small hygiene alcove. "I have to." The little optimism she held on to brightened what she said next. "Right now, before I'm ready I have to forgive you because I'm stuck. I could live for decades if I find a solution to my ticking clock. Then I'll have time to get over what you did, but I can't take that time because I have a much better chance at finding a solution with you than alone. So, I have to forgive you now, to force myself to start trusting you again right now."

      "No, you don't." That little smile Sun would get when she knew something no one else did, or she was several steps ahead, graced her darkly coloured lips. "I'm leaving the ship, but I'm not leaving you, Spin. You gave me the money I need, Nigel and Leland added to the pile, so I can get a small, fast ship and start following a few leads I dug up on my own. Most of them are long shots, and I'll share all of them with you, but I'm getting started as soon as the British Alliance clear me to be in their territory. I'll earn my forgiveness, Spin. That's the way it should be," Sun said, fishing a small data chip out of her pocket. "This is everything I have so far."

      Spin accepted it and pressed it to the dermal computer on her arm. A collection of files transferred. Sun was really leaving. It was to Spin's benefit, there was no doubt in her mind her former mentor intended to do what she promised, it should have been a relief. "What am I going to do without you? I'm not ready to lead a ship, so many people have died already. Larken because I wasn't smart enough to realize he was right behind me, so many of our friends because I wasn't smart or fast enough, Boro…" The sight of the first tear falling onto her arm stopped her recount of the dead. "I've never felt so small." They kept coming, the parade of tears was on.

      Sun's slender hand came to rest on her arm, and Spin leaned in, accepting her embrace. "I've never understood how you could believe you're small. I've never met anyone with a better education, who is so smart yet so kind, but you believe you're the smallest of people. If there's one thing you have to learn from me, it's that someone did that to you. Someone made you feel that way long enough so you started to believe it. You need to forget that as fast as you can. Forgive yourself for everything that didn't work out and take the straightest path to getting a cure. Any consequence you can make up for later is worth it, even a few you probably couldn't. A lot of people want to see you live a long time, because you're the most amazing person most of them have ever met, and they love you. I…"

      "Sun, your shuttle just landed in Bay Three," Sharon said. "How long do you want me to tell them you'll be."

      "I'll be there in three minutes," Sun said.

      "All right, I'll tell them," Sharon said.

      Spin wiped her tears away, more came. Her chin was tilted, up, and Sun kissed her, holding her soft lips against hers for a long time before leaning back and smiling. "I love you, Spin. I'll do what you're too kind to. I'll save you if I can, so we can be like sisters again."

      Sun added a pair of tears to Spin's deluge, which she caught with hooked fingers before leaving the embrace entirely. "I…" the word came as a desperate creak. "I'll see you again," she managed more gracefully.

      The flap on top of Sun's rucksack was drawn down, sealing, she put it over her shoulder, and smiled at Spin. "You will, Spin. Just remember: you saved us, now it's time to save yourself."
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      The dimmed lights in the large tactical control room aboard the Lux Royal Fleet ship, Queen's Pride, helped the analyst group Gavin and Skylar belonged to watch their holographic displays for more information. They weren't close enough to the exit point of their wormhole to gather any significant data, but they watched nonetheless, at a loss for words. "Begin final stage deceleration," the voice of their master, Prince Connor Lux, commanded from where he sat one deck up on the bridge. "As we enter this battle, we must keep in mind that we are acting on the ideas offered by Countess Valona Tineau Danti. I'd like this to be a reminder to my officers, as well as all the constructs and volunteers serving under them that great minds can be found amongst those who are less than us. Her love of her own synthetics inspired her to petition the Royal Family to join her. I also love my companions, high and low, so I took that idea and developed it into a plan that may well save the galaxy. From such a small seed planted by a distant relative, I will grow a new era of peace and prosperity that will begin today. Still, I beg of you: when you are enjoying your good lives, thank my father and mother, me, but also the Countess. Now we fight. Powerfully and with great skill. Remember your training."

      It wasn't his most inspirational speech, but it was a welcome distraction from the rumbling of the deck and the distant roar of the engines. The dampeners could barely keep up, but none were failing.

      Skylar, his counterpart and the love of his life, looked at him nervously. "I hate combat deceleration," she whispered as she gripped the arms of her chair.

      A lock of Skylar's curly blonde hair came loose from her bun and fell into her face. The deceleration was a little unnerving to Gavin as well, but he'd never let her see it. He offered her his hand and she took it, interlocking her fingers with his and squeezing for a moment. You weren't supposed to feel so much as a tiny bump or gravity anomaly aboard the larger ships, with combat deceleration being the exception.

      They were about to emerge in the Geist System, not on its edge, but near Planet Sa-Hadin. The gold bracer on Gavin's wrist lit up for half a second. A new computer system must have tried to connect to it. "We're almost out," he said, looking at the secondary holographic display in front of him.

      Combat deceleration was always a gamble. You were betting that the navigation staff and their systems could determine the last possible instant to begin decelerating as hard as the ship was able before emerging into normal space from the mouth of a wormhole. If an engine failed, the wormhole changed or their calculations were off, they could all end up skipping out of the wormhole at a speed that the ship couldn't handle. Their mass would suddenly increase unevenly - higher at the front since it emerged first - and the ship could collapse onto itself then continue moving at an incredible speed. Even if the ship survived, the people inside would have to deal with normal space deceleration at speeds that would cause time to move very differently for them as opposed to the rest of the universe. That is, until they could get another wormhole open. Other things could happen to ruin their day thanks to Wormhole Combat Deceleration Manoeuvres, but those were the examples Gavin knew were on Sky's mind. Her fear began when the entire Royal Fleet eschewed artificial intelligences with higher independent functions. Something about trusting the calculations to old fashioned programs and humans made it terrifying for her.

      The crossing to Geist was one of the best times they'd ever had. They were synthetic constructs. Ordered by the Prince himself, Gavin and Skylar were designed along with several hundred of his bridge staff and companions. After a wonderful childhood with others of their kind, they'd grown into a young adolescent pair, separated only for a year where they received harsh military training, then brought back together when they came of age to be married. The week and a half long journey to Geist from the Celestial Core, where their King and Queen reigned, was their working honeymoon.

      It was the first time Gavin and Skylar had private time together that wasn't stolen or taken knowing that there would be punishment later. They weren't alone. A hundred fifty-seven other pairs were aboard as well, celebrating their new unions in quarters made for the new couples. Only eleven of them were married by the Prince himself, however, marking them as friends and preferred companions.

      There were three balls, several special dinners hosted by His Highness, and a few late-night events that were fairly private affairs with a very limited list of participants. They were invited to and attended almost all of them. They only attended one late-night, private party, and while it was a feast for their eyes, Gavin and Skylar preferred to be intimate in private, and retreated before they found themselves invited to participate by name.

      Being alone with Skylar, not being told that their time had a purpose for most of that week and a half was like reaching the promised land. They were free to celebrate, love, speak about whatever they liked, and even argue more than once. Away from the expectations of their Prince, and with only three shifts to serve at their stations on the bridge the whole time, Gavin knew he'd never forget it. There was something they spoke about once in the middle of the night, when the lights were low and they drank cold, bubbly Crystal Shimmer that he knew would come up again. "How do you think normal people feel when they find someone?" Sky asked.

      Gavin recalled how she snuggled against him, unmindful of where the sheets did and didn't fall. "You mean people who weren't designed for each other?"

      She nodded, covering her nose and mouth as she almost silently let a burp slip and snickered at herself. The carbonation in Crystal Shimmer made it a near certainty that they'd both burp at least a few more times before the expensive bottle was gone. The gas in the bubbles was part of how the joy inducing inebriant was delivered.

      "It can't be easy to find someone who's right for you if there's no designer making it happen," Gavin said.

      "But how do you think that feels? Finding someone to love when there are billions of people across the stars but no one made for you?"

      "I never thought about it," Gavin said. "I've always been for you. What do you think it's like?"

      "I hope it's a celebration. So many of the songs you brought back from your training year were about love."

      "The best ones were always by normal humans," he agreed. "You'd think it would be the opposite. I know I could have written you a thousand songs the year we were apart. Some of us tried to write music for our partners at night, but it was never as good as the old songs, from before people were made, from when they were just born."

      "You didn't try to write me a song?" she asked. Her blue eyes were expectant, but she was poised to tease, not about to be disappointed if he told her he didn't.

      "I started a few times. Then they told us that if we trained harder, scored higher, we could see our partners earlier, so I had hope, and sometimes having it wasn't enough. Sometimes I had to do something with it, like sing, or write really bad lyrics."

      "There were lyrics?"

      "They were really bad, I deleted them, sorry."

      "That's okay. Are you sure you don't remember any?"

      "Not right now, it could be the bubbles, though."

      "They gave us false hope in the camp too. There was even a board in our barracks marking how many hours we knocked off the end of our training. They kept it up right until one of us reached our early exit time, then they found a reason to cancel it so we would have to keep training."

      Gavin knew that pain, the same was done to all the male trainee constructs. "It was one of their tests, to see how quickly we recovered after disappointment. I tried to escape the night I found out I wouldn't see you early."

      "You didn't!" she said. "Why haven't you told me until now?"

      "It's a bit embarrassing, I guess. I stole a stunner, used it on three guards and slipped into a service bot corridor. When they caught me, I was over the line, off the base and in the forest."

      "You got out?" Skylar asked, surprised and excited.

      "I did, but it was another trick. They showed us a spot on the map on day one, told us it was the women's training centre, but you weren't even on the same planet."

      "I know, I did a flyby when I was cleared for solo flight. I was put under supervision and given extra duty for a month, but I told you about that. I wasn't the only one, either. What punishment did you get when they caught you?"

      "My commander crushed this hand," he said, raising his right arm, flexing his fingers. "I had to spend three days in our hot box and then I was on probation until the end. I thought it was embarrassing."

      "No, it's romantic," Skylar told him then, punctuating it with a kiss. "You couldn't stand being away from me."

      "I never could."

      "If we're ever separated like that again, I'll be the one who gets away and finds you." It wasn't flippant talk, but a real promise made by her serious blue eyes.

      "We'll find each other like everyone in those love songs." Then he told her something that they used to have to say in secret when they were growing up together. "We belong to each other first." Thanks to their new privacy, they could say it without being punished for claiming that they were owned by anyone other than the Prince. They said it often.

      That isn't to say that they didn't love Prince Connor or believe in his cause. They were about to arrive in the Geist System so he could recapture lost technology that would allow his synthetics followers to improve their lives. Gavin knew that the Prince was also after technology for faster travel, communication, and looking to claim several manufacturing stations in orbit for himself. Most of them made fabrication technology that was used in ship yards across the galaxy, making them some of the most important technological sites in the known universe.

      The brave Prince would have to lead his people in a fight against the artificial intelligences that had a firm hold on the Geist system and avoid angering the Issyrian civilization that dwelled on the planet. It was a worthy cause, making the galaxy safe against the threat in the Geist system and enabling thousands of industries to flourish once the macro fabrication systems could be made and sold again.

      Despite those higher causes, Gavin and Skylar focused most on the possibility that they could have a child of their own once they found the genetic keys that would allow their master to make them fertile. It was a dream that was so precious that they avoided speaking about it.

      The deck stopped shaking. They let each other's hands go as holographic displays populated with clearer data, more data than they were able to gather while they were in the wormhole. "Sa-Hadin is completely shielded," Skylar said from her Science Station. "Planetary shield, combat grade, several thousand projection sites on the surface, they are not at risk nor are they accessible."

      Gavin looked at the holographic image of the space surrounding their ship. His fellow tactical analyst, Toby, to his left marked the target he was scanning: it was a massive manufacturing base in orbit around the blue-green planet called Iron Haven. "Registering little significant movement aboard the nearest station. First scans indicate that the main manufacturing systems are powered down, the biological fabrication and development labs are inactive as well. Taking further scans." He announced.

      "Gavin, report," ordered Prince Connor in his ear. He was sitting on the bridge upon a white seat gilded with gold. His pale face was locked in a stern expression.

      Gavin continued analysing what he saw. There were thousands of hulks, chunks of hull, ruins of ships all around their battle group. Finding out what destroyed them was his duty. Vivien, a synthetic who was also favoured by His Majesty, was taking care of identifying the ruined hulls.

      "One moment, Your Majesty," Gavin plead as he discovered hundreds of tiny latch marks on one large section of hull plating. There were burn marks adjacent to them. He was pleased with himself as he found a longer, incomplete cut made by a particle weapon along another hull fragment. Then he spotted a highly prized sign of damage. "There is an enemy ship in the area that is capable of launching focused antimatter attacks. That is most likely how the larger ships entering this area were destroyed."

      "Confirming! I see antimatter damage on three hull segments," announced Vivien.

      Their scanners swept into a new arc from their port side and Gavin felt as though the blood drained from his face as he saw evidence of thousands of dead ships. "We're in a graveyard," Toby said under his breath.

      As he saw it happening, Gavin announced; "I have five battleships powering up and signals from several hundred small ships hiding in the debris."

      "Twenty-eight destroyers, beneath us, marked on tactical," Vivien announced.

      "Machines are patient," the Prince said. "We knew they'd be lying in wait. Alert all commands. Move ahead in box formation, launch all alert fighters and gunships." He ordered. "I do not celebrate the things we will have to do to end this war, but I will bring it to an end nevertheless."

      Gavin was relieved as he watched their battlegroup of carriers, destroyers, fast corvettes, frigates and heavy battleships move into formation in perfect synchronicity. Smaller ships started launching, and he almost wished he was aboard one of those gunships, bravely charging against the worst enemy of their time. This was a war brought about by badly misguided artificial intelligence. It would end thanks to the genius and resolve of constructs: perfected humans the rest of the galaxy called dolls.
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      "Aux Panicia?" Boro asked. "We're inside British Alliance space? What the hell for?" he was digging inside an access hatch, up to his elbows, cutting with a high-powered particle beam tool.

      "I suppose you wouldn't remember," Aldo said, watching the pilot's station. They were minutes from emerging into normal space. The thick-bodied man he rescued had a lot of questions, some of them verified something Aldo suspected. The torture system Master Kort used was so severe that new memories were difficult for the subjects to hold. That should end, if his theory was right. "The Countess sent Master Kort on an errand to recapture Aspen and Larken. Last we saw, they were headed for British Alliance territory. I rescued you because we were nearing the end of the crossing."

      "I remember now," Boro said, prying a small metal box loose with a final jerk then handing it to Aldo. "The last tracker aboard this heap."

      "Wasn't it wired into something important?" Aldo faintly remembered hearing one of the other guards explaining why Kort's carrier didn't see regular ship thefts.

      "Oh, communications, the Navnet receiver, nothing I can't wire back up in a tic." Boro had a way of reassuring people, a warm smile that Aldo had only seen a few times, but it grew on him fast. "We'll be pinging and ponging again in a moment."

      The armour fit Boro, but it didn't look right on someone so squat and wide. It looked like the man grew up on a high gravity world, but his file didn't have any details about that. He might have been genetically unlucky instead. A peek at the communications panel to his right filled Aldo with quiet alarm. Whereas before it displayed wave forms and other signals that were always present in the background, all the windows on the display either said; NO SIGNAL or NO DATA. He was no pilot, but even Aldo knew that they would be at risk if they emerged from the mouth of their wormhole and couldn't communicate with Navnet at least so they could be assigned a safe course.

      Boro grumbled more and more as he fiddled inside the bowels of the ship from where he sat on the floor. After a while he leaned in so far that his head almost disappeared into the small hatch. "Goddammit!" he exclaimed, holding his hand out to Aldo. "I'll be needing that back."

      "The tracker?"

      Boro's hand beckoned urgently. "Aye, quick now."

      Aldo dropped it into his palm and watched as Boro hurriedly rewired it in. The communications panel started showing all the normal signals again. "It's not just a tracker, there's a repeater inside that the antenna needs. Without a repeater to replace it, the signals aren't strong enough to get to the computer. I could try to wire a little computer up, but unless you've got software that's compatible with the antenna and can do everything we need a communications system to do, that would be pointless."

      "Oh, so when we land…"

      "We may as well send a flare up telling that whoreson where to find us," Boro said, popping the access panel back into place and returning to the pilot's seat. "How much money do you have? I'm broke."

      "You didn't have anything saved when you were captured?" Aldo said, noticing that they were about to come out of their wormhole.

      "Listen, I fix ships, I make brand new parts from raw materials that are so good that they'd rather pay my price than order replacements from the manufacturer. Problem is; I'm shit with money. I have money, see something I like, then I have that pretty thing in my hand with no jingle left in my pocket. Half the time what I buy isn't for myself either, so I typically don't have much to show for it."

      "How can you live with no money?" Aldo asked, truly mystified. He opened his first credit account when he was five years old. By the time he entered the Mercenary Service Academy at twelve, he already had thousands thanks to relatives sending him gifts of cash for birthdays and graduations. By the time he was finished training at sixteen he knew how to live within his means and he never ran out of money. He wasn't wealthy, but he always had work and the question of where his next meal would come from was never fearfully pondered. "I mean, you just decide some of your money isn't for spending and set it aside."

      "I guess I'm more interested in using what I have the day I have it instead of betting on a future that might not happen. Tried saving up for a ship once, but emergencies always came along." They emerged from the wormhole, Boro signalled Navnet, and had a course a moment later.

      "The British Alliance would like to welcome you to Aux Panicia station. Please see the social, commerce and trade boards for your needs before contacting the Station Help Department."

      Boro tapped his credentials into a floppy display page he found in the back and exclaimed; "What?"

      "What? Did they beat us here? What's going on?"

      "Well, they didn't," Boro said. "It's going to take them a few hours to turn around and get here if they care about us at all." He closed the window he was looking at and started scrolling through ship listings. "Seems my old captain was skimming off the top, ripping his crew off, and that glorious girl Aspen transferred a share of those ill-gotten coins to the crewmembers, dead and alive. She probably thought my next of kin would eventually get it after I didn't access my account for a while."

      "So, you do have money," Aldo said. "You know, I could help you manage it, I'm quite good. I've doubled my savings using a diverse investment strategy."

      Boro fixed him with a withering look. "Might as well propose marriage, lad, you'd have a better chance at becoming my husband than getting your hands on my account."

      Aldo couldn't help but chuckle at the notion of the pair of them in tuxedos in front of an altar or a court room. "No problem, I understand. Just try not to let it all slip through your fingers at once."

      "Working ship, only eighteen years old," Boro said to himself as he looked at a refurbished courier ship. It's grey and blue hull was shaped to look quick, and it seemed like it was one third thruster at least. "It's on station, he's offering a full load of supplies, fuel and its flight ready, certified by the British Transport Authority. This is what we need."

      "It's one point four million credits," Aldo said, making sure that the autopilot was engaged since Boro seemed fully invested in buying a new ship instead of flying the one they had. "Maybe I could go in on it with you? I could contribute about two hundred fifty thousand credits."

      "Sorry, that really would be a marriage. Being a stakeholder in a beauty like this is definitely not something you should take lightly. This one's mine. Besides, it's a wee ship. Room for six passengers and a captain."

      "Don't you want to see it first?" Aldo asked as he saw the buy button scroll into view.

      "It's been certified. The worst thing we'll find in there is a strange smell. Besides, we need to ditch this stolen shuttle the moment we land. Mark it for scrap and pay the station to get it drifted. You can pay the fee for that if you want. It's only two thousand credits."

      "Drifting a ship into the sun is two thousand?"

      "Oh, no, that's not even legal. They drift them for pickers to catch on the edge of the system."

      "This is Aux Panicia Control, my name is Elsie, welcome to the system. I see you're looking for an interior landing spot?"

      "Hello Elsie," Boro said in an extra kind tone. "I'd actually like any port or landing pad that's available. We're escaping captivity, you see. I have a slave mark from House Danti. I'm sending you my ident. My companion is the fellow who freed me, a guard who is on the run from the same house. He's sending you his ident now too."

      "Thank you, Boro," Elsie said. "We're looking that up now."

      Boro muted their end and smiled at Aldo. "Now, we might be screwed. From what I've heard, the British bureaucracy is so thick, we could be here for hours."

      "Boro?" Elsie asked.

      "Yes, my dear," he replied, unmuting himself.

      "I see your slave mark here, and there's already a bounty on the unregulated Stellarnet for you and the fellow who freed you. Since it looks like you will have to keep moving, I can grant you asylum in British Alliance space as long as you agree to abide by all our laws."

      "I agree," Boro said. "So, we can land at the pad you've highlighted right away, I can buy this Rapid Courier ship I've got my eye on, and we can be gone a minute later?"

      "Yes, unless you'd like to apply for protective custody, which will take a few hours, then you won't be able to move freely, but our people will take care of you for a limited time. Normally it's a few months until you've been relocated and hidden. Oh, and I see the ship you are buying comes with the ticket you need to get to work right away as a freelance courier, congratulations. Would you like me to link you up to the jobs database so you can start right away?"

      Boro's thin film display lit up green and Aspen's image appeared. Her name had changed to Spin, and she wasn't smiling in the image, but it was definitely her. He boggled at it as the words; IN RANGE appeared under her ident. It meant that she was so close that she would receive any message he sent within an hour. "Oh, I've got something I need to take care of first, thank you though."

      "All right, you may proceed to Bay Nineteen where you will be landing on Pad Three."

      "Best to you and yours," he said, closing the communication. The round outer ring of the station loomed large as Boro took the controls for a moment, bringing the ship's relative speed up as high as port control would allow. When they were within two kilometres of the broad landing bay, the station took control of their ship. Boro slipped out of his seat, and as Aldo started to do the same the man shook his head, drawing the weapon he'd stolen from the corpse on the deck. "Oh, no, Aldo. I thank you for freeing me, but you're staying right here. If you're running some plan where you follow me to Aspen then report to Kort, then you should thank me. I'd space you and let you drift off with a slow leak in your suit before I let you near her. If you really are only interested in saving me, and Kort's got new hate for you because of it, then my heart goes out to you. If anyone knows what it's like to help someone out and get fucked in return, it's me."

      "Now, wait!" Aldo struggled to find anything to say that would convince him that he wasn't still loyal to Kort.

      "Oh, no," Boro said, waving the gun. "I'll leave you everything here except this gun, this lovely armoured suit I'm wearing, and you can use that money you saved up to buy a little ship to skip away in."

      "Boro! I'm dead if you leave me here," Aldo plead. "You can put a control collar on me, chip my heart, put me in shackles if you want. Just don't leave me here alone. I've got a little money, sure, enough so I'm never a burden to you, but house Danti could have that cut off any second so I have to turn that into platinum as soon as I can. That's where Kort will be watching for me; the exchanges. From where I come from, you're a slave. Now I'm here and my freedom's gone because I couldn't stand watching Kort torture you anymore. If anyone here finds out I had a part in handling slaves, and they will, I won't last a day on this station."

      Boro let his head droop and sighed. "This is not a smart move," he muttered.

      "C'mon, you're a good person, I know it. You won't leave me here alone."

      "Fine!" Boro said. "But I'm going to watch all your transmissions."

      "No problem."

      "Lock you in your cabin at night."

      "I would do the same."

      "You're going to be deep-scanned whenever I feel like it to make sure you're not carrying any devices."

      "I'll be cancerous by the twentieth scan!"

      "Okay, no…"

      "Fine! Fine! Just let me take the prevention meds."

      "All right, then," Boro said. "Oh, and you're my crewman. You do what I tell you and don't complain."

      "That's fair," Aldo said, relieved. Being under Boro's microscope was better than being in Kort's chair.
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      The dimly lit science, tactical and scanning section of His Majesty's flagship was filled with the sound of an object bashing against their armoured hull. "Lengthwise impact, enemy battlecruiser six-thirty has collided with the dorsal section of our ship and is ejecting its antimatter pods. Construction bots are catching them and carrying them clear."

      Damage control and interior operations teams shouted back and forth in their section several metres away. Even Gavin could see the damage on his instruments. The enemy ship was dead, but it had performed its function: to open a crack in the hull of the Queen's Pride, His Majesty's flagship. The sidearm at his hip activated, a sign that ship security detected a number of intruders greater than they could reasonably expect to repel without the crew's help. It was his worst nightmare; watching robots tear Skylar then himself apart. "Robots are aboard," Gavin muttered to himself, breaking into a sweat.

      Skylar touched his hand. "We know how to kill them, we practiced. It's going to be all right. We're almost at the main hub."

      He tried to concentrate on the status of the enemy ships moving to surround the nine vessels left in the massive Royal Fleet. There were still hundreds of drones, they'd destroyed well over ten thousand as a fleet but it cost them over a hundred ships including the Fair Child Juggernaut, their largest combat vessel. It was swarmed by everything the machines had to throw at it after its main weapon
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