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      The human officer on the screen looked ever so slightly frazzled, but Evelyn simply kept that small, cold smile fixed on her face as the red-haired man scrutinized her, then let out a sigh.

      “Captain Tarth. May I ask what your reason for approaching Nald is? Furthermore, why do you have two pirate ships with you this time?” the officer asked, reaching up to rub his closely trimmed beard as he did so.

      “Hello Major. I’m here to collect on a couple of bounties, sell off my prizes, and free a variety of rescued slaves,” Evelyn replied, her voice calm and controlled as she inclined her head ever so slightly. “Unfortunately, the Black Star was unsalvageable. Last I heard, the pirates were debating between sending it to the breakers, using it for target practice, or throwing it into the nearest star in the hopes that it would deal with the aftereffects of a djinn cutting loose aboard. I’m afraid that of the crews of the three ships, none of their captains survived our… disagreement. I have a few prisoners to turn over, however, and extensive footage to provide as evidence.”

      “…Captain Tarth, Nald is not a registered abolitionist station, or a primary passenger transshipment point!” the officer protested in exasperation. Evelyn simply raised an eyebrow slightly.

      “No, it isn’t. It’s simply the most convenient station relative to where I found the pirates. Now, may we transit to Nald or not?” Evelyn asked evenly, a tiny edge creeping into her voice.

      The officer just looked back at Evelyn for a moment, then shook his head, drawing a deep breath.

      “We need to perform an inspection of your ships, of course. But assuming that all of that checks out, yes, you’re allowed to transit, Captain Tarth,” he replied heavily, shaking his head again.

      “Excellent. In that case, I will be waiting for your boarding party, Major,” Evelyn replied, inclining her head to him politely, all while keeping a tight grip on her temper.

      She was growing impatient, now that she had a clue what might have happened to her parents, but it wasn’t like a few hours would make a difference.

      But if it did, there would be hell to pay.
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      “Gods damn it, is she trying to give me ulcers?” Commander Hadriak complained, gripping the back of a chair tightly enough that his fingernails started to bite into the synthetic leather.

      “Sedative?” Amy asked mildly, the sandy-haired human offering him a stick of gum.

      Hadriak eyed the stick of gum and debated for a few seconds before waving it off. “No, those always get stuck between my teeth. How many have you had?”

      “Three, the maximum safe dosage in a four-hour period,” Amy said, examining the security cameras as Evelyn Tarth stood watch over the debarking rescued slaves and the station staff screening them like a malevolent crow. Or maybe a grim reaper. Was it just his imagination, or did she seem significantly more unhappy than on her last visits? And was that an archangel talking to a succubus on her crew?

      “Keep a close eye on that. I don’t want you to end up in medical,” Hadriak warned, frowning a little. He was concerned about Amy, but he also didn’t want to push too far. He was her boss, not her doctor. “Anyway, what information do we have about the refugees?”

      He skimmed the overview of information they had while he spoke. Refugees wasn’t the right term for freed slaves, but Hadriak didn’t know what else to call them. At least these ones looked like they hadn’t had time to be too badly mistreated, compared to some of the others. In fact, based on initial reports from the scanners, they’d gotten significant medical treatment on their way to Nald. That would reduce the strain on their medical facilities… oh, and it looked like Tarth had bought out one of the local hotels for a month to house them.

      “Not a whole lot. Based on initial reports, some are from surrounding clusters, and they’re from a variety of locations. The majority were from a new colony that the pirates raided, while the others were from a variety of ships that were waylaid, kidnappings of opportunity, and things of that nature,” Amy said, then paused, frowning as she read something. When she spoke, she sounded faintly disbelieving. “One group got spaced by the pirates, and Evelyn somehow teleported them back inside? That can’t be right.”

      Hadriak opened his mouth to reply, then paused. He seemed to recall something happening on one of the outer planets, where bootleggers had spread wild rumors of a massive crevice hundreds of kilometers long that had eaten one of their ships after Tarth visited the planet on a job. He’d scoffed at the suggestion, but given all the rumors going around about the elf, was it really that outlandish? After a moment he shook his head.

      “Doesn’t matter if it’s unbelievable or not. Just get them processed, and hopefully we can keep them out of trouble,” Hadriak said, eyeing the figure of Tarth nervously again.

      He wished she didn’t terrify him to no end.

      “Sure, boss,” Amy replied, her voice still mild. Maybe Hadriak did need a sedative.
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      “Finally done!” Ilyra said, collapsing into a chair in relief, the gold-haired celestine almost oozing into it this time. “I’ll have you know that the beds aboard Bloodseeker were terrible. Absolutely terrible. Also, what you did to the bridge was horrifying!”

      “You weren’t required to act as captain of the ship,” Evelyn replied, arching an eyebrow skeptically.

      “Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean that it was any easier to deal with. The Dolls barely caught a fault that would’ve disabled control of the ship for hours. Not to mention trying to reassure the people we rescued… it was so hard to keep them calm,” Ilyra said in aggravation, running her fingers through her hair.

      “I’m fairly certain that’s why Evelyn asked other people to captain the ships, and avoided direct contact with the captives,” Zelirana chimed in with a smile, pulling Vaneryth farther into her lap happily. The raven-haired succubus looked far too pleased with herself. “Well, that and the fact she didn’t want Fya to have contact with them. You didn’t want more recruits, Evelyn?”

      “Of course not. That would be… unpleasant, under the circumstances. Which are complex enough as it is,” Evelyn said, her lips pressing together for a moment, then she let out a soft breath. “In any case, moving on. Star, everything situated for our now-former guests?”

      “Almost. There are a few more things I need to nail down, but they should be complete in a few hours,” Star replied, the blue-eyed redhead looking a tiny bit self-conscious. “I’ve set up a trust with the Galactic Draconic Bank, and seventy-five percent of the bounties have been transferred to it, as well as Bloodseeker and Jalmay’s Pride. The agent Xalryx recommended is going to sell off the ships and add the money to the trust. Once all of them are settled, any remaining funds will revert to us.”

      “I will note that at least a few of the former slaves are considering attempting to purchase one of the ships. They want to take up anti-slaver mercenary work,” Vaneryth chimed in, the blonde angel looking around the table for a moment as she considered, then continued. “I do not know if that is allowed, however?”

      “It should be? I’ll double-check,” Star said, frowning slightly.

      “Regardless, it sounds like they’re dealt with, and will be cared for,” Evelyn cut in firmly. When they looked at her, Evelyn forced herself to relax, and shook her head. “I… do not wish to make light of their situation or what they’ve been through, but I have other things I want to focus on. For one, I found a message from Yrisiel waiting for me when we docked. It doesn’t surprise me that somehow she knew I’d want to contact her, but it held coordinates. I have to assume that she’ll have a ship there to meet us.”

      “I understand. I wish that you weren’t so wound up of late, but you’ve been stewing for years,” Ilyra said, pausing before she asked hesitantly. “Is there a reason it’s just us here, rather than everyone?”

      That brought Evelyn up short for a moment, then she smiled slightly and shook her head.

      “Not in specific, no. Most of the others already know what’s going on or are busy. Moon is restocking the ship stores, for instance,” Evelyn said, taking a breath, then let it out again. “Mostly, the three of you were off the ship and I wanted to be certain that the former slaves were cared for before moving on. I’m… having some difficulties focusing on other things of late and wanted to reduce the number of distractions I have.”

      “She also has been a little brutal in the training salle since leaving Abyss behind, so be glad you haven’t been around,” Star chimed in, grimacing slightly. “If you wanted to know what it’s like to be dumped on your ass over and over again, you missed a lovely time.”

      Evelyn winced, guilt washing over her. She didn’t apologize again, though. It wouldn’t help, even if she honestly regretted what she’d done.

      Ilyra’s eyebrows rose as she looked at Evelyn expectantly. That at least deserved a response.

      “She’s not wrong. I… am frustrated, if I’m being honest. I’m not used to feeling helpless, but there isn’t much I can do right now,” Evelyn said, letting out a sigh. “That led to me making mistakes in the training matches, at least until someone pointed it out to me. I’m refraining from participating until I can control myself again.”

      “I think you controlled yourself quite admirably. If you hadn’t, we wouldn’t be talking to Star, now would we?” Zelirana commented, tilting her head slightly. “Not that I’m saying you’re necessarily handling it well, but… you have a temper, Evelyn.”

      “Yes, yes I do. And without the… assistance of Yrisiel, I’m not sure if I can do anything at all,” Evelyn said, sighing heavily.

      Everyone else’s attention snapped to her, mostly with varying expressions of shock on their faces. Which honestly annoyed Evelyn, since it showed that they were overestimating her. Again.

      “Why not?” Ilyra asked incredulously.

      “Lyra… I’m one woman. You’ve seen the footage. When the scout intruded too far into the system, more than sixty leviathan-class starships launched to intercept it,” Evelyn said flatly. “One leviathan with even halfway-modern systems could destroy Nald’s astral fortress, its fleet, and the station here. I’m powerful, yes. I have some final fallback weapons I couldn’t take into my fight with Jalmirkar that would… make things interesting. But that doesn’t mean that we could win against something like that. Let alone find out what happened to my parents.

      “No, what I have to do is sneak past the defenses. Which requires advanced stealth technology that I know Yrisiel has. I’m not sure if I can get something of sufficient quality anywhere else, either,” Evelyn finished, forcing her hands to relax before they damaged the arms of her chair. The sheer frustration of the situation was getting to her. She knew it was a problem, and she didn’t know what to do about it.

      “Oh,” Ilyra said quietly, digesting the statement.

      The room was quiet briefly, then Vaneryth slipped out of Zelirana’s lap and circled the table. It surprised Evelyn when she leaned down and gave Evelyn a gentle hug from behind.

      “If there’s anything that we can do, please ask?” the angel asked softly, a hint of embarrassed tenderness in her voice. “You know that we care about you.”

      Evelyn opened her mouth, about to reply, then paused to think. Then she inclined her head slightly, leaning back as she sighed.

      “Yes, I do. Thank you,” Evelyn practically whispered.

      A storm was coming. She could just feel it.
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      “I’m worried about Evelyn,” Vania said, cringing internally. Given who she was talking to, she expected the conversation could end very, very poorly.

      Fya just looked at her, the djinn’s spikey hair a mixture of blue and purple that waved around slowly. Her eyes were bright yellow, and she narrowed them, studying Vania critically for a couple of seconds. Vania almost felt Rasien twitch next to her, but fortunately her bodyguard didn’t overreact.

      “Really? Why would you be worried? Just because she might lose her temper and vaporize a section of the space station isn’t any reason to worry, is it?” Fya asked with false cheer, glaring at Vania. “You could always fix it by putting an energy bolt through her head, couldn’t you?”

      Vania flinched, though she really should’ve expected a reaction of that sort. Even if it made her incredibly uncomfortable. She took a breath, then paused, looking out the window at Argon.

      Once she would have thought that the station was an incredible feat of engineering. It certainly was one of the largest, most advanced stations in the cluster… but when she compared it to the stations they’d seen on their way to Syntrill, it was relatively small. Not primitive, but definitely small, without all the infrastructure around it that the core world stations possessed.

      “You know I wouldn’t do that,” Vania said quietly. “She wouldn’t, either. She’s never taken out her temper on civilians, especially not when they weren’t remotely involved in whatever was going on. If she was going to do that to anyone, she would’ve blown out part of the pirate station.”

      “True! It would’ve been funny to watch, but I’d have been annoyed to have to resurrect her again. She wouldn’t have survived, unless one of the kings decided to side with her,” Fya agreed readily, her hair flickering over to orange for a moment before reverting again. “Anyway, what do you want me to do about it?”

      “I… I’m not sure,” Vania confessed. “I’ve been mulling it over for most of the trip, but I just can’t figure out how to help. What can I do?”

      “Rescue her parents from whatever fate they’ve been subjected to, so she doesn’t have to?” Fya offered instantly, then shook her head. “Though the chances of you pulling it off are essentially nil. I’ve tried, and even I can’t get probability to go my way for it. I don’t have any clue what happened to them. Beyond which, something about that recording puts my teeth on edge.”

      A flicker of movement in the corner of her eye drew Vania’s attention, and she turned her head to see Ceeana approaching. The silver-haired half-elf had a thoughtful look on her face as she nodded.

      “I agree with you. There is something very odd about that system. I’ve performed divinations, and they claim that there’s nothing at that location. If it was simply warded, I should get some resistance, but there isn’t. Something strange is happening there, and since it has a similar result to what occurs when I attempt to scry on Evelyn’s parents, I have to assume that they’re related,” Ceeana said, her words crisp and precise.

      “Really? I wasn’t aware that you’d performed a divination targeting the system,” Vania said, blinking in surprise. Fya laughed, prompting Vania’s cheeks to heat ever so slightly.

      “That’s because Evvy didn’t want to make a big deal out things like that. Despite her rage, she is rather methodical,” the djinn said, her eyes shining as she grinned at Vania. “The last thing she wants is to get her parents killed by doing something stupid.”

      The thought caused the faintest amount of anger to rush through Vania, given what had happened to her father. Not that Evelyn had been directly responsible for his death, but it’d still been… well, she shoved the thought aside for the moment. Vania hadn’t been left wondering about his fate for more than a decade. Based on her research, Evelyn’s parents had been missing for close to thirty-five years.

      “I suppose that’s a fair point,” Vania said, taking a deep breath, then let it out. “Still, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m worried about her, and you know her better than anyone else, Fya. Is there anything we can do to help her that you can think of?”

      Fya’s smile faded, and her hair and eyes turned more fully blue, as did her lips. The djinn tapped her lips unhappily for a few seconds, then sighed.

      “If I knew that, I’d already have done it,” Fya said at last, looking exceedingly unhappy to admit it. “To you, I may know her better than anyone else, but there are only two times I remember her being anywhere close to this, princess. One was when we found out you were abducted, and the other… it was the Massacre of Purple Hills, when one of Peldra’s generals claimed that he’d had her parents executed.”

      Vania blanched, while Ceeana had a blank look on her face, obviously not knowing that particular reference. Which was unsurprising, considering her captivity.

      “We were still trying to cleanse the wild mana in that region when I was overthrown, after a decade,” Vania murmured, her worry about Evelyn growing even more. She’d seen the Purple Hills from a distance. It was a series of glassy craters where reality simply didn’t work right, and the magi had claimed that the ley lines running through the area were twisted into knots by some unimaginable force.

      “What did she do?” Ceeana asked quietly, her brow furrowing in concern. “Wild mana shouldn’t persist that long.”

      “I have no idea,” Vania admitted, looking at Fya.

      “I’ll have you know that I was busy getting Evelyn’s soldiers out of the blast radius at the time, so I don’t really know what she did. But she was pissed. Gloriously pissed, if you ask me. She just reached out to the ley lines, as if she didn’t have enough power herself and just… pulled on them, twisting them into the spells she was casting,” Fya said, her gaze slightly distant as the djinn paused, inhaling slowly. Ceeana’s face went white, which worried Vania even more. “It hurt her, I know that much, but she refused to show weakness afterward. I think she imprisoned the soul of the general there, hidden deep beneath the surface, sealed in the tangle of ley lines. She was truly enraged.”

      “That’s… how? Attempting to shift the ley lines… that’s not something that can be done easily, let alone in combat…” Ceeana whispered in horror. “It should have shattered her mind.”

      Fya shrugged and smiled. “You’ve seen Evvy work. She probably pulled through via sheer force of will. It’s not even the only time she’s screwed with ley lines! She shoved one halfway around the planet recently.”

      Ceeana reached up to rub her forehead for a few seconds, then shook her head wordlessly and turned to walk away, causing Vania to blink in confusion. Then she looked back at Fya.

      The djinn looked back at her, then snorted and looked away.

      “Fine, fine… if you want my advice on how to calm her down? Distract her. Maybe make sure you’re wearing a skinsuit before bending over to pick something up in front of her,” Fya said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t know what she sees in you, but you do have a nice ass.”

      Rasien gasped audibly, and Vania blushed.
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      “Thank you so much. If it hadn’t been for you, I don’t know what would’ve happened to us,” Lawrence said, holding Ilyra’s hand tightly, his gaze filled with emotions that made Ilyra mildly uncomfortable.

      The human was handsome enough, she supposed. He had rugged good looks, a muscular body, brown eyes, and blond hair. He also had been after Ilyra since halfway to Nald, which had been somewhat exhausting. She’d tried to push him away gently, but he hadn’t taken her hints. It was somewhat frustrating.

      “You’re welcome, Lawrence,” Ilyra said politely, carefully freeing her hand from his grip. It wasn’t easy to do without hurting him. “I should add, if you really intend to try to fight slavers, it’d be best to join an established group. That failing, I’d recommend bringing on experienced soldiers or the like to give you training. I wouldn’t want to see you get enslaved while fighting to stop slavery.”

      “Why don’t you come help us, then?” Lawrence asked hopefully, his eyes practically shining. “You have a lot more experience than we do and have trained under Tarth! I’m sure you could teach us everything we need to know.”

      It was all Ilyra could do to keep from sighing, since that was not what she was trying to suggest to him. She was trying to beat a hint of common sense through his thick skull. Unfortunately, she was beginning to think that common sense was significantly less common than she’d thought it was. At least the colonists who wanted to go back to their colony were planning to put up heavier defenses this time.

      “For one thing, I’m barely competent at this point, and I have no idea how to run a proper ship without automation. For another, I’m a civilian learning self-defense. Third, I’m in a relationship already, and I’m not abandoning her,” Ilyra said, being far blunter this time around. She gave a meaningful glance toward Sriallac, mostly because the dragoness was in line of sight. If Evelyn had been there, she’d have looked at her instead, but she doubted that Lawrence would try picking a fight with a dragon. “Just consider my advice, please?”

      “Ah…” Lawrence followed her gaze, and his eyes widened as he saw who she was looking at. Sriallac seemed to have noticed them as well, and started toward them with a vaguely menacing gait, a smile on her face. He swallowed on meeting the golden gaze of the woman. Sriallac was in her human-like form, which meant she had golden hair and bronzed skin, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be terrifying if she wanted to. “I suppose I’ll have to do that. Let’s stay in touch? I’d love to get to know you better, so if you’d join me for dinner one of these days, I’d appreciate it.”

      Without waiting for a reply, the man darted away. Ilyra suppressed a smile as she noticed that he was just fast enough to avoid Sriallac, and relief washed over her. Then the dragon reached her.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. I was unaware that we were in a relationship,” Sriallac said, a note of teasing in her voice as she arched an eyebrow at Ilyra.

      Ilyra couldn’t help an embarrassed smile as she shrugged.

      “Sorry about that, but he was being exceptionally forward, and I was trying to make things clear. You were present, and Evelyn wasn’t,” Ilyra explained. “Maybe I should have told him I was part of her harem, but I suspect that he’d have encouraged me to leave it for him instead.”

      “Hm,” Sriallac murmured, pausing next to Ilyra and looking toward Lawrence. He’d just glanced toward them from a cluster of other freed slaves, and quickly averted his gaze to keep from meeting Sriallac’s eyes. She nodded slowly after that. “You’re likely right about him. I haven’t spent that much time with mortals, but among dragons, those who are in a monogamous, committed relationship are rarely pursued by others when compared to those who are one of several consorts.”

      The dragon paused, then grinned wickedly, glancing at Ilyra. “That said, feel free to use me as a bludgeon to warn off others in the future. You’re a lovely treasure for one’s hoard, hm?”

      Ilyra couldn’t help her cheeks from heating, and she nodded slowly. “I’ll… keep that in mind. Do you know when we’ll be leaving?”

      “According to Moon, as soon as she’s restocked the ship stores. That should be in about five hours, based on delivery times,” Sriallac said, her gaze growing slightly distant, then she focused on Ilyra again. “Do you know much about this Yrisiel? I’ve never heard of her before.”

      That wasn’t a question which Ilyra had expected, and she paused, considering for a couple of seconds before she shrugged nervously.

      “Not really? I know she’s a dark elf, part of the Gloryheart clan, and that Evelyn considers her a peer, if not even more powerful than her. That’s it,” Ilyra admitted nervously.

      She was somewhat amused by the shock that crossed Sriallac’s face, followed by grim contemplation.

      Ilyra felt much the same when she thought about the mysterious dark elf.
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      Evelyn woke to a kiss. She instinctively returned it, even as her mind played catch-up. Those warm, silken lips both did and didn’t help, and she felt herself relaxing into the arms wrapping around her, and returned the embrace, pulling Vania in tight. Her feathers–wait, feathers?

      Opening her eyes, Evelyn squinted as she adapted to the light in her bedroom. The next moment she realized that she was also being illuminated by a halo, and she could see both an ear, golden hair, and a folded wing with white feathers. By simple process of elimination, that led her to conclude that this wasn’t Ilyra, Sriallac, Vaneryth, Vania, or Zelirana. Then she pulled back, breaking off the kiss, and looked into Alaseenah’s eyes. The archangel looked quite pleased with herself.

      “I didn’t go to bed with you last night,” Evelyn stated, blinking owlishly as her brain got up to speed. The archangel wasn’t wearing much, she noticed a moment later.

      “You didn’t. You also didn’t sleep with me,” Alaseenah agreed, smiling a little wider. “As your bedpartner is likely willing to attest.”

      “Mmph. Sleepy,” Vania muttered from behind Evelyn, and a pair of arms wrapped around her as the former empress tugged at Evelyn insistently. Which meant she was in a game of tug of war, with Evelyn as the rope. Considering Alaseenah, it wasn’t a contest Vania would win.

      Evelyn considered for a moment, then let go of Alaseenah, allowing herself to be drawn back into the bed. At the same time, she examined Alaseenah, her mind beginning to work a little more.

      “I sense that this was planned,” Evelyn said slowly.

      “That’s because it is. You’ve been far too angry of late, so we’ve decided to distract you,” Alaseenah said, smiling a little more widely. “Vania stole a march on the rest of us, but Fya went ahead and set up a drawing for the rest. Your time is spoken for almost continuously until we reach Yrisiel, wherever she is.”

      It was too early for her to be thinking, in Evelyn’s opinion. On the other hand, her brain woke up relatively easily despite her internal complaints.

      Contemplating the archangel, then the others, Evelyn found herself both amused and annoyed at the others. Annoyed because they were interfering with her plans… but at the same time it was mildly entertaining how they were conspiring to distract her. She was also flattered, because she had enough self-awareness to know that she hadn’t been the best of company the last few days as her mood steadily worsened.

      That meant that this was… not a bad thing, she acknowledged internally, and after a moment Evelyn raised an eyebrow, asking. “And just how were you planning to distract me?”

      Alaseenah smiled a little more, licking her lips for a moment before she purred. “Well, while I would enjoy spending some time in your bed, and have been taught a great deal by a succubus for several decades… I thought a shower was in order, then you could help me re-learn how to fight. Care to teach a naughty archangel her place?”

      Evelyn just stared at a moment, as that was startlingly suggestive for the normally poised archangel. Then she burst out laughing, which seemed to wake up Vania.

      “Huh? What’re you… oh. Hi, Ala,” Vania said, and Evelyn glanced over her shoulder in time to see the elf blush and duck behind Evelyn.

      “Good morning, Vania. I see you had a pleasant night,” Alaseenah replied with a smile. “I was just inviting Evelyn to shower, then to beat my combat instincts back into me.”

      “Um… would that even work?” Vania asked hesitantly.

      “I’m… uncertain, but I don’t see why it wouldn’t. You were used to combat before you were captured, and the brainwashing just prevented you from using those skills. You’ve been trying to break those mental blocks, so perhaps being attacked will help you break through. We can see,” Evelyn said, thinking for a moment, then smiled. “Why not? Care to join us in the shower, Princess?”

      “I’m not a princess!” Vania protested, still hiding behind Evelyn.

      Evelyn squirmed until she could see both of them, as well as the blush on Vania’s cheeks.

      “No, you aren’t. I’m just calling you that,” Evelyn said, grinning slightly. “And it’s just an invitation. You don’t have to take me up on it.”

      “Um…” Vania hesitated, looking between the two of them. Then she asked nervously. “Are you alright with that, Ala? I mean with me joining you two?”

      The archangel just laughed and nodded. “Certainly. If I wasn’t, I’d have waited until the two of you were up already, hm?”

      “Excellent,” Evelyn purred, pulling off the covers so she could get out of bed. She definitely needed to shower, but first she paused and kissed Alaseenah properly.

      The shower took much longer than it should have, but Evelyn wasn’t about to argue with that.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of days later, Evelyn tilted her head as the strange ship of Yrisiel’s led them to a different system than where they’d met the dark elf the previous time. She had to assume that the Starlight Tapestry was a mobile station at this point, though how the dark elf kept the station from being spotted while it moved between systems was an entirely different question.

      The station was now orbiting a white dwarf, and numerous gleaming ships were flying very close to the star. Evelyn couldn’t help but notice that the mana bleeding off the star was far more intense than it was in most regions of space. She had to wonder what Yrisiel was using it for. Evelyn had no doubt that the dark elf could use it.

      “Are you certain you’ll be alright? From everything you’ve said, Yrisiel is quite… mercurial,” Moon asked, tapping her leg nervously.

      “While she’s erratic in some ways, I doubt that this will go poorly for me. No one who’s built an organization like this one, and kept it secret, is incapable of controlling themselves,” Evelyn replied, though she had to admit that she had a certain amount of private anxiety. “Now, it’s possible that she’ll demand a duel or the like for payment. I’m hoping she doesn’t, but if she does… we’ll see. For all I know, she can’t or won’t help.”

      Not to mention that she might be pregnant and unwilling to get into a fight, but there wasn’t any way Evelyn was mentioning that. She couldn’t be certain either way, since she could see Yrisiel using an artificial womb for their child. Even thinking about having a child on the way gave Evelyn mixed feelings… she had no idea what to think. Which was why she usually chose not to think about it.

      “If she just refuses, we’ll see how she deals with some exceptionally poor luck,” Fya said, her purple eyes gleaming brightly, and Evelyn glared at her.

      “No, we won’t. She’s a techno-mage who might very well be able to beat me, and definitely has the information networks and contacts to make our lives miserable. I wouldn’t put it past her to be able to hit you with a spellburn bomb then implode you from this distance,” Evelyn said tartly. “I’d rather not test our luck, thank you. Djinni are hard to kill, not impossible, and I think she knows how to do it.”

      That brought up Fya short, and she seemed to consider it, then shrugged and grinned. “That just makes it more interesting to pull off! We’ll find out if I need to put her to the test after you meet her, won’t we?”

      “If you have a death wish, that’s your problem,” Evelyn replied, rolling her eyes. “Now, any final complaints, or can I focus on what’s ahead of me?”

      “I must object to the communications embargo which you will be under aboard the Starlight Tapestry. It is more dangerous than I would prefer. A constant communications line would be preferred,” Adria chimed in, and Evelyn just… stopped and stared at the elf-like Doll.

      Adria was an eerie copy of Vania in a lot of ways, though their postures were completely different, and the aftermath of Mariel Issek’s work had left Vania with a larger bust and butt. Both had long, straight blonde hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. Vania tended to wear more practical clothing with the occasional dress, while Adria was almost always at attention, her back as straight as a ruler and wearing the skinsuit that had turned into the ship’s uniform for the Dolls. Still, the fact she was airing a complaint was startling.

      After a moment’s pause, Evelyn asked. “Have you developed a soul, then?”

      “Not as of yet. According to Zelirana, it is still in the proto-soul stage, though it is growing,” Adria replied, shaking her head.

      “Ah. Well, at least I know. You choosing to make a complaint is… unexpected,” Evelyn said, unsure how she should feel about it.

      “Understood, Captain. However, while we are on the subject of complaints, we have not had a chance to order the maintenance robots which you approved as of yet. It was considered unsafe to purchase them aboard the pirate station save for the ones from Alpha Industries, which were too low-quality, and there was not sufficient time to source them on Nald,” Adria said calmly. “I believe it is important to bring this to your attention.”

      Evelyn paused, searching her memory for the discussion in question, then nodded slowly, admitting to herself that she’d entirely forgotten about it. If it hadn’t been for her being rather thoroughly distracted for the last couple of days, and forced to relax, she might have bristled at the implicit criticism.

      “That is fair, and you have my apologies. If we get the chance, please remind me so I don’t forget,” Evelyn said, taking a deep breath, then let it out. “If we can’t take the Gift with us on the expedition, which I expect to be the case, it should give ample time to find robots that fit the requirements.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Adria said, bowing her head respectfully for a moment.

      “It’s fascinating how the Dolls aboard your ship act. They are so much more… mortal than the ones which were aboard the station with us,” Sriallac murmured, examining Adria thoughtfully. “Do you have any idea why?”

      Evelyn shrugged and shook her head. “Not a clue… though it might just be Fya, come to think of it. She’s a living ball of chaos.”

      “I’m not a ball! I’m entirely too oblong for that,” Fya protested. “And I haven’t done anything to the Dolls.”

      “Pardon me, but I must contradict you, Fya. You suggested my current appearance,” Adria said firmly.

      Evelyn couldn’t help a chuckle at Fya’s betrayed look.

      “Okay, I suggested that, but I haven’t used my powers on you at all!” Fya said firmly. “Not that I didn’t think about it, mind you. But I haven’t done anything like that. Yet.”

      That didn’t fill Evelyn with confidence, and she eyed the now pink-haired djinn dubiously. Before she could say anything, the Doll at communications spoke up.

      “Message from the Starlight Tapestry, Captain. We are directed to hold position, and authorized to send a shuttle across, with the same requirements as the previous visit,” the senne-like Doll said.

      “Of course. Bring us to a stop. I’ll either see or speak with the rest of you soon enough,” Evelyn said, letting out a soft sigh as she stood up.

      “Stay safe,” Moon said, looking up at Evelyn in concern.

      Evelyn couldn’t help a grin and nodded in return. “Believe me, if things go poorly, you’ll know. I guarantee it.”

      “That doesn’t inspire confidence, Evelyn,” Star chimed in, her worry seeming to grow.

      Evelyn just shrugged and turned to leave. It was time to visit a scary-ass dark elf mage.

      She was looking forward to it.
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      “Evelyn! It’s good to see you! Even if this is a business meeting, not a personal one,” Yrisiel exclaimed, her eyes practically sparkling as she stood.

      Unlike the last time they’d met, Yrisiel didn’t meet Evelyn in her throne room, possibly because she wasn’t trying to make an overwhelming first impression. She also had changed up her bodysuit, which instead of being silver looked more like a layer of black latex with silver ridges to accent it, as well as a large, glowing sapphire nearly five centimeters across set above her collarbone.

      The dark elf was as attractive as she’d been the previous time, with an athletic figure, pitch black skin, purple eyes, blood red hair, and a broad, mischievous grin on her face. Evelyn didn’t see her staff, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. The last time it’d manifested from nowhere, after all, and there was a lot of magic in the small, cozy room. There were also a pair of over-stuffed chairs in the room, one of which Yrisiel had been occupying.

      “Well, I haven’t had much time for personal visits of late. The aftermath with Mariel didn’t leave much time for it, and you don’t exactly make it easy to casually visit,” Evelyn replied, taking a seat in the opposite chair, which she sank into. It was sinfully comfortable, and she couldn’t resist a soft sigh of relief.

      “If I made it easy, my family would visit constantly. Still, you’ve made very good use of your time. I saw footage of your fight with Jalmirkar, and am looking forward to taking you on myself! I may not be a gladiator, but only when fighting peers can I truly push myself forward,” Yrisiel said, her gaze glittering with amusement as she sank back into her chair. Somehow, Evelyn was unsurprised that she’d seen recordings of the fight.

      “Perhaps so, but the question is, are you in any condition to take risks like that?” Evelyn asked, her gaze drifting to the woman’s stomach. “I don’t know how you’re… handling it, after all.”

      “Oh, of course it’ll have to wait until after the birth and I’ve recovered. That’s obvious,” Yrisiel said, waving off the comment idly. “And I’ll be having a little girl, for your information. Gene scans indicate that much, and growth is proceeding somewhat more rapidly than normal. Rather than taking approximately twenty-four standard months, she should be born in approximately twenty, for reasons I’m uncertain of. Do you plan to visit?”

      The information made waves in Evelyn’s heart, and she flushed, shifting in her chair nervously. She wasn’t entirely sure how to respond to that.

      “I’m still trying to figure that out. I’m fascinated, but at the same time… I’m not sure I’d be a good mother,” Evelyn admitted, taking a deep breath, then let it out. “I never really thought about it before you made your request. Yes, I knew there were a multitude of ways that women could have children together, but I hadn’t considered using them.”

      “You’d best think about it further. Unless you truly think that none of your harem have interest in children of their own?” Yrisiel replied, arching a skeptical eyebrow. “I know that some of them have done research on the subject. No, I won’t tell you who. Not unless you pay for the information.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask,” Evelyn said, blushing and clearing her throat as she decided to change the subject. “Regardless, that isn’t the reason I visited.”

      “No, it isn’t. You’re here regarding the information you acquired from Calisar the Black. You realize you could have purchased the information regarding it from me, yes? I got it at almost the same time as him, and anything regarding our daughter’s grandparents is of interest to me,” Yrisiel said briskly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “The recording is… problematic. There is something wrong with the readings, but they didn’t gather enough data about the background radiation for me to determine what, nor did they gather any readings of the ambient magic in the star system. That’s why I’ve dispatched a scout ship of my own to gather more information to work with.”

      “You have?” Evelyn asked, her eyebrows shooting upward. “That seems unusual.”

      “That’s because it is. Normally, I have no need to send scouts of my own, but this is a most unusual situation,” Yrisiel said, shaking her head firmly as she gave a contemplative look. “I’m not just speaking about the disappearance of your parents, either. I’ve been doing some research, and Calvor and Madeline Tarth are not the only ones to vanish, not even close. In fact, the number of disappearances may be larger than you or I believe.”

      A hologram snapped to life, and Evelyn’s heart clenched as she caught a brief glimpse of her parents in it. Her father’s arm was over her mother’s shoulder as they grinned, located at what looked like a fairground to her. He had brown eyes and black hair, with relatively rugged good looks for an elf, while her mother was rather busty, with red eyes that Evelyn had inherited and blood red hair. Then the hologram began flickering through dozens of images.

      Humans, elves, senne, celestine, dwarves… there were no real commonalities between them that Evelyn could see, save that none looked poor. The last one to pop up caused her eyebrows to rise, though, since it showed an elven woman on a stage who had bright pink hair, and was wearing an incredibly elaborate costume. She thought she recognized the woman, though she couldn’t say from where.

      “This is the musician Fallen Dawn. You’ve likely heard her music, since she’s rather famous. She went missing ninety-three standard days ago, much the same as your parents did, while enroute to her next concert. Her assistants have covered it up by using music she composed, a specialized Doll they commissioned, and holograms, but some of her fans have begun to suspect that she’s missing. She’s the most recent of ten-thousand, three-hundred, and forty-five people I’ve identified who were abducted. I’m still working on collating the commonalities between them,” Yrisiel said calmly, one finger tapping her leg slowly, her eyes narrowed. “I have not had time to attempt to scry all of them, but of the ones I’ve been able to, they all had the same results as your parents. You begin to see why I find this of interest?”

      Evelyn nodded slowly, startled into silence for a moment. Then she looked at Yrisiel more closely.

      “Well, if you’re looking at it that intently, you likely know what I’m here for. I’d like your assistance in finding a cloaking generator for Djinn’s Gift, or that failing, a starship which has one that could get past the leviathans in the recording,” Evelyn said, barely keeping her voice from trembling.

      “I can’t do that. Cloaking generators of the necessary efficacy would not fit without gutting your ship, and anyone who can build a ship that could do it are booked out for more than a year,” Yrisiel said flatly.

      “But—” Evelyn began, only to be silenced by a raised finger.

      “You have a very nice one, yes. However, we’re discussing cloaking technology,” Yrisiel interrupted. “We can discuss your ass later. I do have a ship on order that may be able to make it to that site, which is going to be delivered in just over a month from now. My current stealth ships cannot transit deep astral safely, unfortunately. However, if you wish to borrow it, you’re going to have to agree to my requirements.”

      “What might those be?” Evelyn asked warily. She did not like the sparkle in the woman’s eyes.

      “First, I require an agent of mine to accompany you, to operate technology you are not authorized for, and to gather information for me. Second, you must acquire the services of a skilled xenoarcheologist of my acquaintance. She is preparing to go on an exploratory dig that I expect to go sideways, and I’d like her to live. She also has state of the art implants and software for analyzing and creating translation libraries for unknown languages, which would be important for a trip like this,” Yrisiel said, her smile creeping even wider. “And last… I am going to require you to wear dresses for the entire month until the ship is ready. Except when you’re on the job with my friend, of course. I have a library of approved designs that you can choose from.”

      Evelyn’s jaw worked for a moment, disbelief coursing through her as the first two requirements went right out of her head.

      “But… why dresses?” Evelyn sputtered in shock. “What does that have to do with payments?”

      “You’re paying with information and entertainment, obviously. I’ve heard about your dislike of dresses and have holos of the two recorded times you’ve worn them. I want more,” Yrisiel said smugly.

      Evelyn was silent for a few seconds, then her anger spilled over. She forced herself to ignore the tiny, tiny part of her mind that was amused at the demand.

      “Fuck you,” Evelyn spat.

      “That could be added to the payment options, yes,” Yrisiel purred, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Or was that a no?”

      Evelyn’s bit back her first response, since she knew it wouldn’t help. When she managed to speak, her words were terse. “This is blackmail.”

      The dark elf’s eyes widened in mock surprise. “Why yes, yes it is. So… your decision, Evelyn?”

      Evelyn’s shoulders slumped. Fya was going to have a field day. Evelyn just knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Uh… Evelyn? What’s that?” Ilyra asked as Evelyn stalked off the shuttle. Evelyn felt practically naked, which was silly. She wore less when she was in a skinsuit. The thought didn’t help with her sheer embarrassment.

      “It’s part of my payment to Yrisiel,” Evelyn replied shortly, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “Of all the ridiculous things, she demanded that I wear dresses for the next month. When I protested about it being unsafe to wear a dress when the ship was at general quarters, she decided to provide this.”

      Evelyn raised her arms beside her as she glanced down, trying to resist her irritation again. She failed.

      She was wearing what amounted to a skinsuit, of course. It was a simple black one, though the information Yrisiel had provided indicated that it was state of the art, with some advances that Evelyn hadn’t seen in skinsuits before. But then it went weird. A maroon layer over the top of the suit gave the appearance of a dress, and it had dangling sleeves. Sleeves. Yes, in emergencies they’d automatically tighten so they wouldn’t get in the way, but that didn’t make it any less ridiculous.

      As if that weren’t enough, it also had a skirt. One of the ones with a long slit in it to let a leg through. It might not quite be mortifying, but Evelyn was busy weighing how much the assistance was worth. Gallingly, she was fairly certain that it was far better help than she should be getting. The specs on the ship being built were… impressive, to say the least. Buying it would cost more than three times the cost of Djinn’s Gift at a minimum, which was somewhat terrifying to think about, considering that it was the size of a destroyer.

      Ilyra’s mouth opened, but she stopped before she said anything. Unfortunately for Evelyn, Fya was in the docking bay.

      Laughter echoed, and Fya clapped, her hair blazing pinkish-white as she grinned. “Oh, a woman after my own heart! I should buy her a plasma cannon!”

      Vania covered her mouth, which didn’t quite hide her smile, and Rasien laughed, not even bothering to try to hide it. That stung.

      “You will do no such thing,” Evelyn replied, glowering at the djinn. “And if you make this experience any more miserable than it already is, I’m going to leave you behind when I go to investigate that mysterious star system. I am not joking, Fya.”

      Fya’s laughter cut off, and she looked at Evelyn briefly, then her hair dimmed to merely pink as she pouted, then nodded slowly.

      “Fine, fine… but I’m going to enjoy the view while I’ve got it. I’m not going to claim otherwise,” Fya replied, still smiling a little as she hovered a few centimeters off the floor.

      Evelyn shook her head, letting out an annoyed breath.

      “For what it’s worth, I think you look quite pretty in that outfit,” Vaneryth offered hopefully. “It suits you.”

      “It’s a dress. I don’t care for dresses that are on me,” Evelyn replied with a grimace, approaching the others. “Yet I’ve made a promise, and based on what Yrisiel said, she’s going to be keeping a close eye on me to make sure I keep it. As such, it seems that my wardrobe is going to have to change for the next month. With that in mind, here’s a chip containing a list of the… approved designs.”

      Evelyn paused, grimacing more at the words as she took a deep breath, offering the chip to Vaneryth.

      “You and Alaseenah are in charge of choosing what to replace my wardrobe with, since I trust the two of you not to torture me. You may consult with Vania and Zel, but no one else. I don’t trust them,” Evelyn said, refusing to look at Fya.

      “Hey! I’m totally trustworthy! I know exactly what you look good in!” Fya exclaimed.

      Evelyn ignored her as she continued. “Additionally, apparently Yrisiel noticed some of my searches for a skinsuit for Alaseenah, so that’s packed in the shuttle as well. She’ll want to try it on.”

      “Ah, she’ll be glad to hear that,” Vaneryth said, smiling warmly as she took the chip. “Also, thank you for your trust. I’ll endeavor to be worthy of it.”

      “And I’ll make sure that you look as lovely as possible,” Zelirana added, her eyes practically blazing as she looked Evelyn over hungrily. Evelyn felt even more like a target when the succubus looked at her like that. Which meant that it was time to get moving, before she got even more self-conscious.

      “Right. Time for a meeting to explain what we’re doing,” Evelyn said, sending a message through the ship’s datanet. She wasn’t thrilled with what was coming next, but she’d do what she had to.

      The month couldn’t be over quickly enough.
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      “Alright, here’s the situation. First of all, there were three requirements for me to get Yrisiel’s assistance. The first requirement is the damnable insistence on me wearing a dress. Don’t ask, because I’m in a foul mood,” Evelyn said briskly, feeling entirely too self-conscious about her attire, and the way people were looking at her. Every time she moved she felt the skirt brush against her legs, too, and had to resist the urge to look down. “Second, I’m going to be borrowing a ship from her, and one of her agents will be aboard to help operate it and to collect information during the expedition. The ship isn’t scheduled to be delivered for a month, and we’ll be going to pick it up.”

      “Understandable. Odd, but understandable,” Sriallac murmured, nodding slowly. “What about the third condition?”

      “That’s the main sticking point at the moment. Apparently, Yrisiel is friends with Professor Fiona Welken, a noted xenoarcheologist,” Evelyn said, and gestured to the middle of the table.

      A hologram sprang to life, showing an elven woman with heavily tanned skin. She was wearing tan khakis, a pith helmet, and had brown eyes and hair. The image depicted her with a group of dwarves in what looked like an ancient, underground ruin, though all of the dwarves were in modern equipment, standing in front of a massive golden bell with extensive carvings across its surface. All of them were smiling broadly, and several small drones were hovering around them.

      “Fiona specializes in decrypting ancient or unknown languages, and primarily assists those wishing to unlock parts of their history that they can’t decode, as well as exploring dead worlds. Dead as in the entire sapient population died off, not completely dead planets,” Evelyn continued, pointing at the hologram. “Apparently, she’s preparing to visit a planet that suffered the latter fate, one of a pair. According to Yrisiel, the gods of a world of dark elves helped evacuate them to another planet after some form of apocalypse, only for them to die off due to a plague. Fiona visited it and tracked them to their original world which is near the edge of known space. She wants to go there, but very little is known about the planet save that it has vicious fauna and no signs of sapient life. Divinations are… not favorable, so Yrisiel wants me to keep Fiona alive, and to recruit her to go with me, since we may need her translation skills.”

      “That’s… well, it seems like it’s something you can help with. And decoding unknown languages is rather useful,” Phenar said, the platinum-blonde celestine looking thoughtful as her red eyes focused on the hologram. “Most magic only allows you to decode languages you know, or focuses on the spoken word, not the written form.”

      “Which is why I consider the request reasonable,” Evelyn agreed, relaxing ever so slightly. “The only issue is that I don’t know what she’ll think of me, or exactly what sort of threats to expect. At least I know that she’s on fairly good terms with the other people in her field, so she’s unlikely to be attacked by them if they go to the same site.”

      “Unlikely isn’t impossible,” Zelirana warned, sitting up straighter. “The number of people who’ve betrayed others for pettier reasons than credit for a discovery is impossible to count.”

      “Yes… but Yrisiel likes Fiona, and told me that if any of them are planning to shoot her in the back, they’re not using anything larger than a grenade or combat rifle. She’s been keeping an eye on them,” Evelyn said dryly. “And no, I did not pay Yrisiel for information on all of your datanet activity. She offered, I declined.”

      Evelyn found it interesting how many of the people around the table blushed.

      “Will we be meeting her there? Or will we be picking her up?” Vania asked curiously. “I’ve never heard of the professor, so I’m assuming she isn’t in the Matrin cluster?”

      “That’s right. She’s a professor at the Solarium University in the Cathlan cluster, two clusters coreward of us,” Evelyn said, shaking her head slightly. “As for what we’re going to do… unfortunately, she’s not simply taking Yrisiel’s word for our competence. She’s insisted on an interview.”

      The comical looks on their faces was almost enough to make Evelyn laugh. Almost.
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      The wyrmgate spat out Djinn’s Gift, and Evelyn took in their surroundings automatically. She thought the name of the Ether system was a little silly, but no one really cared about her opinion. Especially not when the system had been colonized long before Evelyn was born.

      Fortunately, there wasn’t any sign of people targeting her ship, though Evelyn did take note of a draconic freighter that was waiting to transit. The draconic clans may not have a huge merchant fleet compared to some of the other major players, but they were still impressive. Though calling it a single merchant fleet would be deceiving, as the individual clans were always trying to make money for themselves.

      “Wyrmgate transit complete. Gate closing behind us. I have confirmed that we have reached our destination safely. Ether Control is requesting our business in-system,” the Doll at Navigation reported, her fingers dancing across the console as she adjusted their course, heading for the waiting zone.

      “Please inform them that we’re bound for the Solarium University, to interview for a Rimward expedition,” Evelyn replied, tapping an armrest in annoyance. “Transmit our confirmation code as well.”

      “Acknowledged. Transmitting, awaiting response,” the Doll replied.

      “Thank you,” Evelyn said, drinking in the sight of the star system as the screen populated with icons.

      There was a lot of traffic in the system, Evelyn noted. There were some refineries around the gas giant, several of its moons appeared to be inhabited, and there were numerous refineries in the asteroid belt. Then there was the heavily colonized moon, multiple stations around a habitable planet, a number of cities that dotted the planet… and the university.

      It seemed that the name of the university wasn’t as poor as Evelyn had originally expected. It wasn’t exactly a space station, so much of a segment of an orbital shell around the system’s star, one that was actively under construction. From the looks of it, they didn’t intend to fully block light from escaping, but Evelyn couldn’t be entirely sure of that. They were likely decades away from finishing the frame, let alone the shell itself. It made her wonder what experiments the university used the sun for.

      “…Did you know that Issek Industries is a sponsor of the university?” Star asked, adjusting a telescope that she had focused on the university in question. “They also contributed to my old university. I find that really ironic.”

      Evelyn opened her mouth, paused, then shook her head. “As a matter of fact, no. I didn’t have any idea about that. Are they still sponsors, given the change of ownership?”

      “So far as I know, nothing has changed,” Star said, looking up as she shrugged. “I mean… they give out scholarships so they can get better employees. That wasn’t really something that Mariel was involved with. I just found it ironic that I’m technically a very minor shareholder in all of that, in an indirect way.”

      “It’s certainly an odd way to look at it. And I haven’t seen any proposals to change those parts of the company in any of the recent updates,” Sylin said from behind Evelyn. Then she laid her hands on Evelyn’s shoulders, sending a slight shiver through her. “Are you interested in that sort of information, Evelyn?”

      “Not particularly, no,” Evelyn said, a trace of embarrassment washing over her. She wasn’t used to having so much of her shoulders exposed, and the light touch brought that firmly to her attention.

      “Well… would you like me to teach you to dance in a dress?” Sylin asked, a mischievous note creeping into the dark-haired celestine’s voice. “I heard Vania saying something about wanting to dance with you, but that you said you had two left feet. I know that isn’t true, having seen you in combat.”

      Evelyn couldn’t help her blush. She fought it, but there was only so much she could do. Fortunately for her, she was saved from having to respond by the Doll at Communications speaking up.

      “We have been granted authorization to proceed to the Solarium Academy. A flight path has been transmitted, and we are requested to not deviate, as it is near several other flight paths,” the human-like Doll with purple hair said.

      “Excellent. Please set the course and follow the flight path, C3,” Evelyn said, focusing on the Doll at Navigation.

      “Yes, Captain. Estimated time of arrival is three hours, twelve minutes,” C3 replied.

      As they began moving, Evelyn realized, belatedly, that she wasn’t going to get out of the question that easily. At least, not based on the way Sylin’s breath was washing over an ear, sending a different shiver down her spine.
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      “I don’t understand why she dislikes dresses so much,” Willow said, nodding across the dining room at Evelyn.

      Vania followed her gaze and nodded, a smile tugging at her lips as she saw Evelyn shift uncomfortably yet again. The elf was radiant in her dress, a deep maroon one with a wide skirt that left her shoulders exposed. No, it wasn’t terribly practical for a starship, but it made her look absolutely lovely. Even if the appearance was a little incongruous when watching her pick food off the buffet line that Moon had set up for lunch today.

      “That’s because she doesn’t dislike them that much,” Zelirana replied idly. At the startled look that prompted from both the pink-haired dryad, Rasien, and Vania, the succubus laughed, shaking her head. “I’m not saying she doesn’t dislike them to some degree, but that’s probably Fya’s fault. If I’m not mistaken, a lot of her supposed dislike comes from a long time ago. Hasn’t she talked about how much stronger, faster, and everything else she was, compared to other students at her school?”

      “Yes, she’s mentioned it a few times. She’s not exactly bitter about it, but she doesn’t like the memories,” Vania confirmed, though she was curious about what Zelirana’s point was.

      “Precisely. Now, consider the idea that you’re stronger than the bodybuilders in your classes, none of the pre-made dresses fit you because you have a larger bust than ninety-five percent of elves, and you’re somewhat ostracized in school. Would you enjoy wearing dresses in that sort of environment?” Zelirana asked curiously, running a finger around the edge of her plate, then reached over and snagged a carrot off Vaneryth’s plate instead. It was enough to make Vania chuckle, since there were still carrots on the succubus’s plate.

      Still, her explanation was food for thought, and Vania frowned. She thought about it for a few seconds, then shook her head. “I… don’t know. I didn’t exactly go to the sort of school that Evelyn did, you know. Her school had a graduating class of four hundred or so, if I remember right, and was in a relatively remote area of the kingdom.”

      “Heh. I was one of three students born within a decade of each other. I have no idea how it’d work out,” Willow said, shrugging. “I got to wear whatever I wanted.”

      “Heavens help me, I’m the normal one here, aren’t I?” Rasien said in exasperation, glowering at the entire table. “Seriously? Is there anyone aside from Moon and Star aboard the ship that has a background close to Evelyn’s, other than me?”

      Vania opened her mouth, then stopped to think. Then thought some more, her eyebrows furrowing slightly. It didn’t take long to rule out most of the people aboard the ship, which left her with three people who might have a similar background, though she had her doubts… no, four.

      “I don’t know. Cherys could have a vaguely similar background, but the temporal vortex makes that unlikely. I don’t know the upbringing of Ceeana, Phenar, or Sylin, but they could have something at least vaguely like hers, I suppose?” Vania replied uncertainly.

      “Ceeana is from a world with little technology, they primarily used magic, while the manners of the other two indicate a lifetime of training. While it is possible they learned that later in life, I sincerely doubt it,” Zelirana said without hesitation, then smiled at Rasien. “Which is to say… yes, you’re likely the person with the closest background to Evelyn’s, since you’re from the same country.”

      Rasien groaned, rubbing her forehead.

      “I didn’t need to know that. We’re nothing alike,” Rasien grumbled, setting her fork down as she closed her eyes. “Aside from being elves.”

      “I don’t know… you’re both warrior-types, you both like protecting Vania, you both train incredibly hard—” Willow began, ticking off points on her fingers, and Rasien hastily interrupted.

      “Whoa, that’s enough, that’s enough! Fine, maybe we have more similarities than I thought,” Rasien conceded, a note of reluctance in her voice. “In any case, having grown up in a somewhat larger school, people like that are either the focus of a lot of admiration and are the most popular ones there, or they’re excluded by others because they’re too different. From what little I know, it sounds like Evelyn was mostly the latter. I’d guess that whenever she tried to blend in, she was left feeling awkward and uncomfortable, so eventually she just gave up on it.”

      Vania just nodded slowly. While she couldn’t imagine the scenario, not really, Vania could understand the gist of it. Especially when Evelyn had been driven out of her home by an extremist who wanted to kill her.

      At the same time, another thought began niggling in the back of her mind, and Vania slowly smiled, glancing at Vaneryth as she asked. “Ryth? I’m curious… how advanced is the fabricator? There’s a dress I had when I was younger that was… complicated, and I’m wondering if I’d be able to replicate it, particularly for my new physique.”

      The angel looked back at her curiously, then shrugged. “That’s an excellent question, and one I’m not certain how to answer. It’s capable of synthesizing most of the clothing I’ve attempted, but it isn’t capable of creating anything beyond the lightest of armor. Does that answer the question?”

      “Not… quite. We’ll have to discuss it later. When Evelyn is out of potential earshot,” Vania said, a smile tugging at her lips.

      Evelyn was attractive in a dress, but Vania would rather use blatant bribery than blackmail to get her into one.

      “Mm, I like that look in your eyes. Let me know if you need my help,” Zelirana purred, the succubus’s eyes brightening.

      Willow started laughing, and Vania just smiled when Evelyn looked their way curiously.
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      “Welcome to the Solarium University, Miss Tarth! I am Sola, the university’s virtual assistant. May I direct you to your destination?” an enthusiastic female voice chirped. The voice was inaudible except through implants, and Evelyn paused as she debarked the shuttle. A notification indicated that she’d need augmented reality for this situation, so she sighed internally and activated it. She really preferred to keep that sort of thing off most of the time, but the minimum settings usually weren’t too bad.

      Her vision flickered in response, and across her field of vision additional people and displays snapped into existence. The room the docking arm connected to was clean and pretty in an understated way without augmented reality, with beige walls, some brass accents, darker brown panels reminiscent of wood, and some potted plants that Evelyn gave even odds were artificial.

      With augmented reality that changed. One of the walls had a map of this deck of the university, or at least part of the deck. It was a big structure, after all. There was what looked like a group of students going on a virtual tour of the station, and Evelyn wondered if they were on the station or applicants from the local system. She could see it going either way. Beyond that, there was a virtual tree in the middle of the room, and a human-like woman with glowing green hair, skin that sparkled with faint circuit-like patterns, and sun-like eyes in front of her, wearing a skinsuit with a nice blouse and pants over it, along with a nametag that identified her as the speaker.

      “Hello, Sola. I’m here for an interview with Professor Fiona Welken. In the Xenoarcheology department, just to be certain there isn’t another professor by the name,” Evelyn replied calmly, examining the virtual assistant for a moment. She didn’t think it was a souled AI, but you never knew with places like this.

      “Of course, Miss Tarth! You’re on her schedule and are expected. She is running approximately ten minutes behind schedule currently. Normal transit times to her office is fifteen minutes, and you have fifty-seven minutes before your scheduled meeting. Would you like a scenic tour of the station on your way to the office?” Sola asked pleasantly, her voice sounding like she was present now that Evelyn had augmented reality active.

      “Thank you for the offer, but I’d rather go there directly,” Evelyn replied, resisting the urge to sigh. She did not need a tour of a university. She’d had enough of those when she was empress, and the ones with Cherys had been relatively boring for her, even though she appreciated magic.

      “Very well, if you would follow me, I will show you to the waiting room,” Sola replied, that smile never leaving her face. Based on her reactions, Evelyn suspected this wasn’t a full AI. It could be a splinter of an AI’s attention, but at the very least the one in front of her wasn’t that aware, and almost certainly meant it didn’t have a soul.

      Sola led the way down the hall into a main corridor, then to an atrium that Evelyn imagined was a major concourse for the university, as it had lots of trees, grass, flowers, benches, and more, with numerous students about. She even saw a gravball arena across the way which was currently hosting a rather vicious match between two teams. Based on the vigor with which they were competing, Evelyn suspected that there was bad blood between the two teams. Especially since an ogre had just spiked their ball into an opposing player with bruising force. It was good that they had competition skinsuits on, as otherwise that might have broken bones.

      Evelyn was also particularly conscious of some of the appraising looks she was receiving, and it was all she could do to remain calm. At least she’d found a design she liked for the interview, if barely.

      She was wearing a synthleather dress that looked a lot like a trench coat to Evelyn, with a red interior liner, and a black skinsuit beneath all of it. The skirt hung lower than Evelyn liked, but it was a little more like her usual clothing, and it actually felt like Evelyn could move and fight in it. It also seemed to be drawing a good deal of attention, which… she could deal with. She’d been forbidden weapons while at the university, but they couldn’t forbid her magic.

      Fortunately for the students, none of them tried to intercept Evelyn as she made her way to one of the grav tubes. Evelyn preferred elevators, personally, but the tubes did usually have enough safety interlocks that she wasn’t too leery of them. Usually.

      Soon enough she was on another floor, and a window gave her a brief look at part of the framing of the orbital shell before they were past. It looked much larger when they were relatively close, unsurprisingly.

      Finally she was led into a larger room that was obviously a waiting room, with a couple dozen chairs, as well as numerous doors leading into different offices. There were a few students about, some of them looking like they were examining augmented reality documents or the like. It took Evelyn no time at all to pick out of the office of Fiona Welken.

      “Here we are! Professor Welken has been informed of your arrival. Do you require any other assistance?” Sola asked, turning to smile at Evelyn.

      “No, but thank you,” Evelyn said, ignoring the students for the moment. Or were they staff members? It was hard to tell.

      “Excellent. If you have further questions, or need a guide, please call me by name and I will assist you,” Sola replied, nodding politely, then winked out of existence.

      Left alone by the virtual assistant, Evelyn considered, then chose a chair without anyone nearby, and which was also near Fiona’s office. She debated working on her game a little, but she just wasn’t comfortable doing that here. Instead, Evelyn pulled up some soft music and one of the novels she’d been reading of late and settled in to wait.

      It only took three minutes before movement in the corner of her vision caught Evelyn’s attention, and she sighed in private exasperation as a black-haired human in his early twenties approached her. He had bright green eyes that were obviously modded, and he looked a bit handsome. Hopefully he would take her telling him no gracefully.

      “Um, sorry to bother you… but are you one of the mercenaries that Prof Welken has been interviewing?” he asked, and Evelyn blinked in surprise, since that was not the question she’d been expecting. It seemed she’d been somewhat prejudiced.

      Deactivating the music and book for the moment, Evelyn considered, then nodded her head marginally. “Yes, though perhaps mercenary is the wrong term. I’m not a member of any of the branches of the mercenary guilds at the moment, but if she hires me that’s the position I’ll be filling. You may call me Evelyn.”

      “Ah… okay, that could make this harder. Do you know much about weapons and armor? Oh, sorry, I’m Carl. Sorry again,” he replied, giving a sheepish smile.

      “Nice to meet you, Carl. As to that… I like to think I keep myself appraised of things of that nature,” Evelyn said, a hint of amusement bubbling up inside her. He obviously had no idea who she was, which was hilarious. “What do you want to know?”

      “I… no, I need to back up. See, I’m a grad student. This year I’m going to be going on my first dig, and the professors recommended that I get some protective gear. While sites usually aren’t dangerous, they say that sometimes things go wrong. Someone unseals a devil, a trap goes off, an earth elemental takes offense at someone touching its favorite rock, or something worse,” Carl explained, looking away as he rubbed his neck. “The problem is, I don’t have any idea what gear would be good. Even the list of recommendations the department has is overwhelming. Could… could you make any recommendations?”

      Evelyn thought about it for about half a second. Then she nodded.

      “Mm… yes, I could. My first question is, what sort of budget do you have?” Evelyn asked, folding her arms. “What I’d recommend will depend entirely on that. Do you want weapons as well? Do you have any training with them?”

      “Uh… I’ve got about fifteen hundred credits for general survival gear, and yeah, I’d need weapons. I don’t have any real training, either, just a couple of martial arts classes from high school,” Carl replied.

      It was all Evelyn could do to keep from wincing.

      “In that case, if you do get weapons you’re going to have to get proper training with them. There’s nothing worse than an untrained amateur with a gun,” Evelyn said flatly. “That said, set aside three hundred credits, and the company you want is Alpha Industries.”

      “But… aren’t they the mass market company?” Carl protested. “I’m not objecting to training, but⁠—”

      Evelyn didn’t let him get far, not since this was something she felt strongly about.

      “Alpha Industries may be mass market, but they supply armies, Carl. Their gear is simple, reliable, and easy to get replacement parts for. Properly maintained, any of their gear will last for a decade or more, where most of their competitors in the same price range will fall apart long before that. At the price-point you’re looking at, they’re the ones you want to go with,” Evelyn said, meeting his gaze seriously. “It’s who I’d use if I didn’t have many credits. Now, what you want is their Explorer’s Survival Kit, that’s the three hundred credits and comes in a duffel. It’ll have the supplies to keep you alive on an uninhabitable planetary surface for a month, even if you won’t enjoy the experience. After that, you have a few choices.

      “You can get one of the basic variants of skinsuits or an armored skinsuit. I recommend a basic explorers skinsuit, they have better filtration systems, last longer without resupply, and have stronger comm systems. Yes, an armored skinsuit will be tougher, but you don’t want to get attacked at all, and the explorer type is tough enough to stop most knives and claws for long enough to get help or escape,” Evelyn continued briskly, going over things in her head. “For weapons, I’d recommend a survival knife. If you can afford it, one that’s enchanted to burst into flames, though I doubt you’ll have the funds for it. Fire is good at warding off lots of creatures and it can start fires if you need them and don’t have a firestarter. Then, I’d debate between an energy pistol or a projectile pistol. The latter hits harder, but you have to carry ammunition, while the former can be recharged off the generator in the survival kit. I do not recommend a plasma pistol without lots of training, it’s too short-ranged and explosive, you could kill yourself.”

      “Um… alright, I suppose that all makes sense. Why a knife, though? Isn’t a baton easier to learn to use? I see it suggested a lot,” Carl asked, looking ever so slightly overwhelmed.

      The nearby door to Professor Welken’s office opened, and a pair of people stepped out of it. Evelyn noted that one of them was the professor herself, though she looked significantly different in a beige blouse and a blue skirt.

      “A baton is a good weapon. I recommended shock batons to some of my crew, for that matter,” Evelyn agreed. “However, when we’re talking about a planetary dig, a knife is more useful for a variety of things. You can trim branches, clean game animals, cut items, use the hilt as an improvised hammer, and more. Comparatively, a baton is useful for fewer things. If you have the funds, both could be useful, but I think a survival knife is more appropriate for your situation.”

      Carl nodded slowly, but before he could say anything, a man interjected.

      “I’d say that Miss Tarth has the right of it, Carl. While her reasons are slightly different than my own, she’s also more of an expert when it comes to weaponry. Isn’t that right?” the speaker said, drawing their gazes over to the man standing next to Fiona.

      The man was slightly on the shorter side, and not particularly impressive in stature, either, yet his arms showed toned, wiry muscles. He had dark brown skin, a friendly face, brown eyes, and near-black hair, while wearing a button-up shirt and slacks.

      “One might say that, but I’m also not familiar with exploring uninhabited worlds,” Evelyn replied mildly, shrugging. “Not that all of your digs are on uninhabited ones, mind you, but I’d rather give recommendations based on extreme circumstances rather than favorable ones. I’m a fighter, not an archeologist.”

      “I believe that’s a mild understatement, based on your file. Former tyrant, rare weapons dealer, captain, high-ranking gladiator, and recommended by one of my… eccentric former roommates. And considering my own peculiarities, calling her eccentric should tell anyone that Yrisiel is unusual,” Fiona interjected, her voice smooth and calm as she smiled at Evelyn. Carl gave Evelyn a startled look, but Fiona simply smiled. “Still, you’ve passed the first test. Please, come into my office, Evelyn. Let’s see if we can work together.”

      Evelyn’s eyebrows rose slightly. Carl had been a test? Looking at him, she decided that wasn’t true. He looked too confused for that to be the case. Maybe she’d just been planning on making Evelyn wait. Regardless, if that meant Evelyn didn’t have to wait another twenty to thirty minutes, she wasn’t going to argue.

      “Certainly. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Professor Welken,” Evelyn said, rising to her feet smoothly.

      “Mm, we shall see about that. Indeed, we shall see,” Fiona said, her eyes gleaming as she looked Evelyn over.

      It made Evelyn slightly uncomfortable.
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