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      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Vania asked, and it was everything Evelyn could do to keep from sighing. She was somewhat helped by the universal screwdriver gripped between her teeth, and by the fact her hands were currently buried in the guts of the pinnace. It meant she couldn’t snap at the former monarch.

      Instead, she took the time to count to ten, then continued to carefully hook up the last connection for the new transponder. It wouldn’t do to have someone identify the pinnace when she took it out, not with all the problems that could bring down on her head. Which was also the reason why she’d made the decisions which she had.

      It took her a minute to reposition the panel she needed to replace, then took the screwdriver out of her mouth and started driving the screws back in while trying to get the taste of rubber out of her mouth. Well, something along the lines of rubber, anyway. Only when that was done did she squirm out of the crawlspace and glare at Vania.

      “Tell me, Princess… how much good would you be if you were confronted by an upset elder dragon?” Evelyn asked tartly, her eyes narrowed.

      Vania hesitated for a moment, her pale cheeks coloring. Her blue eyes shifted to the side rather than meeting Evelyn’s gaze, which caused Evelyn to sigh in exasperation. Vania was a beautiful elven woman, with golden-blonde hair that reached down to her knees when unbound and beautiful facial features. Her body was a bit on the overly curvy side at the moment, but that was the fault of her abductor, Mariel Issek, and Evelyn knew that most of the women in Haven were going to be using the BioSculptor on the station to reverse the changes to some degree. The biggest problem was that there was only one device, and each of them would take about a day. Some more, some less, depending on how dramatic of changes they wanted. Vania, as the most recent arrival, was last in line for using it.

      “Even once I’m back to normal… I’d probably lose before I realized what was happening,” Vania admitted, blushing even more.

      “About what I thought. And unless they let Rasien bring a hypercannon into the room, she wouldn’t do much more than that,” Evelyn added dryly, turning her gaze to the knight, who studiously ignored Evelyn. They still weren’t on good terms, but the blonde, blue-eyed elven knight had relaxed enormously ever since they’d found Vania. And had refused to leave the former empress’s sight, which Evelyn thought was quite awkward.

      “You could send a message, though?” Vania protested weakly.

      “While I may understand that idea’s appeal, it is not the best way to approach a dragon, let alone a Grand Treasurer,” Sriallac interjected, drawing Evelyn’s gaze over toward the hatch, where the dragon was standing. In human-like form she had golden hair and slit-pupil eyes. The biggest difference from the first time Evelyn had seen her was that the dragon was now wearing a gold skinsuit with a long, almost dress-like teal duster over it. Evelyn had to wonder how much time she was going to spend in her draconic form once Fya removed the mental conditioning that had been inflicted on her. Sriallac continued calmly as she strolled forward. “Sending a message regarding a subject of such import would be viewed as an expression of cowardice. Only in the most extreme of circumstances would it be considered acceptable, such as our own positions. Our recovery will take time, Vania, and the Grand Treasurers will understand that. Evelyn is different, though. If someone of her power and reputation were to avoid meeting with them, it would be regarded as an insult.”

      Evelyn’s eyebrows rose as the dragon spoke, since she hadn’t known all of that. She simply knew that if she was to appease the dragons, she needed to hand over Mariel in person. She hadn’t realized that sending a message might be viewed as an insult, which meant that she was glad that Sriallac was pointing out the problems she could run into.

      “That’s news to me. I just wanted to hand over Mariel in person, along with your message,” Evelyn said, setting the screwdriver in the nearby toolkit and glancing at the old transponder. “I figure that if I’m alone, I can at least teleport away. If other people are with me, that won’t really be possible. Not with my injuries.”

      Vania’s worry seemed to intensify, and she opened her mouth only to be interrupted by Sriallac.

      “I doubt you’ll need to worry about that, but it is best to take such into account. I haven’t dealt with a Grand Treasurer in nearly forty years, and they are all different,” the dragon said, considering for a few seconds, then shook her head. “No matter, I suppose. I suggest that you remain polite and focus on the facts, Evelyn. Hopefully my message and the data I collected will assist you.”

      “That’s rather the hope,” Evelyn said, stretching, then frowned as she asked, “On a different subject, how are things going with Fya? I know a couple of people are leery about using her wishes to restore themselves.”

      “Pretty well, from what I’ve heard,” Vania said, shrugging nervously. “There’ve been discussions about it, but I think that she’s scheduled a meeting about it for later, after you’ve left. There’s only one person who can’t take advantage of it even if she wants to.”

      “Oh? Wait, no, I can guess,” Evelyn said, shaking her head firmly. “The archangel?”

      “That’s correct,” Sriallac said, scowling for a moment before her expression smoothed out again. “Apparently Alaseenah’s soul is too powerful for your djinn to alter in that manner.”

      “Not surprising, really. I’ve run into the same issue with Fya, which has both good and bad points to it. I’m not sure I’d want her to be able to alter me,” Evelyn said, letting out a sigh as she dusted her hands off. “I like Fya, don’t get me wrong. Most of the time, when she isn’t causing all sorts of problems… but that doesn’t mean that she can’t be a right pain in the ass when she puts her mind to it. The only issue is that it’ll make fixing the archangel hard.”

      “As you say. Fortunately, having an archangel around won’t make things harder on you,” Vania said, a smile flitting across her lips.

      “Oh?” Evelyn asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “She wasn’t aligned with the court of any deity. It’s why Mariel dared keep her,” Vania explained, the smile returning to her lips again. “So she doesn’t have many people looking for her, though she’s sure there are some, and it’s doubtful that any of them are more powerful than her. It gives her time to work through things and decide what to do.”

      “Fair enough,” Evelyn conceded, relaxing ever so slightly, and she reached over to pick up the old transponder. “What about the other succubus? I thought it was odd that there was already an archangel aboard, and that Mariel wanted to grab Ryth and Zel as well.”

      “She’s the demon lord that Mariel teamed up with to capture Alaseenah to begin with. Then, to release her soul from the deal, Mariel helped some of the demon lord’s subordinates rebel and took the former demon lord as a prize. She’s less powerful than your ‘Zel’ at this point,” Sriallac said, shrugging. “A bit prickly and ambitious, but not much of a threat at this point.”

      “Hm, odd,” Evelyn murmured, and she briefly wondered how Zelirana was going to get along with the former demon lord. Then she set the thought aside, since she doubted it’d matter to her in the long run.

      She expected any demon that had been a demon lord would be planning to head back to the lower planes to regain their power, anyway. For now, Evelyn needed to worry about how to deal with a host of dragons that were likely to be unhappy with the news she brought.

      Hopefully she wouldn’t need to use her teleportation trick.
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      “I’m not happy that you’re leaving us behind,” Star said, her eyes narrowed as she glared at Evelyn. “I mean, yes, the idea that you might piss off a bunch of dragons is scary, but it almost feels like you don’t trust us.”

      Evelyn gave the redhead a skeptical look, then shook her head slightly. “Don’t trust you, really? You know it isn’t that. If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t have let you into my bedroom last night.”

      That caused Star to blush, but it was her twin, Moon, who replied, her gaze focused on the cookies she was decorating. “Well, I understand why you don’t want us with you, even if I don’t like it. After what happened with the previous rescue attempt, I’m worried about you. I just don’t know that I’d be able to do anything to help even if we all came with you.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s true,” Evelyn agreed, letting out a faint sigh as she considered what she was planning. “The draconic clans are among the most powerful forces in the known galaxy, and if they decide they’re offended, there’s not much anyone could do to stop them. I’m strong, but… they’re a superpower. Even a single clan would be able to crush us like we were bugs.”

      “I wish you were wrong. I’d really like you to be wrong,” Fya said, the djinn’s hair a sullen blue as she pouted in a chair near the wall. “I want to come with you!”

      “You don’t get to. You’re staying here to help the others, and you’re officially my second in command,” Evelyn replied bluntly. “Not to mention all the issues that the people we’ve rescued are dealing with. Besides, I thought you liked granting wishes.”

      “I do! But you don’t let me do anything fun with these ones, so it isn’t nearly as enjoyable,” Fya retorted, sitting up abruptly. “Now you’re going to go off and do exciting things without me, and it just isn’t fair!”

      Evelyn glowered at her, then sighed, taking a few steps closer and ruffling the djinn’s hair as she spoke dryly. “I’m certain you’ll find plenty of ways to get in trouble while I’m gone, Fya. You always do.”

      To Evelyn’s surprise, the djinn perked up at her touch, almost beaming at Evelyn as her hair turned a brighter shade of blue, and some of the tufts began swaying in a non-existent breeze. “True! I bet I could come up with some really fun things to do…”

      “You’d best keep it within reason,” Evelyn warned, her eyes narrowing. “If I come back and the station is nothing but wreckage, I’m going to be very upset with you.”

      “I’m pretty sure we’d be far more displeased with the whole thing,” Star chimed in. “Don’t worry, we’ve already talked with Zel about it, and we’ll do what we can to keep her from doing too much to wreck the station. Or the ship.”

      “Spoilsports!” Fya exclaimed, but from the way she was grinning, Evelyn had a suspicion that she wasn’t that upset about the whole thing.

      Ilyra cleared her throat, looking up from where she was working on her own project. Evelyn wasn’t sure when she’d started taking cooking lessons from Moon, but she didn’t mind that she had another hobby. Trying to catch up with Evelyn was a worthy endeavor, but spending all of her time on it wasn’t a good thing.

      “I believe that keeping ourselves alive is more important than letting you hole the ship,” Ilyra said calmly. “Unlike you, we do need to breathe, Fya.”

      “I could fix it!” Fya retorted. No one looked reassured.

      “Regardless, try to keep things together here, and help the ladies recover,” Evelyn said, glancing at the others, and a gentle smile crossed her face as she watched them. “As soon as I have confirmation of what’s going on, I’ll send a message to update all of you. At least we have access to the FTL comm aboard the station now. That will make it faster.”

      “If you say so. Just… be safe, alright?” Moon asked, looking up from her decorating in concern. “I really don’t want to lose you.”

      “Agreed. Seeing you bleeding like you were after using Plan Z… it was enough for a lifetime,” Ilyra said, shuddering.

      “I’ll be as safe as I can manage,” Evelyn promised, her lips curving a little more.

      She appreciated the concern, as she was a little anxious about the trip herself. On the other hand, she doubted that she’d be in as much danger as when she’d infiltrated the pirate stronghold and been ambushed. The dragons weren’t likely to have laid an ambush for her, after all.
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      “Are you certain that you want to leave Fya in charge while you’re gone?” Zelirana asked, handing a few spare power cells to Evelyn.

      Rolling her eyes, Evelyn packed them into the armor case with the rest of her combat gear. She was taking rather more maintenance gear with her than she normally would, since she’d damaged her energy blade when capturing Mariel Issek, and she’d have plenty of time to fix it while traveling. Assuming that she brought all the parts she needed with her, of course.

      “Certain? No, of course not. But the only one who could stop her if she decided to do something untoward is the archangel, and in her present condition she won’t be able to do so,” Evelyn said, going through a parts list internally, then nodded to herself. She should have everything she needed. “That being the case, trying to put anyone else in charge would just make her more likely to act up.”

      “I suppose. You know her better than I do,” Zelirana admitted, the raven-haired succubus smirking slightly. Evelyn wondered what had her so amused.

      “Even so, you realize you’re leaving her alone with dozens of freed slaves, right? Plenty of which either don’t have anything to go back to, or who would be placed in dangerous political positions if they did,” Vaneryth said, one finger tapping her elbow slowly as she watched them, her arms folded in front of her. “I would not be surprised if she tries to convince them to join the harem as soon as you’ve left the system.”

      Evelyn couldn’t help a slight grimace, but she managed to clear it from her face after a moment. She… didn’t care for the emotions swirling through her, but at the same time she wasn’t going to deny them. She also had hoped to keep her thoughts to herself until after she’d left, but that hope had been dashed.

      “The same thought had occurred to me,” Evelyn admitted. “I could argue with her. I could forbid her from making the offer. I could do many things. However… gods, I hate saying this, but I’ve decided to just let her do what she wants in that regard.”

      “Really?” the blonde angel asked, her eyebrows shooting upward. “Why would you do that?”

      Evelyn sighed and shrugged. “Partly? Because even if they join, it’s up to me whether or not anything more happens. It isn’t like any of them can force me to do something I don’t want. I also feel slightly… responsible. Like with all of you, I rescued them, and therefore it’s my responsibility to see that they have a chance to get their feet under them. It’s complex, and even frustrating at times, but…”

      She let her voice trail off as she shrugged. A warm smile tugged at the edges of Vaneryth’s lips, which prompted Evelyn to roll her eyes. Then she stiffened when Zelirana spoke.

      “And what’s the rest of your reasoning, Evelyn?” the succubus asked, her voice teasing.

      “Why do I need to have other reasons?” Evelyn retorted, her eyes narrowing slightly.

      “I’m a succubus. I know better,” Zelirana replied, her voice completely unrepentant. Evelyn let out a heavy sigh, raising her gaze to the ceiling for a few seconds.

      “Fine,” Evelyn ground out. “I’m also not objecting because it appeals to my vanity. They’re all gorgeous, at least in that Mariel had good taste, and the idea of having a bunch of them around appeals to me. Even if it means that I’d lose more privacy.”

      Zelirana snickered under her breath, causing Evelyn to growl softly, annoyed at the response. Vaneryth looked startled for a moment, but recovered after a moment.

      “There isn’t anything wrong with that, as long as they aren’t being forced into it. And I know you well enough to be certain that won’t be the case,” Vaneryth said, stepping forward and leaning in to lay a gentle kiss on Evelyn’s cheek. “I trust you.”

      “I’m not certain that my history would inspire trust in most people, but I’m not going to argue with it. Just try to keep Fya from doing anything too ridiculous, hm?” Evelyn said, smiling back at her. “You can use me as a threat if you need to. The reason I’m not addressing it before I leave is that this way she gets to think she’s pulling one over on me, and I can use it as a bargaining chip to get her to back down on something else later on.”

      “You see, this is why I like you. You may be a little soft-hearted in some ways, but when you need to you can be incredibly manipulative, and don’t hesitate to use violence when it’s necessary. It’s so incredibly hot,” Zelirana said. The broad grin on her face quickly turned into a scowl a moment later. “Which makes the fact that you’re leaving in a few minutes even more annoying. Now I’m horny.”

      “That sounds like your problem, Zel,” Evelyn said, grinning at the succubus as she teased, a hint of warning creeping into her voice. “Just be careful with the former demon queen, hm? I don’t want to come back and learn that you let her run roughshod over everyone else and let her regain her power. That would be messy.”

      The succubus’s expression turned positively frosty at that, and her eyes gleamed as she shook her head firmly, her voice almost as cold as her expression. “Oh, there’s no chance of that, believe me. I’m chief succubus in your harem, and I’m not letting some upstart who lost her power take the role from me. Besides, I like most of the others, so I’m not going to let her hurt them. I trust Mariel more than I’d trust her.”

      “Good enough,” Evelyn said, leaning down to close the case.

      It slid closed with a soft hiss, and a mental command paired it to her implants. Diagnostics looked good, so it activated its internal drive and levitated off the ground so that it could follow her.

      “That’s everything you need for your trip, then?” Vaneryth asked, frowning. “You aren’t taking much with you.”

      “I shouldn’t need much. A nice outfit for meeting with the Grand Treasurer, certainly, but not much more than that,” Evelyn replied, shrugging idly. “Now, if things go poorly? Then it’s for the best to not have much with me. It means there would be less to replace when Fya reconstitutes me from the fine mist of ashes they’d leave behind.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t joke about that,” Zelirana said, frowning. “You’re powerful enough to put up a fight against dragons. I’ve heard that you killed five of them when you abdicated.”

      “I killed five young rogue dragons,” Evelyn corrected. “They also put up more of a fight than most of the other people who were there, causing several of the injuries I took. Now, the Grand Treasurer isn’t necessarily the most powerful in direct combat, but when it comes to sheer influence, they can’t be underestimated. I wouldn’t be surprised if their defenses were enough to outmatch the entire island fortress we attacked. I’m not going to underestimate or disrespect them.”

      “Good. I would be very annoyed with you if you did,” Vaneryth said, hesitating, then leaned forward for another kiss, blushing as she went for Evelyn’s lips this time.

      Evelyn took the moment to enjoy herself, relaxing slightly as she did so. She also took the time to hug Vaneryth tightly, since she was going to be away for a little while. The warmth and affection was… nice. Especially after how tense the last couple of weeks had left Evelyn. Eventually she broke off, though.

      “What, no kisses for me?” Zelirana asked, pouting at Evelyn.

      Evelyn laughed, reaching out to stroke her cheek gently.

      “If I gave you a kiss, you’d try for much more than that, which would leave everyone waiting for the better part of an hour. You’re going to have to content yourself with ravishing Ryth after I’ve left,” Evelyn teased, causing the angel to blush brightly. Zelirana gave a lazy, amused smirk in response.

      “I suppose I will. I might arrange something for when you get back as well. I can’t have you thinking that I’m a completely biddable succubus, after all,” Zelirana retorted, her tail flicking behind her in a distinctly predatory way. “I give even odds that I could get Vania all wrapped up and waiting for you by that point…”

      Evelyn rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help a chuckle.

      “You probably could at that. Don’t go too far, though,” Evelyn cautioned, still smiling. “I also don’t want her knights causing any problems, hm? Don’t hurt them unless you have to, but if they try to take over one of the ships, I expect you to take care of it.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” Zelirana replied, her grin broadening at the instructions. Evelyn laughed, then nodded at the door.

      “Let’s get going. The sooner I leave, the sooner this entire mess is dealt with,” Evelyn said firmly. “I’d rather not deal with politics at all, but needs must.”

      Neither of them replied as Evelyn left the armory, but they followed behind her, moving close together as the angel and succubus began whispering to one another. Evelyn probably could eavesdrop by tapping into the systems of the Djinn’s Gift, but she let them have their privacy, such as it was.

      A couple of Dolls were busy in the hallways, moving furniture on a hover-dolly. From the look of the furniture it’d been taken off Haven, the space station which had been Mariel Issek’s private retreat and a prison for all the women she’d had abducted over the years. While Evelyn might hold a seething internal hatred of the cowardly business magnate, she grudgingly admitted that she’d had a certain eye for style, and it appeared that many of her former slaves agreed, as most of them had asked to take some of the furnishings from their rooms with them. Thus, the Dolls.

      “The ship is certainly going to be more crowded for a few weeks,” Vaneryth said quietly, nodding to the Dolls, and the two robotic women gave stunning smiles in return as they continued working. They looked almost indistinguishable from women, save for their mannerisms.

      “That it is,” Evelyn said, internally wincing as the sight of the Dolls brought a thought to mind. “Which reminds me… any luck figuring out which souls came from which Doll, Zel?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact! While it wasn’t deliberately recorded, the station AI did keep track of when the soul-extraction process was activated on each maintenance unit so that it could replace the gems that trapped the souls,” Zelirana replied, seeming to perk up. “That let me cross-reference the data. Or more accurately, was enough for Star to help me cross-reference the data to figure out which Doll had which soul extracted from it.”

      “That’s good,” Evelyn said, hesitating for a moment before she grimaced and asked. “I don’t suppose that the original bodies of all the souls are present? And that no Dolls produced more than a single soul?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Zelirana replied, and when Evelyn glanced at her, the succubus’s smile had faded somewhat. “One Doll was disposed of for safety reasons after producing no less than seven souls. Additionally, at least three of the station Dolls have produced two souls.”

      “Damn it,” Evelyn muttered, thinking for a few seconds, then asked, “Do you know if a Doll’s soul can be transferred to a new body safely? Or do they have the same problem as other species, where the soul might reject the body? Hells, for that matter, are there any Dolls that haven’t produced souls?”

      “To answer your last question first, yes, there are,” Zelirana said, and hesitated before admitting. “I’m not sure on the safety, though. They might very well reject the souls. It isn’t something which I’ve considered before.”

      “We could always try communing with the souls to see what they want to do,” Vaneryth suggested hopefully. “I wouldn’t be surprised if many of them wanted to pass on, or were willing to take the risk. For that matter, might not Fya be able to create copies of the bodies with her wish magic? Yes, it would have consequences, but it is an option.”

      Evelyn didn’t reply immediately, mulling over the situation carefully. Eventually she let out a soft sigh and paused, looking at Zelirana.

      “Do you think you could do that? Commune with the souls, and ask them what it is they would want?” Evelyn asked quietly. Internally she was frustrated that it was passing the responsibility to someone else, but she didn’t have the skills necessary to contact a soul without a body. She might be able to learn it, but that would take time.

      Zelirana nodded slowly, her gaze distant yet thoughtful.

      “I should be able to. It will take some time, and as young as the souls are, explaining the situation will take some work. With Vaneryth to help me it should be possible, however. They’ll likely be more aware than most souls of their age since they developed in Dolls,” the succubus said, glancing at Vaneryth, who nodded in agreement. That prompted the succubus to smile, and she turned her gaze back to Evelyn. “What should we tell them, if they ask about what would happen if they take a body again?”

      “That they would either be able to take a position as an employee of mine, assuming there aren’t too many of them, or that they’d be able to strike out on their own as a free agent,” Evelyn replied without hesitation. “They’d be allowed to take a maintenance unit, and enough mythrite that they should be able to get their feet under them. Gods know what else to do with them. If Fya asks about them, the answer is no. Don’t tell her that, of course, tell the Dolls.”

      “As you wish. I might be able to finish before you return, depending on how long it takes,” the succubus murmured, an infectious grin on her face.

      “Thank you, Zel,” Evelyn said, nodding to both of them. “And you, Ryth. This is a complicated situation.”

      “Perhaps so, but you’re acting in an admirable way. Many people would simply attempt to pass them off to others so that they didn’t have to make the decision,” Vaneryth replied gently. “Thank you for not doing that.”

      Evelyn snorted softly, shaking her head. “You aren’t wrong but… why would I do that? If I’m going to make a decision, I’m going to take responsibility for it. Speaking of which… Briar?”

      Vaneryth’s expression turned from gentle approval to pained, but Evelyn studiously ignored it. She’d made her decision and would accept the consequences. The mad scientist needed to be eliminated without a trace.

      “I haven’t dealt with her soul yet. I’m going to do so while you’re gone,” Zelirana said calmly. “I’ve also extracted the location of all of her data backups for her research and have recruited Adria’s assistance in destroying all of them that are accessible. One is in a remote location, but I have the codes to it, and Adria assured me she can send an update that overwrites the backup.”

      “Good enough. Just make sure to eliminate her, you hear? I don’t want her research seeing the light of day,” Evelyn said, a shiver running down her spine.

      “It won’t. After dealing with the attempts to brainwash me, I’m not letting anyone get their hands on it,” Zelirana said, and her lips quirked upward as she added. “In fact, she may have been evil enough that I could gain a significant amount of power out of it. Not terribly likely, but I can hope.”

      “Zel!” Vaneryth protested. “I thought you agreed to be less evil!”

      “Less is not entirely,” the succubus retorted.

      Evelyn couldn’t help another chuckle.
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      Evelyn continued down the corridor until she reached the docking bay where the pinnace, now dubbed the Dart, was waiting. The doors slid open, and Evelyn arched a single eyebrow as she looked at the crowd that was waiting for her.

      Fya, Ilyra, Moon, and Star were there, of course. So were Vania and Rasien, which didn’t surprise Evelyn at all. The fact Rasien wasn’t scowling at her was a little surprising, but she’d been much more easygoing since Vania had been rescued. The dark-haired, dark-eyed human mage Cherys and her daughter Nadia were there as well, Nadia with a distressed expression on her face, while the pink-haired dryad engineer Willow was looking over Dart’s engines with a scowl. Adria, the head Doll aboard the ship, which Fya had convinced to make herself look eerily like Vania, was also present with the rest of Evelyn’s luggage, but her uniform and posture set her apart from the elf, even if Vania was keeping her distance from the Doll. The only other person present was Sriallac, which only slightly surprised Evelyn.

      “Well. This certainly is an impressive going away party,” Evelyn said dryly. “You know I’m not going to be gone for that long, don’t you?”

      “But I don’t want you to go!” Nadia exclaimed before anyone else could speak, tugging against Cherys’s hand as she tried to rush over to Evelyn. Cherys had a faintly exasperated expression on her face, but Evelyn managed to keep herself from smiling as Nadia stared at her, tears glittering in her eyes. “You almost died once, and if you go away alone, who’s going to keep that from happening again?”

      “She’s not going to fight people this time, we’ve talked about this,” Cherys scolded, her voice gentle as she did so. “She’s going to turn over that Mariel person to ensure that she doesn’t do terrible things to other people.”

      “Then why’s she leaving behind everyone else?” Nadia demanded, pouting as she looked at her feet. “I’m scared.”

      Evelyn let out a small sigh as she looked at the girl, trying to decide how to respond. Despite her initial hesitation, Nadia had grown on Evelyn, much like a fungus. At the very least she’d always been better-behaved than the brats Evelyn had babysat as a teenager.

      After a few seconds, Evelyn walked over and fell to a knee in front of Nadia, looking her in the eyes.

      “I don’t think I’m going to have any problems, Nadia. I’m on good terms with the dragon I’m going to see, and I’m pretty sure Xalryx will warn me if there are going to be problems. I’m just going alone to make sure that I’m not putting any of you in danger,” Evelyn explained, smiling at her gently. “I’m not going to say that it’s going to be perfectly safe, because nothing is. You were at home with your mother when you were ripped out of your own time by a temporal vortex, after all. But this is safer than most of the things we’ve done since meeting. Possibly safer than visiting the arenas on Skaloth.”

      “But… but you’re going to be back, right?” Nadia asked, not tugging against Cherys’s hand anymore, though there were still tears in her eyes.

      “Of course I will. It’ll take about three days to get there, and three days back. If things go well, I’ll be back in a week. Two weeks at the outside,” Evelyn replied, shaking her head slightly. “Really, you’d think I was going to be gone for months with how you’re acting.”

      Nadia sniffed several times, looking away, and Evelyn let out a sigh, patting the girl on the head before she stood up. She really didn’t get children.

      “You’re not wrong, though I’m not entirely happy with the engines on this thing,” Willow chimed in, staring at Dart suspiciously. “The engineering looks alright, but the materials… I think someone was skimping slightly on those. It looks nice but keep an eye on the readings. I wouldn’t be surprised if the drives gave out within a month. Someone decided to skip the usual shakedown cruise, so I can’t be sure this thing will perform to spec.”

      Evelyn nodded, scowling slightly at the pinnace for a moment.

      “It just figures that’s the case. Was someone trying to get Mariel killed? Regardless, I’ll make sure to run regular diagnostics,” Evelyn promised. “Plus, I have a beacon from the Gift if something goes wrong, and I can teleport. It shouldn’t be critical if something doesn’t work right.”

      “You’d better make it fast, though. This isn’t what we signed up for, you know,” Moon said, stepping forward to give Evelyn a hug, quickly followed by Star.

      “Oh? I thought you just hired onto my crew. That sure sounds to me like you signed up for it,” Evelyn teased, her mood lightening as she returned the hugs. “Did you take this for some sort of sordid pleasure yacht?”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Star said, smirking as she planted a kiss on Evelyn’s cheek. “Be safe, though. We care about you.”

      “Of course,” Evelyn said, letting out a chuckle.

      Ilyra stepped forward, smiling nervously as she extended a small bag.

      “Here! I… well, Moon helped me make some chocolates for you. Something for your trip,” Ilyra said, the blonde celestine blushing furiously as she spoke. “I think they’re decent. Mostly because of her help.”

      Evelyn paused, examining the younger woman for a moment, then inclined her head as she took the green fabric bag, wondering where they’d gotten it. Likely from the fabricator, when she thought about it. Mostly, there was a warmth rushing through her at the evidence that Ilyra was growing.

      “Thank you, Lyra,” Evelyn told her, giving the noblewoman a gentle hug. “I’ll let you know what I think, hm? Just don’t do too much training, you hear? Too much is almost as bad as not enough, and you do have the ritual that Cherys came up with influencing you.”

      “That’s the plan,” Ilyra said, seeming relax a little as she grinned at Evelyn. “Maybe try not to cause much trouble this time? You’re really good at it.”

      “I will try,” Evelyn said gravely, and turned to Fya as she raised an eyebrow at the green-haired woman. “Well, Fya?”

      “If you take more than two weeks, I’m going to redecorate your room to my tastes and replace your entire wardrobe,” the djinn announced calmly, sending a wave of pure dread through Evelyn. “I might also turn other people into frogs. Or take the ship on a pleasure cruise back home. Maybe rearrange your armory, too. You know… just relieving my boredom.”

      It took a moment for Evelyn to gather herself, and she glared at the djinn. After a moment she spoke tartly.

      “I see that I’ll just have to refrain from picking up any souvenirs for you. There was no need to resort to those kind of threats,” Evelyn replied, placing her hands on her hips. “I was going to make it fast to begin with.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have decided to leave me with all the tedious work, while you took the fun parts for yourself,” Fya said, glowering at Evelyn. “If you take too long, I’m going to do it, see if I don’t.”

      They continued to glare at each other for a little while. Knowing a lost cause when she saw one, Evelyn finally turned away, looking at the final group that was waiting patiently, Vania, Rasien, and Sriallac. The dragon spoke first, inclining her head slightly.

      “I brought a message for you. This should assist the Council of Treasurers in making their decisions regarding what has occurred, and hopefully divert any anger which might have been aimed at you,” Sriallac said, offering a box which Evelyn suspected held a data chip. She continued without hesitation, meeting Evelyn’s gaze as she did so. “I must inform you that part of it expresses my intention to remain apart from my clan for an indefinite period. At the very least until I have recovered my previous strength, as I am vulnerable. I expect that they will wish to meet with me in person, which I am amenable to.”

      “Very well,” Evelyn said, taking the box as she resisted a sigh. She hated politics, but they seemed unavoidable this time. “I’ll keep that in mind and give this to them.”

      “Thank you,” Sriallac replied, bowing her head slightly.

      Evelyn held the box, uncertain of what to do with it for the moment, her eyebrow raising as she looked at Vania and Rasien.

      “You know, we haven’t had time to really talk,” Vania said after a moment, looking into Evelyn’s eyes. “I… didn’t expect you to come for me.”

      “Of course you didn’t. I conquered Peldra. I also suspect you held it together for longer than I would have,” Evelyn said, a smile tugging at the edges of her lips. “I was a terrible ruler.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. You had, have, incredible power and were willing to use it in ways that I wasn’t. I suspect you would have done better than you might think. It would probably have collapsed after you died or retired,” Vania said, shaking her head and letting out a mirthless laugh. She paused again, then spoke softly. “Thank you again. Be safe?”

      “I certainly don’t intend to ask anyone to put an energy bolt through my head again,” Evelyn said, smiling wryly at her.

      “You’d better not!” Fya chimed in irately. “Once was enough!”

      They both ignored the djinn, looking at one another for a few seconds. Then Vania nodded and took a step back, the blonde looking vaguely lost as she did so.

      Evelyn decided that she really did need to take the time to sort out things with everyone and put a note into her implants to remind her of it. For her part, Rasien opened her mouth as if to speak, then stopped, hesitating for a few seconds before closing it again and joining Vania. It was just as well, since Evelyn knew that the woman didn’t like her.

      “Alright, then. I’m going to be going, everyone,” Evelyn said, taking control of the luggage behind Adria, and it drifted over to hover behind her armor case in response. She looked at the Doll and added. “Keep the ship intact, please. I’d rather not return to find it in shambles.”

      “I will do my best, Captain,” Adria said, inclining her head slightly.

      “Good,” Evelyn said.

      A chorus of farewells followed her into the ship, and Evelyn routed her luggage to her room as she closed the hatch. She paused in the cargo bay to ensure that Mariel Issek was in her stasis pod, the woman’s silver-blue hair gleaming in the soft light, then headed for the bridge to begin the start-up procedures.

      It was going to be strange being on her own for a few days, but Evelyn was sure she’d manage.
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        * * *

      

      Ilyra stood near the window of the conference room, watching as Dart moved away from Djinn’s Gift. It was little more than a dot that dully gleamed in the light of the local star, and she felt the faintest sense of loss as she watched Evelyn leave. Even if she knew she was coming back, Ilyra felt somehow less than she had with Evelyn aboard. Like the ship was emptier, even with a large portion of Mariel’s captives aboard.

      “She’ll be fine,” Sriallac said, prompting Ilyra to jump slightly. She turned to the golden-haired dragoness, resisting the urge to smooth her dress, but the woman seemed to notice Ilyra’s anxiety as she smiled, careful not to show her teeth.

      “How can you be sure?” Ilyra asked after a moment, not looking at the woman in her sparkling teal dress for too long. “Evelyn is strong, but… she’s going to visit the draconic clans. They’re even more powerful than she is. I mean, I know you’re a member of them, but haven’t you been a captive for several decades?”

      “I have, yes. However, that doesn’t mean I don’t know how these things work in the clans,” Sriallac replied calmly. “The clans change at a near-glacial rate due to our lifespans. Admittedly, I was more unsure before learning about Evelyn’s interactions with this Xalryx, but now that I have? I’m certain that things will go well. Xalryx has had a profitable relationship with Evelyn and isn’t going to risk future profits for a short-term gain. The Grand Treasurer will do the same calculus, and Evelyn is too powerful to turn into an enemy lightly.

      “Which isn’t to say that she won’t be in danger, just not immediate danger. The problem is what happened to me, and the fact that Mariel will be in the hands of the Council of Treasurers,” Sriallac continued, her expression turning thoughtful. “It’s likely that there will be some form of challenge from Dalreen clan, since my testimony implicates them. That should be directed at me, but it’s possible that they’ll choose to challenge Evelyn instead, as she’s a mortal. I don’t know what form of challenge, however. It could be complicated.”

      “I… don’t entirely understand, but you think she’ll be able to return safely?” Ilyra asked hopefully.

      “I’m almost certain,” Sriallac said, and grinned as she added. “Beyond which, I believe that any quick response by the Dalreen is doomed to failure. If they marshal their more powerful enforcers, they might cause issues, but the common members? Evelyn is who she is, and the recordings I’ve seen of her… well, they could do to lose a ship or two.”

      “If you say so,” Ilyra said, taking a deep breath, then let it out again as she relaxed slightly. The itching sensation throughout her body was irritating, but she’d noticed that she’d been improving rapidly of late, so she tried not to let it get to her. The enchantment to mimic Evelyn’s absurd bodily enhancement was doing its work, and it made her hopeful for the future.

      There was a flash as Dart entered astral at last, and Ilyra let out another sigh as she tried to relax. Then she stiffened as she heard someone clap their hands behind her.

      “There we are, she’s gone!” Fya exclaimed brightly, her hair shifting from blue to pure white, and the djinn grinned broadly as she drew the attention of everyone in the room. “Now we can have fun!”

      Ilyra examined Fya carefully, and her trepidation grew as she saw that Fya had far more teeth than normal in that grin.

      “Hurry, Evelyn,” Ilyra mumbled under her breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Traveling on her own was both restful and boring for Evelyn.

      Dart wasn’t large, as it was designed for a handful of people to travel together, so it wasn’t like she could do much in the way of running, and most of the amenities were minimal. The first thing she did was perform maintenance on her energy blade, replacing every part that showed signs of wear. Which was most of them, given that she’d used an entropic spell to enhance the blade when destroying Mariel’s bodyguard robots. If she’d had to use it for serious combat afterward, Evelyn guessed that it would have shorted out within minutes. Maybe even on activation.

      After that she’d gone over her armor and took the time to fix all the minor problems that had cropped up, especially after the major repairs it’d gone through after she was nearly killed. Tuning the armor properly was quite restful, really. Between the two projects, she got through most of a day without trouble.

      The next day dragged a bit, though. She read one of her novels, finishing it and starting a new one, and worked on the game she’d been experimenting with, but she felt surprisingly… lonely. The ship was small, quiet, and there was no one there to keep her company. It startled Evelyn, but when she thought about it, it’d been years since she’d been alone for this long.

      She was used to Fya barging in and causing problems, or having Moon interrupt to make certain she was eating properly. She’d even found that the chef had programmed meals for a full three weeks into Dart’s galley, just to make sure she ate right. Evelyn had laughed when she noticed that, but left things as they were, rather than risking Moon’s wrath if she deviated from the menu. Though she did have a couple of the chocolate balls that Ilyra had made. They weren’t amazing, but they were better than what Evelyn could make, and she appreciated the flavor and the thought.

      Still, despite the loneliness Evelyn didn’t let herself get too distracted mulling it over. Yes, she needed to sort out her relationships with everyone, but that wasn’t something she could do while she was on her own. What she could do was work on broadening her magical knowledge, such as trying to analyze the information about her natural body enhancement that Cherys had discovered, and attempting to expand her repertoire of spells.

      Evelyn didn’t have the broadest of skill sets when it came to magic, that much she knew. She focused on personal defenses, personal enhancement, basic wards, telekinesis, teleportation, and raw offensive firepower. It had served her in good stead, certainly, but when it came to things like healing, divinations, summoning, illusions, or more? She only scratched the surface of them. She knew a bit more about artificing, but mostly in order to perform proper maintenance on weapons and armor, and to identify what enchantments were on equipment. She couldn’t craft them herself.

      That was why she interspersed reading books, articles about new advances in weapons and armor, and working on her game with exercise and studying. It was enough to keep her busy for a few days, anyway.

      She just hoped that Fya wouldn’t manage to convince too many of the women that they’d rescued to join the harem. She was sure that they would have other opportunities open to them, after all.
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        * * *

      

      “Alright, everyone! It’s good to see you here!” Fya exclaimed, clapping her hands together as she scanned the room, and Vania shifted uneasily as the djinn’s gaze met her own briefly. The way that Fya looked at her always made Vania uncomfortable.

      She was in the grand plaza of Haven, a space that had originally been the shopping hub when it was a mining station, which had been converted with the intent that Mariel could see all of her acquisitions at once, or watch the ones she’d decided to have trained as musicians perform private concerts. That wasn’t something that Vania had ever had to deal with, but the others had told her about it a few times. It was also the best place for them all to meet when someone new arrived, so she’d been there before. Besides which, there were a few nice… well, she couldn’t really call the bot-run cafeterias restaurants, but they were close. If nothing else, Mariel had liked good food and didn’t shut them down when she wasn’t present.

      There were a few people who hadn’t been kidnapped present as well. The succubus from Evelyn’s crew, for one, an eerie smirk on her face, while the angel who almost always seemed to accompany her was by her side. Of course Rasien was there, but so was Cherys, though the odd mage didn’t have her daughter with her. There were also a couple of Dolls, but thankfully not Adria, which relieved Vania in several ways. It made her uncomfortable being around the Doll. Even if she’d been informed when they first met that Evelyn was not responsible for her appearance.

      Vania was near the back of the group, leaving most of the fifty-odd other women between her and the djinn, but that still meant they were all in a relatively small area.

      “What’s this about?” Ceeana asked calmly, the silver-haired half-elf’s arms folded as she examined Fya thoughtfully. She hadn’t gotten to adjust her body yet, but Vania knew that the archmage was the next person on the list. “Is it about the wishes that you are offering?”

      “Yes, among other things,” Fya confirmed with a broad smile, her pink hair shifting to an odd, reddish hue even as bubbles seemed to seep out from between the strands and popped, almost like carbonation. It was odd enough to distract Vania for a moment. The djinn paused, tilting her head, then spoke more seriously. “I must warn you, I can only perform three wishes of that scale per day, unless we want to really screw up reality in this neighborhood. Things would get messy in that case. Heck, if I was granting three a day for a month we’d still have issues. Mind you, we’re looking at only about sixteen days to take care of everything, which is few enough that it shouldn’t piss off reality too much.”

      Vania considered that, frowning. She really didn’t know enough about djinni, despite knowing that Evelyn had Fya with her for years. A lot of the literature was… contradictory, and she hadn’t expected to deal with them again. The only information she was sure of was that they were virtually immortal, and that their wishes always had a cost. Which Fya had explained up front.

      “May I ask what sort of cost the wishes will have?” Vania asked at last, looking at Fya nervously.

      “Of course!” Fya said, smiling in an almost shark-like way. “The issue is, of course, that wish magic prefers to take the path of least resistance in many ways. I can guide the consequences, should I care to, but the person making the wish is the one who will bear the cost, one way or another. You could wish to be wealthy, and the simplest way to achieve the result would be for you to win a lottery. However, the cost might be as simple as having to spend a lot on tickets, gaining stalkers who wish to steal it from you, or other things. It would nudge things in that direction, rather than making enormous changes… probably.

      “All of that said, the easiest sort of consequences to guide the changes into are related to what you’ve been through,” Fya said, plopping down cross-legged on the stage in front of them. “There are three that come to mind, which is normal in this sort of thing. It’s the magic of threes, after all! First of all is amnesia. It’s a mental effect, and wiping away your entire history to fix it is a super-easy consequence, and one that’s almost guaranteed to work exactly how we expect it to. Second is some sort of physiological change. Maybe enhanced senses or desires, or even the opposite with deadened ones. Not what I’d do, since it would have unpredictable results, but risk is intriguing to a lot of people.

      “Last is a more targeted emotional or mental change. My personal favorite would be to alter the mental changes to have you end up with the hots for Evelyn, for instance. She’d murder me, though, so I’m not going to suggest it to all of you,” Fya said, grinning sheepishly. “However, you could do something along those lines, give yourself a bit of an obsession or blind spot, or other things of the sort.”

      Vania tensed at the options, since they sounded a bit worse than what she’d thought they’d be when she’d first heard the suggestion. Concerned murmurs spread through the audience, but a few moments later someone spoke.

      “Which isn’t to say that anyone has to go through with using a wish to recover,” Alaseenah, the golden-haired archangel, chimed in, her arms folded in front of her. “And I will remind all of you that I am incapable of using Fya’s wishes to recover, so consider that aspect when weighing my words. Wishes have a cost because they bend reality. They are a quick, easy solution to what we have been through, one which will give back your freedom instantly, but only at a price. One which some of you may consider to be too high. It is possible to recover from this without the assistance of your wishes, is it not?”

      “Of course!” Fya replied, almost looking offended as she frowned at Alaseenah. “I thought that was obvious. This is just the fastest way for you to do whatever you’d like. Evvy feels responsible for you as well, since she was the one who came to rescue you, so if you’re wanting to go about it the longer way, she’ll do what she can to make sure you have the time and resources to do so.”

      Vania relaxed slightly at Fya’s elaboration, since it fit with what she’d heard of Evelyn so far. The rest of the people present seemed mollified as well, which was reassuring.

      “Now! On to the next subject!” Fya said, springing to her feet as her hair turned pink again. “This one is more straightforward. I am Evelyn’s harem mistress. She has a harem under duress.”

      “It’s true,” the succubus member of Evelyn’s crew chimed in, a lazy smirk on her face. “You should have heard the argument when Fya demanded the option to form a harem for Evelyn. It was quite amusing.”

      “Shush, Zel, this is my meeting!” Fya said, scowling at the succubus murderously.

      “And? They deserve to know the details. Such as the fact she doesn’t feel obligated to touch anyone who joins it, and that anyone who joins can leave at any time,” Zel retorted. “If you lead with that explanation, you’re more likely to convince people to join the harem. Which is what I’m sure you’re trying to do.”

      “Next time you’re training, I’m going to use you for target practice,” Fya said, and the faintest bubble of amusement welled up inside Vania at the way the succubus was smiling.

      A couple of titters of laughter, some of them confused, came from the audience as Zel sat back in her chair, waving for Fya to continue.

      “Alright, fine. She’s right, I’m telling all of you that if you want to join her harem, you’re more than welcome to do so,” Fya said at last, toeing the stage with one boot, obviously dismayed at having been upstaged. “If you do, I’m sure you’ll have the chance to woo her if that’s what you want. But! Just so you know, the position of harem mistress is taken. It’s my spot, and I’ll defend it with lethal force.”

      A woman stood up, and Vania’s eyebrows rose slightly as she saw the black-haired celestine in question. She, along with the platinum blonde beside her, were the two senior captives. The first ones who’d been captured by Mariel, and thus the ones who’d been given access to the BioSculptor first. She was a little surprised that they hadn’t changed much, just softening some of the most excessive curves they’d had.

      “Is there any particular reason you are offering this to us, or a benefit to it?” Sylin asked with quiet dignity. She and Phenar were almost inseparable, but they rarely spoke to others. It intrigued Vania that they were speaking at all.

      “She’ll take care of you. Which is to say, you’re not going to want for food or lodging, and if anyone decides they want to hurt you… well, I just wanted to point out that the entire reason that we’re here and you were rescued at all was because Mariel decided to kidnap Vania. A woman who, I might remind her, shot Evelyn in the head,” Fya said angrily, her suddenly flame-like hair causing Vania to recoil slightly, even as most of the others turned to look at her. “I’m never going to forgive you for that. I don’t care if she told you to do it. Anyway, that’s the extent she’s willing to go to for someone she considers herself responsible for, and not even part of the crew. For those she cares about, Evvy is willing to overturn the heavens and hells. Piss her off, and you’d better have a priest lined up for your funeral. But there you have it.”

      “Thank you,” Sylin said, inclining her head a touch, then sat down.

      “This is… strange, Milady,” Rasien murmured as another person asked a couple of questions. “Why is she doing this?”

      “I’m not a noble anymore, Ras,” Vania replied tiredly, rubbing her eyes as she hesitated, considering for a couple of seconds. Then she continued. “As to that… I believe she’s just trying to answer all of our questions at once. I don’t think she truly cares if many join the harem, but I could easily be wrong. I can’t say that I understand djinni.”

      “You’ll always be my princess,” Rasien replied stubbornly. She didn’t say anything more, though, and Vania sat back, trying to decide what she should do.
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      “Hello. You must be Ilyra.”

      The evenly spoken words caused Ilyra to lose her concentration, and she yelped as the fire orb dissipated abruptly, the heat singing her fingertips. She scowled at her hands, annoyed with herself, then murmured the words of a spell, sending a bit of healing warmth through her hands. It didn’t take more than a couple of seconds, and almost no effort. Only then did she look at her guests.

      Two celestine women stood in the doorway of the training room, and the one with black hair and gold eyes looked mildly embarrassed. The other had platinum blonde hair and bright red eyes, causing her to blink in surprise at them. They were wearing simple sheath dresses that reached almost to their ankles, which were a matching cream color.

      “My apologies, I didn’t realize you were holding a spell,” the black-haired woman apologized, the same woman who’d spoken before. “I should have asked if you would mind company before entering. I… apologize again. I haven’t been able to use my implants for such things in a long time.”

      “Oh, it isn’t any worry. I already healed the burns, and they were minor to begin with,” Ilyra said, climbing to her feet slowly, her muscles aching as she did so. She displayed her hands as she smiled at them, hesitating for just a moment. Both women didn’t look much older than her, but there was something about their eyes that told her that she was wrong. She considered, then inclined her head. “But yes, I’m Ilyra. Ilyra Samtreth the Third, technically, originally of Brightdawn. Might I know who you are?”

      “Of course. Thank you for your understanding. I am Sylin Denmar, originally of Celestial Gate,” the black-haired woman replied, and turned her gaze to her companion.

      “I am also from Celestial Gate, Phenar the Radiant,” the other woman said in an even softer voice, but the words seemed to carry through the room effortlessly. She met Ilyra’s gaze as she spoke calmly. “When we learned there was a celestine among the crew, we decided that we should meet with you. Would another time be better?”

      Something about the two women sounded familiar, though Ilyra couldn’t say much more than that. She’d made a cursory overview of Celestial Gate’s history when they learned about Mariel, but nothing in-depth. Still, if she could help, Ilyra was more than willing to do so.

      “I… no, I don’t think so,” Ilyra said, quickly adjusting the schedule she’d planned for the day. Her magic practice had almost been over anyway, and she could push back studying the books which Cherys had recommended. “How can I help you?”

      “We wished to speak to you. Primarily regarding your situation, and this… Evelyn,” Sylin explained quietly, looking around the room as she paused, then asked, “First, may I ask what you were doing?”

      “I’ve been learning to control my magic better. Sometimes I can cast spells without incantations, but I’m still working on that,” Ilyra told them, smiling slightly as she concentrated, creating a small orb of light above her hand to show them, then let it lapse. “Evelyn showed me that it was possible, and I’ve been training a lot. The next time she has to go into a fight, I want to be more than dead weight or a distraction.”

      “She takes you into combat?” Sylin asked, an incredulous note creeping into her voice that annoyed Ilyra. No, it made her a little angry, she admitted to herself.

      “Incorrect. She goes into battle, and we volunteer to help. I want to help her, but I’m so much weaker that there’s not much I can do,” Ilyra corrected her sharply. “If I wanted to stay aboard the ship and avoid any combat, she wouldn’t mind at all. I chose to do this.”

      The two women looked at each other, and a trace of embarrassment crossed Sylin’s face.

      “My apologies again, I jumped to conclusions,” Sylin said, inhaling to continue, but Ilyra raised a hand.

      “Would you mind if we went somewhere more comfortable to talk?” Ilyra asked, reaching into the computer systems to see whether there were any places she could take them for a private conversation.

      Unfortunately for her, the observatory was currently occupied by several people, as was pretty much every other social space in the ship. The only places they could really talk were here, in engineering, one of the hangar bays, or Ilyra’s room. She supposed she might be able to use Evelyn’s room, but that would be a breach of privacy, even if Evelyn was away.

      “Certainly,” Phenar replied, giving a slight shrug. “Where would you like to go?”

      “Well, I was going to suggest the observatory, but that appears to be occupied, as are most of the other places which I’d normally go to. It seems that all of you wanted to get off the station rather badly,” Ilyra said, frowning slightly. “I think I have space in my room, though. There are chairs and a sofa.”

      “I believe that there are many poor memories on the station,” Sylin said, hesitating for a moment before shaking her head. “After a few decades trapped there, it felt very, very small.”

      “Oh,” Ilyra said, blinking as she thought about it.

      Yes, Haven was a moderately sized space station, but it wasn’t that big. It was designed for… what, a couple thousand people? Most of them likely transient. Being there for a year or two likely wouldn’t be bad, but several decades? The idea was enough to make her squirm. Especially since she’d been destined to go there herself. It made her even more thankful that Evelyn had saved her.

      After a few seconds she shook her head and continued. “I think I understand. Even if the ship’s smaller than the station, at least it’s someplace new. I’ll show you to my room.”

      Ilyra led them out of the training room, feeling a little self-conscious about having the two women behind her. She wasn’t sure how to act with how quiet they were. Even their footsteps were all but inaudible in the hallways, and she passed several others on the way to her room.

      The doors slid open to reveal a room that she’d furnished to a point that made her feel comfortable. A couple of teal blankets adorned the small sofa in front of a holographic projector, and the two chairs were upholstered in white synthleather. There were holo paintings on the walls, most of them depicting scenes from space or astral, but one showing the desolate, beautiful landscape of Valath, where sections of ice glowed luminously, and a single frost drake could be seen against the night sky. Fortunately, Ilyra had put her clothing away and made her bed that morning, so there wasn’t anything to embarrass her too much. The one thing that left her self-conscious was the hologram on her desk, of Evelyn in Skaloth’s arena, the elf flipping through the air while laughing.

      Phenar and Sylin paused on entering, looking around. Both of them quickly focused on the hologram on her desk, and Sylin’s lips pursed. Ilyra flushed slightly, taking a seat in one of the chairs while avoiding their gazes.

      “Do you love her?” Phenar asked after a few seconds, taking in the room for a moment before walking over to the sofa and carefully sitting down.

      “I… think so. I’m not entirely sure, but… that’s probably just because I’m scared to admit it,” Ilyra said, blushing brightly at the direct question. “She’s strong, confident, and has never been anything but kind to me. Even when she pushed me away because I was trying to jump into her bed for the wrong reasons.”

      “Mm. I can’t say that I entirely understand, but I also don’t know her, or you. Which is part of why we wanted to meet you,” Sylin admitted. “While we have been aboard Haven with others for a very long time, we… never grew truly close to most of the others. Any trust could easily be torn away by a single order from Mariel. She enjoyed that, to humiliate us by forcing us to admit secrets that others had confided.”

      Ilyra winced, even happier that she’d never been forced into that. Being a prisoner in her own body had been bad enough.

      “However, our cowardice has gone on long enough. Though perhaps we are trading one form for another,” Phenar said, a ghost of a smile flickering across her face. “If we were to begin speaking to another, another celestine seemed like the place to begin. Particularly if, as we overheard, you were one that Mariel had intended to acquire.”

      For a moment Ilyra hesitated, then let out a soft sigh as she nodded slowly.

      “That… is accurate. I was one of ten acquisitions that she purchased,” Ilyra said, squirming a little as she thought about those days. “They wiped my implants and put false data in their place to make it so anyone who found me would believe me a sculpted copy of myself, so that there wouldn’t be any retaliation. I… for a time I feared that might actually be true, and that all of my memories were false. That’s part of why Evelyn pushed me away, honestly. Fortunately, I found a copy of the data on Haven, but I haven’t decided what to do with it yet. In a way, the false data gives me freedom, as my family, and Brightdawn, wouldn’t take it well if they found me off-world. Right now they believe me dead.”

      Sylin joined Phenar on the sofa, the pair of them looking strangely tense to Ilyra. Not quite out of place, but almost.

      “Ah. She didn’t do anything like that with us. However, we were captured when pirates raided Celestial Gate, and they handed us directly over to Mariel. She has grown more circumspect since then,” Phenar said, her smile fading as she considered, then admitted. “Though given our status in the Church of Celestia, the pair of us would likely be executed should we return. After all, we’ve been violated, and Mariel deliberately didn’t push to have that set of laws altered when she took control of Celestial Gate.”

      “Yes, she taunted us about it a few times,” Sylin murmured, shaking her head slowly.

      Ilyra looked between them in confusion, her eyebrows furrowing as she tried to figure out why they’d be killed. When she couldn’t figure out an answer, she asked. “Um… why would you be executed? I’m… not familiar with Celestial Gate. I did a bit of research about it, but I just know it’s a celestine world that Mariel essentially took over via her corporation.”

      That prompted a soft chuckle from Phenar, and Sylin smiled wryly, which made her look significantly better, in Ilyra’s opinion.

      “I was the high priestess of Celestia, Ilyra. Phenar was her prophet,” Sylin said gently. “Perhaps it is different on Brightdawn, but on Celestial Gate they are particularly strict about the purity of the priesthood. If you’re found to have been defiled, the sentence grows harsher the more highly placed you were. At lower ranks, it was simply expulsion from the priesthood, then exile for higher ranks, and finally execution. In our positions… well, there’s only one sentence.”

      “Even if you had no choice in the matter?” Ilyra asked in horror, her eyes going huge.

      “The philosophy was that it was better to be dead than defiled,” Phenar replied, a dark smile crossing her lips. “At one point I believed that as well. Even for the first months after she captured us. I begged her to end my life.”

      “Mariel laughed at us. And rather than kill us, she arranged to have us rendered immortal instead, to extend our punishment indefinitely,” Sylin said, shrugging helplessly. “Our opinions have changed, however. With her frequent absences, we have had a great deal of time to pray and contemplate on our lives and beliefs. I no longer wish for death, though I wouldn’t have told her that of my own volition.”

      Ilyra opened her mouth, then shut it, feeling a little more uncomfortable than she had before. She’d sometimes heard that Brightdawn wasn’t that extreme in their beliefs when compared to some other celestine worlds, but she hadn’t really believed it. Now she was being rubbed in the face by how ruthless another world could be, and she found herself unsure of what to say. Which probably meant it was time to change the subject, and fortunately she had a ready excuse.

      “So, you wanted to talk to me about Evelyn, didn’t you?” Ilyra asked. From the way they smiled at each other, both of the women knew what she was doing, but they also didn’t object. Fortunately.

      “That’s correct,” Phenar confirmed. “We’d like to know more about her, so that we can make an informed decision about what to do.”

      “It would be foolish to refuse an offer of safety, but at the same time we need to be certain that the offer is an honest one,” Sylin agreed.

      “Right. Well, I think the best place to start is with how I met her. I don’t have footage of anything before she barged into the landing bay, but I’m told that the assassination attempt on her started when the mercenaries had a tank fire on her shop, destroying a rare gun she’d just arranged to sell to a pirate king,” Ilyra began, and as she spoke she began pulling up holographic footage from the ship archives.

      If she was going to tell them about Evelyn, she was going to do it right.
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      “You’re the best, Lyra!” Fya exclaimed, and Moon blinked as the djinn seemed to erupt from nowhere to tackle Ilyra. The celestine yelped, but fortunately she’d set down the knife she’d been using a few seconds earlier. Moon had to wonder if Fya had deliberately timed it for when Ilyra wouldn’t be holding the salad bowl, knife, or anything else. That, or it was her natural luck at work.

      “Careful! I just had a knife!” Ilyra exclaimed, staggering a little, but unlike some previous instances she didn’t completely lose her balance. It was enough to make Moon tempted to see if the enchanted devices Cherys was making would work for her.

      “But you didn’t, did you?” Fya replied, grinning as she let go of the blonde. “Still, you’re awesome, Lyra.”

      “What’s this all about?” Moon asked, her eyebrows rising slightly.

      It’d been about a day since Evelyn had left, and she was settling into a routine, if a rather different one than she was used to. Having to feed around fifty people was an enormous change, and Moon had been forced to recruit several assistants from among the rescued women. Fortunately, several of them were more than happy to help. It was also helpful that Evelyn had been generally paranoid about stocking the ship with enough food for months, and that there was plenty of food available from Haven’s hydroponic system and stores.

      Still, she missed Evelyn. So did Star, who’d decided to dive into the records aboard Haven to see if there was anything useful in the accounting sections. Moon particularly missed checking the nightly logs to see if Evelyn had tried sneaking into the kitchen for a snack again, after catching her a few times in somewhat undignified outfits. Not that she’d mentioned the incidents to Evelyn, that might have prompted them to stop happening.

      “Oh, nothing too important, that much I’ll admit,” Fya said, spinning to look at Moon with a grin, sparks flying off her vivid green hair. “But her advice led to a couple of pretty celestines joining the harem! I’m not entirely sure about their backgrounds, but I’m pretty sure they were priestesses at one point. They just have that smell around them, you know?”

      “Um… no, I’m sure that I don’t,” Moon said, blinking a couple of times, then went back to her chicken. She did not want to burn it, since that would delay the meal a bit more than she’d like.

      “Oh, right, mortal. Um, there’s just this… wafting scent of magic that is common to priests and priestesses,” Fya said, tilting her head as she wrinkled her nose and thought. “Sort of like the smell of fresh cookies? It makes you just want to take a bite out of them.”

      Moon couldn’t help another stare as she asked, “Are you sure you’re not a succubus?”

      “Oh, please. Succubi wish they could be djinni! Sometimes literally!” Fya replied, grinning broadly. “They usually end up as statues of some notable djinn in different houses back home.”

      “…I don’t know why I even ask, sometimes,” Moon said, letting out a faint sigh as she focused on her cooking. “Don’t forget to work on the salad, Lyra. We’ve got a crowd, and I don’t want to keep them waiting.”

      “Right,” Ilyra said, quickly getting back to work.

      Fya looked around the room, then nodded confidently. “Well, now that I’ve thanked Lyra, I need to get to work. And speaking of succubi, I need to consult with Zel about the former demon queen. She’s been skulking about a lot, and if anyone is going to nail her tail to the wall, it should be her.”

      The djinn vanished in a puff of pink smoke, complete with glittering sparks throughout the cloud. Moon was relieved that the smoke vanished before coming anywhere near the food, as that would have been potentially disastrous. She had no idea what Fya’s magic might do to the food. Something wondrous or something terrible were both entirely possible, but Moon preferred being able to control how her food worked out.

      “Well, that’s certainly ominous,” Moon said, focusing on the chicken more fully.

      “I really wouldn’t want to be that succubus right now,” Ilyra agreed, and as Moon glanced over she saw that the celestine was already back to work. “I haven’t seen her around, so I guess it isn’t a surprise that they’re concerned.”

      “Fair. I suppose it’ll work out, though,” Moon said, shrugging internally.

      She was happy that her job was feeding people, not herding them.
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        * * *

      

      Zelirana hummed to herself as she tracked down the ex-demon queen. Not that it was hard, since Kirinil had been reduced to the power of an average succubus. Zelirana imagined that the experience must have been incredibly galling, since that meant that Kirinil had lost centuries of work, if not millennia worth.

      Beyond that was the aspect that she’d been prevented from increasing her power by Mariel. Now that those orders had been countermanded, though… well, Kirinil could improve, but she was having trouble with decades of programming, just like the others.

      Finding the blonde succubus was effortless through the ship systems, even if she’d used a spell to give her a form of active camouflage. It didn’t protect her from all the frequencies of light, though, which was a distinct failing of Kirinil’s, but it also might be the only option that she had available to her. The succubus was creeping around near engineering, and Zelirana smirked. After a dryad, was she? Well, she was about to have a rude surprise.

      It took Zelirana only a minute to reach the hallway, making certain to move silently as she came up behind Kirinil. Then, when she was almost on top of the other succubus, her hand snapped out and caught the woman’s tail in an iron grip, speaking even as Kirinil yelped.

      “Kirinil. We need to have a talk,” Zelirana said, smiling broadly.

      “Gah! Let go of my tail, that’s sensitive!” Kirinil exclaimed, spinning around as her camouflage faded, a pained expression on her face. Her fingers curved, and her fingernails extended to become more of claws, but she didn’t attack. Which was either smart or the result of her time in captivity. Zelirana wasn’t sure which, but either way it was wise of her.

      “Oh, I know it’s sensitive. But when dealing with someone like you, it’s best to show that I know exactly how to handle you,” Zelirana replied in a near-purr, her thumb stroking along the other woman’s tail slowly. “Now that I have a leash, you’re going to come with me. Immediately.”

      Kirinil bared her teeth briefly, glaring at Zelirana with a mixture of emotions that were hard to read. Regardless of how far she’d fallen, the succubus had been a demon queen, which meant reading her would be difficult, and it was entirely possible that the only things Zelirana could pick up were being deliberately leaked, or were a facade. It wasn’t something which she could do much about without directly reading Kirinil’s mind, and even things like that weren’t foolproof.

      “Just don’t hold it so tight,” Kirinil said after a moment, her hands relaxing and her nails returning to normal. Since she was cooperating, Zelirana relaxed her grip slightly, then gestured down the hall.

      She led the other succubus to a nearby storeroom and opened it. Kirinil kept close, likely to keep her tail from being jerked or otherwise abused. Once they were in the room, which was lined with numerous crates locked in place just in case the ship lost gravity, Zelirana let go of Kirinil’s tail and turned to face her.

      “So, now what? Are you going to fuck me senseless?” Kirinil asked, licking her lips suggestively as she regained some of her confidence. Zelirana just laughed.

      “Oh, please. We both know that would do exactly nothing to someone like you,” Zelirana replied, amusement washing over her. “It’d be far more likely for me to kill you and hide your body in a convenient crate. Which isn’t part of the plan for today, I might add. You’re annoying, but not that annoying. Yet.”

      “Then why the storage room? It isn’t the most pleasant place to talk,” Kirinil asked, reading a couple of nearby labels, and almost looking interested in what they said.

      “Because it was the closest place where we were likely to get any privacy,” Zelirana said, the smile fading from her lips as she regarded Kirinil. Her voice grew icy as she continued. “In fact, I’m here to give you warnings. Three of them, as a matter of fact.”

      “What sort of warnings?” Kirinil asked, her lips curving upward as she regarded Zelirana aggressively. “I have to say, I tend not to deal well with rules.”

      “Then you’d better learn to do so,” Zelirana replied bluntly. “I’m not going to just let you go. That would cause too many problems. If you want to leave? You’re going to be banished. I know what would likely happen to you in that case, and I’m sure you do as well. Being a former demon queen at your current strength in your old domain won’t end well for you.”

      Kirinil had completely frozen in place, staring at Zelirana coldly. She didn’t reply, which was just fine with Zelirana. She didn’t like other succubi being around to begin with, and everything she’d heard about Kirinil… well, she expected things to go badly in short order. Even with the warnings.

      “Now, the warnings. First, I’ll tell you how Evelyn is likely to react if you touch anyone without their explicit permission. No, mental magic to convince them isn’t going to cut it with her. She threatened to cut off my wings and tail, and that was when we were on relatively good terms. You don’t have that advantage and have already been acting questionably,” Zelirana continued, lacing her fingers together in front of her and tapping her index fingers against one another. “Of course, that only matters if it gets to her. It won’t. Fya told me to inform you that if you cause any problems from her perspective, or sabotage the harem, she’s going to trap you in a gemstone, fully aware, and throw you into a black hole’s event horizon.”

      “That would be unpleasant,” Kirinil observed, her voice deathly calm.

      “Indeed. Yet neither of them are me. I’m the chief succubus of Evelyn’s harem, and I am not going to react well to anyone who dares screw with the pleasant position I’ve built for myself,” Zelirana said, her eyes glittering as she smiled broadly at Kirinil. “They’re both powerful, don’t get me wrong, but neither of them truly understands demons like we do. I know that there’s only one thing that would be worse than banishing you. And if you start to fuck up my position? I will hogtie you and drag you to the Market of Agonies, then offer you as a gift to the Mistress of the Market.”

      Kirinil’s face went ashen, and Zelirana leaned forward to speak softly to her. “Is that clear?”
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