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      Space within the wyrmgate’s glittering ring fractured as a glowing vortex appeared, linking it to a distant wyrmgate. Moments passed, then a starship erupted from the wyrmgate’s depths, a vessel which barely fit through the wyrmgate’s five-kilometer diameter. Other vessels followed, but they looked like minnows compared to it.

      The draconic warworld was forty kilometers long, and its exterior was segmented, almost as though the hull was covered in vast dragon scales. The armor was primarily vibrant blue, and its imposing bulk was only softened by the retracted weapons. Nonetheless, the appearance of DWW Requiem caused a brief, noticeable pause throughout the Seldonis system.

      Movement returned to normal as the titanic starship requested passage to the space station Forge around Seldonis Three, but many wondered what could possibly have brought a warworld here.
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        * * *

      

      “Arbiter. It’s an honor to see you again, though I have to wonder what could possibly be important enough to bring you here,” Evelyn said politely, looking at the dragon with not-insignificant trepidation. She could practically feel Xalryx’s mortified stare.

      Arbiter looked nothing like he had the last time she’d seen him, having taken a form which looked vaguely like a half-elf due to his pointed ears. His skin was dark brown like polished mahogany, and his straight black hair reached the middle of his back. The only hint of his draconic nature were his luminous blue draconic eyes, and he looked at Evelyn, Sriallac, and Xalryx like he could see through them. Evelyn wasn’t going to discount that possibility.

      What disconcerted her even more was how plainly Arbiter was dressed, considering his power and wealth. He was wearing simple slacks, a white shirt, and a jacket which wouldn’t be out of place in the possession of an average citizen of the core worlds, let alone one of the most powerful dragons Evelyn had met.

      “Preventing a civil war, of course,” Arbiter said, clicking his tongue chidingly. “The moment Tarkonrik heard what you planned, the Council of Grand Treasurers convened an emergency meeting and contacted me. This needs to be nipped in the bud before things get out of hand. May we sit and speak?”

      Evelyn’s eyebrows shot upward, not having expected that sort of response. Sriallac inhaled sharply behind her, and Xalryx shifted uneasily.

      “Of course, if you’d like to take a seat? Would you like any refreshments?” Evelyn asked, gesturing to the conference table. It was times like this that she was thankful Djinn’s Gift had come with very nice conference rooms.

      “No, that will not be necessary. Thank you for the offer, however,” Arbiter said, smiling at Evelyn as he chose a seat.

      Notably, he didn’t take the seat at the head of the table. Taking a hint from his actions, Evelyn chose to sit across from him, with Sriallac sitting next to her. Xalryx hesitated for a moment, then chose to sit next to Arbiter. She was a representative of the draconic clans, even if she’d become one of Evelyn’s friends, so it felt appropriate to Evelyn.

      “If I may… is this why Tarkonrik told me to delay ratifying the contract?” Xalryx asked, frowning as she settled into her seat. “He simply told me a representative would be coming, not that it was important enough to bother you.”

      “Of course he didn’t. The problem, young one, is that you aren’t looking far enough into the future. Do not misunderstand, the opportunity being offered to the Dalreen and Mellak clans is an immensely valuable one. Any clan would leap upon the opportunity with all four paws. However, the generosity of the offer is precisely what would cause a war. Not today, not this year, perhaps not even this decade, but it would lead to war,” Arbiter explained unhurriedly. “Put bluntly, the offer you’ve made would shatter the balance of power between the clans. Such a windfall for the two clans would grant each of them the wealth of any five other clans, if not more. One of the goals of the council and the treasurers is to keep all the clans relatively in balance. While it is not talked about often, more opportunities are quietly offered to the weakest clans to help keep the peace. No one sane wants another draconic war… which is why I’m here.”

      “That… explains some things,” Sriallac murmured, her eyes widening. “I wondered why the Patriarch looked both excited and concerned by the opportunity.”

      “Indeed. I hadn’t considered that, but I’m not that well-versed in politics, let alone draconic politics,” Evelyn admitted, frowning. “However, what do you propose to do about it? There’s no chance in all the hells of me organizing the salvage of half a moon riddled with mythrite. I suppose I could ‘hire’ Issek Industries to do it, since I know the entire board of directors at this point, but I’m not sure I want to worry about employees making off with the technological discoveries, and there’s the question of all the other freed captives to deal with.”

      “It’s a large, complex issue, yes. Which is why I’m involved. You might say I have experience with large, complex situations like this,” Arbiter said, his eyes glittering as he added. “I was alive and involved in the dissolution of the Draconic Empire into the modern clans, you see. Compared to determining how all those assets should be split, this is a straightforward case.”

      Evelyn’s eyebrows shot upward, and her jaw dropped open as she stared at Arbiter in disbelief. She’d heard legends of the Draconic Empire, which had originally conquered most of the first Core Worlds. Then they’d developed the wyrmgates, and for whatever reason they’d not only broken up the empire, but they’d released conquered worlds of other species to their natives. If he was that old… Evelyn wondered if she’d been underestimating him. Curiosity surged inside her, as well as a thrill of excitement.

      “Calmly, Evelyn. You’re not ready for a duel with me yet. You need to learn to use your power properly first,” Arbiter said, seemingly seeing through her.

      “Evelyn! You were nearly killed fighting a demigod! Are you suicidal?” Sriallac demanded incredulously.

      “It was just a thought! And I didn’t really get a chance to beat the jerk properly, he didn’t have a helmet and suffocated when he lost most of his power!” Evelyn protested, unable to help her blush. “Can you blame me for wondering how I’d match up?”

      “Yes,” both Sriallac and Xalryx chorused. If she hadn’t silenced the ship datanet so the others couldn’t send her messages, Evelyn suspected she’d have gotten more than just a duet. It still made her sulk internally.

      “Regardless, what did you have in mind?” Evelyn asked, ignoring the looks she was receiving. Arbiter was smiling in amusement.

      “A simple change. Rather than only the Dalreen and Mellak clan receiving the rights to salvage the artifact, all the clans will be given the opportunity to do so, with those two clans receiving double the shares of any participating clan,” Arbiter explained calmly, setting down a holo projector and activating it. “The clans as a whole will be responsible for building a wyrmgate to make salvage work easier. Discussion of the possibility of transporting it to the Rim via astral was discussed, but we do not believe it possible to shift the artifact into astral due to its size. Half of all profit from your portion of the salvage rights, including from your share, will be applied to the wholesale construction cost of the wyrmgate until it’s paid off. The clans will be responsible for tracking and disbursing payment to all rescued individuals from their portion of the salvage rights, or their heirs if necessary. Any salvageable technology will be set aside for you to determine what to do with, except that which involves the refinement of mythrite or the construction of wyrmgates, which the clans will have the right to purchase immediately at a fair price. Additionally, the clans will pay an advance equal to your expected profit for the first three standard months after the salvaging operation has begun.”

      Evelyn frowned thoughtfully, looking over the contract being projected in front of her. By and large it looked like the contract she’d set up for the two clans already. There was enough additional text that she couldn’t go over it properly… so she opened a line to Adria and sent the Doll a message.

      “Adria, would you look this over and run it through our legal software for me?” Evelyn asked politely.

      “Of course, Captain,” the Doll replied calmly. She paused for a moment, then continued. “The contract does precisely what your guest says that it is intended to. There do not appear to be any loopholes which grant rights which you wish to retain for yourself. I will note that the contract also contains a provision that requires the draconic clans to protect your claim from those who would attempt to steal it.”

      “Excellent. Thank you,” Evelyn said, relaxing a little more as she nodded to Arbiter.

      “I asked a Doll to run the contract through our legal software, and it passed the checks. If I may… why are you willing to let the Dalreen and Mellak clans get more out of this than the others, if you’re concerned about the balance between clans?” Evelyn asked, leaning forward as she looked at Arbiter.

      “Because it’s fine if some clans are somewhat stronger or weaker than the others. Gaining some opportunities and power is fine. They’ve built good relations with you, and they deserve to be rewarded for that, just as if they would have to deal with the consequences if it had turned against them,” Arbiter explained, smiling wryly. “I guarantee a number of other clans are going to be quite envious of them if you agree to this. Why, Sriallac here is going to have rivals attempting to approach her, or others coming to her to attempt to build a good relationship, while Xalryx is going to have similar issues. It’s a terribly complex situation. I’m glad I’m not directly involved.”

      Evelyn gave him a skeptical look but decided not to contradict him. He was directly involved as far as she was concerned. Regardless, she decided to set that aside as she sighed.

      “About what I was expecting there. I can’t begin to guess how many dragons are eyeing my hoard,” Sriallac said, shaking her head slowly, then leaned into Evelyn. “You’ll protect me, right?”

      “Would I ever not?” Evelyn demanded, arching an eyebrow at her.

      Xalryx coughed, interrupting gently. “Your personal relationships aside, I hope I’ve proven a reliable partner, and won’t be sidelined. That said… will you be taking the contract?”

      “Probably,” Evelyn said after a moment of chewing on her lower lip. She thought, then asked. “So… how much would this advance be? When Xalryx was helping me, we weren’t sure how much income the moon would produce.”

      Arbiter grinned at her broadly… then gave a number. Sriallac froze. Xalryx choked softly. Evelyn… decided that maybe she could afford to buy a ship or two from Caramont Yards.

      She accepted the contract.
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      “I can’t decide if I should congratulate you or whip your ass,” Madeline said bluntly, her tone exasperated as she glared at Evelyn. It took a fair amount of self-control for Evelyn to resist flinching before her mother’s vivid red gaze, which was both amusing and depressing, considering how long it’d been since her mother had last lectured her.

      Madeline was distinctive, with tanned skin, blood-red hair, and vivid red eyes. She was wearing a comfortable-looking blue shirt, tight black pants, and a black jacket, as well as her mythril wedding bracelet and a ruby pendant. She also was somehow terrifying even when Evelyn was more powerful than her and much older than she had been.

      “I thought you’d been murdered by the kingdom, and they’d sent over a dozen assassins after me, after trying to murder me for simply existing. I’m not going to claim it was a good idea, simply that I had my reasons at the time,” Evelyn replied, meeting her mother’s gaze levelly. “As for the rest… things happened.”

      “Yes, they have,” Madeline said dryly. “I received a summary from your Adria regarding events since you claimed the Daggerhound, since your summary was somewhat lacking. The historical records of what occurred with Peldra are obviously biased, but Fya’s commentary was… illuminating.”

      Evelyn did wince at that. Fya’s opinions on her actions were likely to be… less useful than the djinn might hope. What she found admirable and what Evelyn’s mother would approve of were likely to be very, very different.

      The sound of her father clearing his throat drew their attention. Calvor wasn’t as impressive as Madeline in many ways, but had rugged good looks, with a slightly deeper tan, brown eyes, and short black hair. He was lean but muscular and was wearing simple slacks and a polo shirt along with his own wedding bracelet. He also was much more relaxed than Madeline was, at least externally.

      “Perhaps, but overall, I’m proud of you, dear… even if I think you went overboard, you do have your mother’s temper to blame for that,” Calvor said, and promptly dodged as she tried to punch him in the arm, grinning. “See what I mean? She resorts to violence after a simple comment, whereas you tolerated multiple assassination attempts.”

      “Calvor…” Madeline warned, her tone deadly. Evelyn’s father didn’t bat an eyelash at the threat in her voice.

      “What? You think I’m going to get upset with her for trying to survive, or doing things she regrets?” Calvor asked gently, turning his head to look at Madeline. “After she disappeared and everything went wrong, you were talking about contacting your mother and grandmother to see if they’d help, even though you cut ties with your family. It’s been years, and our little girl has grown up and made a life of her own. Don’t get me wrong, I hate that we couldn’t stop all that dross from happening to her, but… she did what she thought she had to. I’m not going to lecture her about things long past.”

      “Thank you,” Evelyn said, letting out a sigh of relief… then stiffened as his expression turned stern.

      “That said, I’m concerned about your intentions where your ‘harem’ is concerned. It’s been made clear it wasn’t your idea, but you’ve accepted the situation. Princess Vania, an angel, an archangel, a dragon, a succubus, twin human college students, an archmage professor, a celestine noblewoman, a djinn, and two celestine priestesses… am I missing any?” Calvor asked, counting them on his fingers.

      “Fya isn’t part of the harem, as much as she likes to joke about it. We’re friends with the occasional bout of sex,” Evelyn said, somehow managing to keep her mortification at bay. “Most of the others should have ‘former’ appended to the list, but that’s mostly accurate.”

      “Mostly?” Madeline asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Mostly,” Evelyn confirmed, her eyes narrowing in return. “I’m not going to discuss my sex life, but I agreed to be a gene donor to another woman when she wanted a daughter. She’s not part of the harem, and we don’t have a romantic relationship. As for my intentions, I don’t have any. They chose to join it knowing there were no obligations, and they can leave at any time. While I think there’s some romantic feelings involved by this point, I don’t believe⁠—”

      “And the fact you had posters of the princess on your walls through high school has nothing to do with it?” Calvor interrupted skeptically. “I also note Adria looks remarkably like Her Highness as well.”

      Evelyn sputtered for a moment, a blush erupting onto her cheeks as she was brought up short, then exclaimed. “That’s not my fault! Fya adjusted her appearance and had her sitting on my bed back when she wasn’t even sentient! I gave her the opportunity to change her appearance, and she decided to keep it mostly the same. As for Vania… I don’t know. I kept her prisoner, then she shot me in the head, I rescued her, and… I don’t know! I’m not going to try to force her into something she doesn’t want!”

      For a moment the room was quiet. Then Madeline cracked a smile at last, nodding and sitting back in her chair.

      “Ah, there’s the daughter I remember. I knew she had to be in there somewhere,” Madeline said fondly, though her smile was sad. “Also, Her Highness already cornered us and confessed what happened. She also told us about your death… she’s quite guilt-stricken by it, you know. Did you really hand her the pistol?”

      The regret in her father’s gaze caused Evelyn to squirm slightly as she averted her eyes. The way her parents could make her feel like a child so easily was disconcerting.

      “…I did,” Evelyn admitted at last, sighing and closing her eyes. “At that point… I was just tired and hated what I’d become, what I’d done. You were gone and I hadn’t found a trace of you, I’d imprisoned my second crush in a tower after conquering my homeland, and I ruled through sheer power with the assistance of people I’d grown to despise. I decided to clean the slate as best I could and gave Vania a chance to not only get vengeance, but to help legitimize her rule.”

      Opening her eyes, Evelyn gave a wry smile as she shrugged. “I should’ve expected Fya to get involved, though. That… threw things off.”

      “…Alright, then. I suppose that answers the question,” Calvor said, letting out a heavy sigh as he shook his head. “Gods-be-damned prophecies. I hate that some idiot put enough stock in one to cause so much death and destruction, let alone that it drove you to that point. I’ll have to thank Fya for making sure you didn’t stay dead, and not just because it led to our rescue.”

      “Thank you,” Evelyn said, looking down and taking a deep breath, then she let it out. “So… what do you plan to do now?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Madeline replied, pausing for a moment, then changed the subject. “First, what do you have planned? I heard something about you arranging a meeting with… what was the shipyard?”

      “Caramont Yards,” Evelyn replied, pausing for a few seconds, feeling a little embarrassed, then admitted. “I’ve heard some of the others complain about sharing time with me, so I thought I’d see about splitting up the harem between ships, then spending a few months aboard each at a time. I mentioned the idea to a few of the others, and they seemed to like it, since it’d give them more time with me when I was aboard, plus it would allow them to do different things at any given time. I was going to see about buying two more ships.”

      Calvor chuckled softly, shaking his head as he spoke. “Ah, our girl has come up in the world. I thought we were in good shape after selling the farm and everything, but we’d have struggled to buy more than a small starship, and here you’re talking about buying multiple ships. I assume they’re on the same tier as this one?”

      “That…” Evelyn paused, considering for a few moments, then shrugged. “I can’t say for sure, if I’m being honest. I don’t know what I’d be getting, but Caramont Yards is better than the people which built Djinn’s Gift. I’m hoping to get ships with similar defenses at the least, though. That aside, you should be getting some funds from the dragon clans, right? An advance for the salvage rights.”

      “Eh, yes and no,” Calvor said, waggling a hand back and forth as he sighed. “While we’re planning to take their offer, they’re waiting until everyone involved has made a decision before finalizing the paperwork and sending out funds, giving us time to decide otherwise. There’s an option for a lump sum payment, which is impressive, but the estimated amounts for the installment plan is enough to make us inclined to take that one instead.”

      “Combine that with the banks having declared our accounts as abandoned and things get more complex. We should’ve banked through the dragons,” Madeline said, letting out a sigh. “We’ll likely get our money back eventually, but at the moment we don’t have anything beyond a minor payment from the Society For Freed Sapients. We’d have to get a loan or borrow from you before doing anything more. Which… in regards to our plans, I take it you aren’t settling down?”

      “Definitely not,” Evelyn said with a grimace. “I have too many enemies, and despite most of the people wanting me dead having pre-deceased me, the bounties are still active. I’d rather not risk bystanders if someone decides to have an artillery barrage target my house again. In any case, a loan wouldn’t be a problem. I have plenty of money, as I got half that damned moon.”

      “Makes sense. Personally, I intend to settle down and do something different. Maybe manage a park, or do landscaping while your mother handles interior design, since most of my work farming was managing the bots,” Calvor said, frowning thoughtfully. “Given everything, and your relationship with the dragon clans… I’m thinking to look at immigrating to one of their worlds. I’d prefer a planet, since my skills aren’t as useful aboard a station.”

      “You could easily handle controlling a habitat module or farm unit, but you wouldn’t be as happy about it,” Madeline agreed. “I’d been taking a few courses on architecture, and I think I’d like to get a degree to expand my horizons a little… and maybe take a couple of courses on how to shoot alien abductors.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” Evelyn said, the venom in her mother’s voice bringing a smile to her face. “I’ve been teaching Ilyra, Moon, and Star, so I have some experience. Personally, I think you immigrating to someplace like that would be a relief for me. While I doubt all the members of the clans will be happy with me, the sheer profit we’re bringing them will likely help.”

      “That sounds like a good idea… though with that said, what’s this about you being a gene donor? Are you saying that we’re going to be grandparents and you don’t intend to introduce us to the other parent?” Calvor asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Um… yes?” Evelyn replied hesitantly, her heartbeat quickening. “Yrisiel is… not personable.”

      Based on the expressions on their faces, that was the wrong thing to say.

      Sometimes, Evelyn wondered why she’d missed her parents so much.
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      “It always fascinates me how many people are intimidated by their parents, even when they’re vastly more powerful than them,” Zelirana said, the succubus sounding particularly amused.

      Evelyn glared at her for a moment, then asked. “Did you ever have parents?”

      “Almost certainly, but I don’t remember any of my source soul’s life,” Zelirana replied, sitting back in her seat casually. “The closest I’ve got is the succubus who taught me about being a succubus. Given her sadism, I’d happily have killed her myself if she hadn’t been consumed when she misjudged a victim.”

      Evelyn let out a soft sigh, shaking her head as she rubbed her forehead, not looking at the raven-haired, curvaceous demon.

      “Of course. I should have expected that,” Evelyn said after a moment, then glanced at Vaneryth. “Are you sure you aren’t going back to the heavens? I’m sure they’ll take you back, even if Zel’s been a bad influence on you.”

      “They would. I’m also not abandoning love, even if I was sure it was a terrible choice, which I’m not,” Vaneryth said, shrugging. The blonde, blue-eyed angel had a glowing halo above her head and had somehow caused her wings to vanish rather than having to adjust her entire wardrobe. Evelyn liked her wings, though. The white feathers were incredibly soft, at least outside combat. “I’m staying with you and Zel. Perhaps she’ll ascend one day, perhaps not. I’m patient, I can wait.”

      It was all Evelyn could do to keep from sputtering, though that might be due to the way her parents had wrung her out the previous day. She was a grown woman, and what she chose was none of their business. The biggest problem was that she couldn’t exactly blow off her frustration, since that would be bad for everyone in the region. Or the ship.

      Sadly, Seldonis wasn’t home to any kraken or kaiju she could deal with… the Core Worlds tended to keep on top of things like that.

      Still, at least she was likely to enjoy talking to the people at Caramont Yards. She’d liked Felix the last time they’d met, and he’d confirmed he’d be heading their meeting. That was why they were heading for Forge, after all. Evelyn had wanted to bring Ilyra as well, since she was thinking the celestine would make a good captain, but⁠—

      “Incoming, brace!”

      The transmitted exclamation from P3, the Doll piloting the shuttle, came an instant before the shuttle shook like it’d clipped a mountain. The seat straps dug into Evelyn’s suit hard as it felt like her stomach and other organs attempted to move up and to the left, even as shrapnel preceded by a pressure wave erupted through the cabin.

      All of which bounced off a crimson barrier, as Evelyn had instinctively raised a shield at the first warning. As air howled out of the gaping hole through both of the shuttle’s sides, Evelyn’s skinsuit activated, creating a force bubble around her head and providing air. She caught a glimpse of the same happening with the other two, to Evelyn’s relief, but she had more important things to worry about. Like shaking off the aftereffects of the pressure wave, as well as the barrage of energy beams and the twenty-four missiles hailing toward them while P3 performed desperate evasive maneuvers. The warnings screaming through the datanet warning of imminent failure of the shuttle’s spine due to the loss of structural integrity didn’t help either.

      Evelyn didn’t hesitate, dumping mana into her shield and causing it to explode outward until it fully enveloped the shuttle. The next moment one of the beams clipped her shield and Evelyn’s eyes widened.

      The beam’s power rivaled that of a battleship’s main gun, and it almost cracked her hastily raised shield, causing Evelyn to grunt, her mind racing. Then she paled internally as she sensed farther afield, cursing as she felt magic in the missile warheads.

      The attack had come at the perfect point between Djinn’s Gift and Forge, outside the range of any point defense weapons, and there was no cover. Worse, the magic in the missiles was familiar, the type designed to pierce magical shields, and they were shielded to protect them from a nova blast. Each missile was worth as much as her shuttle, at a minimum, and they were anti-ship warheads, not as small as what Jalmirkar had fired at her. She couldn’t see what had fired the attack, but that was secondary to survival.

      “Take out the missiles!” Evelyn snapped to the other two, knowing that she was the only one aboard who had a chance of keeping the shuttle from tearing in half.

      Crimson magic rippled out from Evelyn as she used her telekinesis on the shuttle. It was hard to avoid impacting the momentum of the shuttle with telekinesis, but by focusing on the structure of the ship relative to herself Evelyn was able to manage. Her magic flowed through the supports of the shuttle, and Evelyn’s will clamped down, stiffening it with her absolute refusal to let the shuttle tear in half.

      The shuttle’s unfortunately minimal guns opened fire, but Evelyn didn’t have high hopes for them taking out shielded missiles. A beam of light from Vaneryth lanced through the sky at one of the missiles, slamming into its shield, and she sensed it flickering… but it didn’t quite fall. They had ten seconds to impact, tops, and the chances of destroying the missiles in time were… bad. Her implants spat out a threat assessment, and Evelyn came to a new decision, abandoning her previous plans. This plan hadn’t been intended for multiple people and changing it on the fly would be inefficient. Ceeana was going to have words with her.

      “Don’t resist, we’re evacuating!” Evelyn told both women and P3, grimacing as she did something which was not going to be easy, and she raised a hand, her fingers flicking frantically as she dropped the shield and the telekinesis, then began ripping mana out of her emergency gems. “Emergency recall!”

      Mana tore out of Evelyn’s core frantically, and she bridged space between her and her quarters aboard Djinn’s Gift not just for herself, but for two women she wasn’t touching and a non-sapient Doll who hadn’t been in line of sight with only the barest spark of a soul. If she hadn’t set up a beacon in her quarters, it’d probably have left her flat on her back.

      The world lurched, and the next moment Evelyn fell to the floor in her quarters, since the spell hadn’t dropped her upright. Her implants hiccupped as they lost contact with the shuttle, then re-connected to the ship. That allowed her to get sensor footage just in time to see the shuttle’s wreckage vaporized by a hail of explosions fit to destroy battlecruisers… though Evelyn was confident Djinn’s Gift had sufficient point defenses to stop a similar attack.

      “—lost contact with the shuttle just before the second impact,” Star was exclaiming over the datanet. “Any signs of escape beacons?”

      Evelyn opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Adria interjected. “Evelyn, P3, Vaneryth, and Zelirana teleported onto the ship and reconnected to the network immediately after Evelyn’s shield fell. Sending medical support to her quarters now.”

      Evelyn was climbing to her feet, and she glanced over at the other three. Vaneryth and Zelirana were already halfway to their feet, while P3, in the shape of a dark elf with black skin, red eyes, and silver hair, was already on her feet.

      “Evelyn? Are you alright?” Vania asked over the network, her tone frantic.

      “Yes, I’m fine, and I think all the others are as well, but we’re going to need a new shuttle,” Evelyn replied dryly, transmitting to the entire ship this time, even as her heart began slowing. “Adria? Please take the ship to high alert and contact the authorities. It seems someone wants me dead.”

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” Adria replied calmly, to Evelyn’s relief.

      Evelyn could only wish everyone was as calm as Adria was, as the datanet erupted with the voices of her crew and her parents.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Evelyn, I’m glad to see you’re in one piece. When I heard about the attack it was a gut punch. Was anyone hurt?” Felix Caramont asked, stepping around the table as Evelyn stalked into the meeting room.

      The human hadn’t changed much since the last time Evelyn had seen him, though he did look marginally better. He had an odd glow around him, though not a literal one, and his electrum hair had been artificially grown out. He was quite pretty, and in a lot of ways his brilliant purple eyes reminded Evelyn of a rock star.

      “No, more’s the pity,” Evelyn replied, forcing some of the tension out of her back as she gave him a taut smile. “Whoever set up the attack used a stealthy ship container to hide the missiles and beam emitters until moments before the attack, and controlled them via an intrasystem FTL link, then self-destructed them once they’d fired. Evidently, they really didn’t want to be tracked down afterward, to my frustration. I’d be looking into it more, but the authorities don’t want me involved for some reason.”

      “I believe they’re worried about collateral damage,” Zelirana chimed in, following Evelyn into the room. “We know you’re really good about not hitting bystanders, but your reputation is rather different.”

      Despite having docked Djinn’s Gift in one of the unoccupied Caramont Yards docks, they’d all chosen to wear armor this time. It had gotten some nervous looks from the locals, but Evelyn wasn’t taking any chances. She’d left her weapons behind, and that was as restrained as Evelyn was willing to be at the moment.

      “I know. I don’t have to like it, but I know,” Evelyn snapped, glowering at the succubus for a moment, then let out a sigh as she offered a hand to Felix. “Anyway… it’s good to see you, Felix. I don’t suppose you have any heavy combat drop shuttles available?”

      “Not that would stand up to the sort of fire you took,” Felix said, shaking her hand firmly. “I’ve got one which could probably survive one of the beams we detected without being breached, and its point defense could probably handle four or five of the missiles, but whoever wanted you dead… no shuttle we make has the capability to stand up to that.”

      Evelyn let out a soft sigh, but she nodded in understanding. That was about what she’d expected, but that didn’t mean she and Ceeana didn’t have ideas. Those could wait, though.

      “Fair enough. If you’d add it to the list of what I’d like to look at, I’d appreciate it,” Evelyn told him, then smiled thinly. “Now, allow me to introduce my companions. The succubus is Zelirana, and the angel is Vaneryth. Ladies, allow me to introduce Felix Caramont. He’s the head of sales here and is recently married. Be nice, Zel.”

      “Oh, I’ll be nice alright…” Zelirana said, smiling slowly as she looked Felix over. “It’s lovely to meet you, Felix. I’m sure your husband is a very happy man.”

      Felix’s eyebrows rose slightly, and he gave Zelirana a wary look as he took her hand and shook it. “A pleasure, Miss Zelirana… though how you know I have a husband is another matter entirely.”

      “It came up when Evelyn was picking up Voidhunter,” Zelirana said mildly, her handshake lingering momentarily. “Only in passing, but I remember things of that nature.”

      “Of course you do, you’re effectively the ship personnel manager,” Vaneryth interjected, gently bumping the succubus in the side. Zelirana reluctantly released Felix’s hand, and Vaneryth smiled warmly at him as she shook his hand without hesitation. “As Evelyn said, I’m Vaneryth. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mister Caramont, and I’m looking forward to our discussions. I’ll try to keep Zel from being too flirty, but no promises.”

      “Ah… I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you, Miss Vaneryth,” Felix said, shaking her hand with a touch more enthusiasm, and he gave Evelyn a wry smile as he added. “I see why you warned me I might want an anti-charm item if I didn’t have one.”

      Evelyn shrugged and chose a seat, carefully sitting as she let out a soft sigh, setting her helmet on the table.

      “It wouldn’t be polite not to warn you, and considering succubi, it’s best to nip any claims of mental manipulation in the bud,” Evelyn told him, rubbing her eyes once, then glanced at him. “Now, shall we settle down to business?”

      “Certainly. If you’d all like to take a seat?” Felix said, gathering himself again.

      Vaneryth and Zelirana took seats flanking Evelyn, and to Evelyn’s amusement, the chair Zelirana chose shifted as she sat, a section of its back retracting to give a tail slot for her. That was a clever bit of engineering, and she was sure it was mechanical since there was no magic involved.

      Once they were seated, Felix sat as well, nodding to Evelyn appreciatively.

      “Now, first of all, I’ve received the letter of credit showing you have the funds for a serious discussion with us. I should also note that our current delivery time for new custom vessels is thirty-seven standard months, while our standard designs are generally spoken for eight months out. That said, we often have reservations canceled, so unless you’re looking for a full squadron or the like, the timeline may be shorter than expected,” Felix said briskly, seeming far more confident now. He paused, then continued. “Truthfully, normally I wouldn’t be handling an initial contact like this, but I like you and the presence of Requiem in-system has garnered the attention of my grandfather, and even if I hadn’t been so-inclined he would’ve insisted I do so. Now, from what you’ve said, you’re looking for ships roughly equivalent to your Astral Sojourner, correct?”

      “That’s correct. Like I said in my initial message, I’d prefer ships that have even greater defensive capabilities, in all honesty, but I’m also looking for ships that have facilities for long-term habitation. Think of them as heavily armed, luxury yachts,” Evelyn said, shrugging. “They’re for the people I care about, so I want them safe and comfortable.”

      “Good, I can work with that. Unfortunately, most of our standard designs don’t fit either requirement. Most yachts are smaller than what you’d prefer, with commensurately weaker defenses, and the bigger ones aren’t as nice. Yes, that’s mostly a question of changing internal fittings, but that’s more expensive. If necessary, you could likely refit one of them elsewhere afterward, though that would cost more,” Felix said, straightening. “However, I do have one ship whose purchaser met an untimely end recently, and his heirs chose not to continue with the purchase. That leaves it available, and it mostly fits your request.”

      A hologram sprang to life, showing a ship floating in space just outside a drydock, and Evelyn’s eyebrows rose slightly. It was vaguely shaped like an arrowhead, with a forked prow which slowly widened in a slight curve, then eventually split into four nacelles above and below which were attached to the main body. There was a curved section above and below, and the nacelles were connected by large, curving arches that looked like they had windows built into them. The ship was white, gold, and had red runes along its trim along with red racing stripes.

      “This design was custom-made, and was intended for long-distance races through dangerous regions of the astral, with heavy shields, exceptionally powerful engines, and commensurate weaponry to hold off the threats one might encounter,” Felix explained, though by his tone Evelyn got the impression he thought the races were unwise at best. “The ship is 442 meters in length, has twin docking bays between the nacelles, protected by multiple layers of shields, and is also designed to be capable of hosting large numbers of guests.”

      Evelyn studied the ship for a moment, then reached out with her implants, finding that the hologram included technical details and allowed her to rotate it, zoom in to examine different segments, and determine quite a bit. Unlike Djinn’s Gift, this ship didn’t have a single power core, it instead had two solar engines, scaled-up versions of her solar cannon which each provided somewhat less energy than a sphere of infinite lightning, but which provided a ready source of plasma for the ship’s weaponry.

      “Ilyra would love it,” Vaneryth said after a few moments, sitting back in her chair as she looked contemplative. “It’s significantly faster than the other ships we looked at, but I’m not sure I understand the shield specifications.”

      “The weapons are a little shorter-ranged than what’s aboard the Gift, but on average they appear to be more powerful,” Zelirana noted, her tail flicking contemplatively. “Are the reactors dangerous?”

      “Only if they lose containment, and they’re heavily armored, shielded, and designed to vent out the ship’s side in an emergency,” Felix chimed in. “It would cause a lot of damage but is also built to avoid the primary habitable areas of the ship.”

      “The shields are… ah, they create multiple layers so you can drop one to let it recharge without losing full integrity. Takes more space but given the design it’s understandable. Armor is solid, and… wait… this setting on the shields…” Evelyn’s eyes narrowed, then she looked at Felix. “Did you really put in a setting to turn the shields into what amounts to a massive blade so the ship could ram creatures?”

      Felix looked embarrassed as he shrugged. “The client insisted. He wanted the option to not have to slow down if a swarm of creatures was in his way.”

      Evelyn rubbed her forehead and sighed, debating on asking what it would take to remove that setting. It would probably improve the shield’s integrity by a few percent due to removing the reshaping circuits… but it’d also likely cost more. Besides, while the idea was terrible, there were occasional situations where it might, might be useful. Like when trying to fly through atmosphere or if the ship was somehow submerged.

      “Right. So, how much are you asking for it?” Evelyn asked, letting out a soft sigh.

      “Due to it having sat for a few months, I’m authorized to offer a twenty percent discount. Combined with the deposit, that’s sixty-four percent of what you’d have to pay if you commissioned a ship,” Felix said, sending the price over his implants. Evelyn winced internally on seeing the number, but it was well within the bounds of reason. She’d checked the rates of Caramont Yards before setting up the meeting, after all.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” Evelyn said after a few moments. “Are there any other options?”

      “Somewhat, though I’ll admit this option is much more complicated,” Felix said, pausing for a moment. “One of our clients recently ran into financial difficulties. The Iron Wolves are a mercenary company with a good reputation, and they’d paid for a heavy cruiser from us. I can’t go into details, but in the time since they placed their order, and the twenty percent deposit, their situation deteriorated. The interior fitting of the ship has yet to occur, but they’re looking for someone to take the contract off their hands, and hopefully recoup a portion of the deposit. The ship would be complete in a month, and we’ve briefly paused construction to assist them with finding a solution. If you’re interested, I can set up a meeting with them. I can’t share the details of their ship otherwise, I’m afraid.”

      Evelyn considered that for a moment, slightly nonplused. She did a quick search for the company and winced as she saw some recent news articles describing how the company had been caught in a security role when a war had suddenly erupted. Still, the bits she saw did indicate they weren’t a bad organization, so she could set up a meeting and do more research later.

      “I think I’d like that,” Evelyn said after a few moments, then raised an eyebrow. “That said… does their ship meet my requirements?”

      “Absolutely,” Felix said without hesitation, smiling a little more as he added. “One thing I can say since it’s incredibly obvious from the exterior? It has a spinal cannon running most of the length of the ship.”

      Evelyn blinked, and Zelirana burst out laughing.

      “That does sound like it’s a cannon appropriate for Evelyn,” Vaneryth murmured, a broad smile on her face.

      “Oh, hush,” Evelyn replied, heat rising in her cheeks.

      Sadly, she couldn’t claim that the idea of a cannon like that hadn’t increased her interest markedly.
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      “I’ll be honest, if there was any way we could get this beauty, I wouldn’t be giving her up,” Commodore Fang said, gesturing toward the viewport, his amber eyes narrowing in frustration.

      The lycan was taller than Evelyn was, and he had a wolf-like head, a gray pelt, and muscular limbs. From the way he moved, she suspected he’d give a good accounting of himself in an arena, though he wasn’t on her level. Lycans could shapeshift into a human-like form, but he obviously didn’t bother. It was probably good advertising for his company, after all. It wasn’t like ‘Fang’ had been his surname originally, after all.

      “Understandable. That’s… certainly an impressive ship,” Evelyn admitted, looking out at the vessel in the construction dock. She had to admit she was impressed.

      The ship was wedge-shaped, the better to travel through astral, and broad but relatively thin, allowing it to bring more of its guns to bear, and a massive, retractable tip of its spinal cannon protruded from the front. It had four hangar bays as well, and the ship was… sleek. Dark blue, gunmetal black, and gray, it had a sinister, deadly appearance, and it had twenty-four turrets she could count, most of them with three barrels.

      “It is. Caramont armor matrix with nanite self-repair, triple-layer shields, four lightning sphere reactors…” Fang’s voice trailed off as he stared for a few seconds, then pulled his gaze away, shaking his head. “Unfortunately, losing the second half of our pay when our employers went under means we can’t purchase her, more’s the shame.”

      “Mm. I can’t say that I blame you, you got stuck in a bad position,” Evelyn admitted sympathetically. The more research she’d done, the more she’d come to the conclusion the Iron Wolves had simply gotten a terrible run of luck. There wasn’t anything anyone could’ve done about it, so far as she could tell. “What’re you wanting for her, anyway?”

      “Half the deposit, and we’d sign the contract over to you, letting you get her for ten percent off,” Fang said, sounding like he was pulling teeth as he turned to her. “Any changes to the fitting would change the price, but that’s between you and the yards. Felix says you’d take care of her, so I’m trusting him on that… it’s hard to get information about you that’s believable.”

      Evelyn couldn’t help chuckling in response, taking a moment to shake her head before she could reply. Which happened to let Vania speak first.

      “Most of the reports are true or understate things, but some go… overboard. I’m informed that the incident where she pulled a starship to the ground involved a firing pass by a frigate which was already descending before she grabbed it,” Vania said, her hands clasped in front of her as she examined the starship intensely. “Evelyn is likely the second most powerful individual I’ve ever met. I’m not entirely certain of that due to the ball before your duel, Evelyn.”

      The former empress was standing calmly beside Evelyn, and she was wearing an armored skinsuit beneath a pantsuit. The elf was gorgeous, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a curvaceous figure. Just behind her was Rasien, another elf with similarly blonde hair and blue eyes, though her physique was more powerful and she’d cut her hair short so it could fit under her helmet. The former knight was wearing power armor, and Evelyn was mildly annoyed Rasien had been allowed to bring a sidearm aboard. Apparently, her time as a knight had allowed her to earn certifications which let her to bring weapons aboard Forge, to Evelyn’s annoyance.

      “I’m not sure how powerful I am compared to others, but don’t forget Tiran,” Evelyn reminded Vania, shrugging. “She may be dead, but I think she gave an ample demonstration of just how powerful she is.”

      “She also was using a ritual circle, but that’s beside the point at present,” Vania said, shrugging once as she examined the ship again, then looked at Fang. “You have my sympathies, however. May I ask what you intend to do if you manage to sell the contract?”

      “Repair our ships, pay out the last of the death and disability benefits, equip and arm new recruits, then find a job where war isn’t likely to break out across a border that’d been peaceful for more than a century,” Fang replied bluntly, shaking his head in disgust. “Starfire, an area which is in upheaval would’ve been better, as at least we would be able to anticipate trouble rather than it coming as a surprise!”

      “Hm…” Evelyn paused, her eyes narrowing, and she glanced at Vania curiously. The blonde didn’t give any outward sign as she sent a message via her implants.

      “I believe he’s telling the truth, and everything indicates the company is trustworthy. I was thinking it might be worth putting in a word with Issek Industries. I’m not sure they’re a large enough client for the mercenary company, or that they’d need their services, but it doesn’t cost much to make the suggestion,” Vania explained.

      Evelyn considered that for a moment, then smiled slightly as she nodded internally and replied. “That’s a good idea, and you’re in the perfect position to offer something like that. I’ll stay out of it, since I’m not one of the shareholders. Regardless, we should take a look at the ship first.”

      “Well. Why don’t we take a look at the ship. Felix said the interior hasn’t been fully fitted yet?” Evelyn asked, arching an eyebrow curiously.

      “That’s right. Oh, the vital components are installed for the most part, engines, power cores, weapon runs, shields, but they were just prepping to install life support when everything fell apart,” Fang said, waving them over to the elevator to head down to the ship. Evelyn followed, the other two just behind her. “The ship has artificial gravity, but they keep it off, since the decking isn’t installed yet. Most of the crew quarters and similar sections need to be fitted as well. You’ll want your helmets if we’re going inside.”

      Evelyn nodded in understanding as the elevator doors closed and they zipped down to the dock.

      Of course, they were halfway down when Vania asked conversationally. “So… you’re not planning to try to collect on Evelyn’s bounties, are you?”

      Fang snorted, shaking his head sharply.

      “Starfire, no. For one, collecting on bounties in Seldonis is off-limits outside of officially authorized bounties, which hers aren’t. For another, have you seen the unofficial list of how many bounty hunters have gone missing when they went after her? I like my fur where it is, thank you,” Fang retorted.

      Evelyn wanted to facepalm.
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      “…and this beauty is a Mark 23 Lightbringer Multi-Purpose-Cannon!” Armand Caramont enthused, the dwarven man waving at the ship’s spinal cannon proudly. “She has a six-meter bore, a six-capacitor array to power her, as well as secondary module slots to add up to three enchantment modules to the cannon. Based on some of our previous conversations, I might add that one of them allows it to be used as a spell cannon. That usually requires at least a half-dozen casters working in sync, but from what I’ve heard it means the module might be able to survive you using it. I’d double-check the specs before ordering one, though.”

      The room was relatively spacious, given it was buried in the middle of the starship, and it was heavily armored, likely since it was theoretically possible someone could fire down the barrel of the cannon to hit the ship’s interior, but Evelyn had to say she was impressed. She paused, examining the huge weapon before she spoke.

      “Danger of enemies firing down the barrel?” Evelyn asked thoughtfully.

      “One-way shield generators every fifty meters down the barrel, blocking outside attacks and powered by the capacitors. The firing port has thicker armor than anywhere else on the ship, and in emergencies there are three blast doors that’ll close, disabling the cannon until they’re manually opened,” Armand said without hesitation, his thrusters puffing as he drifted over to the cannon and patted it gently. “Yes, it’s a weak point, but anyone who’s trying to take advantage of it is going to quickly see the light.”

      “What makes it multi-purpose?” Rasien demanded incredulously, staring at the gun in disbelief.

      “It can be tuned for several magical purposes with modules, further concentrated for penetrating power, weakened to give a much longer firing time to function as a mining laser… or titanic welder in a pinch, or even use a magical lens to make the beam wider to take out, oh… a few dozen incoming anti-ship missiles, drones, or fighter craft,” Fang interjected. The lycan didn’t look happy about his interjection, but Evelyn got the impression he’d been making plans for the ship. He was obviously also trying to get a dig in at her expense.

      “Indeed, that it would,” Evelyn said, thinking about the ship idly, debating what to do.

      The vessel was designed primarily to be a military craft, unlike Djinn’s Gift or the other ship she’d looked at. While the individual rooms hadn’t been installed, mostly, it was obvious which sections were intended as bunkrooms for mercenaries, training rooms, a rather extensive gym, armories, and more. While it’d be attractive if finished as planned, it wouldn’t quite reach the level of livability which Evelyn would’ve preferred.

      On the other hand, despite the ship having four reactor cores, it could run on a single one of them, and the defensive abilities impressed her… as did the cannon, frankly. The idea of being able to use a spell cannon normally was incredibly attractive, even if it was a shipboard one.

      “Is there anything else you’d like to see? I think that pretty much finishes the tour of the complete areas,” Armand said briskly, pushing away from the cannon to drift though the air, his brown eyes visible through his helmet. There was atmosphere in the ship from the station connection, but it was rather stale, which was the reason Fang had suggested the helmets. “If you take over the contract, I’m sure we can adjust the interior fitting to most anything within reason. Some of the rooms could be combined, but I’d be leery of connecting decks.”

      “No… let me think for a minute, if you would?” Evelyn said, tilting her head. “I’d like to⁠—”

      “Pardon my interruption, Head Engineer, but we have an external communication for Miss Tarth,” a woman interjected over their comms, her voice breathless. “It’s a direct comm request from DWW Requiem.”

      Evelyn fell silent, a little surprised they were contacting her. Fang visibly stiffened, while Armand ran a hand over his helmet before speaking.

      “Is that right? Well, put them through to her. It’s none of my business,” Armand said after a moment, sounding only slightly flustered.

      “Sorry, I’ll keep this short if I can,” Evelyn apologized as a comm request reached her. The request went through a repeater, likely because the yards blocked outside comms, which reminded her to not say anything she wanted kept private. She also silenced her helmet to ensure the others couldn’t hear before speaking. “This is Tarth.”

      “Hello, Evelyn. My apologies for interrupting your visit to Caramont Yards, but I received information which I believed I needed to pass on to you,” Arbiter said, his voice a deep rumble even over the comms. “Our mutual acquaintance from Clan Gloryheart passed information to me regarding who was responsible for the attack on you. They requested I pass it along to the local authorities rather than you, but I believed it best to check with you first.”

      Evelyn’s eyebrows rose, and she listened idly as Vania asked Armand a few things about the options for the ship, but mostly she focused on the dragon. He could only be talking about Yrisiel, which was… unsurprising, really. The dark elf was terrifying, particularly when it came to gathering information.

      “Do you know why they wanted to avoid telling me?” Evelyn asked curiously, a little annoyed Yrisiel hadn’t simply told her. Arbiter’s reply made that clear, though.

      “The message stated they would prefer that you weren’t imprisoned, executed, or the recipient of a bounty placed by a Core World,” Arbiter replied, a hint of amusement creeping into his voice. “Personally, I believe you’d be wise enough to avoid that possibility but will admit such would be undesirable. If you insist, I’d be willing to inform you, but it’s up to you.”

      Evelyn considered for about half a moment, then asked. “Would the government be likely to deal with whoever is behind the attack?”

      “Yes. Not as harshly as you or I may prefer, but I believe our associate decided I’d be a better choice to communicate it, as they’d be reluctant to displease the clans,” Arbiter replied, his amusement growing more pronounced.

      “In that case, feel free to keep me ignorant,” Evelyn said flatly. “There are so many people after my life that I’d rather not let them take up space in the back of my mind. If the punishment isn’t appropriate, though? Let Fya know, I don’t need to hear it.”

      “Hm. I’m fairly certain that some polities would consider that a war crime… but very well. Enjoy your shopping trip, I need to test the cardiovascular health of some investigators,” Arbiter replied, laughing softly as he disconnected.

      Grinning, Evelyn activated her speakers again and spoke brightly. “Well, good news! It seems a mysterious party provided my business partners with information regarding who was behind the attack on me, and I don’t need to know who was behind it. Since my mood is much better than it was, I believe I’ll make my decision faster. Fang, I assume your company’s lawyer has already drawn up the basic documents?”

      “She has, though we’d have to put the specific details in,” Fang said, sounding cautiously hopeful.

      “Excellent. In that case, I’m offering to pay fifteen percent,” Evelyn said, then realized her mistake as he inhaled, raising her hand. “Of the twenty percent you paid them. I’m willing to pay three quarters of the total deposit, not half.”

      Fang froze for a moment, then swallowed what Evelyn was sure had been an angry protest. “That’s… a very generous offer, Miss Tarth. It’s more than we were asking for, after all.”

      “Yes, but I know what a shit position it is to be a merc,” Evelyn replied dryly. “Beyond that, I was an arms dealer for a while. I’d be happy to put you in contact with the most reputable of my contacts from those days, and I believe Vania was considering putting in a word for you with Issek Industries in the Omar and Matrin clusters. I don’t know if they’d have work for a company of your type, or even if they’d be willing to pay what you’d charge, but it’s a possibility. She’s a shareholder, and we’re on good terms with the board of directors.”

      “I’d… appreciate that, yes,” Fang said, sounding somewhat floored by the offer. Then he drifted forward, offering a hand. “It may be slightly premature, but… thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Fang. I just want to ask one thing in return,” Evelyn said, smiling as she took his hand, but didn’t try to shake it, not in microgravity.

      “What’s that?” Fang asked, a hint of wariness in his voice.

      “If anyone you know comments on the bounty, please point out the death toll,” Evelyn said simply. “I’d rather not have to kill so many people.”

      As it turned out, lycans did not sound like dogs or wolves when they laughed.
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      “Alright, time to work things out, everyone,” Evelyn said, sitting back in her chair and smiling. “I know I brought this up with you before, but I’ve been thinking to split the harem, and crew, across multiple ships. I’ve purchased two more ships, and Willow has been upgrading the systems of the Gift, so they should all be comparable.

      Evelyn nodded to the dryad, and one of the woman’s pink curls waved cheerfully in response while she smiled.

      “Yup! I’ve been adjusting and tuning systems, so once the shield overhaul is complete, the only thing we need is to upgrade the armor. I’m not sure how to do that, though,” Willow said cheerfully, tapping her chin.

      “We can discuss it later. Based on what we’ve learned about Evelyn’s magic, it’s entirely possible we’d be able to transmute the hull into a stronger material,” Ceeana said, the silver-haired half-elf archmage sitting straight in her chair. “However, I’m curious about these two ships. Perhaps some details would be in order, Evelyn?”

      “Of course. I know I’ve mentioned the basics of the two, but I should lead with the fact each will take at least four more weeks before they’re ready,” Evelyn cautioned, bringing up holograms of each of the new ships. “I’m naming the racer Song of Stars, and the other Shield of Creation. I’ve given basic orders for the renovation of their interiors but depending on who chooses to stay aboard each ship, we may adjust some of the rooms to suit you. I also need to choose a captain for each ship from those who are aboard.”

      “I’m going with you, so I can’t be one of them,” Fya said bluntly, the djinn’s hair and eyes a bright reddish-purple as she looked at the holograms, grinning. “You’ll have to pick among the others!”

      “Same with me, I’m staying on Djinn’s Gift,” Willow added.

      Evelyn just nodded, looking around the table calmly, examining those who were present. Not everyone was part of her harem, but enough were.

      Vania, Vaneryth, and Zelirana seemed relaxed, with Rasien standing just behind Vania. Adria was standing upright, the Doll’s blonde hair hanging to just past her shoulders, with two spirals of hair framing her face. Moon and Star, the twin human redheads and her cook and accountant respectively, were talking with each other softly. Ilyra’s silver eyes were thoughtful but betrayed her excitement as she stared at Song of Stars, the celestine curling a lock of golden hair around a finger.

      Cherys, the time-lost mage Evelyn had rescued, sat in her chair with her daughter Nadia in her lap, the tanned, brown-haired woman looking relaxed and unconcerned, while Nadia was staring with shining brown eyes so much like her mother’s. Next to her was Ceeana, who sat next to Alaseenah, the four-winged, statuesque blonde archangel with green eyes. Alaseenah had a small smile on her face as well.

      Sriallac was in her human-like form rather than appearing to be a gold dragon, and her gold eyes were examining the ships speculatively as she tapped her fingers together. Then there were Phenar and Sylin, the two celestine looking at the others around the table. Phenar had been the Prophet of Celestial Gate once upon a time, and had platinum blonde hair and red eyes, while Sylin had been the High Priestess and had black eyes and metallic golden hair almost as bright as Sriallac’s. Then there were Evelyn’s parents, with Calvor looking amused while Madeline just looked… disconcerted.

      Vania was the first to break the silence, her voice calm. “It will surprise no one that Rasien is going with me. After some discussion, I believe that Cherys, Nadia, Alaseenah, Ceeana, and I will be staying together.”

      “That’s correct,” Alaseenah said melodiously, inclining her head somewhat. “I also have no preferences regarding which ship we travel aboard.”

      “Indeed. I would also prefer not to have to adapt to a new ship, and Nadia has settled in to learning from her teachers here,” Cherys said in her softly accented voice.

      “They’re amazing!” Nadia exclaimed happily.

      Ceeana opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Madeline interrupted.

      “If I may… why are you planning to split up? While I heard about it, Evelyn didn’t explain your reasons,” Madeline interjected, her voice almost artificially mild. Evelyn instinctively tensed in response to her tone.

      There was a pause, then Ceeana looked at her and replied.

      “To put it simply, Mrs. Tarth, it’s jealousy at work,” the archmage replied courteously, inclining her head. “At present, there are eleven of us in Evelyn’s harem, excluding Fya. As things stand, those who are less assertive get very little attention from her, which has been deemed unfair even by those of us who are more confident. As a sort of compromise, it was decided that splitting into smaller groups would be beneficial. Evelyn can transfer between ships every few months, and those she’s with will get more attention for that period. I don’t believe it makes anyone happy, but it’s the most equitable arrangement we could decide on.”

      Madeline nodded and sat back, smiling as she murmured. “Thank you for the explanation.”

      “Regardless, that’s one group. What about the rest of you?” Evelyn asked, glancing around the table.

      “Like Willow, I intend to stay aboard Djinn’s Gift,” Adria said after a moment. “While I am willing to assist in properly programming the new Dolls you are acquiring for these other vessels, I have grown attached to the ship, and believe transferring my experience would come with unacceptable inefficiencies. A replacement would simply spread those inefficiencies to multiple vessels.”

      Evelyn blinked, but nodded to the Doll. She had to admit, privately at least, that she was still… disconcerted that Adria now possessed a soul. And that it was at least partly her fault.

      “We’re going to be breaking up our gladiator team, unfortunately,” Ilyra announced, sighing mournfully as she glanced at Vaneryth, but continued after a moment. “Originally, we were planning to stay together, but that would end up with five people on a crew, and that wouldn’t work how we wanted. That being the case, me, Moon, Star, and Sriallac are planning to stay together. Personally, I want Song of Stars. It being a racer sounds interesting.”

      “I rather expected that,” Evelyn said dryly, turning her attention to the other three with an arched eyebrow. “But what do you think about that?”

      “I have no preferences, aside from hoping one of the ships has space large enough for me to take my natural form without difficulties,” Sriallac said, amusement lurking in her tone. “From what I’ve seen of their specifications, I think Ilyra’s choice is likely the only ship which has a chance of that. Djinn’s Gift only really allows me to stretch in the gym or the docking bay, and I didn’t see many spaces where I could in the schematics of Shield of Creation.”

      Moon and Star paused, looking at each other, then Star shrugged and gestured at her sister.

      “Well… I can’t say that I’d be happy to have to move to a different kitchen, but I could be convinced,” Moon said reluctantly, shrugging once. “It’s a big change, after all, but the reasons make sense to me.”

      “I’m less attached to the ship than Moon, though I’ll admit I’d miss Djinn’s Gift,” Star confirmed, shifting in her chair, then grinned as she added. “Though I’m not playing quartermaster for three ships. It’s not happening.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to,” Evelyn said, then turned her attention to Phenar, Sylin, Vaneryth, and Zelirana, raising an eyebrow. “So… that means it’s the four of you as the last group?”

      “That’s right,” Zelirana said, grinning broadly. “Me and Ryth by process of elimination, mostly.”

      “And we’d prefer to travel aboard Shield of Creation,” Sylin said quietly, gesturing to the ship in question. “It has the most impressive defenses, which would make us feel more comfortable.”

      Phenar nodded firmly, which didn’t surprise Evelyn. She considered for half a moment, then nodded.

      “Alright, it sounds like we have an organization. Alaseenah, Ceeana, Cherys, Nadia, and Vania aboard Djinn’s Gift, Ilyra, Moon, Sriallac, and Star aboard Song of Stars, and Phenar, Sylin, Vaneryth, and Zelirana aboard Shield of Creation. Any objections?” Evelyn asked, looking around the table. When no one spoke up, she nodded. Oh, not everyone looked thrilled, but she couldn’t blame them. No one was going to be completely happy about this. Which was why she smiled and added. “By my authority as the owner of the ships, I’ll be keeping quarters aboard each ship, obviously. I’ll also be customizing them to my preferences. That said, we need to choose captains, and based on those crews, I believe the best choices are either Adria or Vania for Djinn’s Gift, Ilyra for Song of Stars, and Zel for Shield of Creation.”

      “Ah… your choices mostly make sense to me, but… why Zelirana for the last? Wouldn’t Ryth be less likely to get poor reactions from people they meet?” Star ventured, frowning. Vaneryth blushed a little, while Zelirana chuckled, nudging the angel as she grinned.

      “Simple enough. Ryth is more likely to give people too much leeway, since she’s nice. If someone tries to take advantage of them, Zel is going to cut them off at the knees. And no offense, but neither Phenar nor Sylin have the mindset to captain a ship,” Evelyn said, giving the two an apologetic look.

      “None taken, you’re right,” Phenar assured Evelyn, blushing as she cleared her throat, then added. “Though I think you’re being far too polite regarding how Zel would likely treat others.”

      “Yes, but her parents are present,” Zelirana chimed in, smiling wickedly. “She can’t exactly say that I’d cut their balls off in front of her parents, now could she?”

      Evelyn covered her eyes as laughter rippled through the room. Worse, her father joined the laughter.

      “I’d disapprove, but it’s her choice if she wants to use expressions like that,” Madeline said evenly, causing Evelyn to wince.

      “And this is a reason I think we need to get you and dad settled somewhere else, mother,” Evelyn said, lowering her hand slowly. “I think we need time to come to terms with how I’ve changed.”

      “Possibly,” Madeline conceded, her gaze fixed on Evelyn. “However, that would be somewhat more difficult if we don’t see you.”

      Evelyn didn’t bother disagreeing, since her mother was right. Instead, she looked at Adria and Vania, tilting her head. She opened her mouth, but Fya spoke first.

      “Adria,” Fya said flatly, her eyes narrowing as her hair and eyes turned a reddish-black shade. “I gave you the ship, and I don’t trust Vania as far as Nadia can throw her. She killed you.”

      “Fya…” Evelyn said, exasperation with the djinn running through her as the short, spunky djinn folded her arms in front of her stubbornly. She was interrupted by Vania, though.

      “No, I agree with Fya, if for slightly different reasons,” the elf said, shaking her head. “I was a princess and empress, yes, but I never personally commanded a ship. I’d be entirely unsuited to being captain, and considering what happened between us… no, Fya has the right of things. I’m more than happy to function in an advisory position if Adria needs assistance, or when negotiating with others, but that’s the extent of it.”

      Evelyn just stared at the elf for a few seconds, then smiled, shaking her head as she relaxed. Fya almost looked betrayed as her hair turned pink along with her cheeks, to Evelyn’s amusement.

      “If you say so,” Evelyn said, sitting back in her chair as she turned to look at Adria. “Adria, are you alright with taking a leadership position?”

      “I do not believe I’m ideally suited for that type of position, as deciding where to go next is… not something which I’m accustomed to. However, so long as the others choose our destination, I will be able to do so,” Adria replied, inclining her head marginally. “I would object, but of the chosen crew of Djinn’s Gift, I believe the only person who might be a good captain is Rasien, and her chosen duties make that position ill-advised.”
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