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      The sun’s heat permeated Evelyn’s body, and her muscles practically melted in response. Yet her pleasure was marred by the faint annoyance she always felt when laying on a beach. Oh, how she wished she could tan reasonably, but she’d learned long ago that she had two states: Pasty and burnt. That was why she’d purchased the earrings that kept her from burning, but it didn’t help with the pastiness.

      She was surrounded by the sound of waves crashing on the shore, which dampened the laughter of other beachgoers, including loudly shrieking children. They were shrieks of delight, Evelyn corrected herself, and some of them came from irritatingly close by. Evelyn cracked an eyelid, glancing toward the spot where the sounds were coming from, and let out a soft sigh. At least they weren’t congregating around her.

      Vrienne’s beaches were lovely, with white sand and surf that was a nigh-unnaturally clear blue-green, an aspect of why she’d decided that a vacation here was a good idea. After they’d finished selling off some of their acquisitions from the senne space station, of course. Better yet, none of the locals seemed to have realized who Evelyn was, which made her happy. Why, all of the others had drawn more attention than her, but none more than Fya, though Vaneryth and Zelirana came close.

      Ilyra was laying next to Evelyn on a towel, sunning herself as well, and Evelyn thought that the fair celestine was on the verge of burning, and would burn if she wasn’t careful. If she did, it would be a good opportunity for Ilyra to practice her healing magic, so Evelyn wasn’t going to stop her. More important was what Fya and Nadia were doing.

      Located about two dozen meters away, the djinn and dark-haired human child were working together on a sandcastle, and not any type of castle that Evelyn had seen before. The sand changed colors at Fya’s whim, and the curtain wall rose a good two meters in the air, with the gatehouse large enough for a child to crawl through. There was also a miniature waterfall made of sand flowing out of a section of the castle formed to look like a mountainside, the sand the color of water, while the other parts of the castle were brightly colored. As Evelyn watched, Nadia pointed at the roof of the palace, and the green-haired djinn nodded, changing the roof to be bright red in an instant. All around them, dozens of children squealed in excitement, staring at the intricate sandcastle.

      It wasn’t just children who were interested, of course. Plenty of adults were watching as well, and Evelyn couldn’t help a tiny shake of her head. Fya just had to show off. She noticed that Cherys was watching them nervously as well, which only made sense. Nadia’s mother was as far or farther out of her depth as Nadia was, and despite having gotten implants and begun learning modern languages, she was likely lost in the complexity of the conversations surrounding her. That, and she knew more about djinni, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing, as Fya wasn’t a typical example of her species.

      Also nearby were the rest of the women currently crewing Evelyn’s ship. Vaneryth got a good deal of attention simply because she had a glowing gold halo revealing that she was an angel, though otherwise she looked like a beautiful, blonde-haired and blue-eyed human. Nearby was Zelirana, a succubus, complete with tail, black-feathered wings, black hair, and deep blue eyes. Compared to them, Moon and Star weren’t nearly as eye-catching, though the redhead humans drew plenty of attention with their vivid blue eyes and attractive physiques. Of course, the fact that all of them were wearing bikinis for the visit to the beach didn’t help, and the four were playing volleyball with a quartet of young humans and elves, with both a boy and girl of each. The other team was losing, likely due to losing focus whenever Zelirana jumped. Playing with a succubus was unfair that way.

      Evelyn was surprised that none of them were playing in the surf or swimming, but she wasn’t going to argue with them, even if she had rented a couple of waterbreathing necklaces for them. Maybe they would later, but… it really didn’t matter. She supposed she could’ve just used a couple of items out of her own supplies for the ocean, but that would’ve meant finding the crate holding them. Renting the necklaces was cheap, anyway.

      She stretched, letting out a soft, happy grunt as her back popped, and Evelyn relaxed. There really wasn’t much more relaxing than a day at the beach, in her opinion, and she pondered whether she should go buy a nice, fruity drink from a nearby stand. It’d probably be alcoholic, but it wasn’t like anything local could get her drunk.

      Of course, that was the moment when she got a message from the ship, prompting Evelyn’s back to stiffen.

      “Captain, I’m picking up traffic from planetary control. Two dozen assault shuttles have taken off from the surface without authorization, and none of them from military bases,” Adria said calmly. She was the Doll Evelyn had previously named Control. “Two shuttles are on a vector that will take them near our location.”

      “Damn it,” Evelyn murmured under her breath, taking a deep breath, then asked, just as quietly. “Are they coming directly toward the beach or the ship?”

      “Not so far as I am able to determine at present. They may be vectoring toward the military base on the other side of the spaceport,” Adria replied, and Evelyn considered her words sourly… along with how much more personality the Doll showed, which was much more than she’d been showing a week prior. She had… mixed feelings about the Doll, and it was all Fya’s fault.

      “In that case, I want you to run tests on the defensive systems. If the shuttles appear to be coming within a kilometer of the ship, warn them off. If they ignore you or bluster, fire a warning shot. If they continue approaching within half a kilometer or open fire, shoot them down,” Evelyn replied after a few seconds of thought, letting out a sigh. “I really hope they aren’t going to be idiots.”

      “Hmm?” Ilyra asked, turning her head toward Evelyn curiously, just as Vaneryth unleashed a vicious spike that no one on the other team could return.

      “Yes, Captain. What if they attempt to attack you?” Adria asked curiously.

      “If they attack the beach, they’ll need to worry about being dust in the wind,” Evelyn said dryly, shaking her head, then murmured to Ilyra. “It’s nothing, I hope. Some combat shuttles coming in this direction. Nothing much to worry about.”

      “Combat shuttles aren’t much to worry about?” Ilyra asked, her eyebrows rising as she rolled over to look at Evelyn.

      “If they were frigates, I’d be a bit concerned, but not shuttles. If they’re hostile, I’ll shield us and Djinn’s Gift will deal with them. If they aren’t hostile, we don’t have to worry about them,” Evelyn explained, smiling back at the young woman. “I don’t see the point of worrying too much when we don’t have information one way or another.”

      “Oh, of course,” Ilyra replied, visibly relaxing, and she glanced over at Cherys, considering for a couple of seconds, then asked. “Do you think they’ll want to stay here?”

      Evelyn looked at the mage for a moment, taking in how she was standing. Cherys looked nervous and uncomfortable. A senne man approached her to talk, one with light purple skin and beautiful blue eyes. He was of average height for a senne, but with his physique, Evelyn suspected that he rarely wanted for company. Yet despite that, Cherys seemed to be even more on-guard against him, and after a short conversation he left her behind, obviously having noticed her discomfort. It made Evelyn want to sigh.

      “I doubt it,” Evelyn said after a couple of seconds, resignation washing over her. “I’d hoped, but perhaps we need to find a university with a proper magic program. I’m not sure that Nald will fit the bill for her.”

      “Oh?” Ilyra asked, sitting up straighter. She grabbed a bottle of water to take a drink. “Why do you say that?”

      “Nald is… it has a decent enough program from what I’ve heard, but there are certain tendencies that make me think they’d look down on her training,” Evelyn explained after a moment, frowning a little at this point, and she sat up, watching Ilyra sip her water before continuing. “It’s not likely to make her happy, not being so far out of her own time and dealing with the language and technology differences as well. She needs a group that would accept her training properly, and help her learn more about how things work now. I can’t do that, and no one aboard can, either. Ryth and Zel are too specialized, and you’re not skilled enough with magic yet.”

      “Oh. Well, I—” Ilyra began, but as she spoke, a dull howl cut through the noise of the beach, and Evelyn saw a couple of dots in the distance coming toward them, growing rapidly. The sound grew louder as well, and Evelyn scowled, flexing one hand as her eyes narrowed.

      If she had to put up a shield she would, but the pair of assault shuttles wasn’t coming directly toward them, and she saw the others turning to face them as well. Evelyn really hoped she wouldn’t have to turn a shuttle to dust. She’d had good luck with not being attacked in peaceful ports lately, and she really didn’t want to deal with the consequences of defending herself.

      Moments later the shuttles went flying past them, and a rumble boomed behind them, loud enough that one of the people still trying to surf lost balance and fell, while sand was kicked up in their wake, spraying many people… and getting into Evelyn’s half-consumed drink. That annoyed her, and she glowered after the shuttles.

      “Well, that was rude!” Fya exclaimed, her hands on her hips as she glowered at the sand castle, which had just lost a tower. The sand had sheared off about halfway up the tower, and Evelyn couldn’t blame her.

      “That it was,” Evelyn agreed. She was about to continue when she sensed a transmission coming in on her implants.

      “People of Vrienne, too long have you suffered under the yoke of the Republic’s decadent leadership, too long have they trampled on our lives! We of the Vrienne Liberation Army—” a woman began speaking, but before she could get any further, Evelyn cut off the broadcast, not wanting to listen to it, and she stood up.

      “Alright, that settles it. It looks like our vacation is over, ladies,” Evelyn called out, brushing the sand off her. “Pack up quickly, we need to return the rentals and get back to the ship.”

      “Um, mind if I ask why?” Star asked, hesitating before tossing the ball back to the other team. “I mean, that sounds like a rather worrying message, but…”

      “Do you want to be caught in the middle of a civil war?” Evelyn asked, arching an eyebrow at her. “I’ve been through one already, and that’s quite enough, thank you. I want off this rock before the locals do something stupid, like try to steal the ship or force us to work for one of the sides. It’s time to go.”

      “Heh. It’d be fun, though!” Fya replied, snapping her fingers, which caused all the color to leech out of the sand castle, and the tower rebuilt itself in an instant. The waterfall also stopped, which was likely for the best. For her part, Star flinched, then nodded rapidly.

      “It would be messy. Once is enough,” Evelyn replied, picking up her towel, then paused as she saw someone flailing in the water off the shore, and sighed. With a gesture, she sent a wave of red magic arcing out, wrapped it around the man and his surfboard, and picked them up. She pulled them to where the water was only a few centimeters deep before depositing him again. “Now, let’s go, ladies.”

      “So much for a nice night on the beach…” Zel said, giving a theatrical sigh, then waved at the other team. “Sorry, but it’s time to go! Stay safe!”

      Evelyn ignored the way the other beachgoers were looking at her, and instead focused on packing up her things. She did wish that this sort of thing didn’t seem to always happen to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Adria, why aren’t we airborne?” Evelyn asked, stepping onto the bridge and adjusting her shirt to make it hang correctly. The ship’s quarantine functions had done wonders at getting rid of all the sand, but that hadn’t helped with how her skin felt a little dry. She really needed to take a proper bath or shower to feel like she was back to normal.

      “Starport Control has discontinued all outbound flights for the duration of the emergency, Captain,” Adria replied, the blonde turning to face Evelyn, her hands folded behind her back as the Doll spoke. “They have been ignoring my repeated requests for permission to depart.”

      “Of course they have,” Evelyn replied, her eyes narrowing slightly as she considered, then shrugged. “Well, let’s not give them a choice. In two minutes, depart on a standard exit vector. Make certain all defensive systems are active, I wouldn’t put it past them to take a few shots at us.”

      “Yes, Captain. Departure in t-minus one hundred fifteen seconds,” Adria confirmed, turning to face the front of the bridge again, then paused and asked. “Do you wish for me to inform the starport of this?”

      “Sure. We’re going to leave whether they agree or no, so it’s only polite,” Evelyn said, circling around to take a seat in the captain’s chair. “Also, make sure you have a good priority list for any gun emplacements. If they shoot at us, I want to be able to get rid of them.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Adria confirmed.

      “That sounds a lot like you’re planning to shoot at them,” Moon said, and Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at where the twins had just entered, both of them looking like they’d thrown normal clothing on over their swimsuits.

      “Planning… maybe? Only if they’re stupid enough to attack us when we’re leaving,” Evelyn replied, shrugging. “Either way, we’ll find out soon enough. I don’t want to be dragged into a civil war. Even when I took over Peldra, there was a lot more collateral damage than I wanted, and too many people died who didn’t need to. I was an idiot to think that I could keep it focused purely on military targets.”

      “Why are you so sure that they’ll—” Star began, but was cut off by Adria.

      “Incoming transmission, Captain. Putting it on-screen,” the Doll said, at the same time as the holographic projector at the front of the bridge sprang to life.

      Depicted was a grizzled human with a sharp jawline and several scars. He was wearing a blue visored cap, a blue and gold uniform, while behind him Evelyn could see a few hints of what she thought was a command center. He spoke a moment later in a commanding bark that Evelyn imagined would intimidate most people. People who weren’t her, at least.

      “Djinn’s Gift, you are to immediately stand down and debark your ship. Your vessel is being requisitioned under Section Thirty-Seven of Vrienne’s military code, by my authority as Admiral of the Fleet,” the man said, his gaze icy as he continued. “Attempt to depart and you will be fired upon.”

      “Well?” Evelyn asked, raising an eyebrow at Star, who blushed in embarrassment.

      “Ah… never mind, obviously I was wrong,” the young woman replied, shrugging helplessly. “I just didn’t expect…”

      “We have the equivalent of a heavy cruiser. I think Vrienne has five of them in total,” Evelyn replied, turning back and letting her gaze harden as she continued. “Adria, open a channel in return. I think I need to inform this Admiral of his mistake.”

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” Adria replied immediately. “Communications channel open.”

      “Djinn’s Gift here, and I am it’s captain. Your demand is refused,” Evelyn said, looking toward the hologram levelly. “If you attempt to fire on my ship, I will destroy any emplacement or vessel which makes the mistake of getting in my way.”

      Almost instantly the man replied, scowling. “Are you attempting to make an enemy of the Republic Navy, Captain? I am not joking, stand down or suffer the consequences!”

      “Are you trying to make an enemy of me, Admiral?” Evelyn retorted, sitting up in her chair, her gaze and mood hardening. “Did you not even check to see who I am? If you wish to make me side with your rebels, please, be my guest. I had no intention of getting involved in your conflict, but if you’re going to be a fool, that’s your choice.”

      “Who you are? I—” the man began, then cut off as his eyes grew slightly distant, then Evelyn saw the blood drain from his face. He focused on her a moment later, his arrogance fading into what she thought was fear. “Evelyn Tarth?”

      “Yes, that’s me. And I must say, I give your intelligence community failing marks. I informed the spaceport of who I was when we came out of astral,” Evelyn replied, baring her teeth as she looked at him angrily. “Now, then. I am leaving. If anything fires a shot at my ship, I will vaporize whatever fired. Is that clear, Admiral?”

      “Of course. My apologies, Captain Tarth, I will have to have words with my intelligence officer,” the man replied, taking a deep breath. “I’ve sent orders to allow you to lift immediately. Safe travels.”

      “Thank you,” Evelyn replied, cutting the channel with a thought, then glanced at Adria. “You didn’t lift on schedule.”

      “You were in the middle of negotiations. I gave seventy-three percent odds that they would fire upon us if I lifted on schedule, where the odds would approach zero if you were allowed to conclude negotiations. That being the case, I believed that you would wish for me to delay,” Adria replied, inclining her head slightly. “Receiving departure instructions from Starport Control now. Initiating lift-off procedures.”

      Evelyn felt the sensation of the ship lifting off, and she could practically imagine the water falling from the ship’s gleaming curves. Which brought to mind all the various biological hazards she could be bringing with her… but part of the lift-off procedure was decontaminating the surface of the ship, so it wasn’t like she needed to give orders to have it done.

      “You’re not wrong,” Evelyn admitted after a moment, glancing at Adria again. “You’re showing a great deal more initiative than you were before we left the mining station.”

      “At that time I was attempting to minimize any irritating aspects of my personality, due to misinterpreting your discomfort with me, Captain,” Adria explained, shrugging marginally. “Fya’s explanation clarified what the issue was, and I have adjusted my actions accordingly. If you wish for me to revert, I will do so, as your comfort takes priority.”

      Evelyn examined her for a moment, then shrugged, letting out a sigh as she glanced at Moon and Star, who’d moved to take a couple of seats. She found it amusing that Moon had taken the seat where she could monitor Life Support, while Star was in the navigation assistant’s seat.

      “I’ll think about it,” Evelyn said, pausing for a few seconds before she added. “If anything, it’s just that you unnerve me slightly. You’re a bit too much like Vania, now.”

      “My apologies, Captain. I believe that I would be able to adjust my appearance somewhat if you would prefer. While the maintenance unit is not capable of large changes, it is able to make minor adjustments to our appearances,” Adria said.

      “Another thing I’ll have to consider. Gods know how she’d react if we ran into her,” Evelyn said, barely keeping a grimace off her face at that thought. “Either way, time to leave.”

      “Of course. May I ask for a destination?” Adria asked.

      “Um, set it for… Janton,” Evelyn replied after a few seconds of thought. “It’s a bit farther away, I’ll admit, but has a good university for magi.”

      “Acknowledged. Setting course, estimated transit time is six days,” Adria replied immediately.

      “Excellent,” Evelyn said, nodding slightly, then glanced at the twins. “Now, then… is there anything you wanted? You don’t come to the bridge often.”

      “Well… I did buy a biosciences chip when we got our bonus, so I’ve been trying to figure things out,” Moon said, blushing a little as she looked away, shrugging. “I just figured it’d be good for taking care of hydroponics, and I don’t think we have anyone who specializes in life support.”

      “Ah, so that’s why you went shopping, not just for clothing,” Evelyn said, a smile playing across her lips. “Learn much, yet?”

      “Not really. It’s only been a few days, and this is complicated. I can read it, and understand some of it, but not much,” Moon admitted.

      “That’s normal, at least for things as complicated as the sciences,” Evelyn said, shrugging as she thought back to her abortive attempt to learn high-level enchanting with a skill program. It hadn’t gone well, and she’d removed the program after a few weeks of headaches.

      “That’s what I told her,” Star said, grinning a little as she continued. “Though I’m not following my own advice. I was looking at the different roles aboard a ship, and decided to try filling the science officer post. I’ve just been getting a bit of a headache since loading the program.”

      “Ah. I’d suggest keeping a careful eye on it, then,” Evelyn warned her, sitting up straighter. “I was just thinking about a skill program I tried years ago which was just too detailed for me to handle. I didn’t have the proper background for it, which made it hard on me. I ended up spending several weeks getting incredibly painful headaches before I removed it. If you’re getting them after a week, I’d consider getting a more basic program to brush up on the sciences, then use the advanced ones.”

      “Really? You had it give you headaches?” Star asked, her eyebrows rising.

      Evelyn rolled her eyes, standing up as she gave them a wry smile. “Look, as much as Fya and other people seem to play up my power, I am not invincible. Despite a solid immune system, I get sick, I get headaches, and as evidenced by the fact that all of you disagreed with me over the ship’s color scheme, I’m not the best with choosing colors that people would prefer. I’m not perfect.”

      “I would’ve rather guessed, after seeing the damage your armor took in the station,” Moon murmured, though she looked more cheerful than she had before.

      “I’d say that you should’ve seen the other lady, but there wasn’t exactly anything left when I was done,” Evelyn retorted, heading for the door. “Now, since our visit to the beach was so rudely interrupted, I’m going to spend a bit in the hot tub. Anyone care to join me?”

      “Me!” Star said, scrambling to her feet. “I barely got any time in the water before we had to leave.”

      “Just because you were too busy teasing Lyra about how conservative of a swimsuit she chose,” Moon countered, standing up to follow.

      “It had to be done!” Star retorted. “Seriously, it had a skirt, at least until I convinced her to replace it!”

      “Everyone has their own preferences,” Evelyn interjected, but she couldn’t help rolling her eyes.

      She’d never expected for things to turn out like this when she decided to shred a group of mercenaries for the crime of trying to assassinate her. The fact that four women had joined the harem Fya had decided to form for Evelyn mystified her even more.

      Still, it was their choice, and she wasn’t about to argue about it. It wasn’t her decision, and she certainly enjoyed their company.
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      Vania looked through the window as her ship left orbit, resisting the urge to frown.

      Taking control of Peldra had turned out to be far easier than ruling it, as she’d learned over the last eight years. Oh, she’d dealt with the crises that cropped up as best she could, and rebuilt after Evelyn’s rule. She found it ironic that Evelyn had allowed her to root out a great deal of the injustices that had crept into the system, but that didn’t mean that she’d been able to fix everything. No, she had plenty of opponents, and the number of them was steadily growing, especially since she was resisting calls to make a marriage of state. She didn’t want to have reclaimed Peldra just to merge it with Deimal or Katrin.

      “Is something the matter, Milady?” Rasien asked, and Vania let out a soft sigh, turning to face her bodyguard.

      “Nothing I can put a finger on, no,” Vania replied, smiling wryly at the athletic, blonde elven warrior. She wore a uniform rather than her armor, one primarily white with blue trim, and Vania thought it looked good on her. “I suppose I’m just concerned about leaving Peldra for the conference.”

      “I can’t say that I blame you, but if there’s a chance of forming a proper confederation with the other elven nations across the cluster…” Rasien said, pausing, then shrugged. “If we’d had that, we probably wouldn’t have lost to Evelyn to begin with.”

      “I know. And it isn’t like insisting on a location that wasn’t neutral would have helped any. They likely would’ve chosen another country just to spite me,” Vania replied, shaking her head. Then she changed the subject, curiosity surging through her. “Have you heard anything more about her, for that matter?”

      “Not much more than we talked about yesterday, no,” Rasien said dryly, giving Vania a look of long-suffering patience. “There isn’t any more information than those rumors about her fighting a goddess aboard an abandoned senne mining station. As much respect for her power as I have, I sincerely doubt that she managed to defeat a goddess.”

      “As do I. I was mostly curious, since it sounds unbelievable,” Vania said, moving to the nearest chair and taking a seat, then let out a soft sigh. “I just wish that everyone would leave me alone where she’s concerned. She’s killed all the assassins sent after her for seven years, what makes them think that offering a larger bounty would help, aside from irritating her enough that she might come after us?”

      “I suspect they’re trying to get your support more than anything else,” Rasien said, shrugging.

      “You know why I don’t want to,” Vania replied softly, her emotions swirling for a few seconds, before finally settling on a faint sense of… shame, perhaps.

      “Oh, I do. I don’t agree with it, but I understand,” Rasien said, letting out a sigh as she circled around to where Vania could see her more easily. “You weren’t kept in the prison for two years. A prison, perhaps, but not as bad as what I was in. I’m not about to forgive her for that.”

      “I know. I just feel like I know her better than you do, which influences my opinion somewhat,” Vania replied, smiling at Rasien helplessly. “Either way, there’s not much to be done about it. She has her starship, and doesn’t appear to have much interest in us.”

      “Thank the gods,” Rasien murmured, which prompted a laugh from Vania.

      Turning her attention to the window again, Vania began going through the information she had regarding the various proposals for the confederation. She had to figure out what the parliament she’d put together would accept, and what was going too far, even for her. The next couple of weeks would likely be difficult. Still, at least the time in astral would give her something approaching a vacation, and she wasn’t going to have anyone suggesting she marry so that the empire had an heir.
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      Among the crew of Peldra’s Pride, Tayla Renn wasn’t that notable of a member. She was a skilled enough engineer to have gotten a position aboard the empress’s personal cruiser, certainly, and she didn’t have anything notable in her background for the security teams to notice. That was the entire reason that she’d been chosen, for that matter.

      Korrix was a skilled infiltrator, and she’d found it shockingly easy to mimic Tayla, as quiet and unassuming as the young woman was. It was almost a shame to replace her, as it meant that Korrix had to be equally timid, but it allowed her to do what she needed to with ease. The other engineers barely paid her any attention beyond their typical greetings and discussing what work needed to be done. She didn’t mind, since it allowed her to plant the worm she’d been given easily, as well as all the other preparations she needed to make.

      Most of the explosives were in key positions, while appearing to be innocuous objects that no one would think twice about when they saw them. Add to that the gas that would flood several important rooms, including both the bridge and the auxiliary bridge, and Korrix was certain that it would be easy for her to disable the ship once it was time. The key would be to do it when the empress’s bodyguard was away from her.

      “Just a bit more…” Korrix murmured to herself, so quiet that not even someone next to her would be able to hear properly. It was taking some work to carefully sabotage the Captain’s armor so that Rasien would be forced to do maintenance when she discovered it in the morning, and it was even more difficult to do it in such a way that it looked like an accident. Planting another program in the armor’s computer was easy by comparison.

      “There,” Korrix murmured, satisfied at last, and she smiled, putting away her tools, then glanced around, making sure that everything else in the armory was as it should be, then stood up and headed for the door. She had another three minutes before the looping footage she’d set up would end, but it was important not to leave any more evidence than she had to.

      The important thing was to ensure that everything went off as planned. If this succeeded, she was going to get a promotion, and that would make it worth every minute of drudge work she was being forced through. The thought was almost enough to make Korrix dance, though she refrained. Tayla never danced.
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      Traveling to Janton meant leaving the Matrin cluster. Not that it meant much to those crossing the border of a cluster, Evelyn knew. The only reason clusters were a hundred AU across was because that was the maximum distance a faster-than-light link could reach from a hub system. Evelyn supposed that someone could create hub systems every fifty light years, but in practice they’d turned into loosely aligned coalitions, or at least into trading partners. It didn’t help that the dragons seemed to encourage it, as they tended to put wyrmgates into the major hubs, and often skipped the border systems that linked one hub to the next.

      Which was likely rather intentional, come to think of it. Dragons tended to be territorial, after all. Djinn’s Gift was bypassing the hub system as they headed to Janton at a steady pace, though.

      On the other hand, Evelyn was growing unfortunately used to hearing what sounded to her like a small, screaming missile go flying down the corridors at random intervals. The first time she’d checked, she’d seen Nadia running at top speed, with Zelirana in hot pursuit. Why the succubus of all people loved the child was beyond Evelyn… though she supposed the demon could just be getting the girl used to her presence for when she was older. Evelyn would have to keep that in mind.

      Other than that, the trip proved rather relaxing. She had time to catch up properly on armor maintenance, went through the magazines about some of the recent advances in military tech, and even got some programming done on her video game. Unfortunately, the recent bevy of women demanding her attention was putting a crimp in her progress. Evelyn was trying to decide if that was a good or bad thing, but every time she had a meal cooked by Moon, she felt the scales tip a bit toward the ‘good’ side. Evelyn could get used to eating like this without the politics that ruling a country had entailed.

      They were just a few hours out from Janton when Cherys came looking for Evelyn. Unlike the others, the time-lost woman didn’t leave Evelyn alone when she was in the observatory, which was the reason she knew who it was when the door chimed, then opened.

      Cherys didn’t even blink as she took in the sight of the observatory, where Evelyn appeared as though she was reclining on a couch in the middle of the astral, shimmering orange and purple clouds surrounding them while a white star blazed above. Instead, the brunette took a confident step inside, wearing a modern dress of shimmering white fabric. She was rather pretty, now that she’d cleaned up.

      “Hello, Cherys,” Evelyn said, looking away from the hologram showing her the statistics of the different spells and weapons in her game so far. They needed tweaking, but looking at them could be dreadfully boring at times. Her lips quirked into a smile as she added. “I’m amused, you’re one of the only people who doesn’t hesitate to enter when I have the room like this. The only others are Fya, Zel, and the Dolls.”

      “I think of it as an illusion,” Cherys replied, her voice still accented, and with the occasional pause as she considered her words. She hesitated, then admitted. “It would be less pleasant if… it was more like where we were stranded.”

      “Ah, of course,” Evelyn said, nodding in understanding as she realized what the woman meant. The nice thing about magi was that they tended to be more flexible when it came to surprising situations. Not all of them, but many were. If Cherys weren’t that resilient, she likely wouldn’t have survived getting dumped in the astral with her daughter. Evelyn couldn’t blame her for disliking that particular part of the astral after her experience. After a few seconds Evelyn asked, “How are you adapting? I know that the implants take some getting used to, even for those of us who grew up with them.”

      “I’m confused, but adapting. Vaneryth and Zelirana have helped us greatly,” Cherys said, walking over and taking a seat on one of the other couches. She paused for several more seconds, then asked softly. “May I ask your advice?”

      “Of course. I won’t guarantee that my advice will be good, or even pleasant, but I don’t see any reason to keep it to myself,” Evelyn said. She even deactivated the holographic projector to ensure it wouldn’t distract her.

      “Is there any place where I will feel at home, here in the future? Your present,” Cherys asked, waving at the star above her head forlornly. “Fya helped me find what became of my world, and while I recognize some of the land… everything else has changed more than I could imagine. Only the greatest works of our time still survive.”

      Evelyn resisted the urge to sigh, as the question wasn’t what she’d hoped for. This was more a philosophical question, and those… she wasn’t good with. If it’d been a simple question, like what planets with a primarily human population had the best food, she might be able to help. Maybe. But no, instead she had a question that was completely out of her field of expertise.

      “I don’t know,” Evelyn replied after a few seconds, looking at Cherys directly. “I am not you, after all, and I don’t know what it is that would be your ideal home. A country that focuses on magic? I know of seven good ones, all of which have at least some human inhabitants. If it’s a more… subdued, down to earth society you’re wanting, you’ll have a little harder of a time, but there are plenty of worlds that have small communities that are more on the outskirts, and some of the rim worlds are like that. Primarily humans, orbital habitats, and even a few people who choose to live aboard generation ships that ply the stars via normal space or the astral… there are all sorts, Cherys. I don’t know what would fit you, though.”

      “Ah,” Cherys murmured, though she didn’t seem surprised. She waited for a few seconds, then asked. “Why the world we are approaching? Janton, I believe the name was.”

      “That’s right,” Evelyn said, relaxing as the subject grew less subjective, that was a nice change. She pursed her lips, then continued. “Janton is just over the border in the Tassen Cluster, and while they only have a single inhabitable planet at present, they have a rich asteroid belt and have a planet in an even more promising position which they’ve been terraforming for just under two centuries, so it should be habitable soon. Their university isn’t well-known yet, but they have an unusually large magical college, and appear to be trying to build up their reputation for enchanting to corner the cluster’s market for that industry. I thought that it might be a decent fit for a woman of your skills.”

      “I understand,” Cherys said, nodding slightly. She waited for a couple of seconds, then let out a soft sigh, shaking her head slowly. “I will have to think. I do not know what to do. I envy Nadia, in that regard.”

      “The life of a child is simpler than that of an adult,” Evelyn said, shrugging. “They tend to adapt to new circumstances more easily. I’m sorry I don’t have answers for you, not true ones. If there’s something I can do within reason, please ask.”

      “Thank you,” Cherys said, smiling a little more as she asked hopefully. “I do not suppose you can tell me how to become as powerful as you are?”

      Evelyn laughed, grinning back at the woman. “I’m afraid not, Cherys. If I knew, almost every mage in the galaxy would be clamoring for my secrets. Alas, it’s an inborn gift, not something I can share.”

      “Mm. I thought as much, but had to ask. The security power brings would be pleasant,” Cherys said, standing up again. Evelyn’s smile faded a little, and she looked up at the star blazing above them for a second.

      “Power does help,” Evelyn said at last, looking at Cherys calmly. “It draws its own host of problems if you have too much power, though. In either case, I believe you have the skill and potential to go far, but who am I to say for sure? It is up to you and the universe to decide.”

      Cherys paused, then inclined her head and left the room, a thoughtful expression on her face.

      Once she was gone, Evelyn pondered for a few seconds, then activated the holographic projector again. While she didn’t like statistics, if she was going to create a game, she was also going to try to do it right.
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      “Astral emergence. Minimal emergence deviation,” Adria reported, the Doll standing beside the Captain’s chair, perfectly poised and calm. “Scanners register no other ships in the emergence zone, two frigates with Janton System Defense identification, the starbase Nevrim, along with four docked merchant ships, are within five light-minutes. Threats minimal.”

      “Thank you, Adria,” Evelyn said, examining the holographic readout of the system, noting all the vessels moving through it. There were a few more JSD ships that the Doll hadn’t mentioned, but they were patrolling the system and rather far away. The icon that drew her eye was the DGS Worldwaker at the third planet in the system, but Evelyn made certain not to say anything about it. Not yet… though her mouth was practically watering as she thought about it.

      “This… isn’t that nice of a planet, is it?” Ilyra asked, looking at the screen dubiously. “I’m seeing a lot of sand.”

      “It isn’t quite as bad as it might look,” Evelyn replied, giving her a wry smile. “Janton is arid, yes… that’s due to how small the oceans are in comparison to some other habitable worlds, but it has some regions that are much nicer than the others. Based on what I’ve seen, most of the major cities are located near the oceans where they have a climate that’s a bit more tropical. There are communities elsewhere, of course, and they rely both on the magi of Janton’s university to generate rainstorms and a variety of water conservation technology. I believe they’re somewhat ahead of most other worlds when it comes to the latter.”

      “I’m mostly surprised that you know all of this,” Fya said, looking at Evelyn suspiciously, a gleam in her eyes. “You don’t know this much about worlds on the opposite side of the Matrin cluster, and this is farther away than most of those. Did you do research when I wasn’t looking?”

      Evelyn sniffed and spoke calmly, not even looking at the djinn. “I’m quite certain that someone who makes jokes in extremely poor taste and who didn’t have the common decency to let me strangle her doesn’t deserve an answer.”

      “Are you still grumpy about that?” Fya demanded, giving Evelyn a hurt look. “It didn’t hurt anything, and it finally got you to name poor Adria!”

      Evelyn ignored her… as well as the soft giggling from the others in the room. And how Vaneryth sighed softly and threw Zelirana a mythrite token. And… well, pretty much everything else, for that matter. She wanted to hang on to what shreds of dignity she still possessed. The problem with having people around all the time was that sometimes they saw you when you were wearing your fuzzy slippers and nightgown while you rummaged through the kitchen for a midnight snack, and suddenly your fearsome persona vanished like a puff of smoke.

      “Comm request, Captain,” The Doll at communications said, pausing for a moment, then corrected. “I misstated. Nevrim Control is asking what our business in the system is.”

      “Ah, one of those systems,” Evelyn said, nodding in sardonic understanding, and she shrugged. “Give them our standard ID code and inform them that we’re here primarily for rest and recreation, and to look into the Janton University of Magic.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the Doll replied immediately. “Message sent. Awaiting response.”

      “Based on how long the first message took, I’m not guessing we’ll get one for a while… or they’ll just send us an automated message,” Evelyn murmured, sighing as she shrugged. “I never heard anything about this aspect of visiting Janton.”

      “Um, if that’s the case… do you mind if I ask why you know about the system?” Ilyra asked hopefully as she waved at the screens. “I did study what there was in the ship database while we were on our way here, and Janton doesn’t seem like it’s that exceptional. I suppose its university is interesting to magi, but you haven’t been the type to attend universities, from everything I’ve heard.”

      “Asking for Fya, is it?” Evelyn asked, then quickly grinned as Ilyra blushed. After a few seconds, Evelyn relented and explained. “I’m just teasing, Lyra. No, you’re right about me not paying that much attention to universities, and I haven’t attended any mage colleges, either. I did learn a little in high school, but just the basics all the students learned. No, I learned my magic as an apprentice to a proper mage. Who’s going to kick my ass for everything I’ve done if I ever run into her again.”

      Whatever questions the celestine had been formulating died unspoken as not just Ilyra, but everyone in the room except the Dolls stared at her.

      “Ah… pardon me, but are you saying that your old teacher is more powerful than you are, Evelyn?” Vaneryth asked carefully, the angel’s eyes wide. Evelyn rolled her eyes.

      “No, of course not. I could blow her through a mountain at this point. But she’s my old teacher, and I’m not going to do that, so she’ll take advantage of our relationship,” Evelyn said sourly. “Not that I don’t deserve it.”

      “Oh, good,” Ilyra murmured, looking visibly relieved.

      Evelyn rolled her eyes again, since she thought they were being silly. If there was someone like that around, there was no way in all the hells that Fya wouldn’t have caught wind of them, so she wondered what was going through their heads. Truly, some people were hopeless.

      “That doesn’t answer why you knew about the system,” Zelirana said after a couple of seconds, polishing the token in her hand thoughtfully. The token was a disc of silver plastic, and Evelyn knew the only reason they had any of them was for the card games that periodically happened in the dining room. Games that Fya had recently been banned from, when the others learned she was able to manipulate probability as easily as she breathed.

      “No, it doesn’t. However… that does,” Evelyn said, and a thought through her implants caused the system hologram to zoom in on the icon of the DGS Worldwaker.

      “DGS? What’s that?” Ilyra asked, tilting her head.

      “Ooh, is that a dryad ship?” Star asked over the comms, a hint of eagerness in her voice. “There aren’t many of those around!”

      “Yes, it’s a dryad ship. DGS stands for Dryad Grove Ship, Lyra,” Evelyn explained, smiling a little more as she nodded. “As for why they’re not common, it’s because dryad ships are incredibly difficult to build, and have some of the least efficient uses of space of any ships in the known galaxy. Even dragons build ships more sensibly. On the other hand, they’re just about the best terraformers you can contract for some planets.”

      “Yes… but why are they the reason that you know about the system?” Zelirana pressed, a slight smirk on her face.

      “Dryads are amazing,” Evelyn said firmly, looking at the ship wistfully. “I’m going to have to pay them a visit while we’re here.”

      “Aha!” Fya said triumphantly, pointing at Evelyn as she grinned. “So that’s why you were so involved in the land redistribution after founding the empire!”

      Evelyn frowned at her, and the others looked at one another in confusion. Vaneryth spoke softly. “An explanation would be desired, if you are willing to give it.”

      “Oh, it’s simple! When we conquered Peldra, then the other two kingdoms who decided to take advantage of the conquest and got conquered in turn, there were a bunch of people who were killed or deposed,” Fya explained enthusiastically, her hair crackling a bright neon purple now. “So that land was redistributed. Milady was really involved in the bill, and everyone thought that it was because she wanted to be sure that the people she thought deserved land got it. Part of the decrees were also bits about new Imperial lands, though, and I remember there was one part that strengthened the rights of fey and dryads on their own public lands, to the point of giving them limited sovereignty. It was a footnote, considering the wailing that so many other people made over the other changes, but I remember it! That’s why you were involved, isn’t it?”

      Evelyn sniffed softly, rolling her eyes as she replied. “It wasn’t the only reason, but yes, it’s part of the reason. If it weren’t for dryads, I might not have ever met you. They sheltered me for a time after I ran away, until I met the rebels.”

      “Oh! That’s neat!” Ilyra said, her eyes brightening in understanding. Evelyn considered and was about to speak further when the Doll at Comms spoke up.

      “We have received a message from Nevrim Control, Captain,” the Doll reported. “They have welcomed us to Janton space, and request that we contact them if we wish to dock. Otherwise, we are requested to contact Janton Landing Control if we wish to visit the planetary surface.”

      Evelyn paused for a few seconds, then shook her head, letting out a soft sigh. “Ah, yes… I forgot about this sort of place. Ah, well… I suppose we’ll just have to figure things out for ourselves. Adria, please put us into a parking orbit where we can easily access Janton Landing.”

      “Yes, Captain. Helm, set a course,” Adria ordered, and the helmsDoll acknowledged, putting in a course and setting them on their way. Evelyn might have been concerned about a ship emerging from astral too close after this long in the emergence zone if she hadn’t seen how few ships there were in the area. Besides, even if someone tried to emerge too close to another ship, it was virtually impossible to manage.

      “Alright, everyone. I don’t know if we’re going to be able to go down to the surface today, but it looks like it’s night down there, so we’ll see. I want to make sure we can visit the university before we set up a visit. For all I know, the second they see my face they’ll scramble the entire fleet,” Evelyn told the others, and Fya giggled softly.

      “If they do, they won’t last long, considering what we can see of those,” the djinn said, nodding toward the nearby frigates derisively. “Their specs are terrible.”

      “Careful, Fya. They could have a battleship, or even a dreadnaught,” Evelyn cautioned. “Even if one was as outdated as the frigates, that’d be more than I care to face in battle.”

      “I doubt they have the budget for something like that,” Star chimed in. “I’ve accessed the local datanets, and it doesn’t look like Janton has that huge of an economy. Oh, here’s their fleet registry… yeah, they’ve just got a couple of heavy cruisers for big ships.”

      “Good enough. Anyway, if you’re planning to go down, it might be worth taking a nap. We’re going to be about six hours offset from them,” Evelyn said, and the others nodded. She sighed and stood, stretching as she considered what to do. Then she shrugged and headed for her room, since she could do her research from there easily enough, and she wanted to follow her own advice.

      That said, she did wonder why Cherys hadn’t chimed in at any point. It could be that she just wasn’t comfortable sending messages over the network yet, but that was the easy answer. Evelyn didn’t think that was everything there was to it, but she also wasn’t going to pry. It was Cherys’s life, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Truly? One of your… impressive reputation wishes to visit the university?” Doctor Ray asked, his bushy eyebrows rising slightly in the hologram. The man was, as far as Evelyn could tell, the dean of the university, and the dark-skinned man’s response had been gratifying. Though she was curious why she’d gotten to him so quickly after reaching a secretary.

      “That’s correct,” Evelyn replied, smiling at him as she continued. “Though I’m a touch surprised that you’re taking it so calmly.”

      “Yes, well, I’m certain that some of the others would be panicked, but personally I’m quite intrigued. I’ve heard a few things about you over the last few years, and I wanted to ask you some questions. For instance, did you truly pull a warship out of orbit with telekinesis?” Doctor Ray asked eagerly. Evelyn smiled even more widely at that; she couldn’t help herself.

      “For varying values of warship and orbit, yes. It was a small frigate, and it was in extremely low orbit, if you can even call it that. The ship was only thirty kilometers up and was vectoring downward initially for a strafing run. That made it easy for me to accelerate it, and by the time they could react, they were fighting their own momentum, gravity, and my magic. It made it far easier than it would have been otherwise,” Evelyn explained, amused by how he was nodding along, obviously listening closely.

      “Of course, of course… however, I note that you didn’t say you couldn’t do it otherwise. No, don’t worry about replying to that, I was just sating my curiosity,” Doctor Ray said, waving his hand dismissively. “I can ask you other questions when we meet, of course. Now, may I ask the reason for your visit? While I do appreciate the opportunity your visit presents, I am not so foolish as to believe that our university is enough to draw your attention on its own. There are plenty of universities in the Matrin sector that have better reputations, so I have to wonder why you came out here.”

      “As it happens, I did visit Vrienne, but before we even got to the tour, apparently a group of dissidents decided to kick off a revolution. I have no idea how things progressed from there, as I left quickly to avoid getting dragged into it,” Evelyn said, shrugging helplessly as she thought about the incident in question. “That said, the reason for visiting. I recently encountered a mage and her daughter who had the extreme misfortune of getting pulled through a temporal rift from the past. She’s a skilled mage who specializes in weather magic, and I’m trying to find a place she can settle down.”

      “Ah! That… well, that would definitely be a problem,” Doctor Ray said, blinking several times, obviously taken aback, but then he smiled. “A weather mage, though? That explains why you came here! We certainly can use weather magi, so she’d be invaluable if she’s as skilled as you indicate. However, our weather department is currently out on a job, so you wouldn’t be able to meet with them until the day after tomorrow. They’re enacting a rain ritual in one of the outlying areas to help the crops recover from a drought, I’m afraid.”

      “Ah, understandable,” Evelyn said, pursing her lips as she thought, then continued. “In that case… I’ll have to speak with my crew, but we were considering visiting the dryads around the third planet at some point. I may decide to do that before coming to visit. Would you mind if I schedule a visit for myself, Cherys, and her daughter Nadia?”

      “I’d love to have you! I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give a quick guest lecture, would you?” Doctor Ray asked, grinning broadly. Evelyn laughed, shaking her head gently.

      “No, Doctor, I don’t think so. I never attended a university, so I suspect that I’d lose my temper, and give a poor showing besides,” Evelyn told him. “Now, that being said, I’m willing to answer some of your questions when we visit, as long as Cherys gets a proper tour and explanation of things.”

      “Excellent! I’ll take a look at my schedule and message the head of the weather department to find out what would work best for them, if you don’t mind? Then I’ll get back to you,” Doctor Ray said, his eyes practically gleaming as he spoke.

      “That works for me. Thank you for your time, Doctor,” Evelyn said, and nodded as she disconnected. She thought for a moment, then contacted everyone over the comms, or at least sent them a message if they were asleep. “I’ve been informed that Cherys and I can’t get a proper tour of the university for at least two more days. Does anyone have a pressing need to visit the planet before then? I’m thinking about trying to pay Worldwaker a social call.”

      There wasn’t a reply for a minute, then Moon spoke up. “Well, it isn’t critical, but I do need to restock on some ingredients. Most of what you got was pretty good, but we don’t have that much fruit, and the vegetables are a bit sparse, as the hydroponics hasn’t gotten up to full speed yet. I’d also like to get some meat, since I see pretty good reviews regarding the livestock on Janton.”

      “Ah, well in that case you’d best make room for fruit and vegetables from Worldwaker, assuming they let us visit,” Evelyn replied, grinning broadly. “The thing I’m looking forward to the most is their fruit, if I’m being honest. I swear, there’s nothing in the world like the fruit from a dryad’s orchard. I intend to gorge myself on a few kilos of cherries. I’ll regret it afterward, but it’ll be worth it.”

      “And now we know your real reason for coming here,” Zelirana teased, prompting Evelyn’s cheeks to heat a little.

      “It isn’t my reason for coming here. It’s an added bonus,” Evelyn corrected, though how embarrassed she felt… well, Evelyn suspected there might be a bit more truth to the statement than she cared to admit to anyone.

      “If you say so, Evelyn,” Zelirana said, but Evelyn could hear the doubt in her voice, even if it was in an eminently respectful tone.

      “I’d love to meet the dryads! Is there any way that I could come visit the university, too?” Ilyra asked eagerly. “I’ve never met a dryad before, and you know that I was trying to attend college when I was abducted. Visiting would be fascinating!”

      “I think that you might be surprised at how boring it’ll be,” Evelyn replied dryly, but quickly composed and sent a message to Ray, asking for permission to add Ilyra to the tour. “That said, I’ve sent a message asking if you can come as well. I suspect there won’t be an issue with it. Now, any other opinions?”

      For a few seconds there wasn’t a reply, then Fya chimed in cheerfully. “Nope! I’m just plotting what I can do to make things more interesting around here, since you’re being no fun at all…”

      “Fya, if you cause trouble I will make you regret it,” Evelyn said, raising her gaze to the ceiling for a moment, then sighed. “Just keep it to a reasonable level, please. What Ryth would consider reasonable.”

      “Okay!” Fya said enthusiastically.

      “Ah… how bad is this likely to be, Evelyn?” Vaneryth asked, the angel sounding uncharacteristically nervous.

      “It shouldn’t be too bad. She isn’t going to damage the ship, and the worst damage will likely be to my dignity. If she does anything more than that, she’s going to get punted back to the city of djinns, and she really doesn’t want that,” Evelyn said, standing up and stretching. “Now, I’m going to see about contacting Worldwaker. Let me know if there’s anything that I’m needed for.”

      A chorus of assents came back, and Evelyn headed for the bridge again, practically bouncing on her toes as she walked. She couldn’t help it, as the idea of visiting the dryads brought back memories that were just… pleasant. Perhaps the best memories she had, before taking over Peldra. Oh, some of the ones from her childhood might have beaten them, but they’d been tainted by bittersweet feelings after her parents went missing. No, the time with the dryads had been… pure, in its own way.

      Stepping onto the bridge, Evelyn looked around, noting that Adria was gone. She interrogated the bridge systems, and they informed her that the Doll had gone to undergo maintenance. Just as an idle thought, Evelyn checked the maintenance units and relaxed slightly, as none of them had detected a soul in any of the Dolls. That was always something that caused issues. Not that Evelyn would mistreat a Doll that gained a soul, but the hassle of figuring out whether they wanted to leave on their own or stay on, along with registering the Doll as an independent AI didn’t strike her as pleasant.

      Evelyn shook off the thought, instead focusing on what she wanted. Nice, beautiful, cherries, strawberries, apples, pears, and plums. Preferably delivered by pleasant, beautiful dryads, both male and female. So she took a seat in the chair and activated the comm system to record a message.

      “DGS Worldwaker, this is Captain Evelyn Tarth of Djinn’s Gift. We’ve come to visit Janton and would like to visit your vessel to see the wonders that reside within your boughs, and perhaps to trade song, dance, and food. Please let me know if you are willing to accept us as guests,” Evelyn said, unable to keep a smile from her face. Even recording the message to them brought back such pleasant memories.

      She sent the message, then sat back to wait, since she knew it would take a while to receive a response. Evelyn was about three minutes in when she decided that it really didn’t make sense to wait as though she were going to have a two-way conversation, so instead she fired up the command chair’s holographic projector and opened the romance novel she’d been reading on and off over the last few days. It was predictable, so wholesome it was sickeningly sweet, and everything could’ve been resolved by the characters just sitting down and having a proper conversation, but she enjoyed it anyway. It was silly escapism, and the chances of a dragoness settling down with a human like that was almost laughable.

      Almost half an hour passed like that. The only sounds were the softly tapping fingers from the Dolls on the bridge as they worked, as well as the almost imperceptible hum of the ship’s power core and the life support systems. Most would say they were imperceptible, but Evelyn knew better. She’d notice if they went offline, after all. Then the comm panel let out a soft chime, and she looked up from her book.

      “Message from the DGS Worldwaker, Captain. It is addressed to you,” the Doll at communications reported, her voice surprisingly loud in the hush of the bridge.

      “Put it up,” Evelyn said, minimizing the hologram but not closing the file yet. She might need to wait for another response, after all.

      The hologram of the system shifted to show a scene recorded on the other side of the star, and Evelyn smiled on seeing it. Depicted was a ship’s bridge that was formed almost entirely of wood that shone with a warm, healthy light, its surface polished smooth, and the chairs she could see seemed to be made of wood as well, though they bore soft green cushions. There was technology about, but it looked different than what adorned Djinn’s Gift, the metal and glass looked more like it’d been grown than anything else, and the light on the other bridge shone like warm sunlight.

      There was also a female dryad on the bridge. While Evelyn knew there were male dryads, they were outnumbered almost ten to one by women for reasons she didn’t quite grasp. The dryad had light green skin, summer-blonde hair, and eyes the color of stormclouds. She wore a revealing outfit seemingly made of bark and moss, though if one looked closely, they’d likely notice that it was incredibly finely made.

      “Greetings, Captain Tarth! I am Dapple, Chief Pathfinder of Worldwaker this season. We’ve heard of you from our cousins on Peldra and would welcome your company should you choose to visit! We do not receive many visitors these seasons and are eager to speak and sing with outsiders again. Please let us know if you’re going to come visit!” the dryad said enthusiastically, her voice slightly lilting, though there was a note of something under her words that caused Evelyn to sit up suddenly. Anxiety, was it? That made Evelyn frown, then she shook it off as the image vanished. If her lessons from when she was younger were accurate, if they needed help the dryads would ask, but only after sharing a meal with visitors.

      “Nothing for it, then. I suppose we’ll go visit,” Evelyn murmured, straightening as she cleared her throat, then activated the recorder again, smiling warmly. “Chief Pathfinder, I’m glad to hear that you’d welcome our company. I remember my time with the dryads of Peldra fondly, including former Stargazer Wreath’s tales of Worldwaker, so I hope to walk your halls soon. We will arrive within the day. Tarth out.”

      Sending the message, she looked at the Doll at navigation and spoke simply. “Set course for an orbit matching DGS Worldwaker via astral.”

      “Yes, Captain. Course is set, proceeding to designated astral entry zone,” the Doll replied promptly, tapping the keys, and Evelyn saw the starfield shift on the screens, then they were underway.

      “Excellent. Please inform me when we are half an hour out,” Evelyn said, climbing to her feet, then added. “If anyone inquires, I’m going to be in the cargo bay.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the Dolls chorused, then Evelyn was off the bridge.

      If she was going to visit dryads, she needed appropriate gifts for them, and she knew exactly what to give them. The key was to make things that they’d appreciate, and to make it with her own hands. They knew when an item wasn’t made by hand… but that didn’t mean that she had to make them all right before meeting them. The problem was going to be to finding the items in question… but that was why she was starting now.
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      “Wow…” Ilyra whispered, awed by the sight before her, and she was once again thankful that the others didn’t mind when she expressed her delight at the new, wondrous sights she’d seen aboard Djinn’s Gift and Daggerhound. The lack of much teasing was the main reason she’d begun to express herself more openly, and this… this was even more wondrous than most of the things they’d seen before.

      The dryad ship was nothing like any other ship she’d seen before. The entire exterior of the ship was made of wood, polished and vibrant even in the depths of space, and it almost looked to Ilyra like it was formed of dozens, no thousands of trunks of trees that formed smooth curves. She couldn’t see any signs of engines on it, either. Instead, branches extended outward from its sides, branching out, and out, and out, bearing broad, delicate-looking leaves that glittered in the sunlight. If the readouts were accurate, though… the ship was enormous, dwarfing even the largest superdreadnought that Brightdawn’s navy owned.

      Below the ship was a planet, one which had a great deal of blue across its surface, as well as broad swathes of green and brown. It was the planet the dryads must be terraforming, Ilyra assumed, but it was nothing next to the ship orbiting it.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Evelyn said, the smile on her face almost enough to tear Ilyra’s gaze away from the ship on the screens. She didn’t look away, though, instead nodding slowly.

      “How? I mean, you said their ships were terribly inefficient, didn’t you?” Ilyra asked, gesturing to the screen.

      “They are. The thing is, dryads are bound to their trees, not as tightly as you might believe, but they still need them,” Evelyn explained gently. “The first dryads to travel the stars simply transplanted their trees into starships or bonded to trees already there. The problem is most ships don’t have the space for the trees to root properly. So they came up with another solution. Their bioengineers, some of the most skilled in the known galaxy even now, engineered starships that were effectively entire groves or forests of trees. Living starships of unimaginable complexity. Within, live a number of dryads that would likely fit aboard Djinn’s Gift, but they surround themselves with life. Fields, orchards, an artificial sun for their power core… they even use their expertise to grow their electronics from their trees. They have no need for our manufactories, though their method is a lot slower. The problem is, all of it adds up to slow, ponderous, wondrous ships like nothing else in space.”

      “Incredible…” Ilyra said, smiling incredibly widely. “I see why you said that they were amazing.”

      “Their ships are also among the most weakly defended for their size. I’m pretty sure we have triple their guns, if not more, and their shields are… sub-par. Relative to the size of their ship, at least,” Fya said cheerfully, grinning as she added. “I hear they hire fey ships to escort them through the astral, since they’re not much good on their own. Though most pirates know better than to attack them, since they don’t have much of value aboard.”

      “Essentially true,” Evelyn agreed, smiling widely as she rubbed her hands together eagerly. “Now, then, it’s time to board. Adria, has my cargo been loaded?”

      “Yes, Captain. It is aboard Shuttle Two,” the Doll confirmed promptly.

      “The question is, what sort of cargo is it?” Zelirana asked, examining Evelyn curiously. “As much time as you spent looking through the cargo bays for it…”

      “You’ll find out soon enough. Everyone, be on your best behavior. We’re going to be guests aboard a fey ship. The rules of hospitality apply,” Evelyn said, turning away from the screen and starting toward the shuttle bay at a quick pace.

      “You’re just looking forward to their fruit, aren’t you?” Fya teased, trotting after her, and Ilyra resisted the urge to giggle at the sight of the djinn chasing the much taller elf, almost reminding Ilyra of a puppy.

      “Not at all. I enjoy their company, too,” Evelyn replied, glancing at the djinn in amusement. “If they’re anything like the dryads I knew on Peldra, this will be the most relaxing time I’ve had in a decade and a half.”

      “I can hardly wait to meet them,” Vaneryth chimed in before Ilyra could, so Ilyra spoke up quickly.

      “Same here!” she said cheerfully, but despite that Ilyra felt a sense of… anxiety washing through her.

      She couldn’t quite say why, but Ilyra felt that she was falling behind, somehow. Everyone else seemed to have relaxed and found their place aboard the ship, even the twins, but Ilyra felt… out of place. Like she didn’t quite belong, and that made her feel anxious. She was trying to figure out why, but more than anything else she just felt a little… frustrated. She wanted Evelyn to pay attention to her, too.

      So Ilyra followed Evelyn, hoping that she’d look back at her.
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        * * *

      

      “Docking now,” Vaneryth murmured, and Evelyn watched with a smile as the angel carefully brought the shuttle into the dryad docking bay.

      While the ship might technically have a much weaker hull than other ships, that didn’t mean that Worldwaker’s hull was weak. No, the ironwood that the dryads had formed the outer hull from was strong, much stronger than ironwood normally was. That toughness extended to the landing bay, so Vaneryth’s delicacy amused her.

      “Well done,” Evelyn said at last as the shuttle settled onto its landing gear, and she nodded in satisfaction, patting the angel on the shoulder. “You’ve improved a great deal over the last few weeks. Probably helped by your experience flying as an individual, hm?”

      “Perhaps, though that has also led to me making a few mistakes that I hadn’t anticipated,” Vaneryth said, blushing a little. “A shuttle is far less… precise than I am. I have to be particularly careful, since everyone inside is also more fragile than I was.”

      “Yes, but you’re learning. That’s the important thing. Now, then, we have company, so we’d best meet them,” Evelyn said, nodding to the canopy, through which she could see a trio of dryads coming from a hallway that had just opened.

      The doors were made of the same polished wood as everything else, and they slid smoothly in and out of the walls. The three dryads were all women, none of which Evelyn had seen before, and they were wearing close-fitting clothing that was likely their version of a vacuum suit, though Evelyn expected that they wouldn’t be needed.

      “Yes, of course,” Vaneryth said, smiling and quickly unbuckling herself from the seat, then stood.

      Evelyn followed her example, stepping into the main cabin of the shuttle. It made her smile, since everyone who wasn’t a Doll was aboard. Moon looked particularly excited, while Star looked more curious than anything else. Zelirana seemed amused, while Fya was chattering almost constantly in the succubus’s ear. Cherys was trying to keep Nadia from bouncing out of her seat, a smile of exaggerated patience on her face, while Nadia looked so excited it was a wonder she didn’t burst into flames. Only Ilyra looked nervous, and Evelyn wondered why. It wasn’t like dryads were known for their cruelty.

      “Alright, we’re about to be welcomed by a small group of dryads. Remember, we’re their guests, so be polite,” Evelyn told them, glancing over the group carefully, then nodded. “If you don’t want something, just tell them and they’ll back off. Fey rules of hospitality are specific about things like that. Any questions? Well, any that are important before we meet them?”

      “I don’t believe so,” Zelirana said, glancing at Fya in amusement. “And if you answered all of Fya’s questions, I suspect that we would be here for hours.”

      “Would not! An hour at most,” Fya replied, scowling at her. “Don’t exaggerate, Zel!”

      “Close enough,” Evelyn said dryly, shaking her head. “Time to go.”

      Without another word she hit the button to lower the shuttle’s ramp, and there was a hiss as the pressure equalized. A few seconds later the ramp lowered and the doors slid out of the way, allowing a breeze of fresh air to waft inside, and Evelyn took a deep breath of the flower-scented air, pausing to savor it for an instant, then stepped out, as she could see the dryads waiting for them.

      The dryads mirrored the appearance of Dapple with blonde hair and slightly green-tinted skin, but each varied a little, especially when it came to their eyes. One had bright yellow irises, another red, and the one in the lead had light purple eyes. Evelyn had expected that, as many dryads had eyes that mirrored the petals of flowers. The one in the lead smiled as Evelyn stepped off the ship and bowed her head.

      “Captain Tarth, we welcome you below the boughs of Worldwaker, and offer you our hospitality while you are aboard. I am Ash, Head Gardener aboard the ship, and accompanying me are my assistants, Maple and Sunbeam,” The dryad in the lead said, while the two beside her gave curtseys.

      “Thank you for your welcome, Ash. We accept your offer of hospitality and will eat of thy bounty with you. Should there be need, we will also defend your grove in return,” Evelyn replied, bowing her head respectfully, as Ash had an extremely high-ranking position that didn’t quite translate for other species. “I must say, I look forward to seeing the ship that Wreath told me so much about.”

      “Ah, you met Wreath? How is she doing? I remember growing up hearing her stories and lessons,” Ash said, straightening and a broad smile blossomed on her face.

      “It’s been a couple of decades since I saw her, but at the time she was doing well. She and the others took a great deal of glee in leading a group of people hunting me astray,” Evelyn told them, smiling warmly.

      “Ah, good! I’ve heard from her, of course, but communications are few and far between, as we rarely trust the owners of faster than light nodes,” Ash said, and paused, studying the people behind Evelyn, and her eyebrows rose. “My, this is an unusual group. May we receive introductions?”

      “Of course,” Evelyn said, turning around and examining the others carefully, then continued. “First is Fya, my assistant and a general nuisance, as she’s a djinn. Please don’t give her the excuse to grant a wish, I believe it would end poorly for everyone involved. Then we have Zelirana, who you doubtlessly can tell is a succubus. As she doesn’t wish to return to the lower planes, you can mostly trust her to behave herself. Then we have Vaneryth, an angel who somehow got herself exiled to the mortal world. This is Moon, as well as her sister Star. Moon is an excellent cook and has taken up biology, so I believe that she will be fascinated to study what you’ve done here. Star is an accountant and is trying to learn about the sciences, so perhaps she’ll be interested to hear about what you’re doing on the planet below.

      “Then we have Ilyra, a runaway celestine noblewoman who wishes to learn magic. I think you’ll find her company comforting, based on what I remember. Last, we have Cherys the White and her daughter Nadia, who had the misfortune of traveling through a temporal rift and ended up over a thousand years in the future. I think they’ll find your company pleasant,” Evelyn finished, introducing each person in turn, then turned back to them as she added. “And you know of me, of course. I do apologize for my reputation.”

      “Why apologize? A reputation is useful for many things, and you aren’t being unpleasant to us, are you?” Ash said, smiling warmly. “As for the rest of you, welcome aboard Worldwaker! May you find respite beneath its boughs.”

      “Before we go, first I have a gift for all of you,” Evelyn interjected, smiling as the dryads paused, looking at her in anticipation. Evelyn sent the shuttle a command, and it unloaded the crate she’d had loaded earlier.

      “Milady, what did you bring?” Fya asked, the corners of her lips quirking upward as she looked at the crate, which was a bit older than some of the others.

      “Oh, just a few things I made over the years, in case I ever ran into fey again,” Evelyn said, stepping over to the crate and pulling it into the open. “Now then… here we are.”

      She opened the crate, revealing soft packing material. When she pulled it aside, it revealed thin ceramic dishes glazed a light blue that matched the ocean. There were plates, bowls, and cups, none of which quite matched one another, though they were all well-made. They’d better be, after as much time as Evelyn had spent learning to make them.

      “Oh my… are these your own handiwork?” Ash asked, stepping forward to run a finger across the surface of the top bowl. “I can feel the strong spirit of the one who made them.”

      “I did,” Evelyn confirmed, smiling wryly as she glanced over at Fya. “As Fya can tell you, it took me quite some time to figure out how to make them properly. The first few weren’t worth firing, and a few more exploded.”

      “Yep! I did wonder why you made them, then put them into storage. Now I know!” Fya said, laughing as she elbowed Ilyra in the side. “See, you never know what to expect from her!”

      “We’ll unpack and distribute these later,” Ash said, gently shooing Sunbeam away from the crate, and with a gesture the wood below the crate sank away, closing over the top of it. “Thank you for the lovely gift.”

      “You’re most welcome,” Evelyn replied, a broad smile on her face as warmth flowed through her. She’d thought they’d appreciate the ceramics.

      “Regardless, let’s go. We’re looking forward to all of your company, as it helps break up the monotony of the long decades,” Ash said.

      “Um, if it’s monotonous, why do you stay here?” Ilyra asked, frowning slightly.

      Ash laughed and gestured toward the tunnel they’d come from. “Please, let’s go somewhere more comfortable first. Sunbeam, would you mind addressing her question?”

      “Yes!” Sunbeam said, smiling broadly. The group started moving, and as the whispers between Nadia and Cherys began to fly, the dryad spoke warmly. “We’re here to create a new home for ourselves, Ilyra. Traveling between stars is difficult for dryads, and even on those worlds which we can colonize, the amount of space a proper dryad colony requires is too large to easily purchase. A few governments have been kind enough to donate the land to us, often asking us to help them conserve the wilds, but much of the time we don’t have that opportunity. Instead, we terraform worlds in exchange for a large amount of land which we can colonize.”

      “That’s how the forest in Peldra where I met the dryads came about,” Evelyn explained, grinning at Ilyra. “I believe that sometimes the ship waits in orbit for another generation of dryads to grow up before traveling onward as well.”

      “That’s right,” Maple confirmed, smiling broadly, and the woman paused, then offered her arm to Zelirana, who slipped her arm around the dryad’s with a self-satisfied smirk on her face. Evelyn resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the succubus. Like gaining their interest would be hard, with how lonely the dryads here would be.

      “Oh! Are you immortal?” Ilyra asked, her words coming out quickly. That was likely the result of the dryads being so open, Evelyn suspected, growing still more amused.

      “Do you have lots of magic?” Nadia added, her eyes bright with enthusiasm.

      They passed into a hallway that mostly matched those they’d seen before, though this hall also had occasional planters with different flowers and small trees in them, as well as a couple of curtains of moss on the walls to make them more home-like. Evelyn saw a few signs of writing hidden in the wood, but she didn’t call attention to the inscriptions, as she didn’t need directions to the cargo rooms.

      “We aren’t immortal. Close, but not quite… I think the oldest dryad I’ve heard of reached the age of two and a half millennia before dying,” Ash said, tapping her upper lip thoughtfully. “Maybe more. A lot depends on what trees we bond to, as they help sustain our lives. We’ll die without them, of course, or if we stray more than a few kilometers from them for long periods. Those who don’t stray much, and bond to long-lived trees tend to live longer, but…”

      “But the long-lived trees make us sleepy!” Sunbeam chimed in, giggling as if she’d made a joke. Ash laughed as well, shaking her head.

      “I don’t know that I’d put it that way, but the longer-lived trees tend to make us more… deliberate? It’s as though they affect our emotional state somehow,” the dryad explained gently. “Most of us try to strike a balance, and there’s no guarantee that it has an effect on our lifespan. As for our magic, young lady, we do! Most of it is tied to plants, though. For instance…”

      She reached out to a nearby planter and made a beckoning gesture, and a thorned bush in the planter shivered. As if watching a time-lapse video, the plant budded, then created a single bright pink blossom as the rose unfurled its petals. The dryad plucked the rose, Evelyn noting that it didn’t have thorns and that the stem severed cleanly without releasing any sap and fell to a knee as she offered it to Nadia, whose eyes were wide as she looked at it in wonder.

      “Here you are, Nadia,” Ash said, smiling at the girl. “I’ve imbued this with my power, so it won’t start to wilt for at least a week.”

      “Oh, thank you, thank you! It’s beautiful!” Nadia exclaimed, taking the flower as she practically vibrated in excitement, holding the flower in both hands. That explained the lack of thorns, Evelyn thought.

      “Just be careful with it,” Cherys said, and Evelyn’s satisfaction grew as for the first time since she’d met Cherys, the mage seemed to be relaxing. Evelyn couldn’t be certain, but on looking at the way Nadia was staring at Ash in adoration, she suspected that Nadia’s delight was a large part of it. Cherys added gently, “Don’t damage it, hm? If you do, it won’t last as long.”

      “Yes, but accidents happen. Should one occur, I’ll be happy to provide another,” Ash said, smiling widely. “Now, shall we visit the others? I believe that a feast has been prepared.”

      “Please,” Evelyn said, and followed as Ash and the other dryads led the way onto Worldwaker’s primary deck.
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      “Gods,” Moon muttered in awe, looking up and up, and for just a moment she forgot that she was on a starship. Only the ceiling far above them reminded her of where they were, and even that was some warm, honey-golden wood that shone under the light of an artificial sun which shed warmth and yellow light down on them.

      Her gaze didn’t focus on the ceiling for long, though. Not when there was a carefully arranged grove of trees before her, along with a broad field of grass and flowers next to a pond, looking ideal for taking an outdoor picnic. Which was exactly what had been prepared, as far as Moon could tell.

      Dozens of dryads were waiting for them, and almost universally they were blonde, though one dryad man had bright purple hair. Moon had to do a double take, as she hadn’t realized there would be that many male dryads… there had to be eight or nine of them among those waiting for them. Most of the dryads were in utilitarian garb, but others wore dresses, tunics and trousers, or just trousers and artfully arranged hair.

      The field was festooned with brightly colored blankets and sheets of moss, which a few of the dryads were resting on, but more of them were covered in a variety of food. Moon saw pies, breads, pastries, and sandwiches, as well as fruits and vegetables in broad spreads. The sight of the fruit immediately explained why Evelyn had spoken of it in such enthusiastic tones, as Moon had never before seen such plump berries, beautiful apples, or bright oranges.

      “Agreed,” Star said at last, pausing for a moment before she asked. “How many of them are there?”

      “A hundred and seventeen!” Sunbeam interjected, prompting Moon to jump slightly, as she hadn’t realized the dryad was that close. When they looked at her, she smiled wider, adding. “Not everyone is here, someone has to watch the bridge, after all! But Hemlock is going to go take over after a little while so that Dapple can come join in. Hemlock says that she’s getting too old for this sort of thing.”

      “Oh,” Moon said, blushing slightly, and cleared her throat as she asked. “Isn’t that a bit of a small crew for a ship of this size, though?”

      As she spoke, she saw a group of dryads stand up, and in quick order most of the others were being drawn toward the blankets by smiling, friendly dryads. Dryads that were starved for company, Moon quickly realized, seeing how they began talking to the others, asking all sorts of questions.

      “Maybe for other species, but Worldwaker is designed to have a crew of between forty and two hundred dryads,” Sunbeam replied brightly, almost dragging them forward. “Come on, sit down! Everyone wants to get to know all of you!”

      “Alright, alright, just let us walk on our own!” Star said, laughing as she glanced over at Moon, grinning. “We aren’t going to run away or anything!”

      The dryad paused, letting them go as she blushed a little, clearing her throat before she replied. “Oh, um, sorry! I’m just excited, since you’re only the fifth group of non-dryads to visit since I was born. I’m looking forward to getting to know you, too.”

      “Ah, well that makes perfect sense to me,” Moon agreed, smiling as she followed Sunbeam to where a group of nearly twenty dryads were waiting for them.

      While she was a bit excited, Moon couldn’t help feeling a tiny bit like a piece of meat that had been dropped into a piranha tank.
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        * * *

      

      “Mm… plenty of attention for us, don’t you think? Alas, we’re pretty much out of virgin sacrifices,” Fya teased, giggling as she moved a little closer to Evelyn.

      “Be nice,” Evelyn scolded the djinn, clicking her tongue as she added. “It isn’t fair to talk about Ilyra that way. She hasn’t figured out what she wants yet.”

      “Ah, is that why she was looking at you so jealously?” Ash asked, her eyes brightening. “I had wondered if there was something more going on there.”

      “Mm… it’s a bit complicated,” Evelyn said, glancing over at where Ilyra was sitting, surrounded by dryads who were listening to her raptly. She also noticed a half-empty decanter near her, and her eyes narrowed as she added. “Though I would caution that she appears to have drunk a bit much when it comes to alcohol, and from how rosy her cheeks are, I don’t believe she realizes it yet. Please don’t push her on whether she wants to accompany anyone to bed or not.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll ensure that she’s perfectly sober before making any invitations,” Ash said, grinning broadly. “No, I’m more curious about this ‘complicated’ business.”

      “Oh, that’s simple! Milady doesn’t like to think about the fact that she’s got a harem now,” Fya volunteered enthusiastically, and Evelyn slapped her palm against her forehead. While she was enjoying the meal, she really did wish Fya would keep her mouth shut sometimes. Not that it even slowed the djinn down. “So, she saved all of the others except Cherys and Nadia from slavery. There were a bunch of others, but they left when she offered to free them. The rest of them joined the crew, partly because I extorted a promise from Milady to let them join her harem with me as the harem-mistress if they wanted. All of them have joined now, except for Ilyra, who seems to be conflicted. I mean, she obviously wants it, but she used to be a noble, and isn’t experienced with the world.”

      “Fya!” Evelyn exclaimed, glowering at the djinn in exasperation. “She’s busy making up her mind, so don’t make things up that suit your purposes. You are entirely too manipulative.”

      “You aren’t manipulative enough,” Fya said, levering herself off the blanket to kiss the tip of Evelyn’s nose, which left a spot of red behind due to the raspberries she’d been eating. Evelyn sighed, reaching up to wipe the liquid away.

      “You two really do get along well, don’t you?” a male dryad asked, looking wistfully at them. Evelyn considered dismissing the comment but thought better of it. She knew better than to do that.

      “We do. If it weren’t for her, I’d be dead,” Evelyn admitted, prompting Fya to sit up suddenly, staring at her intensely. Evelyn continued without pausing to let the djinn get a word in edgewise, though. “I am… boring, in many ways. I don’t trust others, I keep to myself, and all of that. Fya, for all her manifold flaws, helps with that. She forces me to meet other people, get sucked into problems that I would never allow myself to get dragged into in a thousand years normally, and generally makes an adorable nuisance of herself.”

      “Aww… you say things like that so rarely,” Fya said, batting her eyelashes at Evelyn. “Does that mean you forgive me for⁠—”

      “No,” Evelyn interrupted, glowering at her. “What you did to Adria was beyond rude. Really, I should know better than to trust djinns.”

      “It sounds like you have a lovely relationship,” another dryad said, her expression dreamy. “I’d love a relationship like yours.”

      “Though hearing about this other problem would be a lot of fun, too,” yet another of them chimed in. Evelyn considered for an instant, then decided to cut them off before they started digging into her private life too much more. Not that she thought she could stop them in the long term.

      “First, may I ask what the problem is for all of you? I noticed Dapple’s concern when I messaged you to begin with, and there’s a faint bit of… unease here. One that might not be noticeable to others, but I know dryads,” Evelyn said, looking around the cluster of dryads, and in an instant they went silent.

      The dryads looked at Ash almost universally, and she let out a soft sigh as she inclined her head, looking troubled. Also, a bit amused, but mostly troubled.

      “Why am I not surprised that you could tell? The others said that you were perceptive in their messages, but I wasn’t sure how far that would go,” Ash said, pausing for several moments, then continued. “We have a problem. As far as I can tell, one of Janton’s leaders is attempting to renege on their part of the deal. Yes, the current republic replaced the monarchy which made the deal with us, but they also met with us to reaffirm the agreement shortly after the change of governance, which is what makes this so troubling.”

      Evelyn frowned, anger beginning to rise up inside her, which she choked down firmly. She needed more information before she dared make a decision, she told herself. So, after a few seconds she spoke. “If they’re attempting to break the agreement, doesn’t that mean you would own the planet? From what Wreath told me, those are the standard terms for your terraforming contracts.”

      “It would if they were just trying to pull out of the contract. However, they’re trying to set things up so that we break the terms,” another dryad said, her voice bitter. “We’ve failed two of the last three scheduled atmospheric composition benchmarks, all due to their machinations. If we miss another, we’ll be in default.”

      “How?” Fya asked, her eyebrows rising.

      “They used one of the options of the contract, allowing them to sell or exploit mineral rights in some areas,” Ash explained, sitting up straighter. “If that was all they did, it wouldn’t be an issue. Modern mining equipment, even the equipment which isn’t high-end, doesn’t put enough gasses into the atmosphere to be a problem. However, the mining concern they hired is deliberately sabotaging our efforts, and there isn’t anything we can do inside the terms of the contract. We’ll have to adjust future contracts to take this into account, but at the moment the mining equipment in question is putting over a hundred times the gasses into the planet’s atmosphere that it should be. If it keeps up, we’ll lose the planet, and they’ll be able to easily finish terraforming within a decade even with the sabotage in place.”

      “Oh, that’s just vile,” Evelyn said, scowling heavily. “Where are they mining? I wouldn’t mind paying them a little visit. I promise I won’t cause your terraforming any problems. Putting all of them into the mantle would solve your problem quite permanently.”

      “No, that would be a breach of the contract as well. If we, our agents, or our associates attack them we’ll be at fault. We can’t do that,” another dryad volunteered, her voice firm. At Evelyn’s questioning look, she shrugged sheepishly. “I’m the legal expert. I’ve been studying it for loopholes for the last six months.”

      “What about wishes? Yes, my powers tend to be a bit… dangerous, and warp things a bit, but I’m pretty sure I could clean up the atmosphere,” Fya suggested, her eyes dancing. “I could mitigate the consequences! Probably. Maybe.”

      “No!” Evelyn interjected before the fey could say so much as a word. “Don’t you remember what happened when Frayda wished for you to repair her tank? It went well… right up until the next battle, and a random meteorite punched through the atmosphere and took it out instantly. Nobody in her tank survived. No wishes.”

      “That… would be problematic,” Ash said, looking at Fya in concern. The djinn just looked disappointed.

      “Well, yeah… but I really didn’t like Frayda that much, and there wasn’t much left of her tank to begin with. I didn’t try too hard to keep the wish from having consequences…” Fya muttered, poking a strawberry speculatively, then popped it into her mouth. “Fine.”

      “Good,” Evelyn said, watching the djinn cautiously, then relaxed slowly as she focused on Ash again. “Either way, as my usual approach won’t work, what do you want me to do? I’m not good with long-term enchantments, I’m afraid, or I’d trap all their toxic gas in with them.”

      “Oh, they’d deserve that,” Ash said, her eyes glittering as she smiled broadly. “Lovely as the thought is, our idea is a good deal simpler. Since our messages to our allies have been mysteriously going missing in the FTL nodes, we haven’t been able to contact anyone who can negotiate from a position of authority. You, though… you have a powerful reputation, even here. Perhaps you could meet with one of the local senators and convince them to see reason? It isn’t like we’re going to get that much territory, just ten percent of the land on a single continent.”

      Evelyn studied Ash for a few seconds, irritation washing over her, and picked up a cherry, which she popped into her mouth. It took a minute for her to extract the pit, which she spat into a convenient container while she enjoyed the incredible burst of flavor. Then she pointed the stem at the dryad sternly.

      “You’re just lucky that I like dryads so much. If it was anyone else, anyone, I’d tell them to piss off. I despise politics, and this sounds like their usual sort of games to me,” Evelyn said, scowling at Ash. She also made a mental note to have Adria collate information on the local laws involved in the situation.

      “She’s not wrong,” Fya agreed, grinning. “You should’ve seen how she reacted when her crush showed up, asking for help. She told her no and sold her the bullets she needed to solve the problem herself.”

      “Shush, you,” Evelyn said, glowering at Fya. “They are not involved in that, so leave them out of it.”

      “Be that as it may, I think that I understand. Thank you very much, Evelyn,” Ash said, bowing her head deeply for a few seconds. Then she looked up, smiling warmly at Evelyn. “If you can help us, you will have our eternal gratitude. Also, while we can’t allow you to break the contract on our behalf, there’s nothing that says you can’t threaten them. After all, you are Evelyn Tarth, a legend in your own right.”

      “Pfft. Please, don’t flatter me. I’m not that vain,” Evelyn told her, grinning.

      “Why not? You’re really pretty. I sure wouldn’t kick you out of my tree,” a younger dryad said, looking Evelyn over with naked desire.
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