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        For my editor, Sonny, you were a brilliant light in the darkness.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      This volume we have something new. You’ll quickly notice that I added a header to every chapter for whose perspective we’re using. I added these because of some issues I had in Part 4 when it came to keeping track of who was who, and after polling my Patrons and website, they were overwhelmingly in favor of me adding these to all stories going forward, not just for this one.

      And just to be clear, I’ll always give a header with a character’s name except when that chapter takes no character’s perspective, or it hasn’t changed after a scene break.

      With that said, enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I


          

          
            SINS OF THE PAST

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      Her face was like stone. Evelyn stared out the viewport as they emerged from Astral. Bright colors bled off the ship, only to be replaced by unblinking, pitiless dots. Stars blazing in the distance replaced them, with Eladin at the system’s heart. A star she was very, very familiar with, despite how long it’d been since she’d last seen it. Ordin wasn’t visible right now, but Evelyn could deal with that. It was almost preferable, based on the information she’d looked through over the past few days.

      Evelyn had peripherally known the battle to control Peldra had gotten bad, but unlike Vania, she hadn’t watched closely. Now, though? Now she knew, and it took every ounce of willpower not to make plans. To not interfere.

      As an elven nation, Peldra hadn’t been as heavily populated as many other countries. She’d seen human worlds with up to twenty billion on a single planet, and Evelyn had heard of even more elsewhere, particularly on worlds with arcologies. Before she’d abdicated, Peldra’s last census had given a population of a hair over thirty million. Current estimates suggested almost twenty thousand civilians had been killed since the fighting broke out half a year ago. An unknown number had fled the country as refugees, but they numbered at least half a million. As if that hadn’t been enough, the factions targeted each other’s infrastructure, wreaking havoc on their ability to keep basic services in place. Evelyn was almost glad she hadn’t successfully built the arcology she’d been planning, as it would’ve been a death trap for its occupants.

      Unless things had changed since leaving the Nald wyrmgate, there were four or five factions vying for control. Unsurprisingly, two were aligned with Ordin’s other major countries. They’d been terrified of Evelyn when she ruled, and had built up their armies. Having friendly factions just made sense, even if Evelyn hated the fact they’d allowed so much death and destruction. If they’d just conquered Peldra, the death toll wouldn’t be so bad. Yet they hadn’t.

      One faction was obviously backed by whoever had rebelled against Vania’s rule. They were supposedly headed by a council of former nobles, and they called her a ‘failed ruler’, among other things. Mercenaries formed the bulk of their army, and they had much heavier weaponry than the other factions.

      As far as Evelyn could tell, the last two seemed to be locals. One was comprised of former nobility and their retainers, some of whom were loyalists of the royal family, and others which… Evelyn wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about them, since she recognized a few names she’d imprisoned for attempting to rebel against her, alongside others who’d supported her. It confused her. They used their wealth and supporters to resist firmly, planning to ‘restore Peldra’s sovereignty’.

      The last group was composed of a reasonably large percentage of the local population, excluding most nobility. They had numbers but were the worst equipped.

      A pair of arms wrapped around Evelyn from behind, and she drew a slow breath, leaning back into Star’s gentle embrace. The redhead didn’t say anything. Those aboard the Song of Stars had learned some of the recent events during the trip here, so her lovers knew about her concerns. More to the point, they’d stopped leaving her alone after the first day out of Nald.

      When she spoke, Evelyn’s voice was soft. She stared into space, at the blazing orb of Eladin. “This was supposed to be simple. Come here, free a soul from its imprisonment, meet with the dryads, then leave. Preferably with no one knowing of my presence.”

      “That could still happen. You don’t have to interfere. You aren’t responsible for this war.” Star’s breath tickled across Evelyn’s left ear. Normally that would’ve sent a shiver of pleasure down Evelyn’s spine, but she was too tense for that right now.

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Evelyn stopped and drew another measured breath, her emotions roiling.

      Fya leaned forward, her tone less flippant than usual. “Plus, she’s worried about the dryads.”

      Evelyn’s muscles tensed and her lips twitched, almost curling into a snarl before she forced herself to calm. Star’s embrace tightened, the redhead’s concern palpable. There was no evidence the dryads were involved in the war, but… but Evelyn also wasn’t sure. There were reports of artillery bombarding part of the forest, targeting soldiers sheltering there, but she didn’t know if it was near the dryads.

      She could check the sensors. They’d answer the question, but she was trying to control herself. The fighting was too close… Evelyn wasn’t sure what she’d do if they’d harmed those who’d sheltered her. But she finally nodded.

      “Yes. I’m also worried about the dryads.” Evelyn drew a deep breath and closed her eyes, steadying her emotions. “If they were injured or killed… I don’t know what I’d do. I might overreact.”

      “Might?” Fya’s head snapped around as she stared at Evelyn incredulously. “You’re joking, right?”

      “I think she’s trying to minimize her reactions to control herself.” Star scolded the djinn with a glower. The redhead was more adorable than menacing like that.

      Evelyn stopped Fya from replying with a raised hand, drawing another breath. She let it out carefully before speaking.

      “Fya’s nervous, since the last time she saw me like this was before the Purple Hills.” Evelyn paused, steadying herself. “Either way, enough delays. Time to find out how bad it is.”

      She tapped into the ship’s sensors, which were more than sufficient to scan the nearby planet. It didn’t give her all the details instantly, of course, but it didn’t need to. Not with the scale she was focusing on.

      As Evelyn had asked, they’d emerged on the same side of Ordin as Peldra, and dawn was just illuminating the nation’s eastern reaches. That gave a clear view of just how bad the situation was.

      Evelyn remembered the constellation of lights that dotted the nation at night, the glittering rivers connecting cities, twinkling softly through the atmosphere. Now, almost two-thirds of them were gone, leaving large sections of the country dark. The sensors told more of the story.

      Peldra’s palace was intact, but barely. Craters covered part of the grounds, the result of multiple bombardments, but it appeared its shields held. Evelyn wasn’t sure who held the palace, and she didn’t care. Wreckage filled the capital’s streets, and hundreds of buildings lay in ruins, as did sections of roads and rail connecting cities. Debris blocked several of the beautiful canals feeding the waterfalls, causing flooding in several places. Elsewhere, military depots were empty or destroyed, with only a few appearing to be in use. With the help of her specialized implants, she quickly picked out several military camps, as well as other locations where there was active fighting. But most of her attention focused on three locations.

      First was the forest where Evelyn took refuge when fleeing the assassins as a teen, and her stomach clenched at the sight, her hands balling at her sides. The dryad forest had been verdant old growth, part of a much larger forest across Peldra. It looked like a wildfire had ripped through it recently. The grove’s territory didn’t appear to have been hit as hard, but that didn’t mean it’d come out unscathed, and she drew a slow, angry breath.

      The farm she’d once called home… it was still there. Not fully intact, but there. A few of the fields even looked like they held crops, but the town had lost almost a quarter of its buildings. There were heat signatures from the school, which Evelyn determined was being used as a shelter.

      Last were the Purple Hills, which aside from a memorial looked almost completely abandoned. She wasn’t sure if there were people in that area, animals, or just campers. At least there weren’t military forces, but that didn’t make it good. The ley lines there were still a tangled snarl from where Evelyn had lost her temper, but it looked like much of the wildlife had recovered. There were still craters, but they weren’t as much of an eyesore as they’d once been and were clustered around the battlefield. The memorial itself was to be expected, honestly.

      After a minute, Star spoke, worry filling her voice. “How bad is it?”

      “You could check yourself.” Evelyn’s voice was tight as she snapped at Star. Then she flushed in embarrassment. “Sorry, that was uncalled for.”

      “It’s fine, Evelyn! You’re stressed, I understand.” Star’s response was quick, but Evelyn heard the hurt in her voice. “I just… even if I looked at the readings, I’m not sure it would help. I don’t know how to interpret it.”

      “Ah. Of course, that’s… fair. However, I’m pretty sure you’d be able to see hints. What I see is bad. As an absolute percentage of the population, the deaths aren’t horrific, but even so… around twenty thousand people have died in the past six months. Civilians. The power grid is in tatters, and fall is approaching. Some areas might be able to handle winter even with limited power, but the ones that get large amounts of snow or even just cold temperatures… it’s not good.” Evelyn fell silent, grimly looking out the viewport.

      That didn’t mention the interruption in food distribution, medicine and medical care, or many other issues. Even thinking about them was enough to make her temper flare. Evelyn’s conquest had been short, ruthless, and had bypassed as much civilian infrastructure as possible to hit military targets. Yes, there’d been some inevitable mistakes where they caught civilian homes or buildings in the fighting, but she’d done her damnedest to avoid it. And those who’d slaughtered civilians or ignored collateral damage had paid the price. Evelyn was… she was…

      She was glad she hadn’t told Vania she was coming here. If she had, the princess might’ve insisted on accompanying her. If she had, it would’ve been bad. Very bad.

      The princess’s desire to intervene would’ve been inevitable, no matter how much she’d said her family had lost the population’s trust. And Evelyn… she would’ve helped. Even if she was certain it was a bad idea.

      “Evelyn, is everything alright?” Ilyra’s comm message jarred Evelyn from her fuming.

      “As much as it can be. What about up there? Did I somehow reveal myself to Ordin Space Control already? Because that would just figure.” Evelyn’s response was biting, though she knew everyone could tell it was focused elsewhere.

      “Nope, they either bought the fake IFF from the clans, or they’re too scared to say anything. I think the former.” The celestine’s response was slow, as she sounded a little distracted. “They politely asked if we were here on behalf of any of Peldra’s factions. I kept to our cover story, and if I’m not mistaken, they were relieved.”

      “Heh. Not a surprise… they probably don’t want us adding to the debris belt. I doubt they want a heavy cruiser getting involved when there’s only a trio of frigates left supporting the war, and all of them damaged.” Fya paused, frowning thoughtfully as her hair and eyes shifted colors. “Didn’t Peldra have a couple of cruisers when you left power, along with destroyers and frigates? It wasn’t much of a fleet, but it was better than this.”

      “It was, and if you look at the scans closely, you can find their wreckage.  Most of the ground batteries have been destroyed as well. Not all, but most.” Evelyn drew another breath before continuing. “Either way, proceed as planned, please. I trust you to handle things here, Lyra.”

      “Thank you. And don’t leave just yet? I want to bid you farewell, and I need to get us into our parking orbit.” Ilyra sounded both frustrated and concerned. “I… are you sure I can’t come down with you?”

      “No. The only one I trust to accompany me is Fya. Not because I don’t trust you, but due to the consequences if they spot me.” Evelyn’s gaze hardened as she saw Ordin swing into view as the Song of Stars came around. “If there’s a few artillery barrages, I need to be able to react appropriately. What you can do is hold the high ground. So long as you aren’t in range of the station, there’s nothing in-system which can threaten you.”

      There was a brief pause as Star’s hug tightened and Moon laid a hand on Evelyn’s shoulder. Then Ilyra replied.

      “Of course. If you need us, we’ll be here. Promise.” Ilyra’s voice was tight but firm. Evelyn couldn’t help a flicker of a smile.

      “Thank you. This should be… interesting.” Evelyn shook her head, forcing herself to relax, if only a little. She paused, then spoke gently. “Let go, please? I need to prepare my disguise and armor.”

      “Alright… can we help you put it on?” Moon asked hopefully. Star reluctantly released her and when Evelyn turned to look at her, her blue eyes were filled with concern.

      Evelyn just smiled and nodded, firmly shoving her frustration into the back of her mind. She wouldn’t take it out on the twins, Ilyra, or Sriallac. No, they deserved the best she could give them.

      “Of course.” A smile played across her lips as she added. “You can even help me decide on my disguise.”

      The way their expressions brightened made Evelyn wonder what she was in for.
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      There was a soft hiss as her breastplate sealed into place. Evelyn rolled her shoulders, triple-checking the armor’s fit, since this wasn’t one of her usual suits. Servos silently adjusted, keeping up with her motions easily, and it didn’t feel like it would restrict her. That was good, considering what could happen.

      “I think you look good.” Ilyra sounded more relaxed now, though the golden-haired celestine still looked nervous. “Weird, but good. I don’t think anyone’s going to recognize you. What name are you going by?”

      “Stacey.” Evelyn turned to a nearby mirror, frowning as she spoke distractedly. “Stacey Mourn. I double-checked, and there shouldn’t be anyone by the name on the planet. Though I doubt I’ll need to use it. I don’t plan to talk to anyone except the dryads.”

      Evelyn only looked like herself insofar as she was a female elf with approximately the same build. The transmutation disguise she’d purchased wouldn’t hold up through a security screening, but she wasn’t going through security. With the assistance of the twins, she’d adjusted her facial shape, including her eyes. Her hair was a blonde bob that would fit beneath her helmet easily, and she had light blue eyes and tanned skin, like many surfers possessed. She also wasn’t wearing the forehead gem, as that might be a bit too obvious.

      Her armor was a brown that would disappear into many fields or forests, and it was heavier than she normally favored, in part because she intended to avoid using her magic in combat. Similarly, she had only a force blade, little more than an absurdly sharp dagger, for melee, as well as a pair of burst pistols and a heavy pulse rifle. They barely resembled her usual weaponry.

      “Probably for the best,” Sriallac agreed. The dragon was in her human-like form: tall, statuesque, with tanned skin, wavy golden hair brushing against her legs, and gold eyes with a dragon’s vertical slit pupils. She was wearing a black gown with gold highlights, and she paused behind Evelyn, brushing a hair behind her ears. “The twins did good work. Are you sure it’s necessary, though?”

      “Maybe!” Fya grinned broadly as she stepped out, wearing a similar set of armor. She was as short as always, but her eyes and hair were now brown, she had elf-like ears, and looked mortal. Unsurprisingly, she had a shotgun and shock baton. Evelyn suspected the latter was a shapeshifted heavy weapon of some form. “We’re going to be in Peldra, so we might not see anyone, or we might have to fight off a few dozen rebels who want our gear. Who knows?”

      “I certainly don’t.” Evelyn sighed, shaking her head slowly. “This… makes me nervous.”

      “Me too. You’re sure our cover story will hold?” Star was visibly fretting. “We were also in the media broadcasts.”

      “I doubt they’ll notice, but if they do, they do.” Evelyn smiled at her, reaching over to gently brush Star’s cheek. “That’s part of why you aren’t leaving the ship. Besides, the furniture and jewelry you’ll be negotiating for is one of the high-value exports from Ordin. From what I’ve seen, the number of merchants who’re willing to take risks and stop has fallen off, so I’m sure you’ll be able to find merchants desperate to ship their cargos.”

      Star blushed, looking away as she cleared her throat.

      “She’s likely correct. I’ve been keeping an eye on local channels, and since coming into orbit, we’ve received ten cargo inquiries.” Then Sriallac frowned thoughtfully. “As well as a few who’re trying to recruit us, however briefly, and others… they’re probably trying to vacate the planet, given they’re curious about whether we’re taking passengers to Nald.”

      “You’re probably right.” Evelyn considered for several seconds, stepping on her impulse to check whether they were among those she had grudges against. “Best to refuse them, for several reasons. Anything else?”

      “Miss Tarth, I’ve received a tight-beam transmission from out-system. Its source is beyond the moon,” Sonata interjected over the comm system, the Doll’s voice prim and proper. Ilyra had named her, and she held the same role as Adria had aboard Djinn’s Gift, functioning as Ilyra’s second in command. “The protocols indicate it’s from one of Yrisiel Gloryheart’s vessels. The message indicates there’s an FTL link directly to Starlight Tapestry, and that you can purchase information from her via the channel.”

      Evelyn blinked, then shook her head in disbelief.

      “She would be present. And be willing to earn money from this mess.” Evelyn drew a breath, smiling wryly. “On the other hand, if I get really upset, at least she’ll be able to help identify who’s at fault.”

      Moon glowered at her, patting Evelyn’s armor. “Don’t overreact. Unless you’re actively under attack, at least talk to us first. Okay? I don’t want to wonder if I was complicit in a war crime.”

      Evelyn couldn’t help a laugh. It was short and harsh, and she quickly shook her head.

      “I don’t think that’s something you need to worry about.” Evelyn continued taking slow, calming breaths. She rubbed her forehead, self-conscious about the missing jewel. “While I’m not going to claim I’m the most reasonable woman in the universe when pissed off, I’ve never taken out my rage on civilians or other bystanders.”

      “Nope! She’s been really good about that!” Fya’s chirp drew an annoyed glare, but the djinn simply grinned at Evelyn.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Star smiled at her. “Just keep it in mind. Especially when you visit the dryads.”

      “I will. I promise.” Evelyn looked into her blue eyes, hesitating. Then she leaned in to give her a kiss. She followed suit with the others. Including Fya, who giggled as she bounced over and gave Evelyn a long kiss, then pulled away with another laugh.

      After a few moments, Ilyra made a face and stepped back. “It’s weird kissing you with that face… I look forward to you being you again.”

      “Agreed. I don’t like the disguise, but it’s for the best. So, the sooner we start, the sooner I can go back to normal. Shall we, Fya?” Evelyn looked at the djinn, arching an eyebrow. Donning her helmet, she carefully activated the seal.

      “Right-o! Let’s get down there and deal with a jackass’s soul!” The moment Fya put on her helmet, her voice changed, shifting from enthusiasm to deadly focus, similar to how she’d acted as Evelyn’s maid. “I’m ready, Milady.”

      The cold tone sent more of a shiver down Evelyn’s spine than Fya’s usual antics. She tried to ignore the way the others stared at Fya as well. It was almost like they’d seen a monster, based on their uneasy expressions.

      “Let’s go.” Evelyn took a step closer to Fya, then nodded to the others. “I’ll link up after arriving and keep you informed.”

      “See you soon.” Ilyra smiled tightly at her.

      Fya laid a hand on Evelyn’s shoulder, and there was a dramatic puff of smoke around them, likely her last allowance of flamboyance before their departure. There was the faintest lurching sensation, then they were on a hill. A vaguely familiar hill, as was the twisted mana around them.

      They were overlooking an old battlefield, standing below a large tree on one of the purple hills themselves. They were named after the bushes that bloomed with countless tiny purple flowers throughout the summer.

      This far into the fall, the flowers had wilted, so the purple had faded, but wasn’t entirely gone. The false dawn barely illuminated some of the hills, but her armor’s vision enhancements compensated, almost making the landscape as clear as day.

      The battlefield was much as Evelyn remembered it, though it wasn’t as extensive. Many of the craters and blast scars in outlying areas had been filled in, and plants had been nurtured in those areas, making them almost indiscernible from their surroundings. The center of the battlefield was better preserved, and Evelyn felt her lips pressing together.

      A rail spur and road snaked between a couple of hills to what was obviously a visitor center, while paths wandered through the old battlefield. There were signs the paths hadn’t received much maintenance in the last few months, but that… that wasn’t surprising. There were also a few vehicles parked near the building that she didn’t think were government vehicles, but she didn’t focus on them. Instead she focused on the relics, such as they were.

      Rough glass covered some areas; parts of it shattered from vehicles driving over it after it cooled, with a couple of boot-prints vividly preserved. Glass encased half-melted weapons and armor in a few places, which made Evelyn uncomfortable. She remembered that part. She didn’t remember the heavy tank, but given how it looked like a kaiju-sized humanoid had picked the tank up and crushed it in their hand, leaving massive fingermarks in the metal, she was definitely responsible.

      It looked like there’d been other vehicles in the area until recently, but their spots were empty, leaving little doubt about what’d happened. When there was a civil war, no one was going to leave an easily refitted troop transport or tank in a memorial.

      There was also everything that wasn’t visible, and Evelyn winced as she felt the utter hell she’d inflicted on the ley lines.

      Ley lines weren’t the most elegant things to begin with. Unlike what many people believed, they had a tendency to wander slightly, almost like fractal patterns, and sometimes they’d take abrupt jogs one way or another, but generally speaking, they went in a straight-ish line until they reached a node. Evelyn hadn’t cared at the time. She’d reached down, grasping the ley lines with all her power and… twisted, deforming them in the process. Not permanently, but close enough.

      The ley lines formed a spiral where she’d twisted, not quite knotted in place, and their dissonance echoed into the mana field. If Evelyn stayed for long, she’d likely get a headache, much like any mage who chose to live nearby. While spells would work, it would be unpleasant for the caster. Reality also wasn’t entirely stable, as Evelyn could feel faint energy from other planes bleeding through. On the other hand, Evelyn could feel where other magi had tried to straighten the ley lines, and where they’d groped about, trying to find the soul she’d trapped. She almost snorted, since they’d been looking in the wrong place.

      General Orion Wrell had been clever, after a fashion. She admitted that much, as none of Peldra’s other generals had managed to draw her into a trap. He’d also been an idiot, since she’d taken his claim that he’d executed her parents quite personally. That was why she’d ripped his soul out and imprisoned it below the hills.

      Yes, the obvious location to place the prison would’ve been at the center of the ley line damage. That did an astounding job of focusing mana, and would sustain such prisons virtually indefinitely. But that was the point; it was obvious, and at the time Evelyn hadn’t wanted his soul freed. No, she’d ensured there was a roiling mass of energy below the spiral, then had created a hidden tap off a ley line a kilometer to the southeast to trap his soul deep below the surface. Fortunately for Evelyn, she’d kept coordinates in her implants, or even she’d have been in trouble.

      “I don’t remember the tank,” Evelyn finally said, staring at the vehicle.

      “I do. You raised your hand, yanking it into the air as the crew began abandoning ship, then clenched your fist, crushing it. Then you tossed it aside like trash, and it landed on an anti-air battery.” Fya’s explanation was calm, her head slowly turning as she scanned their surroundings. She paused, then continued. “I’m detecting heat signatures from inside the building, twenty individuals. Six appear to be Nadia’s age or younger, and there’s one dog. Minimal civilian weaponry. Power is out, but they’ve set up solar panels meant for camping on the roof.”

      Evelyn paused and cycled through sensor modes to get a better look.

      She immediately picked out the heat signatures Fya had mentioned, as well as how two of the adults were located on the roof with guns at hand, while the dog was near the sleeping people. There was another heat source, which she guessed was a space heater of some form, and the people were located in the back offices. Those would be more enclosed, and thus easier to heat than the wide-open lobby. A few basic rifles and pistols were all they had, and based on the energy readings, she suspected they were projectile weapons. That was good and bad from her point of view. At least they didn’t need power, but it also meant they’d have limited ammunition.

      The sight made her grimace, and she shifted back to visuals. “I’d guess refugees. Possibly one of the factions, but with so few weapons, I doubt it. Let’s give them a wide berth. Fortunately, we aren’t going anywhere near them.”

      “If you say so, Milady. I’m not sure where we’re going,” Fya admitted.

      Evelyn paused, then shrugged, smiling wryly. “Fair point.” She nodded to their south. “About a kilometer southeast of the battle. I’ll send you the coordinates.”

      As she spoke, Evelyn’s implants notified her they’d synchronized with the Song of Stars in orbit. It’d taken longer than she’d expected, but the warped nature of reality around her had an effect similar to jamming.

      She sent a message to the others to confirm she was connected, and to inform them she’d arrived.

      “Let’s head for the spot and deal with the general, shall we?” Evelyn’s voice was dry, helping to conceal her anxiety. Anxiety and regret. “We should stay out of the guards’ sight as well. We don’t want them wasting ammo on us.”

      “Yes, Milady,” Fya acknowledged.

      Evelyn glared at her, her voice turning frosty. “Stop with the milady. That’s even more suspicious than if you were your usual self.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Fya’s reply was probably predictable, and Evelyn couldn’t help a sigh.

      Gods save her from djinni.
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      The sun peeked over the horizon as Evelyn landed directly above Orion’s prison. It was a nondescript location halfway up a hillside, and Evelyn paused, looking around.

      “Looking for something in particular?” Fya kept her voice down as she watched their surroundings.

      “Not… particularly, no. I was just seeing if anything had changed. But as expected, this region is still uninhabited.” Evelyn’s gaze drifted across the rolling hills and plains, feeling… perhaps sad. She saw a railway and a road, but nothing else beneath the cloud-strewn sky.

      “It wasn’t popular before, and enough people have mana sensitivity that this would be an unpleasant place to live, ma’am.” Fya’s explanation made sense and so Evelyn hesitated, then nodded slowly.

      “True. The general wanted to fight me somewhere they wouldn’t have to worry about collateral damage. He certainly succeeded.” Evelyn looked down. She hesitated, then let out a sigh, melancholy washing over her.

      “Is something wrong?” Fya turned toward Evelyn, who wondered what expression Fya was making.

      “It’s just… memories. I made such a mess of things. The people in the memorial center, Orion… I’m wondering if this is enough.” Anxiety bubbled up inside Evelyn, refusing to calm. “I don’t know what I should do.”

      Fya didn’t respond immediately. That didn’t surprise Evelyn, since she was asking advice which the djinn was… well, djinni morality was different from that of most mortal species, so it didn’t surprise her if Fya wasn’t sure how to respond.

      Yet when the djinn spoke, her voice held a serious note that Evelyn wasn’t sure she’d ever heard before. “It isn’t your fault. It isn’t your responsibility.”

      Evelyn blinked, surprise rippling through her. She tilted her head. “Oh? But all of this… would it have happened without me?”

      “Perhaps not in the same way, but I think so.” Fya paused. When she spoke, her tone was almost musing. “Do you know how many civilizations I’ve seen rise and fall?”

      “I… don’t. At least two, considering my conquest of Peldra. Or would it be three?” A questioning note crept into Evelyn’s voice as she frowned uncertainly.

      “I consider it one, due to the general continuity of governance under a single name until recently. However, the answer is two thousand and forty-three.” Fya’s tone was precise and clinical. Evelyn froze as the djinn hooked her thumbs in her belt. “Admittedly, some of them only lasted a few weeks. Some were the product of wishcraft and fell apart in short order. Others were from when I was feeling particularly destructive. Between them, they were across hundreds, maybe over a thousand, worlds.

      “I remember all of them, Evvy. I remember them with crystal clarity, every last one. The faces of their rulers as they took power, and the screams and fire as others were torn down by disaster, enemies, or their own citizens. I’ve seen almost every way an empire can fall, including the imminent death of a multiverse itself! And in all of that, all of it, I’ve learned that there’s almost never one cause for their destruction.” Fya turned to look across Peldra’s fields, her voice quiet. “You aren’t the cause of this. You may have been a contributing factor, but the infection set root long before you, Evvy. You were a symptom of the problems.”

      Fya fell silent, allowing the suffocating weight of her words to fall on Evelyn. It was… Evelyn couldn’t even conceive of those numbers. Of seeing that much death and destruction, which Fya could clearly remember. Yet the djinn spoke before Evelyn could marshal a response.

      “Now, what do you want to do? How should you handle this?” Fya’s visor turned clear, and she flashed Evelyn a bright smile. “However you want! If you want to burn the entire planet to ashes, I’ll hand you the flamethrowers and get started, help fuel the solar engines, or get the plans for a biosphere ignition device! If you want to conquer it again, I have a list of tons of mercenaries, and bet there’s plenty of people who remember your rule wistfully. If you just want to flatten the people keeping the bloodbath going, Yrisiel is right there. If you want to make everyone stop fighting, why, we know Syndy! I’m sure she could disapprove them into co-operating for the solstice! Do what you want; I’ll help.”

      Evelyn stared for a few more seconds, more than a little taken aback. Her question was hesitant. “Biosphere ignition device? That’s…”

      “Not invented in this part of the universe. You don’t want to know, promise,” Fya assured her, blanking her visor again.

      Evelyn’s jaw worked soundlessly, trying to decide how to respond. Finally, she simply gave up, shaking her head.

      “Are you trying to cheer me up by pointing out how insignificant my problems are?” Evelyn’s eyes narrowed. Oddly, the sheer weight of Fya’s experiences, and her absolute support of whatever Evelyn chose to do, was reassuring. Dangerous, but reassuring.

      “Maybe, maybe not. Anyway, shouldn’t you be yanking someone’s soul out of the drain it’s stuck in? We have housekeeping to take care of!” Fya briefly reverted to her bright, cheerful self.

      Evelyn laughed and shook her head, drawing a deep breath then slowly lowered to a knee, pressing a hand against the ground as she concentrated.

      A focused tendril of crimson magic pierced the soil, snaking through swirling chaos from the destruction she’d wreaked on the ley lines. It was fortunate she’d deliberately hidden the soul’s prison, as that meant she hadn’t used as much power as she could’ve. Unfortunately for Evelyn, she hadn’t intended for anyone to free Orion’s soul, not even her. So she couldn’t free it easily.

      It took almost a minute for her to reach the soul’s prison, four hundred meters down. When she did, Evelyn winced at what she found.

      The prison was a roiling sphere of chaotic, primal magic, and inside it she could feel the raw, unfiltered rage she’d felt when she’d shoved the man’s soul deep below the earth. Soul-searing anger seethed, battering the spirit trapped within, clawing at it with every moment that passed. It swiped at a soul which had compressed itself into a tight orb as close to the center of the prison as it could. Evelyn couldn’t feel the emotions of the soul, but even looking in enabled her to tell a lot and she drew a breath, hating herself more than anything else in this moment.

      No, she didn’t like what Orion had done. She couldn’t understand why he’d done it, since claiming he’d executed her parents had been beyond the pale in her mind. But that didn’t mean she should’ve been so cruel. This had been a mistake. It was time to fix it.

      The tendril split into five, like an extension of her hand, and Evelyn felt the prison react, drawing on the ley line to strengthen itself, almost bristling. She could practically hear her past self, her words when she’d crushed the general.

      “You killed my parents, you whoreson? Well, you can’t hide behind cannons, armor, and shields anymore. Your soldiers paid the price for your sins, and now it’s your turn. Burn in agony. No afterlife, no respite, no hope. Fall into the abyss you deserve!”

      Evelyn wondered if he’d been trying to tell her the truth at the time, as she vaguely recalled him gurgling at her. Unfortunately, she’d been too angry, her armor smoking from the sheer volume of fire they’d thrown at her, her body aching from blows she hadn’t been able to avoid, not that she’d really tried in her focused rage. It’d been a deadly battle, and she’d been utterly devoid of mercy by the end.

      “Time to let go of the anger, Evelyn…” she murmured to herself, and clenched her hand, the gauntlet tearing furrows through the soil.

      The five tendrils lanced into the barrier, using the focused precision Ceeana’s training had taught Evelyn as they struck weak points simultaneously. The prison cracked, but didn’t break. The spell responded, power surging as the remnant will lashed out. Yet it was slower. Weaker. Less skilled, which meant it stood no chance.

      Her needle-like tendrils retracted the instant before the spell could respond, and as mana surged into the points she’d hit, Evelyn struck elsewhere, identifying newly exposed weak points, and the prison shuddered as more fracture lines appeared. It lashed out like an angry animal, and once again Evelyn dodged the retaliation, not that she feared it. No, she was simply trying to work efficiently, and the tendrils speared into still more weak points. That was enough.

      The cracks widened, then the prison came apart. Evelyn’s magic scattered, and as it did, well, the tendrils split into dozens, then over a hundred tiny segments as she went after them. Evelyn wasn’t sure what sort of effect her magic infused with so much rage would have on the environment, and she wasn’t going to find out. One tendril wrapped around Orion’s soul and yanked it upward, even as the others shot outward, grabbing every tiny piece of the prison they could find.

      Evelyn let out a breath, thankful for the lessons Ceeana had inflicted on her. She didn’t appreciate them often, as they were an exercise in frustration, but there was no way she would’ve been able to grab everything if the training tool hadn’t forced her to split her attention so many ways.

      Reeling in the shards and soul still took a little time, since she didn’t want to lose anything on the mana currents, and severing the prison from its ley line connection caused more turbulence, but she managed after a minute.

      Dirt fell from her gauntlet as Evelyn stood, leaving her hand empty save for the glowing blueish sphere of the soul she’d retrieved, a tendril of radiant crimson wrapped around it firmly, and more string-like tendrils grasping glassy shards of her magic as they emerged from the ground. Fya made a soft sound of appreciation, and based on the way her helmet tilted, she was staring at the shards.

      Plucking a gemstone she’d prepared from her utility belt, Evelyn held it, concentrating on the mana she’d retrieved, imposing her will. The recalcitrant mana resisted a little, but since it was hers… well, it didn’t resist too much. There was a burning sensation as the shards turned molten, then flowed through the air into the gemstone, causing it to glow sullenly. She let out a soft sigh.

      “I don’t suppose I could have that, ma’am?” The fascination in Fya’s voice put Evelyn’s teeth on edge.

      “No. I don’t know what you’d want with so much rage-infused mana, and I don’t want to know.” Her voice was firm as she stored the gem. She’d learned too much about her mana’s capabilities to risk letting Fya have it.

      She turned her attention to the soul, which was pulsing in her hand. Evelyn considered it for a moment as the other tendrils faded. Then she spoke calmly.

      “General Orion Wrell. I don’t know whether you can hear me. I don’t know if you can tell who I am, though if you can hear me, I’m certain you have a good guess.” Evelyn kept her voice steadier than her emotions, where old rage still pulsed. “Whether you can hear or not, I should address you. What I did was too much. I went too far, even if what you claimed you’d done was abhorrent. I’ll apologize for trapping your soul for so long and the torment you went through. I won’t apologize for killing you, your soldiers, or anything else. We were at war, and you tried to draw me into a trap. You succeeded, but… well. Enough of that. Go. Pray your afterlife is kinder to you than I was.”

      Without another word, Evelyn relaxed her grip on the soul, watching as the spirit swayed on an immaterial breeze. She didn’t think it was the mana field, but she could be wrong. Evelyn couldn’t help a small smile as she caught a glimpse of something moving through the air. It was… ethereal, barely there, but she thought it was vaguely humanoid. The impression of a hand grasped the soul, and gently pulled it across the veil, causing it to fade from sight.

      For a few seconds they just stood there in the morning sun, and Evelyn closed her eyes, a hint of relief washing over her. She’d dealt with one of her most complicated regrets, an action her parents hadn’t approved of. She waited for a minute, considering… then asked softly. “What took his soul?”

      “Some form of psychopomp, I’d guess.” Fya spoke dismissively, shrugging. “They don’t come for all souls, just the ones who get stuck for one reason or another. That’s what I’ve heard, anyway. I don’t know much about them, since they don’t have anything to do with djinni.”

      “Ah. Well. I think… we’re done here.” Evelyn was a little startled by how simply the task had finished, without a single shot fired or other problems. Then she smiled wryly. “Now for the part that’s probably going to make me want to murder people again.”

      “Time to visit the dryads, ma’am?” There was only the faintest hint of anticipation in Fya’s question.

      “Time to visit the dryads,” Evelyn agreed, drawing a deep breath, then nodded, extending a hand to Fya as she sent the coordinates. “Hopefully Wreath isn’t too paranoid… hopefully she’s alive.”

      As she spoke, Evelyn sent a message to let the others know she was about to move on.

      “We’ll find out, ma’am, and if she isn’t, well… vengeance is always an option.” Fya took Evelyn’s hand.

      Then they vanished from the hillside, leaving only boot prints and disturbed dirt to show they’d been there.
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        Yrisiel Gloryheart

      

      

      Yrisiel sat back, magic flowing through her implants and the nanite conduits riddling the chair, bypassing the need for wireless connections or other forms of merely lightspeed communication. She didn’t have enough time as it was, so every second she could shave off her work was important. Yrisiel had a busy life.

      Her systems did an excellent job of collating and sorting the information her agents and taps gathered across the sector. Most of the work was automated, using the custom programs she’d created to crack encryption and sift through countless data streams for her business. Yet some things deserved her personal attention, whether due to the sheer importance, difficulty, or simply Yrisiel’s personal interest.

      Evelyn Esendria Tarth was the last. Arguably she was important as well, but Yrisiel’s primary reason to be involved was due to her personal interest. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d met a person less than a century old who got her blood pumping in anticipation.

      Perhaps some would consider the fact that Evelyn was the other gene donor for her child to be more important, but Yrisiel… disagreed. Perhaps that would change as time passed, but for now it wasn’t what held her attention. No, it was Evelyn’s power, confidence, and the impact she had on civilization as a whole that fascinated Yrisiel.

      Certainly, some wouldn’t realize the impact she’d had, not even as word of the atanar slowly spread, Fallen Dawn’s rescue, the Star Eater’s destruction, or even Emadir’s descent on the Isle of Blossoming Joy, but Yrisiel did. Yrisiel could see how Evelyn’s actions caused the subtlest movement in interstellar politics, and she was still so very, very young.

      Even so, Yrisiel imagined everything would change when others heard about The Eternal Dance and Mara, as well as Evelyn’s hand in their creation. A sapient pocket star system with as many habitable planets as most clusters, ready to colonize? It would draw so much attention.

      Yet for now, Evelyn managed to lie low. Though Yrisiel wondered how long it would last, given everything occurring on Peldra. She couldn’t wait to see how Evelyn chose to handle it. She doubted the elf would destroy a planet out of frustration, but stranger things had happened.

      Yrisiel still wasn’t certain how Evelyn had triggered the destruction of a multiverse, but if a deity said that was what happened, Yrisiel certainly wasn’t going to argue the point. She also wouldn’t share that tidbit of information, though she was certain the gods weren’t going to be as reticent. No one gossiped like deities.

      That was their own problem.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Moon

      

      

      “How’s everything going?” Moon stepped into the conference room with a tray of bowls of soup, sandwiches, and a variety of drinks. Concern and relief played across her face in turn as she looked at the displayed hologram. “I saw Evelyn’s message about finishing in the Purple Hills.”

      “Not a blip on the scanners, so that’s good. I think I spotted their heat signatures, but it was questionable due to being a quarter of the way around the planet,” Ilyra shrugged nervously, her anxiety far too obvious. “Still, I haven’t seen any messages about her, huge mana spikes on the sensors or anything of that nature. I guess it’s going well. So far.”

      “And we’ve received a flood of additional messages, many of which I’m glad Sonata filtered out.” Star grimaced, though the expression faded as Moon offered her the cup of tea she’d requested. “A lot of people want to flee the planet, and don’t have any compunctions about threats or trying to guilt us into helping. I’m not sure what they think threats are going to do, but… anyway, we’re likely going to have plenty of exports we can handle. More than enough to pay for the trip a few times over.”

      “Agreed, and most are even legitimate, though I’ve flagged a few which I think would be dangerous.” Sriallac tapped the table thoughtfully as she looked at a tablet, then nodded as she took her coffee. “I think we’ve some people who’re desperate enough they might try to hijack a merchant ship like we’re claiming to be. Even if it’s as powerful as this one.”

      “Too bad we can’t just tell them who owns the ship; that’d scare them off quick.” Ilyra’s baleful mutter was barely audible as she shook her head in disgust. Raising her voice, she continued. “Thank you, Moon. The meal is appreciated.”

      “You’re welcome, though, yeah, you’re right. On the other hand, it also might result in a bombardment by planetary defenses, so it’s probably best Evelyn is trying to be subtle.” Moon smiled at them, her nerves almost getting the best of her.

      They chuckled and nodded, but Moon didn’t see much relief on their faces. Which… was to be expected, really.

      Evelyn’s attitude over the last few days had been concerning, and with her out of sight… well, Moon worried. There was a reason she’d added a few drops of sedative to her tea.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      Evelyn remembered the clearing they appeared in reasonably well, and her heart clenched at the sight of it.

      This was the clearing the local dryad grove used to greet visitors, or more accurately, where they asked visitors to come to if they wished to meet. Evelyn remembered the elegant trees, their boughs carefully shaped to create what looked like a roof overhead, with climbing ivy adorning their trunks and a distinct path leading to the clearing with similar branches overhead, a verdant hallway in the wilderness.

      Fire had scorched it. Most of the trees had survived, but several were blackened skeletons, not adorned in the colorful leaves of orange, yellow, green, and red they should possess at this time of year. Much of the ivy was dead, though not all, and the passage she remembered… at least one tree had fallen across the path. Only a small portion of the surrounding trees were untouched, and it was almost too much.

      Rage surged within Evelyn, boiling upward. Hungry, screaming rage that the sanctuary she remembered had been despoiled. The quiet glades, where birds had sung along with the voices of the dryads. Where the scents of flowers had abounded in natural perfumes, which the dryads refined and traded with outsiders for the supplies they needed. The colorful riot of flowers that adorned the forest in hues that sometimes seemed even more vivid than the best those outside could manage.

      Yet Evelyn forced the rage down as she felt pain spike from one hand clenching too tight as she tried to control herself. She’d known a fire had ripped through the region, and this… this wasn’t the core of the grove’s territory. They’d have protected their own trees first, and had told her that forest fires were sometimes necessary for the forest’s health. So she forced herself to breathe, to wait. To not overreact.

      “Are you alright, ma’am?” Fya’s calm question almost stoked the embers, but she kept herself under control. Barely.

      “No. I’ll manage, though.” Evelyn knew her voice was harsh. She inhaled slowly, releasing Fya’s hand, and stalked into the clearing’s center. She took a breath, then spoke clearly. “I seek an audience with the grove. While I may carry weapons, they shall not be aimed at those of the grove, only thine enemies. I stand here in good faith, as a friend of those who live beneath these boughs.”

      As Evelyn expected, there wasn’t an immediate response. Fya stepped up beside her, the djinn making it seem as if she was calm, though Evelyn doubted that was true.

      A ghost of sensation against her magical senses drew Evelyn’s attention, but she carefully didn’t look at the trees which held a couple of dryads. They were obviously wary, which made Evelyn regret her choice to arrive armed. Or to arrive in disguise, for that matter. Yet she waited as they made their decision, keeping her hands well away from her weapons.

      Eventually, a woman’s voice came from the air beside Evelyn, carried there by a spell designed to obfuscate her true location. It didn’t stop Evelyn from picking her out, but most wouldn’t be able to.

      “Who are you, who claim to be our friend?” The voice was soft, lyrical, and tinged with a hint of wariness. “These times are dangerous, and our grove is closed to additional outsiders.”

      Evelyn flinched, since the phrasing and distrust told her all she needed to know about recent events. Keeping her hands from clenching again took a supreme force of will, but… after a moment she made a decision, and she deactivated her disguise before removing her helmet.

      Evelyn’s voice was tight and trembling. “If she’s still among your number, I request you tell Wreath that little Eve has returned, and is trying desperately not to unleash her wrath on whoever harmed your beautiful forest.”

      There was the briefest of pauses, accompanied by a gasp from one of the nearby trees. Then a redhead erupted from another tree, throwing herself at Evelyn with her arms spread wide.

      “Evelyn!”

      Evelyn caught the green-skinned, white-eyed dryad, hugging her tight. It took a few seconds to identify her, partly because her hair had shifted color with the seasons, but partly because it’d been so long. Yet Evelyn recognized her.

      “I’m here, Trillium. I’m here.” Evelyn’s voice was a whisper, rocking the dryad in her arms as she began bawling her eyes out, and Evelyn’s gaze hardened as two more dryads emerged from the forest.

      If there was someone specific at fault for this, she’d have to deliberate heavily on what to do.
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        Evelyn

      

      

      “I’m surprised to see you again, Evelyn.” Wreath poured tea into the wooden cups with smooth, practiced motions, her voice soft and measured. “We mourned your death, celebrated when we heard of your reappearance, and listened to the whispers from the stars of what you did, especially for Worldwaker. I’d feared for you, but was relieved you’d gotten away from those who wished you harm.”

      “Yes, well… I had some unfinished business to deal with.” Evelyn drew a deep breath as she looked around Wreath’s home, then sipped her tea. It was lavender and helped her relax a little more.

      The former Stargazer of the DGS Worldwaker, Wreath was a smoothly dignified woman, and one of the larger dryads Evelyn had met, standing at a hair over two meters in height. Like most of the dryads at this time of year, her red hair spilled down her back in a wave that verged on black in places, while her eyes were a deep forest green. She wore a bodysuit formed of leaves, but Evelyn knew better than to think it was a mere aesthetic choice. Dryads had engineered and enchanted them to be equal to most skinsuit armor, and other versions could hold the necessary nutrients and oxygen to let them survive in a vacuum for hours.

      Her home was also both what someone would expect of a dryad and something far more advanced. Evelyn was always amused when people thought she’d lived in a twig hut or something similarly primitive while among the dryads.

      A smooth, vaulted wooden ceiling arched about two and a half meters above their heads. Bio-engineered lights provided illumination which drew power from the tree, which absorbed sunlight and stored the energy for the purpose. The amount it could draw was limited, but every bit helped. There was furniture grown from the tree, curtains, running water, and more, all of it using the same biotechnology which had led to the creation of grove ships like Worldwaker.

      To Evelyn’s relief, the forest fire had mostly spared the grove. The dryads had used their magic to create a firebreak, diverting it around their community and saving as much of the surrounding forest as they could, and some of the other dryad groves had done the same. There was still damage, but it was nowhere near as extensive as she’d feared.

      “Oh? What sort of unfinished business?” Wreath arched her eyebrow in a way that brought a smile to Evelyn’s face. She’d patterned that habit after Wreath. “I thought you were done with Peldra after everything that occurred.”

      “I was, especially after Vania ended up being dethroned and I had to rescue her. However, I found my parents. They expressed their… disappointment in me for leaving General Wrell’s soul trapped in the Purple Hills and suggested I free him to a proper afterlife. I dealt with that before coming here.” Evelyn let out a soft sigh as she looked into her cup. She hesitated, then asked the question she dreaded. “Of course, now that I’m here… how bad has it been?”

      Wreath settled into her chair, not replying immediately. The emotions on her face were mixed, as Evelyn could tell, though it was hard to judge for certain. Wreath had always been more difficult to read than most of the other dryads. Which wasn’t to say Evelyn couldn’t tell anything, just… not much more than the fact Wreath was tired.

      “We’ve been fine. Mostly. The number of items we’ve been able to import or export has fallen dramatically, and our supplier refused to land shuttles for the last six months due to the risks. We’ve only been directly attacked once, and it was by a gang, none of the factions. We dealt with them.” Wreath shrugged, then smiled at Evelyn as she tensed. “Don’t worry, they won’t be trying again. Not with anyone. The fire would have been a risk, but we sensed it coming and kept it away, even if the forest was damaged. From what we understand, one of the factions was using it for cover near the capital, another faction firebombed it, and the fire grew out of control.”

      “Who was behind it?” Evelyn’s voice lowered, her eyes hardening as her anger spiked again.

      Wreath laughed softly, shaking her head. “I’m not telling you. I can practically feel the rage you’re suppressing, Eve. Not so little now, are you? No, you’ll have to wait until you calm down before I share any information which might cause a volcanic reaction. We’ve heard about some of the events on the Isle of Blossoming Joy, and what you did for Worldwaker. I’m not a complete fool.”

      Fya began laughing softly, and Evelyn blushed, looking away. She wanted to argue, she really did, but… she couldn’t, not really. Wreath had a point, and there was no way Evelyn could convince her otherwise, anyway.

      “Fine… then what about the refugees we saw?” Evelyn nodded to the door, banking her anger for now.

      On their way into the grove, she’d seen a couple dozen tents, as well as makeshift huts like the ones people often assumed were common in dryad communities, most of them with people around them. They seemed healthy enough, but the weariness on their faces had been unsettling, which gave Evelyn a good idea of why they were here.

      “They fled the fighting. Most lost their homes and came to us in hope of assistance.” Sadness filled Wreath’s soft explanation. “We accepted as many as we could support, but eventually had to turn others away. There’s only so much we can do, and supporting a thousand outsiders is our limit. The other groves are much the same.”

      “Which is more than fair, considering there are what, two hundred of you here?” Evelyn couldn’t help a grimace as she thought about the logistics. She hated to consider it. “From what I remember, unless you began stocking up last year, you’d have been hard pressed to support more.”

      Wreath nodded in agreement, taking a long sip of tea before speaking further.

      “You’re correct. We have enough food to support more, and have shared what we can with outsiders, as well as expanding our greenhouses, but to support more people through the winter would’ve taken more preparation. Unfortunately, the aegis’s destruction and Empress’s disappearance took almost everyone by surprise.” The dryad paused for a moment, then let out a breath as she admitted. “We’re… weary. Your conquest and rule barely impacted us, except to grant us additional control over our territory. Empress Vania maintained that for the most part, though there were attempts by some to claw back that which you granted us. But now… things have become much worse.”

      Evelyn flinched, opening her mouth to speak, but she stopped herself. There was a niggling idea in the back of her mind, but she forced herself to let it germinate more before she said anything. Instead, she said the only thing she could.

      “I’m sorry.” Evelyn looked down into her cup, grief tugging at her heart. “I… tried to leave as much distance between me and the grove as I could, just to keep any retaliation from spilling over to you, but it seems that wasn’t enough. I wish I could’ve done more.”

      “You did enough when you gave us sovereignty over the forest. You were just a child who came to us for help, and we aided you as much as we could. I never anticipated you were a relative of one of the rulers of the Isles, nor that you would’ve garnered a favor from a goddess. How did that happen?” Wreath asked, tilting her head curiously.

      Evelyn hesitated, flushing, then shrugged. “I… it’s a bit of a long story for right now. To put it simply, she had a primitive world that desperately needed assistance, and her angels couldn’t do the job. So she asked me. I dealt with the problem.”

      Fya chimed in without hesitation, her respectful, polite tone still jarring. “We’ve seen implant footage. She threw a necromancer’s tower at a castle to break its wards, then annihilated the demonic worshiper in charge.”

      Wreath’s eyes widened marginally, and she looked at Evelyn for a few seconds, studying her before slowly nodding. “I believe I understand. You’ve come far, Eve. You’re also much better at keeping your temper in check.”

      “I’ve had to be. Plus, I have lovers who’ve helped me learn to keep it under control. At least most of the time. Though the situation here is admittedly making my blood boil.” Evelyn drew a deep breath, then continued. “That said, I’m trying to decide what to do. I have an offer for you, but I’m trying to decide how to phrase it. I’m also trying to decide, are any of the factions what you’d consider… reasonable? Having the best interests of the citizens in mind?”

      Wreath’s brow furrowed, and she stared at Evelyn, obviously debating what to say.

      “Is this a way for you to get around my earlier refusal?”

      Evelyn snorted at the suspicion in Wreath’s voice, shaking her head.

      “No, of course not. I already have a way around that, though I haven’t sent the request to the information broker yet.” Evelyn smiled coldly as an idea occurred to her, one she shelved for the moment. “No, I’m trying to decide whether I should offer assistance to any of the factions.”

      Wreath gave Evelyn a concerned look before speaking carefully. “What type of help? I don’t think your involvement in the current situation would end well.”

      Evelyn snorted, rolling her eyes. Fya couldn’t restrain a laugh either.

      “Gods, no. If I do anything, it’ll be to help a group get in contact with mercenaries or something of that sort.” Evelyn’s gaze hardened and her tone turned sharp. “I’m trying not to become a warlord or anything of the sort. I had the chance to become the ruler of a star system recently, and I very, very firmly declined the opportunity.”

      “Only you would call that simply a star system.” The sarcasm in Fya’s voice made Evelyn twitch. “It was thirty star systems, not one.”

      Evelyn gave her an annoyed look. The disguised djinn stared back unrepentantly, and given how Wreath’s expression relaxed, Evelyn let it slide.

      After a minute’s thought, Wreath finally spoke. “Very well. In that case, the People’s Army, as they call themselves, has been relatively tolerable, while the group called Peldran Ascendant is… at least not unpleasant. They offered to purchase food from us and accepted it when we said we’d be giving it to the refugees. Our interactions with the other three factions have been minimal, and relatively unpleasant. I believe the only reason we haven’t been attacked is because we’ve remained neutral, but there has been pressure for us to support one faction or another. The groves have been discussing options, as we doubt the current situation will last.”

      Evelyn finally made a decision. Possibly a foolish one, but she’d decided.

      “Ah. Well, then. Before I dive into the rabbit hole of deciding how to handle this… this nightmare on Peldra, allow me to give my offer.” Evelyn pulled out a pocket holographic projector as she spoke, also sending a message to Mara via Yrisiel, hoping the sapient plane would be willing to help. “First off, I recently had my magic go out of control while trying to create a demiplane. I apparently created a sapient, self-aware plane. This is The Eternal Dance.”

      A hologram sprang to life, depicting the black hole at the center of the plane, with its three blue stars circling it, the six stars orbiting equidistantly in the opposite direction outside that, and the ring of twenty-four stars reversing their orbit again. It was hard to see the swirling nebula between the stars with the lighting, but it was visible, along with the six spatial gates located between the inner stars.

      “What… is this? A black hole would sterilize all the planets, those which it didn’t consume outright.” Wreath’s voice was filled with confusion, her eyebrows knitting. “Also, some of those stars are the wrong color. Green and purple aren’t natural colors for them.”

      “It would if the physics worked the same, but it’s safe. We’ve been there, and Mara, the sapient intelligence of the plane, isn’t inclined to consume the stars or her planets. In total, there are one hundred and eight habitable planets throughout the system, with pre-built cities designed to leave an enormous amount of nature intact, space stations, and more. As of seven days ago, it was completely uninhabited.” Evelyn zoomed the image in on the first star system she’d created, before splitting the view to look at the forested moon and a jungle world she’d created. “That includes these planets, and many more. Entire worlds of untamed vegetation and animals, pristine and unspoiled. If you, and your groves, are interested, I’m willing to put you in contact with Mara to see if you wish to immigrate. She’s the plane itself and would like to have inhabitants, but she’s also an absolute ruler. Break her rules enough, or egregiously enough, and she’ll kick you out. She isn’t going to put up with things like this.”

      Evelyn waved at the planet beyond the room. Wreath stared at Evelyn, then at the hologram. After a minute, she spoke quietly.

      “I’ll need more information about this Mara, her personality, the plane, and how we’d even get there before I can bring it to the others.” Wreath met Evelyn’s gaze briefly. Then her lips quirked as her tone turned teasing. “And a mother already? I must say, I’m proud of you for bringing such a large child to term, little Eve.”

      Evelyn seriously deliberated whether she should tell Wreath anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      It took a long time for Evelyn to answer all of Wreath’s questions regarding Mara. Long enough that she and Fya stayed overnight, sleeping in the same room as Wreath on a makeshift mattress. She’d called in several other dryads to ask questions, which had made the extensive discussion even more involved. She was somewhat relieved that all the dryads had agreed that Evelyn’s presence should be kept quiet. She didn’t want to cause problems.

      By the time they were done, Mara had already replied via Yrisiel, and had even given a concise, blunt document going over her basic rules and requirements for immigrants. She’d made it clear in no uncertain terms that she was fine with Evelyn extending the opportunity to immigrate, but that she would make the final decision on whether to accept any individual. Evelyn had handed over the rules before heading to bed, but only after enjoying a hearty meal of bread and vegetable soup. While Evelyn usually wasn’t as fond of sourdough bread, everything the dryads made was amazing. Though her opinion was rather biased.

      By the time she woke, which was quite early due to Wreath’s schedule, Yrisiel had also sent Evelyn the other information she’d requested, as well as the bill for it. It wasn’t that bad, compared to how long it would’ve taken Evelyn to hunt down the war’s bad actors herself. She skimmed through the information as they sipped their tea, Fya watching Evelyn thoughtfully, until Evelyn looked up from her oatmeal and spoke calmly, thankful Wreath wasn’t around.

      “So. Do you have any objections to me putting bounties on all the people who’ve been complete monsters?” Evelyn tilted her head, letting the question hang in the air.

      “Oh. Oh my. Are you saying you’re going to put prices on the heads of all those people who’ve been trying to assassinate you over the years?” The edges of Fya’s lips twitched as she desperately tried to suppress her grin, excitement creeping into her voice.

      “Among others, yes.” Evelyn smiled coldly, a hint of satisfaction welling up inside her. “I wonder how they’ll feel with the shoe on the other foot. Go ahead, take a look.”

      She shunted the files over, and the djinn’s gaze went distant as she started looking through them. While she was doing so, Evelyn went through a response from Xalryx… no, not Xalryx, she corrected herself. A response from Grand Treasurer Tarkonrik, the treasurer in charge of the Nald cluster. He was Xalryx’s teacher and she’d pulled him in to handle an estimate on Evelyn’s idea.

      She was determined not to let herself get sucked into the local psychosis, at least not directly, with one specific exception. But that didn’t mean Evelyn couldn’t interfere indirectly. The price tag was high, but compared to the cost of buying the Shield of Creation and Song of Stars, well… it wasn’t that much. And she could also call in favors with her great-grandmother, as much as Evelyn hated to consider it. Lilac Blooming in Perfect Grace would be delighted to help. It was enough to raise Evelyn’s hackles.

      Though not as much as the giggles that escaped Fya’s mouth did. There was something horribly creepy about the smile on her face, and Fya looked up gleefully.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to wish these people onto a completely barren planet to let them turn into jerky? Or for each to have their own personal raptor whose entire goal in life is to peck their eyes out?” There was far too much hope in Fya’s voice. “I mean, sure, you can pay bounty hunters to go after them, but what they’ve done deserves so much worse! I can be creative. Maybe trap this one’s mind on the edge of a black hole, letting them feel like eternity is passing before their body dies?”

      Evelyn knew exactly which individual Fya was referring to. The woman in question was a psychopath, and it took an immense amount of effort to keep herself from dealing with her personally. But if she wasn’t going to have the satisfaction of annihilating the woman, neither was Fya.

      “No. There’s one exception I’m making, and it’s no one on that list.” Evelyn tapped her leg slowly, keeping her tone calm. Deadly calm.

      “Oh? Who’s the exception, ma’am?” Fya’s attention snapped to Evelyn as she resumed her guise of obedience.

      “I’m not saying their name. Not here. But… they’re the one responsible for Vania being abducted. The one who collaborated with Mariel. I have a bone to pick with them.” Evelyn smiled coldly as she sent the list to Star with instructions. The second list was still in flux, but she was inclined to approve it. She’d decide before leaving. “I don’t want Wreath or the others to object.”

      “If you say so, ma’am.” Fya’s voice might be calm, but her eyes were blazing with anticipation.

      Evelyn decided she was fine with that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sriallac

      

      

      “Um… well, at least she isn’t acting herself?” Moon looked over Star’s shoulder, her eyes wide. Sriallac snorted softly, a puff of smoke managing to escape before she got herself under control, and she closed the file she’d started to peruse.

      “I’m impressed. Based on the first file, I would’ve expected her to turn the entire encampment into a glass-lined crater.” Sriallac couldn’t keep the grim note out of her voice, and she mentally brushed the file aside.

      “That bad?” Star looked up from the form she was filling out, her eyes widening.

      “Worse.” Sriallac shook her head, still tasting bile from what she’d read. “You don’t want to know. Don’t access the files if you have any choice.”

      “Alright, if you say so… though I have to wonder about this addendum that Fya asked me to add to the requests.” Star frowned as she turned to the last message. “Who’re Barrvyth, Gol, Ragthorn, Reesa, and Sarvian, and why is she informing the Mercenary Guild that they’re allowed to take the job?”

      Sriallac shrugged.

      “I have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Petunia

      

      

      Petunia was working at quest reception when the computer beeped, indicating a high-value bounty request had come through. It only beeped on the high-value ones from verified agents, since it was incredible how many people would try making requests when they didn’t have the funds. Considering she was sorting through the computer-screened low-value jobs, Petunia immediately dropped a marker to show where she’d been and swapped to the new job.

      As the application expanded, Petunia’s eyebrows shot upward, because it contained a hundred and forty-nine targets, all of them currently on the same planet. The one with the lowest bounty was worth eight hundred mythrite. The highest was worth ten thousand. Between the various bounties, there was two hundred and fifty thousand mythrite on offer, and when she checked the backer, a chill ran down Petunia’s spine. While it wasn’t a job from the dragon clans themselves, the in-system Grand Treasurer himself had guaranteed the funds.

      “Let’s see how much information they have about each target…” Petunia’s voice was little more than a murmur as she looked for the catch. There almost had to be one. The bounties would add up quickly for those who claimed them, and she knew some members of the Mercenary Guild would be delighted to go after so many, especially when most bounties were five hundred mythrite or less. Yet even that was enough for some hunters to travel from planet to planet. Then she found it. “Ah. Much is explained.”

      The location was a war zone, with numerous factions currently engaged in a civil war. Even as far away as Nald was, Petunia had heard of the conflict on Ordin. What puzzled her was the fact that each of the individuals with bounties on their heads was listed for different crimes, and she’d seen several from each faction, which made her wonder why⁠—

      Petunia came to a sudden halt as she glanced down and saw who the requester was. It sent ice water through her veins. She didn’t even think about the job further, instead hitting the key to contact her boss for an emergency review as she stared at the name.

      It was one of the individuals with the longest-standing bounties in their system, as well as one of the largest kill counts of any target. It was to the point that anyone who wanted to take the bounty had to go through multiple danger acknowledgements to be allowed to.

      Evelyn Esendria Tarth sending in a job request was far above her pay grade.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Reesa

      

      

      “We never should’ve taken the damned job.”

      Barrvyth’s mutter was loud in the small room. He was lying back in his chair, his eyes closed, and he looked exhausted. The man’s green-hued skin was a touch paler than normal, and he’d cropped his black hair short recently.

      Reesa nodded in agreement. “We shouldn’t have.”

      She sighed and tried to relax.

      Their last job had been… bad. Even for the jobs they’d had to take after their failed attempt to capture Evelyn Tarth, it’d been bad.

      A wealthy trophy hunter had managed to get himself stuck in the middle of the tar caverns of Coridon VI. The nature of the caverns meant no one could just blast holes in the mountainside without blowing the hell out of a quarter of the continent as the tar ignited, and the caverns were too tight for an armored hovercar to get through. Add the besieging tar skeletons who practically melted into the ever-present liquid and whose attacks could eventually melt through even modern armor, and the situation had been… unpleasant. At least they’d only had to get the damned teleportation beacon to the idiot hunter, then they could get out.

      It’d still been a miserable week.

      “No use crying over spilt milk,” Gol grumped. The blonde dwarf was staring at something no one else could see, likely via her implants. “It could be worse. The djinn could’ve put a bounty on our heads, and you know some of the others would’ve been happy to collect. Plus, we’re almost a quarter of the way through our punishment detail.”

      “Unfortunately true. At least the job paid well.” Sarvian was rubbing his chest unconsciously as he spoke. Reesa wondered if the purple-haired elf even realized he was tracing the spot where Tarth had pinned him to the wall with Barrvyth’s sword. Ragthorn gently massaged Sarvian’s shoulders, the half-dragon celestine’s jade eyes filled with concern.

      As agreed, they’d gotten paid after failing to capture Evelyn Tarth. Thirty thousand mythrite was nothing compared to the two hundred thousand they stood to earn if they’d succeeded, but Reesa hadn’t been too concerned. They’d earned enough to cover replacing the equipment they’d lost, heal their injuries, and still had a large amount left over. It was enough to make her happy.

      Right up until the Guild contacted them a few weeks later. The Mercenary Guild had nervously informed them that they’d received a commission from the djinn on Tarth’s crew. One the Guild didn’t dare reject.

      Essentially, it demanded that the Guild only provide Reesa’s team with the sort of jobs no one else in the Guild wanted to take. The ones that were disgusting, problematic, or generally terrible. They’d have to take those jobs until they’d earned enough to cover the two hundred thousand mythrite offered for Tarth’s capture. The commissioner didn’t demand any of the money for themselves, and they were still paying the Guild for the task, but it was ridiculous. Normally the Guild would’ve rejected it out of hand, yet they couldn’t, as a threat accompanied the commission.

      If the Guild refused, or Reesa and the others didn’t finish earning the funds within five standard years, the djinn would start making wishes to ruin the luck of not only Reesa’s team, but also the Guild and its successors. As if to drive the threat home, the message had arrived at the same time as they had received word that Saro, the planet where they’d ambushed Tarth, had exploded when a rogue planet slammed into it. And the message pointed out that the first point of contact between the two had been the base where the ambush occurred.

      Reesa and the others had accepted the punishment. It was far better than the alternative, and it’d taught them a valuable lesson about taking jobs like that.

      The jobs they took were terrible, and they were constantly busy, as was necessary given the ‘debt’ they had. They didn’t want to take any longer than they had to, given the eyes focused on them. Reesa didn’t know whether the djinn was watching or not, but she wasn’t taking chances.

      An opinion that had only grown more pronounced after recent events.

      The Guild kept track of Tarth, and she’d apparently done something to rescue a performer Reesa was a minor fan of, Fallen Dawn, and it turned out she was part of a powerful fey house. The sort that could crush their team like bugs. They’d also seen footage from Tarth’s battle with some monsters called Forbidden Foes. She made destroying them look easy, but one look at previous challenges told Reesa the truth. Almost anyone else would’ve died horribly. But was that the end of it?

      Of course not.

      Tarth had called in a favor from a goddess. In front of cameras which may as well have been streaming across half the Core Worlds, and likely were by the time the incident finished. She’d called in a favor that the goddess had outright stated was worth more than what Tarth asked for.

      By the end, Reesa had come to a firm decision. Their punishment was getting off lightly. She didn’t know what might’ve happened otherwise, but she wasn’t going to question getting off with a comparative slap on the wrist. Yes, the current jobs were terrible, but at least they got to keep the money.

      Her comm beeped, and Reesa’s eyes snapped open as she was jarred back to the present, looking down at it in surprise. That only intensified when her implants identified the caller. The others looked at her as she sat up.

      Reesa answered Guildmaster Boren’s call quickly, her thoughts racing even as she crisply spoke. “This is Reesa, Guildmaster.”

      She didn’t know what he was contacting her for, but it was either good or incredibly bad.

      “Reesa. I’m giving you a heads up about a listing before it goes up on the boards, but it’ll be up within a quarter-hour.” Boren’s deep voice was serious as could be. “Tarth is placing bounties on bad actors among all factions of the civil war on Ordin, in the nation of Peldra. There are a total of one hundred and forty-nine bounties, most desired dead, with the remainder to be turned over to the SSJ for trial. The bounties total two hundred and fifty thousand mythrite across all targets, and the djinn added a note that your group is specifically authorized to participate.”

      Barrvyth’s eyes bulged as he blurted. “The fuck?”

      Reesa was glad she’d set her comm to only pick up her voice unless she changed the settings. Everyone was staring at her.

      She took a moment to gather herself, then spoke carefully. “May I ask why she’s allowing us to participate, sir?”

      Boren’s response was blunt. “Not a damned clue. It was just an addendum to the job. If I had to guess? It looks like this job is to take out the trash so Tarth doesn’t get her hands dirty. Probably decided it qualified for your job limitations. Either way, I knew you’d want to know, since it has almost double your remaining balance. I doubt you’ll get enough of them to pay it off in one go, as this is going to draw hunters like flies. But it’s possible.”

      “Thank you for the early warning. I’ll discuss it with my team, Guildmaster.” Reesa inclined her head unconsciously, then ended the call. Without hesitation, she looked at the others. “Vote. I’m in favor. Could be a trap, but I don’t see the point. We can cancel if we look at the info and it’s too dangerous, but we can do that enroute.”

      “Hells yes. Anything to avoid more jobs like the last one.” Barrvyth shuddered as he leaned forward.

      Gol hesitated as she frowned, then nodded slowly. “I agree with him. I’m nervous about getting involved in her problems, but if she wanted to hunt us down, she wouldn’t make it this obvious.”

      Sarvian opened his mouth, then stopped, frowning as he met Ragthorn’s gaze. The half-dragon shrugged at him, and he sighed heavily.

      “I don’t like it, but the sooner we deal with the debt, the sooner we can leave the sector and retire. I don’t want to have anything more to do with her. Not if I can help it.” Sarvian nodded reluctantly to Reesa. “But if it looks really bad, I want a chance to back out. Being impaled once was enough.”

      “We’re decided then. Let’s get moving.” Reesa stood, her thoughts racing. “Gol, make sure we’re fueled and provisioned, and get the most recent route to Ordin. Sarv, Rag? Get the intel report for the planet, I don’t want surprises. Barr, double-check the ammo and get us cleared for departure. I’ll get the listing as soon as it’s up. I want to be on our way out-system before anyone else.”

      No one argued; they just moved.

      Internally, Reesa prayed they wouldn’t run into Tarth again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Commodore Fang

      

      

      “Hello, ma’am. You wished to speak with me?” Fang spoke politely. Internally, he was frowning uneasily, since the dragon clans rarely bothered hiring mercenaries, and having a representative of a Grand Treasurer contact him was… unusual. However, he kept his concern off his face for the moment. His representatives were still determining whether they should take the contract with Issek Industries. It looked decent, though not as lucrative as he might prefer.

      “Indeed, though not on my own behalf, or that of the clans. I’m acting on the part of a client you know.” Xalryx Bronzescale gave a warm, professional smile, her orange-bronze eyes fixed on him through the hologram. She was in her human-like form, with long bronze hair which spilled down her back and an intricately embroidered green dress. “Evelyn Tarth wished for me to offer you the job first.”

      Fang inhaled sharply, his eyes widening at the new information. His thoughts raced.

      He had a favorable impression of the elf in question. Oh, she’d radiated intimidating danger when they met, but the woman had been more generous than she’d needed to be, and no ire had focused on him. It was simply part of who she was. And recent events… well, at least the ship he’d wanted so much hadn’t gone to some lily-livered noble who’d use it as a showpiece. Fang still wished he’d been able to keep it, but he didn’t have much choice. Maybe the Iron Wolves would be able to commission a replacement in the future.

      Yet despite that, given the situations Evelyn had been involved in of late, he couldn’t help but be wary. He would’ve responded to the monsters she’d fought in the Sommerset Isles with an orbital bombardment rather than risking his people. He needed more information.

      “What sort of job?”

      “An escort mission.” Xalryx sent over a file, barely blinking. “It seems her homeland is in the middle of a civil war, and after seeing the resulting devastation, she’s hiring ships to evacuate whoever wants out. But since she doesn’t trust any of the sides to behave themselves, she wants mercenary escorts who can provide security at evacuation sites and ensure they don’t force her hand.”

      Fang relaxed, since that was a far more palatable reason than he’d feared. Accessing the file, he relaxed even more. While he didn’t like the idea of getting involved in a civil war, none of the remaining ships in the system would be threats, and he was confident his soldiers were better equipped than any of the local factions.

      The pay wasn’t the best, but based on what he saw, it wouldn’t be bad as a training run for some of their new recruits, and would still turn a profit. It wouldn’t even require their entire company, allowing them to take more jobs. Fang grinned, focusing on Xalryx again.

      “Alright, I’m interested. I’d like more details.”

      She smiled at him before they continued.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Gabrielle Andrews

      

      

      “Such a strange job,” Gabrielle murmured, tapping the keys to finalize the Dolls’ programming.

      She waited for the computer to run an evaluation to ensure nothing would cause conflicts or other faults, but she didn’t expect it would. Unlike many of the contracts she’d received, this one was refreshingly simple, though she was slightly concerned they would be visiting somewhere that called for hazard pay. At least Gabrielle wouldn’t have to go planetside.

      Whoever was renting five hundred Dolls to act as glorified secretaries and aid workers certainly had a lot of money to burn, but it wasn’t a difficult job. They would be giving speeches to people, explaining a set of rules for evacuation to a location that would be shared later, and giving directions while other aid workers provided food, shelter, and other things of that nature. The Dolls were also to be equipped with chips to assist in medical emergencies, de-escalating potential conflicts, and combat situations in the worst cases.

      It was a simple, reasonably short-term job, which was the type Gabrielle and Idoll Workforce Services liked.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mara

      

      

      Mara accelerated her renovation of several stations and one specific planet.

      She briefly considered whether to focus purely on several arcologies instead of all the cities and towns, but she discarded the idea after a few nanoseconds. While one arcology could easily hold and support the entire population of Peldra if they all immigrated, based on Mara’s projections and information about mortals, not all would be comfortable in such confines, even if the arcologies were designed with elves in mind.

      The biggest issue for her was that many of the cities and arcologies were non-functional. Mara didn’t blame Evelyn for not knowing enough about the layout and precise internal structure of countless cities, structures, and space stations. In all honesty, she was startled Evelyn knew as much as she did. She’d only been forced to rapidly adjust a few thousand structures to keep them from imploding, collapsing, or otherwise ending in disaster after Mara’s creation. There’d been a few issues with geological features or stellar bodies as well, but Mara had handled them readily.

      Now she was going through and methodically fixing everything else Evelyn didn’t know enough about. If Mara had infinite mana, she could fix everything at once, but she didn’t. It was best to keep a reserve and work more methodically, focusing on the sections of the plane she’d need sooner rather than later.

      Still, Mara didn’t expect even half of Peldra’s population to immigrate, not with their attachment to their homeland along with Mara’s rules. She hadn’t minced words about who was in charge, or how she’d deal with deliberate breaches of her rules. Mara was more like Evelyn in that regard, and she wanted The Eternal Dance to be a peaceful paradise… even if that required people to obey rules under threat of being ejected from the plane.

      Mara would be polite, though. She wouldn’t eject them into deep space; she’d place them back on the last planet they’d set foot on that could support life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      “You know, I never thought I’d be visiting those three under these circumstances,” Evelyn mused, looking at the house through a scope.

      The house was in a suburb of the capital, one that had taken only moderate damage. She tried to ignore the areas that’d been hit harder, since that just made her angry. She needed to remain calm. She didn’t want to look at how the various aqueducts and waterfalls had been mauled, or how sections of infrastructure were collapsing without maintenance.

      Instead, she focused on the nondescript house, with a couple of nervous-looking people idling in the area, their weapons hidden under their jackets.

      Fya nodded, crouching by the wall. “Yes, you expected they’d start rebelling against you, so you had them on the watch list in case we needed to crush them.”

      They were next to an abandoned house, its roof half-collapsed from where a shell had struck at some point. Another thing Evelyn studiously ignored.

      “I know.” Evelyn sighed as she considered how to handle this.

      It really didn’t surprise her that the three in the house were important members of the People’s Army. They’d been patriots from the beginning, and as Fya said, Evelyn’d kept an eye on them when she was empress. It was entirely likely for them to spark a rebellion, and if she’d been overly cruel, she suspected they would’ve. Instead, they hadn’t made waves before she abdicated, and had relaxed afterward. Until now, it seemed.

      In the midst of a civil war, they were doing their best to fight for the everyday citizens. It was just unfortunate that they didn’t know about some of the actions of their supposed allies, and even if they’d known, they couldn’t have done anything. Unlike Evelyn. Those so-called allies were going to have a very rude awakening in the coming days, as Evelyn had picked the bounty amounts she was offering carefully.

      The bounties were generous enough to draw swarms of low- and mid-rank mercenaries to Peldra, while not being high enough to make them willing to risk pissing off lots of locals in their pursuit. Beyond that, no bounty was valuable enough to bring in mercenaries who’d be willing to come after Evelyn, which was important. The last thing she needed was for locals to hire them to come after her.

      But for now, she was watching the three rebel leaders meet. There were two more elsewhere in the city, but from what Yrisiel’s information told her, they never had all of them in the same building at once for security reasons. Evelyn was amused that only one of the leaders hadn’t been on her watch list. And disturbed that somehow, even with the infrastructure in shambles, Yrisiel had somehow managed to pin down every leader of the factions, or damn near.

      “Plan, ma’am?”

      Fya’s question prompted Evelyn into action, and she let out a soft sigh as she inclined her head.

      “Contain, overawe.” Evelyn gave the djinn a sharp look as she added. “No breaking them. They’re delicate.”

      “Delicate like flowers, yes, I know. I’ll leave any breaking to you. This time. I have a bone to pick on our other house call, ma’am.” Fya’s tone turned positively glacial. “Please don’t make it too fast. I want him to know why he’s about to die.”

      “On that we’re agreed. Now focus. I want to time our arrival just right.” Evelyn turned her attention back to the house.

      She was beginning to think her disguise didn’t have much of a point, but she could be wrong.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Parron Sellys

      

      

      Parron rubbed his eyes, looking at the others tiredly. He’d gone far past concerned. Now he was simply fatigued and resigned. Things had been going so well, and he’d thought he’d finally be able to relax… then Empress Vania had vanished along with her flagship, and civil war had erupted with dozens of explosions intended to cripple the army.

      Across the table, Avren Mensor didn’t look much better; the man’s pale white eyes were sunken, and his long blue hair lacked the luster Parron remembered it possessing at the start of the conflict. The adan’s pale skin had tanned, and rather than the swirling blue paint with smooth curves and dots which had adorned him for most of his years as one of the capital’s doctors, Avren’s skin instead bore sharper patterns in a deep maroon, with claw-like accents that seemed to climb up his neck and along his hairline. He might look mostly human, but he wasn’t. From what little Parron knew, his species had some biological differences. The more notable divergence was in how they could channel ancestors depending on their body paints and rituals. That was how Avren had picked up guerrilla warfare incredibly quickly.

      The other member present was Canna Beech, the only one who didn’t look exhausted, though given the grim look on the elven ex-military woman’s face, it was hard to tell. Her blonde hair was cut short again to keep it out of her face and her skin was tanned from her time outside. A former quartermaster, she was the one who’d kept the People’s Army running so far, but there was only so much she could do.

      “The last harvests are coming in, what there is of them, but we’ve lost most to other factions.” Canna spoke bluntly and unapologetically. “Plenty of farmers have had their families threatened if they don’t hand over most of their harvests, and we don’t have the weaponry to defend all of them. They’re too spread out, and our opponents have better equipment. The only advantage we have is in manpower.”

      “Can we make it through the winter?” Avren frowned as he looked at the table, where a physical map of Peldra rested. “I believe we have enough medicine, but it will be closer than I’d like.”

      “I don’t know. Not with most shipments being blocked. While some of the smugglers are willing to give us a break, they can’t provide enough food. I’m doing what I can, though. What about you, Parron? You were checking with hunters, right?” Canna asked, turning her attention to him, and Parron grimaced.

      “We had one bit of good luck, where a survivalist shared the cache of one of his friends, which is about a five-year supply for one person. Unfortunately, the fires have reduced the amount of game available, so we’re only able to get limited support from the forest. The dryads have been giving what extra they have to refugees, so I haven’t pressed them for more.” Parron let out a heavy sigh, running his fingers through his hair. “Worse, several of my depots were looted. Either refugees or our opposition, which doesn’t matter for our purposes. It’s not going well.”

      Canna’s expression tightened, but that was all the distress she showed. “Damn it. I’d hoped we’d be able to get more than that. Those bastards… I bet they did it on purpose. Well, if nothing else⁠—”

      Her voice cut off as a jamming field blanketed the building, and all of them went for their weapons. Parron drew his pistols, Avren’s power glaive telescoped to full extension, and Canna drew her shotgun. At almost the same moment, a set of force fields appeared over the walls, and a pair of figures appeared in the doorway, each of them armed.

      Both were in brown armor, but they didn’t have weapons in hand. Their appearances warped the next moment. Something about the alteration made Parron’s stomach lurch. He began aiming, but froze as the one in front snapped into full clarity.

      The brown armor shifted into a suit of black and red power. A pistol and energy blade were on her belt, and her uncovered head allowed black hair to spill down her back. The pale-skinned woman looked at them with those terrifying red eyes, a gemstone gleaming in the center of her forehead. The other woman shifted to look more like an armored maid than anything else, but Parron didn’t pay her much attention, not as his blood froze at the sight of Evelyn Esendria Tarth. The Bloody Empress.

      Canna’s shotgun boomed, and a barrier of red energy stopped the fiery round without the woman so much as blinking, one of her fingers flicking casually. Parron froze in place, trying to decide how to respond.

      “Enough. I’m not here to fight, but attack me again, and I’ll destroy whatever weapon was used to make it, whether artificial or natural.” The elven woman’s voice was controlled and deadly as she looked them over. Then, a ghost of a smile crossed her face as she continued. “I never expected to be pleased that the three of you made up your minds to become rebels, but here we are.”

      There was a moment of silence, and Parron slowly lowered his pistols, querying the scanner he’d built into the room to check if he was seeing a complex illusion. He had difficulties reaching it through the jamming, but it showed the same sight. The others hesitated for a moment more.

      “How are you here?” Canna’s voice cracked with disbelief, but she didn’t lower her shotgun as her eyes narrowed. Even so, Parron caught a hint of fear in her voice. “Are you here to conquer Peldra again?”

      “Fuck that. I was a horrible ruler, and if I’d had my way, I wouldn’t have come back at all.” Evelyn spoke bluntly, moving to the table. She examined the map, then shook her head. “As for how? It’s called arriving incognito.”

      There was a moment of silence, then Parron sighed, holstering his weapons as he tried to process his emotions. He also noted how the blue-eyed ‘maid’ was watching him with unnerving focus.
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