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      “That’s it. I’ve had enough,” Empress Evelyn Esendria Tarth said, glowering into the wardrobe, then closed it firmly, letting out a hiss. She resisted the urge to set the contents on fire, but it was a near thing.

      Two years. It had been only two years since Evelyn had conquered the kingdom of Peldra, then its two neighbors when they’d decided that attacking when Peldra was weak was the ideal time for conquest. The other nations across the ocean had quickly assured her that they had no intention of following in their footsteps, accompanying their assurances with lavish gifts, and for a time Evelyn had been content. She hadn’t exactly intended to conquer the continent, but with how things had worked out, she’d thought that the power would be a nice change of pace. Oh, how wrong she’d been.

      After two years of tedious paperwork, dealing with the excesses of a few of her subordinates, as well as managing the desires of everyone who surrounded her, she was sick of it. Especially considering the dozens of people who seemed to think that she should marry them and produce an heir. She was sick and tired of everything.

      “Milady?” Fya asked, tilting her head in confusion, though there was a faint sparkle of mirth in her eyes.

      Evelyn turned to look at her deceptively perfect and loyal handmaiden, and came to a decision, smiling coldly. “I have a task for you.”

      Fya instantly understood Evelyn’s tone, and bowed deeply, her outfit warping into a dark red and black uniform, while her hair and eyes turned a bright shade of blue.

      “Of course, Milady. How may I serve you?” Fya asked, a hint of excitement in the djinn’s voice. Apparently, Evelyn wasn’t the only one who was bored.
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        * * *

      

      Evelyn stalked into the throne room, excitement pulsing through her with every footstep, something she hadn’t felt in years. She was wearing her armor, with her energy sword hanging from her left hip and her pistol on her right. The second she emerged, the soft conversation in the chamber ceased, though it echoed for several more seconds.

      The cavernous expanse of the throne room could have housed four hundred soldiers standing in formation, let alone the hundred and sixty-six individuals currently standing below her dais and the throne. They were composed of elves, dark elves, orcs, a few humans, a pair of dwarves, a half-elf, and five dragons in human shapes, all of whom paused on seeing her.

      They were her officers, generals, nobles, and the merchants who’d supported her in her conquest, which primarily made them opportunists who’d been in it for themselves. Most were dressed opulently, men, women, and others, and she thought that all of them were armed, or didn’t have need for weapons. Magic was useful that way, though there weren’t many combat magi. However, some of their anticipation seemed to either vanish or grow greater, since she hadn’t appeared before them in armor in quite some time. This time she wasn’t going to drag things out or give them time to argue, though. She’d had enough of debates.

      “If you wish to avoid bloodshed, I suggest you run for the doors now,” Evelyn said, pausing for a moment to see if anyone was wise enough to do so. Instead, there was a soft furor as they looked at one another in confusion, but none of them headed for the doors. She smiled coldly at that and nodded. “Very well.”

      With a snap of her fingers, the entire room shimmered, and force fields sprang up along the walls and ceiling. That provoked a reaction, and Evelyn smiled broadly when they began shouting, demanding explanations.

      “You are here for a trial by fire. I have had enough of ruling Peldra, and it is time for me to step down, one way or another. You will either kill me, or I will kill all of you,” Evelyn told them evenly, drawing her sword and igniting its glowing red blade at the same time as she drew her pistol. A hint of terror filled the room, and she smiled more widely, adding, “I have removed the imperial aegis from my person to make it a fair contest, and whomever kills me will receive it. Now, enough talking. Come, entertain me.”

      The next moment one of them reached for his gun, and Evelyn launched herself off the platform, laughing as she descended on them.
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        * * *

      

      Vania Peldra the Second glanced out the window of the tower nervously, pacing back and forth as she wondered what was happening. Technically she was a princess, but with her kingdom overthrown, it was an empty title.

      Out the window, aside from the palace’s shields being active in a shimmering blue curtain, the city looked no different than normal. Shuttles took off and landed normally at the spaceport, aircars cruised along their designated lanes, and the massive fountains continued flowing in the center of the city, the water flowing through the canals, then returned to the river in waterfalls, heading to the ocean.

      It was a serene sight… but she’d heard and felt the explosions below. Almost half an hour had passed since she’d felt the first vibration, and she wondered what was happening. Vania’s lunch hadn’t arrived on time, something which had never happened in the two years of her captivity, and neither had her handmaidens been allowed to come upstairs. That only happened when the tower was on complete lockdown, something which had only happened twice since she’d been incarcerated.

      Vania paced, her anxiety slowly growing, as even the news channels didn’t tell her anything. It was kind, relatively speaking, of Evelyn to allow her to listen to the news and receive other entertainment broadcasts, but sometimes that made her captivity even more maddening.

      Beeping interrupted Vania’s thoughts, and she spun as the doors slid open. The first thing she noticed was Evelyn the Usurper, but the second item was almost as startling, as the outer doors of the airlock-like entrance to her prison was open as well. That had only happened when she’d been placed in the prison to begin with, so it left her reeling, though not as much as the sight of Evelyn did.

      “What happened to you?” Vania demanded, her eyes huge as she looked over Evelyn. “Another assassination attempt?”

      Evelyn was a tall, striking figure most of the time. She was an elven woman with cool mannerisms and dry humor, with a severe sort of beauty that was accented by her black hair and deep red eyes… well, and the red gemstone in the middle of her forehead. That was only accentuated by her choice of clothing, which was usually black with red and silver accents. None of that even considered the explosive power one could practically feel around her. Evelyn had crushed Vania’s bodyguards almost effortlessly when she’d finally breached the palace, including Rasien, one of the most powerful knights in the kingdom.

      That appearance wasn’t in evidence when Evelyn entered the room, though. She was wearing armor, but it’d been cracked and even melted away in places, while a shard of black metal that looked suspiciously like the broken blade of a sword pierced through her upper left shoulder. The long, black hair that normally hung almost to her waist was up in a bun, but some of it looked like it’d been caught in a blowtorch. The gem on her forehead was cracked, there were several cuts and burns on her face, and she limped heavily, favoring her right leg. If someone could do this to her, Vania didn’t want to meet them.

      “Assassination attempt? Hardly that, though people certainly were trying to kill me. That’s only fair, since I was trying to kill them at the time,” Evelyn said, circling a chair and flopping into it, the jagged piece of metal coming partway out of her shoulder as she did so, but Evelyn barely flinched as blood began oozing out of her shoulder. “No, this is my fault.”

      “Your fault? How is that?” Vania asked, blinking in confusion, but she kept her distance, also glancing at the doors, which still hadn’t shut. It made her nervous. “And why are the doors open?”

      “You were right, you know.” Evelyn said, ignoring Vania’s questions. “That I didn’t deserve to rule.”

      It took a few seconds for Vania to place the comment, and she almost gaped, as she barely remembered the conversation which had occurred shortly after she’d been imprisoned. She’d been exceedingly upset, for understandable reasons, but her anger had cooled over the years, partly due to how Evelyn had treated her.

      The usurper had conquered the nation, certainly. She’d built an alliance of individuals that Vania would never have trusted, then crushed everything in her path like an implacable juggernaut, but at the same time, there was an odd… precision to her actions. The first time Vania had heard of Evelyn was when a seer had prophesied that she’d overthrow the kingdom, and one of the local nobles had decided to deal with Evelyn before that happened. The resulting deaths of the noble’s subordinates had made Evelyn an outlaw, and it felt to Vania that every time they targeted Evelyn, she’d escalated the conflict until… things had ended up this way. At least, that’s how she felt looking back on it; at the time Evelyn had been a looming specter of destruction.

      Yet once imprisoned, Evelyn hadn’t mistreated Vania. She gave her nice rooms, plenty of exercise equipment and entertainment, and several loyal handmaidens who could keep her company. The usurper even dropped in two or three times a week for a chat. They never became close, but Vania had been startled to realize that if things had been different, they might even have become friends. That was half the reason she hadn’t rushed for the door. The other half was that Evelyn could destroy her easily, even if she was half-dead.

      “Why are you talking about that?” Vania asked, frowning. “It’s been years.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact you’re right. I never had the temperament to rule,” Evelyn replied, letting out a soft sigh as she shook her head. “Debates, discussions, deals, politics… I never was one to enjoy them. I looked into my wardrobe this morning, and I realized that I’d had enough. I didn’t want to deal with it anymore. So… I did something about it.”

      A chill ran down Vania’s spine, and she swallowed hard, then ventured. “What did you do?”

      Evelyn smiled. It was the lazy smile of a predator, and one of the most terrifying things Vania had ever seen. It was also one of the happiest expressions Vania had seen on her face.

      “I lowered the imperial aegis, then set it to go to whoever kills me. Then I invited all of my most loyal, powerful followers to the throne room, and trapped them there with me. Either they killed me, or I killed them. As I’m here, you can see that I won,” Evelyn replied, letting out a sigh, then grimaced as she reached into a compartment of her belt and pulled out a set of keycards. “Here’s the master keys to the palace, and what you need to finish the job.”

      She set the cards on the table, then placed her pistol on top of it, and Vania’s eyes widened more.

      “What?” Vania asked a note of horror creeping into her voice.

      Evelyn gave Vania a patronizing look and let out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t think you were that dense, princess.”

      “I’m not! I just… you’re telling me to kill you? Why?” Vania demanded, color rising in her cheeks now, along with emotions she couldn’t quite untangle.

      “Isn’t it obvious? If you have the imperial aegis, even if you’re as weak as you are, you’ll be able to survive the handful of guards I didn’t get out of the palace, and who are foolish enough to resist or try to take over,” Evelyn said, gesturing toward the door with her uninjured arm. “In addition, do you think anyone will rest easy while I live? Even if you trapped me in a tower like I had you, they’d fear. Even with magical dampeners and if you gave me a lobotomy, they would fear me. Fear of me led to me conquering the nation. Fear allowed me to conquer when all it would have taken to stop me was a proper uprising, or your neighbors responding to your requests for aid. Instead, they allowed me to conquer, gave me time to create the imperial aegis, then gave me gifts to try to placate me.”

      Evelyn paused for several moments, then spoke calmly, looking at Vania. “The only way you’ll be able to quell those who would overthrow you is if I’m dead. Those who fear that you had the ability to do it, those who will stop at nothing for my death, or even those who will worship you as a savior. Besides, you hated me on first sight. You told me as much.”

      Vania opened her mouth, then shut it before speaking, bile rising in her throat. She couldn’t say what she wanted to, and there was something… she paused, looking at Evelyn more closely, then took a step to the side, keeping as quiet as she could. The woman’s gaze didn’t track her, which confirmed Vania’s suspicions. It was terrifying, how Evelyn acted as if she could see everything, even when she was blind.

      “How would I even manage to take the country back? I don’t have an army,” Vania said at last, wondering what she should do. As she spoke, she noticed Evelyn’s eyes shift toward her again.

      “Simple. I sent Fya to remove the guards from the military prison and to reprogram the robots. They should have realized that they are free at this point and found the handful of transports out front that have weapons, armor, and the other supplies they need for an insurrection,” Evelyn said dismissively. “Coupled with me locking down all military equipment until you unlock it with those keys, and they should be more than enough to turn things around. Particularly if you have my body available. Now, make your decision, princess. I’m having trouble tracking you, and I can tell that you know that I’m dying.”

      Vania didn’t reply for a moment, then she slowly reached down to pick up the pistol. The grip was elegant, almost perfectly fitting her hand, and she could see the runes carved into it, adding enchantments to the energy bolts it could fire. Vania wondered just how many people had died on the other end of it.

      “How? You seemed unstoppable when you came for me,” Vania asked at last, her voice soft, even as she felt a shocking sense of… regret? Pity? Something like that, at least.

      Evelyn snorted softly, her voice calm as could be. “Hardly that. I’m gifted, with powerful magic, a powerful body, and an instinct for battle, but hardly invincible. Remember, the same prophecy that claimed I’d conquer said that some child from a farm would be my undoing. I faced a room full of over a hundred and fifty people in combat, five of them dragons. Of course I was badly injured. I could have healed afterward, of course, but I decided otherwise.”

      “You know… you were raised on a farm. Could the prophecy have been talking about you there as well?” Vania asked, her eyebrows rising.

      “Possibly. Prophecies are unreliable, opaque things,” Evelyn said, pausing for a moment, then sighed. “I apologize, princess. I should have just left to begin with, this was all a mistake.”

      Heat welled up in Vania’s eyes as she hesitated… then she raised the pistol, taking careful aim as she blinked back the unexpected tears in her eyes.

      “You’re right.” Vania agreed.

      Then she pulled the trigger and couldn’t hold back the tears anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fya, I may need two body bags shortly,” Evelyn said, only half-watching the security feed playing in her mind’s eye. It hadn’t taken her more than an instant to pick out the two walking down the street, and the scowl on the bodyguard’s face should have been in a dictionary under disapproving. It was rather impressive, but Evelyn wasn’t surprised. Then she added, “That, or we’re going to need to instruct… oh, sixteen or so assassins on how serious we are about rule number three.”

      For a moment Fya didn’t reply, then the djinn spoke, amusement in her voice. “Is that Princess Vania, come to finish the job herself?”

      “She can’t finish what she already finished. Also, Empress Vania, not princess,” Evelyn replied dryly, running the cloth over the edge of the dagger again, then examined it critically. She was happy that she wasn’t interrupted by Fya again.

      The blade looked almost perfect, now, the hardly perceptible burrs she’d noticed that morning gone. However, the magic had smoothed the edges of the runes slightly, so she set the cloth aside and pulled out another tool to fix them. Evelyn refused to sell equipment that wasn’t at least serviceable, and most of her wares were significantly better than that.

      She glanced up habitually, scanning the shelves of her store again, but nothing had changed since she’d last looked. The back wall was dominated by dozens of enchanted firearms and their ammunition, ranging from projectile pistols to sniper rifles to the solar cannon, complete with the miniature star shedding blue-white light as it raged in its power pack. She’d kept the star hidden by a protective outer casing for a while, but eventually Fya had convinced her that she should show it off to draw more business. As usual when it came to marketing, Fya was right.

      To the entrance’s left, nearest Evelyn, the shelves were dominated by melee weapons. Arc claws, daggers, infinity hammers… there was an enormous variety, but Evelyn kept the energy blades closest to her desk. They were her favorites, and anyone who tried to steal from her deserved what they got. Which usually was dismemberment.

      Last was the armor, ranging from lightweight skin suits to powered armor that turned their wearer into the equivalent of a heavy tank or a light mech. Not that they could hold up to an equally enchanted tank or mech, but some people liked that sort of thing. Evelyn thought they should learn to dodge, but she wasn’t going to say no to their mythrite.

      A few seconds later the door slid open, and Evelyn resisted the urge to arch an eyebrow as Vania stepped inside. That was rather stupid, but so was walking the streets of Rakal with only a single bodyguard. She should have had at least two, one to check the room ahead of her, and one to guard her back. It seemed that the empress hadn’t learned enough lessons from when her kingdom was conquered.

      Vania did look like she was doing well, though. Over the five years since she’d shot Evelyn, she’d turned from a frail young elven woman to a poised, graceful woman who had obviously been working hard under weapon masters… or what passed for weapon masters in Peldra. She still had that lovely golden hair, fair, sun-kissed skin, and blue eyes, along with an excellent figure that was covered in a well-tailored white and gold combat suit. Evelyn almost smirked on seeing the pistol and energy sword at her side, though, since cosmetic changes weren’t enough to make her mistake her old weapons. So Vania had kept them, had she? The angle of the security cameras hadn’t been right for her to recognize them beforehand.

      Right behind Vania was Rasien, and the sight of her was amusing, as the steely-eyed elven woman looked about as unhappy to see Evelyn as could be imagined. In appearance she was cut largely from the same mold as Vania, but she was taller and presumably more muscular under her heavy power armor, though it wasn’t bulky enough to slow her down much. It was also royal blue with silver trim, which was far, far too flashy for Rakal. No wonder there were so many assassins after her. Some of them were probably also kidnappers.

      “Tourists should have stopped at Careth, fifteen AU to the galactic east,” Evelyn said calmly, finishing cleaning out the runes, then examined the dagger critically. “You’d best make your way back to your ship quickly. Unless you’re looking for mercenaries or bulk weapons, in which case you need to go right after leaving the spaceport. I don’t deal in bulk weapon shipments.”

      “We aren’t tourists, and we aren’t looking for mercenaries or weapons.” Vania replied, her voice carefully calm. “How are you alive? I shot you myself!”

      Evelyn paused, examining Vania for a moment, then replied, amused despite herself, “I have no idea what you’re talking about, miss. I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

      “Don’t you even start!” Rasien interjected hotly, taking a step forward. “You didn’t even change your appearance or name!”

      “I am but a humble shopkeeper. I must say that I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,” Evelyn said, this time keeping her voice utterly devoid of emotion. She knew she wasn’t fooling anyone, but it would be highly amusing if Rasien keeled over.

      Instead, Vania laid a hand on Rasien’s shoulder just as the knight stepped forward, stopping the woman short. She visibly inhaled, then spoke.

      “Evelyn, you were dead for a year. Your body was destroyed, the ashes sent on an express trip into the sun, just to make certain you were dead and couldn’t be revived easily. Seers checked to ensure you were dead, and the magi attempted to trap your soul, only to find it was either bound or passed on. How in all the gods did you come back?” Vania asked calmly.

      “If you’re not going to buy anything, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” Evelyn replied, ignoring the exceedingly good questions. She had no intention of answering them. Instead, she stood and stepped around the counter, carefully placing the dagger in the spot she’d set aside for it. “I am not an information broker, and I do not work for charity.”

      Vania’s right eye twitched, and for just a second Evelyn wondered if she was going to do something stupid. Something very, very stupid. But she didn’t, allowing Evelyn to move back behind the counter. Taking out the next box, Evelyn opened it, wondering what she’d have to do to get rid of the women. She’d rather not kill them. Body disposal might not be expensive here, but it wasn’t cheap either. Especially if she didn’t want them raised as pretty undead toys for someone she disliked.

      Stepping over to the back wall, Vania looked it over, then picked up a single bullet, approached Evelyn, and set it down. Her voice was frosty as she spoke. “There. I’m buying this, I’m a customer.”

      Evelyn raised her gaze to the ceiling for just a moment, wondering if the empress knew just what type of bullet she’d picked up. Not that it mattered, as Evelyn mentally activated the store’s lockdown mode. Both women jumped as armored shutters slammed into place, just behind the heavy shields protecting the building from anyone who might approach. Rasien reacted with commendable speed and had her rifle half-raised to aim at Evelyn before she froze, seeing two of the four turrets in the corners of the room that had popped out of the ceiling and were aimed at her.

      “I hate politics,” Evelyn said, sitting back in her chair and staring at Vania and Rasien for a moment. “I’m also not answering your questions. You really should have just left.”

      “Evelyn—” Vania began, only to fall silent as Evelyn raised a finger.

      “Coming to visit someone you even suspected was me with a single bodyguard was beyond foolish, Empress. I don’t care how much training you’ve done or how much Rasien has upgraded her armor, it won’t do you a damned bit of good here. I could kill both of you without you so much as singing my jacket or hair,” Evelyn said, staring into Vania’s eyes, and she could see the way the woman was beginning to… revert, almost. Five years wasn’t nearly enough time to cure the terror that Evelyn had instilled into her. “Beyond that, you came here. Rakal is a terrible place even for those used to the underworld, and you, a woman of obvious power, breeding, and wealth, came walking in openly. Perhaps I shouldn’t have left you in the tower for two years, if this is something you think is intelligent.”

      Vania winced, looking away as she said. “I didn’t trust anyone else to do this, and most of my guards would have… overreacted.”

      “For good reason,” Rasien said, staring at the turrets warily.

      Evelyn simply arched an eyebrow at Vania, opening the box fully, which revealed a fine blade that made even her pause, as it was translucent with pink light pulsing through it like a heartbeat. This was a particularly beautiful piece of astral steel… and would be hard to move, with how the color would turn off most pirates and mercenaries. That annoyed her, but there was nothing she could do about it. She could always find some noblewoman who wanted a pink cavalry saber, she supposed.

      “We need your help,” Vania said, and Evelyn froze in place for a moment.

      Then she burst out laughing. Not mild laughter, but overwhelming laughter that almost left her unable to breathe. Rasien looked offended, but slowly lowered her rifle, while Vania simply looked resigned. Eventually Evelyn stopped laughing, as she needed to breathe sometime, and she sat back, still chortling softly to herself.

      “You need my help. Oh, you have developed a sense of humor. You need my help. The usurper, the destroyer, or whatever else they’re calling me this year. Bane of Three Kingdoms? No, that would be far too flowery for me,” Evelyn said, smiling broadly at the two as she tapped the blade experimentally. “No. I’ve had an average of one assassin come after me every month since I settled down here. I don’t mind that much, since it keeps me in practice, but it’s annoying, and I know it’s done by residents of your lovely little empire.”

      “Evelyn, please!” Vania asked, finally sounding desperate. “I know that I don’t deserve it, but everything I’ve tried so far has ended in failure! The elemental is breaking free, and we can’t kill⁠—”

      “Ah, that’s what this is about!” Evelyn interrupted, realization dawning on her, and she couldn’t help a smile. “The plasma elemental those idiots bound in the Sunstone Power Plant is finally breaking free, isn’t it? I told them they needed to come up with a better solution, but they dragged their feet, complaining about the cost. I see you never made them deal with the problem, either.”

      “I… well, we’ve tried re-binding it, but it’s shattering the seals too fast. Banishing it hasn’t worked either, and at this point… well, the only person I can think of who might be able to kill it is you. The elemental recovers from damage almost instantly, and it’s like its core is invulnerable,” Vania explained, a hint of hope appearing on her face.

      “No,” Evelyn replied, shaking her head again. “I said it before, and that’s my answer.”

      “Why?” Rasien demanded. “You caused enough devastation that the least you could do is something like this!”

      “Says the woman who couldn’t defeat me when she had an entire army at her back… or so I heard,” Evelyn replied, smiling coldly as the woman flushed bright red. “Or maybe I should have said, who couldn’t even put up a fight. However, the reason I’m saying no is simple. It isn’t just that I don’t care, because I really don’t. No, do you really think there is any chance in all the hells that if I went to Peldra, I’d be allowed to leave again without a great deal of devastation? If you do, I have a nice piece of oceanfront property on the local star I’d like to interest you in.”

      “But—” Vania began, only for Evelyn to interrupt her again.

      “Besides, you don’t need me to deal with the elemental. And you certainly don’t need a paralysis bullet,” Evelyn added, sniffing derisively as she picked it up. “Really, a paralysis bullet on an elemental? Please. Especially not an elder plasma elemental with a tier one infernal infusion, and a tier three astral infusion due to how much mana those idiots poured into it when trying to increase their power generation. I swear, their pursuit of lower costs… a sphere of infinite lightning coupled with power converters is far more efficient and safe in the long run.”

      Evelyn walked over to the back wall and put the bullet back where it belonged, then moved a set of bullets that were varying shades of blue with flecks of light across their lengths. There were only a dozen of them on the shelf, but she took the whole set, bringing it back over to set in front of Vania.

      “These are what you need to kill it,” Evelyn explained calmly, a cold smile on her face. “Bullets forged of astral ice ore, mixed with flecks of celestial iron. Expensive, rare, and not used often enough for anyone to make them less rare. Each bullet costs about as much as the sniper rifle you’d use to fire them, and one bullet through the core of the elemental will put it out of your misery.”

      She paused, tapping her upper lip as she considered, then shrugged, adding, “Though given the aim of your typical soldier, I’d say you’d probably want all twelve bullets.”

      The women stared at her for several moments, and Evelyn smiled a little wider.

      “Are you certain?” Vania asked, looking at the bullets dubiously. “None of the magi or researchers said anything about a solution like this.”

      Evelyn snorted, shaking her head disdainfully.

      “I’m living on a planet which is incredibly dangerous, where the people have had to kill damn near anything that lives in our universe or any of the countless planes at one point or another, and I run a premium armory. I’ve learned how to kill very close to anything that you can imagine,” Evelyn told her, smiling coldly, then leaned forward, giving a winning smile. “Though, considering that we are old friends, if you get a sniper rifle for the bullets, I’ll give you a ten percent discount.”

      For some reason, the two didn’t seem reassured by her smile. If anything, they looked unnerved, and Evelyn reflected that what Fya did rarely seemed to work for her. So she abandoned that approach, going back to her cold smile.

      “Look, the deal is on the table. Take it or leave it, I’m not coming with you,” Evelyn told them, and glanced at the clock before adding, “Besides, I’m closing in twenty minutes, at which point I’m going down to the lovely local beach for a drink with my assistant, and maybe a nice dinner and fun afterward. She’s even dissuaded the assassins and kidnappers who were after you by this point. I think one of them left of his own accord, and the others… well, there’s a business for bodies on Rakal. Now, make a decision.”
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      Evelyn watched the two women leave via the cameras, making certain that they got off her street safely, and as she did so she tapped the desk, then hit the button to lock down the store again. If anyone tried to break in, and they almost certainly would eventually, they’d find themselves leaving their corporeal forms quite suddenly.

      “I’m surprised you let them live, Milady,” Fya said, and Evelyn turned to look at her, raising an eyebrow curiously.

      Except for her hair and eyes, the djinn looked much like any human one might run into on the street. Tanned skin, an excellent figure shown off by a tight, curve-hugging purple and white bodysuit, while her hair and eyes were colored bright pink, the hair in a high ponytail that had an unnatural amount of volume and bounce to it. She didn’t appear to be armed, but by this point even the natives of Rakal knew better than to attack Fya, at least any of them that had been around for long. Those who didn’t quickly learned that Fya didn’t need to carry weapons with her. In that respect, her assistant was even more feared than Evelyn. Which was ironic, since Evelyn was the more dangerous of them.

      “You don’t appear happy about that,” Evelyn said, folding her arms as she looked at the djinn calmly.

      “She killed you,” Fya said simply.

      “I let her kill me. And I would have died anyway, as I didn’t go for treatment,” Evelyn told her.

      “She killed you,” Fya insisted, her eyes narrowing. Evelyn grew a touch exasperated, staring back at the djinn.

      “And you kept me in brightly colored, complicated, silly dresses for a year,” Evelyn retorted, glowering. “More than one person can hold a grudge about that sort of thing, you know.”

      “I don’t care. You look good in the dresses, you don’t look good dead. Except when your soul is manifested and dressed up,” Fya said stubbornly.

      Evelyn rolled her eyes and stepped toward the back, speaking calmly. “It isn’t like I’m going to let her do it again. If she tried, I would have needed those body bags. I respect them too much to let the reanimators get them, but not enough I would’ve left them alive.”

      “Good. They would’ve been better served in the body bags, but I’ll accept that much,” Fya said, obviously a bit mollified. “We’re going to the beach and out for dinner, right, Milady?”

      “We are,” Evelyn agreed, then paused, looking at Fya curiously as the djinn took her left arm, pulling her close. It took her a moment before she asked, “Why do you call me that, anyway? I’m not a noble anymore, and I’m hardly what most people would consider a lady.”

      “Don’t care. You’re my lady. Other people’s definitions don’t matter,” Fya replied bluntly, hugging Evelyn’s arm tighter. “If she tries to hurt you and you don’t kill her, I’m going to spread what’s left of her across a dozen planets as an example.”

      Evelyn couldn’t help a sigh, wondering how in the world she’s managed to get such an overprotective djinn as her assistant. She shrugged it off, though. Vania and Peldra weren’t her responsibility anymore. She was going to do what she wanted, and Rakal was the perfect place to do it. Even if Fya was an overly affectionate lover sometimes. Except when she shifted moods, of course.
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      The next few years fell into something of a pattern for Evelyn.

      The number of assassins slowly fell off, and those who arrived grew more skilled and powerful. Not that it saved them, and the woman who’d managed to cut Evelyn’s hair short on one side died terribly. Evelyn didn’t like taking potions to grow her hair out. It was good practice, though, and she had begun wondering how stupid the assassins were, when they took the job despite how many bodies she’d left in her wake.

      At least the locals finally seemed to get the fact that Evelyn did not pull punches when people came after her. When a competitor decided destroying her inventory was a good idea, their crew usually found itself spread over a few dozen meters, and the surrounding buildings often took quite a bit of damage as well. That being the case, her neighbors had made it quite vocally known that even if someone managed to kill her, they’d murder the assailant themselves afterward. That finally reduced the number of attacks to a minimum, and most of them were dealt with by Fya. At least she’d ended up on good terms with the Reanimator’s Guild. Their only complaint was that she tended to do a lot of damage to the bodies which they had to repair.

      The last thing that fell into a pattern was Vania’s visits. After the first visit, it was just over a year before she’d returned, somewhat frazzled but at this time with another bodyguard, as Peldra had a space slug asteroid crash-land into the middle of the country, and they were having a hell of a time dealing with them. Evelyn had to wonder what Vania was paying her advisors for, since it shouldn’t have been that hard to look up what weapons were needed to deal with space slugs.

      She’d sold them the correct weapons and sent them on their way firmly, only to have Vania come back the next year, then the next. Every visit left Fya in a foul mood for a few hours, but Evelyn didn’t mind that much. She made a tidy profit off each visit, which did wonders for her savings. She might even be able to buy the private island fortress she’d been considering, which people said would be going up for sale the next year.

      Then one day, an energy beam as large as her head punched a hole through her front door, destroyed three shelf units, including several lovely daggers she’d only gotten in the day before, cooked off seven cases of small arms ammunition, and destroyed the platinum-plated collector’s edition Echris combat rifle she’d just reserved for a customer coming by in two days. An important customer.

      Evelyn was not amused.
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        * * *

      

      The blast shields snapped up a second too late, and Evelyn stood up slowly, ignoring the follow-up shot that hit the shields. Instead, she was looking at the molten wreckage of her shelves, the smoking hole in the back wall that had two now-useless chunks of platinum-plated rifle on either side of it, and the damage to the ceiling where the bullets had slammed into it. The fire suppression system activated a moment later, hitting the area with a gas that instantly extinguished the fire, but it was also too late. The chill that pervaded the room certainly suited Evelyn’s mood, though.

      “Backtrack,” Evelyn said flatly, focusing on her implants, and the security system helpfully sprang to life, showing its readouts in her mind’s eye with a helpful diagram over the city.

      The shot had come from a half-kilometer beyond her monitoring zone, Evelyn realized, from a square that her cameras didn’t have a good resolution of. That didn’t help the attackers, though, as she mentally supplied the necessary overrides, and the security system used the satellite tap to get high-resolution photos of the city in real time. It was fortunate that there wasn’t much cloud cover today. Fortunate for her.

      Cutthroat Square snapped into focus, and Evelyn immediately picked out several items of interest. First and foremost was the large object that almost had to be a camouflaged tank, she’d seen enough of them when taking over Peldra. Then there were the dozens of people in excellent vantage points to unload on her if she decided to head straight at them, as well as covering their flanks. There would likely be snipers and other people in the area, she decided, and considering the trail of wrecked shops leading from the spaceport to the square, the group must have decided to plough straight through them. That made her upset, since it told her a few things.

      “Commodore Barstil will have to explain things to me,” Evelyn said frostily, her eyes narrowing. Then she triggered her comm, heading for the back room as another cannon blast hit her shields, barely shaking them. If they’d attacked from inside the monitoring zone, the first shot would never have done so much damage, which made her mood still fouler.

      “Fya, someone brought what looks like a Kraken ground tank into Cuthroat Square along with at least a platoon of soldiers, then opened fire on the shop,” Evelyn said, shrugging out of her jacket, then stepped into the armor stand waiting there. Before the djinn could respond the armor stand hissed and began closing around her.

      “Oh no! Any casualties?” Fya demanded.

      “Three combat daggers, one boarder’s spike, several cases of ammunition, and the Echris. I’d just gotten a reservation on it,” Evelyn replied shortly, shrugging as the armor finished sealing around her and linked to her implants, showing that all its systems were green, and the magic-enhanced shield began spinning up. “I’m a bit pissed.”

      “You should be! That had to be worth two months of sales!” Fya said, outrage filling her voice. “What should I do?”

      “They’re covering the front and flanks from firing positions. Come get me and let’s show them why they should’ve left me the fuck alone,” Evelyn replied, her anger turning icy and cold. Trying to kill her was one thing, but indiscriminate damage to her shop was just about the fastest way to upset her.

      “Be right there!” Fya replied.

      There was a flash of blue smoke, and Fya appeared, wearing her usual outfit, though it morphed into a slightly thicker bodysuit as Evelyn watched, and this week her hair and eyes were bright red. A moment later an energy shotgun appeared in her arms, the barrels painted to look like they were dragons with their mouths wide open.

      “Right, time to kick their asses!” Fya said, grinning widely.

      “Agreed,” Evelyn said, pulling out her energy blade and pistol.

      These were even better than the ones she’d had when she conquered Peldra, so a mere tank was nothing to her.

      Another blast of smoke filled the room, then they were in the middle of Cutthroat Square. It was a perfect name for the location, given what Evelyn was about to do in it.
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      Gaxxlan had thought this would be an easy job. They’d picked up their cargo and were prepared to lift off, but given that the last couple of jobs had gone off without a hitch and how much a few people were willing to pay for a certain shopkeeper’s death, the Captain had decided to improve their payday by a factor of ten or so. Gaxxlan certainly hadn’t been about to object to that, though he wondered why anyone was willing to pay that much for eliminating the owner of a weapon’s shop.

      Getting to the square and setting up hadn’t been hard. While there were plenty of pirates and scum in Rakal who would be dicey to deal with, most of the people there knew better than to mess with a platoon of soldiers who were following a tank. Sure, it wrecked a bunch of stalls, but what were they going to do? Get themselves killed trying to fight them? The thought almost made him laugh.

      They’d set up, everyone taking good firing positions, and the locals had been wise enough to clear out. Gaxxlan did wonder why they’d sped up after seeing where they were pointing, but he’d shrugged it off. It couldn’t matter that much.

      Then they’d opened fire, and he wondered who in the hell put that type of shield generator on a weapon shop. The tank had unleashed a dozen shots into the shields so far, and every one after the first had bounced off, barely rippling the blue barrier. Gaxxlan opened his mouth, his hands tightening around his autorifle… and a blast of smoke erupted in the center of the square behind him.

      “What the—” Wryl began, but before Gaxxlan had more than half-turned, a blast of a dozen white-hot bolts of energy emerged from the smoke and slammed into the sergeant, riddling his armor with pock marks in most places, but it punched right through a couple of seams, sending the man sprawling.

      “Medic!” Gaxxlan called out, twisting around, but he was so slow… and the attackers weren’t.

      There was the sizzle of an energy sword, and he saw a complex, bright red energy blade through the blue smoke. The wielder was a blur of black and red that lunged at the tank, and Gaxxlan’s eyes bulged as the blade cut through the armor forming the turret’s base almost effortlessly, then a pulse of red energy surged out of the woman and ripped the turret off the tank, sending it spinning through the air at the plasma bolter emplacement.

      Gaxxlan got his gun around as the smoke cleared enough for him to see a grinning human woman with bright red hair and eyes holding a shotgun unload into the other emplacement, steadily turning toward him as she kept firing.

      “Die, ya bastards!” Gaxxlan roared, pulling the trigger on his rifle before he had a proper shot, and it bucked in his hands, unleashing a stream of bullets that cut across the ground, moving toward the woman like a blade.

      Several bullets impacted against a shield, shocking him because how the hell did someone fit a shield in armor like that? Then the bullets stopped, and he looked down in confusion, blinking as he saw that the trigger assembly was missing along with two fingers. Gaxxlan froze for an instant as the pain started to hit him… then the human turned her shotgun on him and pulled the trigger.

      Gaxxlan didn’t have time to wonder who they were after that.
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      Evelyn didn’t bat an eyelash as plasma splashed off her shield, the mercenary firing so quickly that his barrel was beginning to glow. She couldn’t take that for too long, but she didn’t have to, as she shaped her magic via pure force of will into a blade that she used to behead the man. No, the woman, she corrected herself idly, just as she cut another’s sword in two with her blade and removed a good quarter of his torso along with his head. A sniper on a rooftop tried to get an angle on her, but that just brought him into position for her to return fire, and she put a precise energy bolt through his faceplate and into his eye. That dealt with the problem nicely.

      Most of the soldiers were down at this point, and Evelyn could hear Fya giggling behind her as her shotgun roared over and over again. She hoped she wasn’t going to have to fully rebuild the djinn’s gun again, but she knew better than to try to stop her. It’d just make her grumpy, and that wasn’t worth living with for weeks on end. Mostly, Evelyn hoped she hadn’t killed the soldier that Evelyn had deliberately disabled. The rest of them could die.

      One of the last soldiers took that moment to try running, and Evelyn aimed, then put a couple of bolts through his back, perfectly placed to kill. While he had decent enough armor, it wasn’t enchanted, and that spelled his doom. A smile flickered across Evelyn’s lips as she considered that. ‘Spelled’ indeed.

      Movement and fire had pretty much petered out by that point, and Evelyn slowly turned in place, considering, then she realized she could hear the tank’s drive system clicking, as someone tried to get it moving. Unfortunately for them, she knew exactly where the control systems connected to the engine and had severed those at the same time that she’d disarmed the vehicle.

      Evelyn calmly walked over to the tank, hopping up on it in clear view of the nearby shopkeepers and civilians who were watching from behind cover, then slid her sword through the top of the driver’s hatch and jiggled it a bit. The clicking stopped, and she nodded in satisfaction.

      “If one of you wants to contact the Reanimator’s Guild, let them know they have a few volunteers,” Evelyn called out calmly, hopping off the tank again and deactivating her energy blade.

      Turning to the rest of the destroyed group, she considered for a moment, then asked. “Any of them left?”

      “Just the one whose gun you shot!” Fya said cheerfully. “I shot him too, but his armor was good enough he should just be unconscious. Looks like a platoon plus a tank to me. You recognize their markings?”

      Evelyn glanced at the side of the tank, then shook her head, not recognizing the bloody dagger crossed with a missile. The device could apply to hundreds of mercenary or pirate groups, which made her annoyance even worse. There was no way in all the hells this group could have gotten into position without her catching wind of them first. Not unless the Commodore had made that happen. It upset her.

      “Ooh, I recognize that look! Someone’s gonna die…” Fya said in a sing-song voice, crouching down to take the belt off one of the deceased. “Well, more someones.”

      “Yes, yes they are,” Evelyn agreed, slowly moving back to the mercenary she’d disabled earlier.

      The orc man’s armor was pocked with scorch marks, and he didn’t look like he was in too bad of shape, aside from the hole in his helmet and where she’d taken three fingers off him. He was in good enough shape that once awake he could answer her questions, which was enough for her purposes.

      “Wake him up,” Evelyn said, glancing at the man’s equipment derisively. It was so basic she wouldn’t have carried it in her shop willingly.

      “He is still armed,” Fya replied, straightening from where she’d been looting a body. She approached, and as she did so Evelyn gave her a skeptical look.

      “He couldn’t hurt us when there was an assault rifle in his hands. What’s he going to do now?” Evelyn asked, arching an eyebrow. “I doubt he’s going to trigger a grenade, and our armor will deal with that easily.”

      “Unless it’s a heavily enchanted grenade… but none of these people seem to have more than the weakest of items. Really disappointing,” Fya said, a hint of regret filling her voice as she leaned over the man. “I wanted something better than this junk.”

      “It makes me even more upset,” Evelyn told her, agreeing internally. That a group so poorly equipped had attacked her was downright insulting.

      A flicker of light sparked from Fya’s finger to the orc’s forehead, then she straightened, her voice bright and cheerful as the man’s eyes opened. “Rise and shine! Well, not so much rising, or I’ll have to remove your legs, but you get the idea!”

      “Wha—” the man began, then froze as Evelyn pointed her gun at his head.

      “Shut up and listen carefully,” Evelyn said, glaring down at him. “You have three options. If you refuse to give me any information, I’ll cut your tendons and leave you here for the local shopkeepers to deal with. Considering the hash your group made of their shops, I suspect it’ll take a while to die, then you’ll be sold to the Reanimator’s Guild like the rest of your team. You can also give me a little information, at which point I’ll kill you quickly and painlessly. Or you can give me useful information, and I will not only let you live, but leave you with a medic. Paying them would be your problem. You have five seconds to decide, so think quickly.”

      The orc’s eyes widened, revealing them to be a surprisingly pretty shade of hazel, then he spoke rapidly. “I’m Gaxxlan, a member of the Bloody Dagger Mercenaries, um, I think the seventeenth group registered under the name. We’ve got a full company, plus the two tanks, one now, and use the ship Daggerhound under Captain Margvitz. What else do you want to know? I’ll tell you, so don’t kill me!”

      “Why did you attack me with such incompetence?” Evelyn demanded, her eyes narrowing.

      “Look, we were here to pick up a cargo, and the boss said that since all of our gear was in good shape, and there was a bounty worth ten times what we were being paid, we might as well collect on it. I didn’t think some weapon shop owner would be so damned… I mean, so skilled,” Gaxxlan said, gulping loudly as he glanced at the pistol. “That’s it, really. We were going to shoot up the place, then get you when you came out. That’s all I know.”

      Evelyn looked up at the sky for a moment, briefly wondering who’d cast a spell to remove the Commodore’s brain functions. That was the only reason she could imagine for him not realizing what would happen if he let the attack through. Or… she frowned, considering, then realized that she’d never let it known just how powerful the shields she’d installed were. They’d come as salvage off a crashed battleship, and it’d taken some work to get them functional again. That probably explained it and that made her incredibly irritable.

      “Unfortunately for you, that was a mistake,” Evelyn said at last, looking down at the orc as her eyes narrowed. “Where is your ship docked? I do hope you didn’t keep your mythrite on the ship, as if you did, you’re going to have trouble paying for your treatment. Your captain certainly won’t be in any position to pick up the tab.”

      Fya giggled, and the orc gulped, visibly paling as she looked down at him.
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      Magdalene Rantha, call her Maggie, had a rough job some days. Many pirates were belligerent, boastful, and prone to ignoring traffic control, which was why she often had to fire up the targeting system to convince them that just maybe they should follow her directions. It could be a stressful job, but fortunately, pirates weren’t a daily occurrence. A weekly one, maybe, but most privateers and smugglers understood that she was just trying to make sure they didn’t land on another ship or crash into the city, so it wasn’t that bad.

      The call she got made her wish that she was dealing with a pirate ship trying to land in the middle of the city.

      “What is it?” Maggie asked as the line connected, a trifle impatient.

      “This is Evelyn Esendria Tarth,” the woman on the other end said, her clipped tones so unlike most natives, and Maggie sat up suddenly, dread washing over her.

      The only times Evelyn had called the flight control tower and used her full name had ended incredibly badly. In one case, they’d been forced to scrap three landing bays, and after the first time the security team had tried to laugh her off, no one got in her way. Maggie wished that she wasn’t on duty. Or maybe that there was a raiding fleet pissed at one of the privateers, or something that didn’t put her personally in danger.

      “Hello, Evelyn. What can I do for you?” Maggie asked, being as polite as if one of the Pirate Kings had shown up in orbit.

      “Lock down docking bay fourteen. If the Daggerhound launches, I’m going to take it as a personal insult,” Evelyn said flatly.

      “Ah… may I ask why?” Maggie asked, dread washing over her. At the same time she glanced at the readouts of bay fourteen, and noticed a lot of activity. She considered, then hit the key to lock the bay doors.

      “They attacked my shop and tried to kill me. Incompetently. However, they managed to destroy the weapon that Captain Eight-Fist reserved this morning, and which he was going to be picking up the day after tomorrow,” Evelyn said shortly, pausing, then added, “Now, are you going to lock them down, or do I need to add the port authority to my list of people to be very upset with?”

      “No, no… of course not,” Maggie said, her sense of dread solidifying as she learned that one of the Pirate Kings was going to be visiting. She’d have to arrange to be off shift before anyone else found out. “Their bay has been locked down. Be aware, they have a tank in the bay.”

      “I know. Maybe this one will actually manage to shoot at me. Tarth out,” Evelyn said, and Maggie paled as she heard the note of anticipation in the woman’s voice, then the line went dead.

      For a second she was silent, then she raised a hand. “Ah… Daren? Would you contact the security team, and tell them to get the hell away from bay fourteen? There’s about to be an Evelyn Incident.”

      “Oh shit!” the man said, and lunged for the comms, spilling the coffee he’d just poured into his mug in the process.

      Maggie entirely agreed, though after checking to make sure there wasn’t a ship inbound, she switched her monitors to the cameras in bay fourteen. If nothing else, at least it’d be fascinating to watch.
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        * * *

      

      “I could just teleport us inside,” Fya offered again, barely keeping up with Evelyn due to how fast she was moving.

      “While certainly effective, it isn’t the best when I’m trying to work off frustration,” Evelyn replied, checking the charge on her pistol to be sure it’d last through a couple of firefights. The sword definitely would, she’d spent too much on an enchanted battery for it to die after only a few minutes of use. A few hours, maybe. “No, I think I want them to see their doom coming for them. And if they grovel, begging for their lives, so much the better. That’s rather satisfying.”

      “Sure, but will you let them surrender?” Fya asked, tilting her head.

      “Mm… depends on how sincere they seem. If they try to fake it so they can shoot me, they’re dead,” Evelyn said, slowing slightly as she approached the doors to the bay. “Except their leader. He’s dead either way. Or she, or it, I don’t care.”

      “Alright.” Fya said, smiling widely as she chambered a grenade. “I just wanted to be sure, since we’re about to have a whole bunch of people shooting at us! I’ll try to leave them intact enough for the Reanimator’s Guild!”

      Evelyn glanced over and raised an eyebrow as she saw the markings on the grenade clip. “Not with those you won’t be. Don’t damage the ship, it’s actually worth something.”

      “Got it! I’ll avoid the tank, too. It’s worth something, right?” Fya asked, reaching over and pressing the button to open the bay doors.

      “Yes, but not that much. I’ll just take out the crew,” Evelyn said, watching the doors begin sliding into the ceiling and floor… then she dodged.

      The flash of the tank’s main cannon lit up the hallway, barely missing Evelyn as it scorched the floor tiles and doubtlessly demolished part of the concourse behind Evelyn, but her shields kept the heat bloom from doing more than ruffling her hair. Seconds later, multiple soldiers unloaded with dozens of rifles and heavy weapons, but they weren’t quite skilled enough to hit Evelyn immediately. At least not intentionally, as a stray shot bounced off her shield.

      A dull whump sounded as Fya’s grenade launcher coughed, and the grenade arced through the air gracefully, falling toward a group of soldiers who didn’t notice it over their muzzle flashes… then suddenly everyone noticed as the heart of a star raged into existence, incinerating five opponents.

      Evelyn wasn’t idle, and as she ignited her sword she charged forward, zigzagging to make herself a difficult target. Spotting a knife stuck into a barrier, she smirked, flicking the hand holding her sword, and the knife trembled, then ripped free and rocketed across the room to find a weak point in the armor over a woman’s throat, punching through the seal and sending her to the ground as she clawed at the blade.

      The tank’s barrel tried to track Evelyn, but she ignored it, barely glancing toward the large, stubby ship that half-filled the bay. It had weapons, but unless they wanted to vaporize the entire bay, they couldn’t fire them here, and the locals would not take that kindly. The next moment Evelyn was among the soldiers, energy bolts and bullets bouncing off her shield, and she smirked. It was only down to eighty-eight percent integrity, which was just sad.

      A single spinning sweep of her sword cut two soldiers in half, and she lunged forward, putting a bolt through another man’s head, then she was next to the tank and flipped up onto it.

      “Stupid,” Evelyn muttered, punching her blade through the driver’s hatch at an angle that almost certainly dealt with them, then hopped up onto the turret as the secondary weapons tried to get a bead on her and did the same to the gunner. It’d take some work to repair, but compared to what she’d done to the other tank, this was nothing. It wasn’t a good tank, anyway. She shook her head, looking up as another plasma grenade bloomed, killing more of the mercenaries. “Should’ve aimed at the ground, at least we’d have been hit by shrapnel. Idiots.”

      Only two dozen people were outside, Evelyn noticed, and they’d already killed all but four. One of those was running for the emergency exit, and she put a bolt through his lower back, reasoning that if he managed to live he was lucky. With the numbers she’d been given, there should be between twenty and forty more opponents. If they were all so poorly equipped and came at her piecemeal, they wouldn’t be a problem. Actually, they wouldn’t be a problem either way, it was more a question of how much collateral damage Evelyn was willing to deal.

      Evelyn hopped to the bay floor, cutting off the arm of one of the fallen who was trying to aim a pistol at her, then magically ripped a key card from the man’s belt. She examined it, just as Fya froze the last pair of opponents in a blast of magical ice. Apparently, she’d had enough fun with weapons for the moment.

      “Found an access key for the ship. I wonder if it’ll work?” Evelyn said, examining the ship after a moment. It wasn’t what she’d call a good ship, but it wasn’t bad for a bunch of mercenaries, she supposed.

      “Maybe? Depends on how quickly we get to the ramp,” Fya replied, glancing at the starship. Then her eyes widened, and Evelyn looked up and saw one of the cannon mounts turning to face them.

      Dropping her sword, the blade winked out the instant it left her grip, even as her telekinesis spell caught it, and Evelyn’s hand snapped up to point at the cannon, her mind focusing as she mouthed the words of a spell and she felt mana flood out of her. A beam of brilliant red energy flashed out of her hand and hit the cannon, which glowed for an instant, then fell apart like it’d been made of sand.

      “Idiots. Using shipboard weapons in a docking bay is just stupid,” Evelyn said disdainfully, snatching her sword out of the air and reigniting the blade as she stalked toward the entry ramp.

      “Ah… I thought that you said not to damage the ship,” Fya protested, trotting after her.

      “Eh, the gun wasn’t that valuable, anyway,” Evelyn said, shrugging, and she smiled coldly. She’d been right, though. This was far better for blowing off steam.
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      “Shit.” Maggie breathed, her eyes wide as she watched the two women climb Daggerhound’s entry ramp.

      “What? She didn’t do that much damage this time around,” David said, frowning. “Last time there were a lot of explosions.”

      “Yeah, but most of them were from the defenders,” Maggie replied, looking at the room and all the deceased. They’d crushed the defenders like they weren’t even there, and the craters the plasma grenades had left in the bay floor made her wince. They weren’t deep, the floor was built to support the weight of starships, after all, but repairing them wouldn’t be fun. “This… did you see how fast that was? It wasn’t even a fight! They took some shield damage, but that’s it!”

      “Well… yeah? I mean, she conquered a country without too much difficulty, from what I heard. Sure, she had allies, but she built her power base in only a few years. It’s been four times as long as long since she was overthrown as it took her to take over to begin with, so why wouldn’t she be that good?” David asked, looking at Maggie oddly. “I mean, she isn’t exactly our problem, is she?”

      “Not now, but what about next week, or next month? If she comes after us, what the hell are we supposed to do?” Maggie demanded.

      David just shrugged and nodded at the screen as he replied. “Well, based on that, I’d say surrender before she gets in range to murder us. That or die, but I think the first option is better.”

      “Maybe so,” Maggie said, chewing her lip and eying the mount where Evelyn had casually disintegrated a shipboard cannon. Maggie didn’t have enough magical training to light a candle, let alone destroy part of a ship like that, and it made her uneasy.

      Finally, she sighed, glad that at least the two were on the ship now. Unless they blew it to kingdom come, she wasn’t going to have to worry about further damage to the starport. She really hoped that wouldn’t happen, though at least it might kill Evelyn. Maybe. Possibly. On second thought, she didn’t want to test the theory.

      “So… has anyone contacted the boss yet?” Maggie asked at last.

      The silence in response was practically deafening.
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The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


