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Chapter 1 The Shooting Stars

The Shooting Stars’ spaceship was in orbit around the planet Silver. Tomis smiled to the young rising star Maelanda of their dance troupe. He was old enough to be her father. They were both elves.

“Ready to shine later at our performance?”

She didn’t respond. She stared at the planet below wondering if this was all there was in her life to look forward to. Her mother Clairice walked into the observation lounge. She smiled at her daughter and Tomis.

The elder elf lady said, “Wow, so this is Silver? I can’t wait to see Neovenezia.”

Tomis smiled back. “I know I can’t wait to see it either. I also look forward to our performance here.”

Clairice looked at her daughter. “Maelanda, don’t you love to travel around the solar system dancing for people? Don’t you just love the attention? Someday, you will be a big star as I am. Then you will be adored by everyone.” She glowed as she thought about her stardom.

Maelanda sighed. “When does rehearsal start?”

The computer answered, “Rehearsal will start an hour after we land on the planet.”

Maelanda said, “Then I have time to prepare myself for another performance.” She kept watching the planet and wondered if she would ever find a way out of this life. She yawned and covered her mouth.

Clairice asked, “Didn’t you sleep?”

Maelanda shook her head.

Clairice had a glint in her eye. “Perhaps you were playing instead of sleeping?”

Maelanda sighed. “No, I was lying in bed alone, but couldn’t sleep. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” She glanced at her too thin body and wondered what was wrong with her. Why was she so unhappy?

Clairice gave Tomis a look. “Well, then I don’t know either. Have you seen the doctor about this?”

Maelanda sighed. “I did, but he said it was nothing. He couldn’t find anything wrong.”

She had indeed seen the doctor about her condition. He merely dismissed her symptoms as mere hysteria. He claimed it was the stress all dancers get. It wasn’t anything serious.

Clairice said, “Perhaps you do need to have some fun. You work all the time and then we hardly ever see you unless it’s rehearsal or performance time. This just isn’t normal to avoid us all the time.” She paused to study her daughter’s face. “Especially as I’m your mother.”

Maelanda sighed. She blinked and left the observational lounge to rest in her quarters. She wasn’t entirely sure what she was feeling, but she did know she didn’t want to be around her mother or Tomis any more today.

Tomis said, “She’s still not responding to me. Are you sure she’s okay?”

Clairice answered, “If the doctor says she’s fine, then that’s good enough for me. I don’t know why she’s so melancholy. I would have thought the doctor would put her on antidepressants so she’d be more cheerful.”

He looked around and then edged closer to her. “What if this plan of ours doesn’t work? What if she does something we don’t expect?”

She showed him her bedroom eyes. “She’s too listless to do anything other than work. Besides, she can’t get out of her contract. It’s too binding for her. You know I’ve taken care of everything with the backing of our biggest patron. The one who ensured I could still dance even with a baby to take care of.”

His small device beeped. He pulled it out of his pocket and checked a message. “The meeting is all set.”

The computer announced throughout the ship, “We are starting to land. Please strap yourselves in.”

They did so.

“Everything is working out for us. After rehearsal, I will meet them and get the item. Then we can move on to the next part of our plan.”

She laughed. “Good. My ex won’t see this coming even if he is a Guardian.”

“What did you ever see in him?”

She shrugged and stroked his arm. “I have no idea. I was young and foolish. I was just starting my career when we met. He was so handsome then. I don’t know what it was.”

“He can’t be much compared to me or else you’d still be with him.” He thought about what they would be doing later when they were alone.

“Well, he’s not as good of a lover as you are and I wasn’t willing to give up my career.”

“Did he ask you to?”

“No, he didn’t ask that of me. He would have been able to follow me, but he chose not to.”

“Does he even know about Maelanda?”

“I never told him. I’ve done my best to keep her father a secret from everyone including her.”

“What would she do if she found out who her father is?”

She shrugged. “I have no idea. It would probably be a shock to her. It’s doubtful it would change anything for her. Nothing gets through to her these days. We all know how attractive you are, but she doesn’t respond to you.”

“I would agree it’s odd. Yet, the doctor says there’s nothing wrong with her. I don’t get it.”

“Perhaps she hasn’t met the right kind of doctor.”

“That must be it.”

“If things get too bad with her, we should find the right kind of doctor to take care of her.”

“Then we can ensure we get the inheritance instead of her.”

They laughed and waited for the ship to land. Maelanda had no idea that she was a pawn to her own mother and their biggest patron, but the young elf wouldn’t be surprised to learn the biggest patron’s identity was none other than His Excellency.

Rehearsal went well. Maelanda sighed when it was over. She wondered how many more she would have to do. She was aware of her contract and knew it would be impossible to get out of it, unless she was seriously ill. She went to the dining room and helped herself to some food. She wanted more, but the servers refused to give her more. She ate what she was given without much thought.

The other dancers stayed away from her. Some weren’t happy that she was getting special attention from Tomis. Others weren’t happy that she was the new rising star. They all had waited their turns and were upset that she was chosen. They talked about her and she never heard what they said about her.

They thought she was snobby and standoffish. None of them knew how to approach her. None knew how hard she worked in spite of how she felt.

Tomis and Clairice entered the dining room and got their portions. They joined the others. Everyone adored them and wanted to be them all their popularity would rub off on those who didn’t have it. The conversation changed and they were now laughing.

Maelanda heard the laughter distantly and wondered why she couldn’t laugh. She knew something was wrong. She also knew she would have to do something about it. No one else would do it for her. No one was going to rescue her. She blinked and saw no more food on her tray. She stood up. Someone from the kitchen staff took her dirty dishes. She watched them leave and thought they were more free than she was.

Even the kitchen staff seemed healthier and happier than she was. She left the dining room for her quarters. She hoped to get some rest before the performance later. But sleep was evasive as usual. She was left alone with the thoughts cycling through her head.

Tomis was walking alone in Neovenezia. The city was much like its namesake Venezia back on Earth. It was also similar to Elsewhere on Platinum. Those cities were surrounded by canals. The only way to travel through them was by foot or by boat. Neovenezia was the same on its lower level, but it also had higher levels which had walkways and instead of water, it was air channels for ships to travel through.

Tomis found the meeting point and looked around. A stranger approached him.

“Tomis, good you made it on time. Do you have the money?”

Tomis nodded and handed it over.

“Here’s your device. Careful with it. You have no idea how many people died so you could have this.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll put it to good use.”

“Sure you will.” They chuckled and disappeared through a gap between buildings.

Tomis blinked and looked around. The alleyway was deserted. He turned around and walked back into the crowd and smiled. He made his way back to the spaceport and back to his quarters. He put the device away for safe keeping. Then he got ready for the performance.

He left his quarters and went to warm up in costume. Clairice was dressed and warming up. She walked over to him.

“Did you get it?”

He nodded. They continued to warm up.

Moments later, Maelanda appeared in costume. She warmed up in a corner by herself. No one came near her. The other performers warmed up together and ignored her. No one said anything. They were all focused on the performance and on petty jealousies. They all wanted to do well no matter which parts they had to do.

The director called them into place and they all walked to the theater where they were to dance. It took some time for them to get on the stage in position. The curtain rose and the dance began. Everyone was in good form. No mistakes. It was just like rehearsal, but with a live audience watching them in silence. The musicians played well. It was as if they were controlling the dancers with their music.

When the show was over, the audience clapped and gave them a standing ovation. The dancers all bowed. Flowers were thrown up to the stage. Then the audience left and the performers went back to their ship.

The dancers were excited after that reception. Many went back to the ship to have a party to celebrate. Maelanda stood and watched the others. She didn’t feel like dancing anymore. She blinked and walked to the buffet table and helped herself to some food. She sat down and ate. Then she yawned.

The others were still partying and enjoying themselves. She looked at them and knew something was wrong. Tomis approached her.

“You know you shouldn’t eat so much. If you don’t stop, you’ll ruin your figure.”

She gaped at him. She wasn’t sure if she wanted more food or just some sleep.

He leaned in towards her. “Perhaps we should go off and be alone for awhile.”

She flinched and stood up. “No, we shouldn’t. You’re old enough to be my father. For all I know you could be.” She turned and left for her room.

She took a shower and got into her pajamas. She sighed and pulled the covers back on her bed. She got in and got comfortable. She closed her eyes. She tried to relax.

Her eyes opened. She knew she had to do something soon. She couldn’t go on like this. She found she couldn’t sleep once again.

If it was just stress, then why was she so hungry and tired all the time? Why did Tomis keep coming after her? Why was her mother so cold and distant? Who was her father? Did he know about her? Did he care what happened to her?

Her breathing became shallow. She clenched her teeth. She wanted to scream, but she refrained. She didn’t want to disturb anyone with her pain. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. She took a few deep and long breaths. She relaxed and the tears flowed freely.

There was something seriously wrong and no one believed her. It was enough for now that she knew she wasn’t well. But what she was going to do about it was something she couldn’t answer yet.


Chapter 2 Donavan

Donavan sat in his wheelchair and sighed. His assistant Morland stood beside him. The two elves had just finished talking with the other Guardians during one of their meetings.

Morland asked, “What is it, sir?”

“I’m worried about my daughter.”

Morland looked at the screen with Donavan. “She does look unhappy and tired.”

“I know she’s considered a young rising star, but something is off. I can’t quite put my finger on it. She’s definitely not her mother. She’s not thriving from that attention.”

Morland frowned. He had come to work for Donavan after his accident that had injured the older elf’s spine. The young elf had heard about the daughter. DNA had confirmed it even though the mother had keep the secret hidden.

“Have you told the other Guardians your concerns about Maelanda?”

“No, this is too personal. Besides, most of the Guardians are more concerned about His Excellency to be bothered with my daughter I’ve never met.”

Morland nodded. “I see that now. Could Maelanda be exhausted and overworked?”

“She could be. It must have reached the point of burn out. There has to be a reason she stays with the troupe. Could it be her mother or the contract? Or both?”

Morland raised an eyebrow. “If it’s her contract, I’m sure we could find a way to help her get out of it.”

“You think? If it’s a reasonable contract, then it would state how many performances she would have to complete.”

“What about a clause for ill health?”

“It should be in there. How do we let her know?”

“I could send her a message showing the DNA results that confirm you’re her father and offer her to find her a way out of her contract.”

Donavan blinked. “That’s sneaky. You don’t think I should send the message?”

“She might get suspicious if you did. But if I send it in a form of a fan message with some information stating her who biological father is through the test results and where she can find him, she might find it interesting.”

Donavan smiled. “That’s in accordance with the Guardian method. I think you’re on to something. You want to just stick with the facts of my existence and where she can find me. Once she gets here, we can discuss her health and contract.”

“I will get on it.” He picked up his tablet computer and made some notes.

“I will prepare the servants in case of her arrival.”

“Anything else, sir?”

“Hmm. I think we should ask some Guardians to look for Maelanda if she does come here.”

“Looking into her contract is a good start, if we can find that information.”

Donavan nodded. “Her mother will probably show up. You don’t know how ruthless she is.”

“Oh? What would Clairice do?”

“She’d follow and pull the sympathy card. I’m not sure she actually loves her own daughter. Clairice is convincing when it comes to love. The media and fans may believe she loves her daughter, but I see it all as an act. She just used me and hoped she would get my money and material wealth.” He sighed. “Sadly, I thought she was the love of my life. It was the worse mistake of my life.”

Morland blinked. “I would have thought the worse mistake of your life would have been the accident.”

“That’s a close second.”

“I’ve always been too afraid to ask how it happened.”

Donavan sighed. “I was trying to get close to His Excellency.”

“Oh!”

Donavan nodded. “He’s bad news. He gives humans a bad reputation. Yet, some humans are Guardians and they aren’t as prejudiced or dangerous as he is.”

Morland nodded. “Such as His Excellency’s parents. They seem to be decent humans.”

Donavan nodded. “They are part of the reason we have to review the archives and see how he came to power as he has. He is destroying The Magisterial Union of Platinum. We don’t know if we can fix it.”

Morland sighed. “That’s pretty obvious. He’s the worse dictator the Guardians have ever had to deal with.”

“Exactly. The others were just practice and easy to stop. This one won’t stop once he has all of Platinum under his control.”

“He probably won’t stop with just this solar system.”

Donavan nodded. “We’re still working to stop him one way or another, but it will be hard. The war is still happening.”

“And entertainers like the Shooting Stars Dance Troupe are welcomed during these war torn times.”

Donavan nodded. “I suppose it didn’t help that I stumbled across Clairice again after all this time. I believe our affair was before you were born.”

Morland smiled. “I was born after your affair.”

“So, you’re about the same age as my daughter. Interesting.” He sighed. “When I saw she had a daughter and wouldn’t tell anyone who the biological father is, I had to check if there was DNA on Maelanda.”

“I remember that. It seemed that researching the troupe with its members was a good way to help you recover.”

“Is that why you went along with it?”

Morland nodded. “At first it was the only reason. Now I can see that your guess was correct and there is something wrong with Maelanda. She’s not a bad dancer, but she looks so unhappy and sounds tired. Those latest interviews with the troupe aren’t good indications.”

“You noticed she’s too tired to lie.”

“And she admitted she didn’t know who her biological father was.”

“Clairice claimed she was raped. I’m not sure that’s accurate when it appears she likes the attention from men.”

Donavan nodded. “She always loved the attention. That’s why I checked the DNA. It was the only way I could know for sure.”

“So, Clairice has a reputation. I remember seeing Maelanda cringe when Tomis was mentioned.” Morland pulled up the interview on the wall screen.

“Oh, yes, she does finds Tomis repulsive. He’s old enough to be her father. I don’t like to see him preying on her.”

“Look how Clairice insists there might be a romance between him and her daughter.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Neither do I. Just look at the other members of the troupe. They don’t seem to like Maelanda at all.”

Donavan blinked. “They won’t sit near her, but they seem to like to hang out with Clairice and Tomis.” He watched the video replay. “Something clearly isn’t right.”

“I see it too. Maelanda needs an exit plan. This isn’t what she wants to do for her life’s work.”

“That’s a violation of the Guardian Code.”

Morland sighed. There was something about Maelanda that he couldn’t understand. He had no problem doing his job for Donavan. The young elf knew she was attractive, and she was too unhappy to approach.

Donavan blinked. “Is something going on between Clairice and Tomis?”

“What?”

“Go back a little in the video and slow it down.”

Morland did so. “Oh, now I see it. They are flirting with each other and trying to hide it. Maelanda sees it and looks quite disgusted.”

Donavan smiled. “That’s my daughter. She’s not blind to her mother’s schemes.”

Morland smiled. He was glad that was something father and daughter had in common. The young elf could respect that. “It appears no one else noticed it.”

Donavan nodded. “That’s not surprising. Clairice can be quite convincing. She and Tomis are having an affair that they are trying to hide.”

Morland said, “I’ll take your word for it. I haven’t met Clairice, but from what you tell me and what I’ve seen, I think you do know her quite well.”

“Better than she realizes.”

The butler entered the study. “You sent for me, sir?”

Donavan answered, “Yes. Please prepare a room for Maelanda from the Shooting Stars dance troupe. She might be coming to stay with us. They are due to arrive on Platinum soon.”

The butler said, “As you wish. She looks too much like your mother, but thinner.”

Donavan nodded. “Do we still have my mother’s clothes?”

“Yes, sir. Her room hasn’t been rearranged. We do keep it clean.”

Donavan sighed. “I think that’s the room we need to put her in. It does get plenty of good sunlight with a good view of the garden?”

“Yes, as she wanted especially at the end of her life.”

“Then leave the clothes. Maelanda may need them. She might need lots of rest.”

The butler nodded. “As you wish. Will she need to see a doctor?”

Donavan blinked. “That would probably be a good idea. I’m afraid she is burned out. Hopefully, that is all that is wrong with her.”

The butler said, “It will be arranged. Will there be anything else?”

“No, that’s fine for now. Just be advised, she could show up at any time. Just let her in and show her to her room. Offer her food and plenty of quiet and rest.”

The butler bowed. “We will do so.” He turned and left the room.

Morland finished writing up the message on his tablet. He read it over and make a few corrections. He simply stated the facts about her father and where he lived. The young elf also sent a copy of the DNA test results. He figured the proof would be enough to show her she could just show up to meet her father.

Donavan finished watching the video. “Morland?”

Morland glanced at Donavan. “Yes?”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m writing to your daughter. I just told her the facts with the DNA test and let her know where to find you.”

“Very good. Just straight and to the point. I don’t expect anything less from you now. I know your work at this point.”

Morland smiled and set down the tablet. “I’m glad you’re happy with my work. I don’t know if you’re aware, but being a personal assistant can be quite strange work at times.”

Donavan smiled. “I’m sure it is. Have you any complaints about what I’ve asked you to do?”

Morland shook his head. “None. You’re not unreasonable and you’re not asking me to break the law. If anything, it’s been interesting working for you.”

“I know you had some experience in this line of work before me. Was it at least interesting?”

“It was at first, but then they started to ask me to break the law and frame people.”

“Yikes. No wonder you applied.”

“I heard of your reputation and knew you were a Guardian. I figured I would have better chances with you than with someone else. Certainly not with the employer I previously had.”

“So no regrets coming to work for me?”

“No, sir. I look forward to our continued work. I’m glad you’ve recovered and are adapting to your current condition.”

Donavan sighed. “It’s not easy being stuck in a chair all day. You do help me cope. I can still at least contribute as a Guardian, but I can’t do field work quite so easily anymore. I’m just glad you don’t mind my concern for my only child that I have yet to meet.”

Morland smiled. “I’m sure she’d be happy to meet you. I bet she’d be happy to know one of her parents loves her unconditionally and won’t be cold to her.”

Donavan smiled. “I can certainly be warmer than Clairice. I just don’t get her. I don’t think she can commit to anyone. I would have married her, but she claimed her career was too important.”
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