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Alex was excited to be on Vilas Lok, not because it was the Pleasure Planet, but because it was where Eva had moved to after marrying Keve. As soon as her job was done, she could spend some quality time with her beloved sister.

Alex dropped her duffel bag in the spartan room of the cheap hotel close to the main spaceport and went out again. As she strolled though the busy streets around the spaceport, she called her sister, inhaling the cool evening air. Colorful lights from clubs and bars played on her body.

Eva's face filled her phone's screen. They had the same long brown hair and hazel eyes, and almost looked like twins, except Eva was twenty-seven and Alex twenty-five. Being Sylvanians, born of sperm created from their mother's bone marrow, they were almost clones of Oralia who was still on Sylvania, enjoying her retirement from the Queen's service.

"Alex, where are you?" Eva asked, obviously noticing the neon lights around her. "That doesn't look or sound like Friport!"

"And it's not," she replied with a big grin. "It's Vilas Lok. When can I come over?"

Eva squealed. "Keve, Alex is on the planet!" she shouted off to the side. Alex heard Keve's voice grumbling something. "He's happy you're here and come when you want," Eva said quickly with a shrug. "Are you here for a job?"

"As a matter of fact, yes." Alex stopped in a park and sat on a bench, watching people go by while she continued her call. "An anonymous media agent needs a crew to infiltrate a pop idol's stage crew and sabotage their next performance. Further, their work will be recorded via drone for a new holovid series."

Eva gasped and stared at her wide-eyed. "Let me guess... the pop idol is the artist formerly known as Zaphadin?"

"Exactly!" Alex chuckled. "Well, not just him, also the new sensation that is the Blues Twins..."

Eva sighed. "You're so lucky... if you ever actually get near him, ask him for his autograph, please!"

"Of course." Alex smiled. She knew how much Eva had loved Zaphadin, the King of Music. She might have been only seven when Zaphadin retired, but when he came back under his real name, Eva was still there, swooning for him.

An obsession that lasted to this day and that drove Keve mad with jealousy. Hence he'd never take his wife to a Zafar Nagarkar show. Alex hoped to do it, though. If indeed she managed to infiltrate the stage crew, she might find a way to take Eva too.

"Evangeline!" Keve's voice thundered in the background. He must have heard the dreaded name coming from his wife's mouth. "Don't you dare go to one of his live shows with your sister, you hear me?"

"Of course, dear." Eva paled, and looked back at Alex. "So, let me know when you can come over. I hope your job won't keep you too busy."

"I hope to be done quickly, he's not doing that many shows anymore," Alex replied.

She saw Eva quickly looking away. "He's gone," she whispered. "Please, keep me updated on anything Zaphadin!"

"Eva, don't you think he's too jealous and controlling?" Alex asked, serious now. She was starting to worry for her sister's well-being.

"Yes, he threatens to kill me if I leave him, but I don't take him seriously because I love him," Eva said.

Alex sighed. "As you wish. Will keep you posted. What are you doing tonight?"

Eva brightened again. "We're watching a holovid and chilling. Will you go clubbing?"

"Not sure yet." Alex smiled. "Possibly just grab some food and crash into bed. You know how I hate long distance flights and Friport is currently on the other side of the galaxy!"

Eva chuckled. "Good night, then, Alex." She blew her a kiss and signed off.

Alex sighed and went back to the sidewalk, looking around at the signs of restaurants and clubs. But she was indeed tired and hadn't slept properly in almost twenty-eight hours. She decided to go back to the hotel, have whatever they could provide to eat and go straight to bed.
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Alex dreamed of Nise, her Friport mentor who had taken her on as apprentice as soon as she had set foot on the Wandering Planet of rogues and adventurers. Freshly out of the Sylvanian Academy, Alex had decided to become an assassin and had found a second mother in the woman, who has braided silver hair and bright hazel eyes.

In the dream, Nise wore her usual nanomesh body armor and carried a laser rifle, instructing her on how to properly deal with the problem at hand. Alex awoke in the dead of the night, uneasy. It wasn't her first job without her mentor, why the dream-flashback?

In the past three years she had become fairly autonomous and usually worked alone, like most assassins did. Probably the fact that the media agent had requested a team had reminded her of her first year with Nise.

She had joined a mixed group of mercenaries and didn't feel completely at ease with them. Maybe she should skip this job. Sighing in the darkness, she tried to get back to sleep. She noticed that her phone pulsed with the light of a message.

Since sleep seemed to elude her, she switched on the bed-table lamp and picked up her phone. A message from Keve? Weird.

Alexandra, I killed her. I loved her too much. I set up the biometric sensors to let you in.

Alex stared at her screen, incredulous. He what? The text was ten minutes old, so possibly its ping had awakened her from the dream with Nise. She had heard a message sound, now that she thought about it.

She tried to call him, but he didn't answer. She tried to call Eva, but her sister didn't answer either.

Panicking, she jumped out of bed and quickly dressed. Eva and Keve lived two hours away from the capital. She rushed downstairs, ordering a rental car on the go, so she'd find it outside of the hotel, waiting for her.

The street was still lit with its colorful neon lights, but as soon as she was out of the main avenue, Alex switched off the AI drive and accelerated through the empty country road. She didn't care if the police followed her, she actually needed them to be with her when she entered Eva's house.

The Reedams were both technicians who slept in a satellite town of small houses with big yards that was used mostly as a dormitory. There were a couple of public buildings and a mall, but mostly it was just residences.

The Reedams had a tiny, quirky house in good condition. The interior was done in pastel colors and it was perfect for a young couple. Also, it was once featured in a television special showcasing unusual homes.

Alex parked in front of it and rushed to the door. Almost immediately she heard a siren and saw a police car stop behind her rented car.

She put her hand on the biometric panel and the door swished open as two local policemen rushed forward.

"Ma'am, wait!" the elder said. "We need to go in first to inform his wife!"

She scowled at them. "He killed her," she said. "Where is he?"

"We found him in the public park, he hung himself," the younger cop said, puzzled.

"He texted me that he'd killed her," she snapped. "She's my sister."

And she stepped inside the tiny house, switching on the light. Eva lay in a pool of blood in the middle of the living room. Keve had stabbed her to death.

Alex clenched her teeth. "Did you say the coward killed himself?"

"Yes, ma'am. If you could show us his message to you..."

She did. "Lucky bastard. He knew I'd come for him," she muttered, staring at her sister's pale face. She gently closed the unseeing hazel eyes. How could she tell her mother that Eva had been killed by her jealous husband?
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Alex's concentration broke when Aya Shermac crumbled to her knees, panting, during training. Mostly because Shanell yelped in surprise and the teacher rushed to her side. The petite and willowy Sire had never before collapsed on the gym floor.

Aya slowly regained control of her heartbeat and her breathing, as her teacher shook her and Shanell stared anxiously at her. She focused on the Academy gym where she'd been practicing some martial arts and closed her mouth, gulping.

All the girls had stopped and were staring at her by now. Alex frowned, she had never seen Aya so dazed before.

"Aya, are you all right?"

Norine Andera was a middle-aged, tight-muscled woman who still spent more time in the gym than at home. She'd been in the Queen's Guard for years before starting to train younger girls for the task. She taught at the Sylvanian Academy and owned her own gym near the Queen's palace where the other guards often went to exercise. She put one hand on Aya's shoulder and looked worried.

"Did Shanell hit you too hard?"

"She didn't hit me," Aya whispered, still breathless.

"She just fell, we hadn't even started, yet!" Shanell added, frowning in concern.

"What just happened, then?" Norine asked, nonplussed.

Aya closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

"I think my family is dead." Another whisper. She slowly got up and stared at her feet. "I must call them," she said a little louder. "I must make sure they're all right."

Norine harrumphed but waved her out of her class. They all knew Iso-bel Aya Shermac was a Sire and had some form of telepathic link with her family.

"I'll go with her!" Shanell said.

"You stay here, Shanell! Keep training with Melodie! Come on!"

Alex scoffed, shook her head, and looked at her sparring partner again.

Elidia had red curls, copper-colored eyes and a tall build. She loved mysteries, fancy parties and members of the opposite sex, hence she looked forward to finishing the Academy and leaving Sylvania for good. Meanwhile she shared a room with Alex and often sparred with her.

Only when the allotted time for training was over, were they allowed to relax, shower and figure out what had happened to Aya. It was all over the news by now. A meteor shower in Marc'harid's solar system had provoked a malfunction of the Mega Arena NePOshields. The space station almost as big as a planet had been hit by a comet that had thrown it off its orbit and towards Marc'harid's sun.

There were no ongoing shows, so the tragedy wouldn't have been that bad if the planet itself hadn't been in the way of the off-course Mega Arena. The meteor shower had damaged the NOOwatches, so the planet was blind to the threat. Even though the Vaurabi Labs Observatory had the means to deflect or destroy the broken station, they didn't see it coming.

Like an asteroid too big to be slowed down by air friction, the orbital station punched through the atmosphere as if it wasn't there and smacked into the planet's crust, vaporizing itself and creating a huge rippling shock wave and a crater that threw rocks back into the air.

Some debris flew right out of the atmosphere while others rained back down on the planet's surface, heating the atmosphere until it was like the inside of an oven, triggering forest fires all over the landmasses shaken by earthquakes and volcanoes. The combination of dust from the impact and soot from the forest fires and volcanic eruptions still shrouded Marc'harid, not allowing rescue ships to land and check the damage.

It was estimated ninety percent of the population was dead or would die soon after the impact. Volcanic and seismic activity was still ongoing and probably even underground facilities like the Vaurabi Labs weren't safe havens. Some starships had made it safely away from the planet and were being rescued by any Star Nations cruisers present in the quadrant, but most didn't have time to leave.

No wonder Aya had crumbled. Now Princess Arica would take her to Gweltaz, and then life would go on... Alex wondered what it would feel like losing her mother and sister like that, in a planetary catastrophe. Being alone in the galaxy at twenty.

She felt lucky. She might not be a telepath, but she still had her loved ones.
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Alex bowed out of the job to take her sister's body back to Sylvania. She took a commercial flight and spent most of the journey staring at the picture of the loving couple – a picture she herself had taken only a couple of years earlier – wondering if she'd been the unwilling cause of the tragedy.

Keve Reedams was thin, with thick golden hair and gray eyes. Many said he was handsome, but the more she looked at his smiling face, the more Alex hated him. The bastard had even taken his life to avoid her revenge. He was thirty-three and had always been jealous of Eva's innocent infatuation with Zaphadin.

They both worked as technicians, but Eva was a pro, and better than him. He loved her, but at the same time he was obsessed with her and didn't want to share her with anyone. Because Eva was beautiful, intelligent and worked hard, he felt entitled to the exclusivity that he had, because she loved him, but his own insecurity made him controlling and often violent.

Alex should have killed him long ago, but Eva loved him... and now he had killed her. Because he loved her too much. Yeah, right. Bastard.

Her mother waited for her at the spaceport. They hugged each other, and then there was the funeral. Alex slept on her mother's couch before and after the ceremony, and didn't seem to find the will to just leave. She had saved Keve's last message, but nobody knew
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