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PART ONE: Hitwoman

CHAPTER ONE

Icy Aya got off her interstellar flight and retrieved her duffel bag. She followed the signs for the trains station, glancing outside the glass walls of the spaceport as she trudged along the corridors. Sand dunes and shrubs and sometimes camels walking in the distance, much like the Grey Desert of Ulba'wis where she had trained for two years.

The spaceport was in the middle of the Thar Desert, connected by bullet trains to the cities of the subcontinent. It was one of the main Asian hubs, a collection of silver buildings and landing strips for both airplanes and smaller starships.

Several villages had been moved away from the spaceport and relocated to quieter places. The bullet trains sped over the ground under the scorching sun and quickly took passengers to their final destinations on the planet called Earth by its inhabitants but known as Gaia to the Star Nations.

She found the platform of the train for Jaisalmer and the train ride was quick and painless. Earth had obviously upgraded its means of transportation since her previous visit. She booked a hotel that had a shuttle pick-up at the train station with her tablet, and then just watched the dunes and scrubs fly by outside of the train windows. The air conditioning was too high for her tastes, but the rest of the passengers seemed happy, so she zipped her hoodie and kept quiet.

At the train station she went looking for the hotel shuttles in the scorching heat. She tied her brown hair in a ponytail and hid her baby blues behind very dark sunglasses. She wrapped her hoodie around her waist, but she couldn't strip and her pants proved too warm for that weather.

Only the beaches of Sylvania were that hot in the summer! She hoped the shuttle would show up quickly, fanning herself with her hand. Some local women had fans as they waited in their colorful saris.

The electric van finally showed up and she climbed in the old vehicle with a batch of various other passengers. The driver was human, with brown skin and henna-colored hair. Automated vehicles and AI-driven cars were still not common on Gaia.

She dropped her duffel bag in the baggage compartment and sat in a window seat at the back of the shuttle. The air conditioning was so strong again that soon she had a splitting headache because the sun hitting the glass of the window contrasted with the cold air circulating inside the shuttle.

She had picked the wrong side of the shuttle, damn it! And the wrong seat in the train as well. Her left side was cold and her right side was burning. Blasted newcomers who still hadn't managed to be on par with the rest of the Star Nations! Her head hurt so much she forgot her past love for that particular planet.

Finally the shuttle parked in front of a hotel outside of Jaisalmer Fort, a brand new structure of steel and glass that looked strange next to the local yellow sandstone. She was very happy to get off the damn vehicle. The orange flower necklace – still a welcome tradition in what had been India – had a strong scent that didn't go well with her headache.

As soon as she was in her room, she turned off the AC, took off the scented necklace and slumped on the bed. Her head seemed about to explode and her mental shields were very weak. She needed to rebuild them before meeting other people.

Normal Humanoids weren't telepaths like her. Usually her mind was shielded, but after such a shitty journey she felt the walls of her mind crumbling one by one. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. It wasn't that hot in the room and she was glad she had switched off the air conditioning.

Slowly her headache evaporated and she rose again to shower. The room was decently big, with a double bed and a nice bathroom. On the walls there were local paintings and a digital frame that showed various views of Jaisalmer, its golden sandstone fortress and the more recent steel and glass buildings surrounding it.

The hotel was part of a chain of modern hotels that mixed old and new styles and were eco-friendly. It had been financed by her target when he'd decided to buy a heritage hotel to live in on the other side of the fortress.

The man had helped develop the town on the side of the train station, but little to no work was done on his side. He didn't have to see the residential skyscrapers because the fortress itself hid them from his view.

Her chestnut brown hair was still damp when she went to the hotel restaurant to eat something. A buffet of Indian dishes awaited her and she asked for anything with "zero spices" since she remembered very well her previous trip and how she hadn't enjoyed certain foods in Delhi.

She had reached Gaia – or Earth – almost at the same time of the year as that previous trip, as an eighteen-year-old rainbow-haired Sire full of hopes and dreams. Seven years had gone by since that trip and she quickly dismissed the memory.

That young woman, a telepath, an empath, a mighty Sire, was dead inside. The emotionless Vaurabi genes seemed to have the upper hand at this time in her life, which was fine for the kind of job she had chosen. She had turned into a heartless mercenary, assassin and bounty hunter with the codename Icy Aya.

It was her first mission alone. Elsa Victoria had said she was ready after a tough year of apprenticeship, so she had left her mentor on Friport and had come to Gaia to study her target. She had read the folder about him and now she must find a way to get near him.

The restaurant room was half empty as she sat alone at a corner table. The brown-skinned human waiters seemed as attracted to her pale complexion as they had been seven years ago, when she had a boyfriend by her side.

Not that she was worried. She might be petite, but she was a martial artist and a gymnast, no man could force himself on her. Not that anyone had tried. And her Sire mind could influence people if she took down her shields and used it for that purpose.

She might actually reach her target through mind manipulation... They said he was paranoid about security, but maybe...

She was too tired to decide right now. She'd have a good night's sleep and tomorrow she'd go see where he lived – a former palace of a long dead maharaja with 21st century security measures.

She went back to her room and got ready for bed. Except sleep wouldn't come. The unfamiliar, big bed, and not having someone in the same room for the first time in seven years was jarring. Not to mention memories that kept popping up, unwanted, unwelcome.

She didn't like doing so, but she needed to rest. She rose and grabbed a sleeping pill, hoping to have her usual, drug-induced, dreamless slumber.
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She closed her backpack and stepped away, satisfied. It sat on her single bed like a king, ready to accompany her on her longest vacation. Mostly her first vacation on her own. Well, with her boyfriend and a couple of friends.

She looked at her room and sighed. Time to say good-bye to her things for a month, before a more final good-bye. The next academic year she'd move to another planet to attend university, since secondary school was over. She looked forward to moving out of her parents' apartment in the Imperial palace of Marc'harid.

She grabbed her backpack and put it on her shoulders, ready to go to the spaceport and meet the others. Her parents stepped into her room, moving in unison as usual, and surrounded her.

"Be a good girl, Iso-bel," her father said.

"Enjoy your last long summer," her mother added with a smile.

"Don't do anything you'll regret," her father continued. "I know you're eighteen and you've been with Jes-syd for three years already..."

"Which doesn't mean she hasn't already done the nasty stuff," her mother said. 

He glared at both of them. She tried not to chuckle. She loved her parents as fiercely as they loved her.

"Don't worry, Aya, you'll be all right. Enjoy your trip." Her mother hugged her then she went to hug her father's chest, since she was so much shorter than him. She had inherited her mother's willowy build, but she had her father's blue eyes and brown curls.

"Don't worry, Mom and Dad, I'll be back before you start missing me," she told them. "You take care of Dan-ylo and make sure he doesn't become taller than me while I'm away."

Her mother chuckled. "I'm afraid it's wishful thinking, Aya. He is going to be taller than both of us. He's only fifteen and there's plenty of room for growth."

"Iso-bel Aya Shermac, behave yourself," her father concluded sternly. But then he hugged her again, dispelling the roughness of his words.

She chuckled and stepped back. It was funny having two names, one used by her Sire father and the other by her Xi-kongian mother. Her brother had the same double name and their friends called them indifferently by one or the other. 

Jes-syd had asked her out one day and had soon become her steady boyfriend. His smile was dazzling when they met at the spaceport. Emma-lin pouted while Jes-syd best friend brooded.

She hugged her boyfriend and whispered, "We'll have to watch those two!"

She and Jes-syd weren't supposed to share rooms anyway. She let go of Jes-syd to greet her red-haired best friend.

"We'd better get on the next shuttle or the Galaxy Express will leave without us," Jes-syd said, taking her hand and leading them to start their wondrous trip.
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She woke up with the memory of her rainbow hair and Jes-syd's blond mane and amber eyes still lingering in her mind. Not good. Probably being on Earth overrode the pill's effect. Or maybe the pill didn't work anymore. She'd have to find other ways to overcome her memories and keep functioning.

She rose and headed for breakfast, checking her options. A self-driving electric car seemed the best way to move around and go to the target's palace. Or she could use the local means of transportation and pluck information from the drivers' heads.

As she drank her tea, she studied distances. Yes, she could keep the room here in Jaisalmer and pretend to be just a tourist for a few days. She could explore the fortress first, just to figure out the local architecture, then she could head for the palace.

The middle class had vanished from Earth at the beginning of the local century. The Star Nations had brought technology and world peace, taken down the borders, reversed climate change, gotten rid of air pollution, thus the locals now were of only two kinds: the wealthy who could travel and the poor who still did menial jobs and never left their planet.

That was why there were still so many human waiters, drivers, servants and the like on Earth. The planet itself didn't have a seat on the High Council yet, only an ambassador, since it needed to be part of the Star Nations for at least fifty years before becoming a full member. And it had been only forty-one years since things had changed forever on Earth, now finally a united/unified planet with an official name, Gaia.

The ambassador was chosen among a roster of candidates from all over the world and then elected into office like former presidents had been. He or she remained in office for five years, dealing with the matters of the Star Nations pertaining to Earth and representing the planet at the High Council when galaxy-wide decisions were made.

The first eight had been pretty good at their job, but the ninth ambassador was a bit of a hazard and in his first year he had made many mistakes already. A rich entrepreneur working in entertainment and owning media companies, he was everything but a diplomat. He was also a narcissist and paranoid racist who didn't seem to have noticed that the planet was now part of a galaxy of Goldilock Zone worlds that weren't always inhabited by Humanoids.

She didn't know who had actually hired her to get rid of him, but she suspected the powerful locals had realized their mistake. He shouldn't have run for ambassador in the first place and now it was time to get rid of him before he did more damage.

She decided to hear what the locals thought of him before heading for his palace. She was certain some things were not on the meganet, but being close to his place of birth would give her extra insight into the man himself.

CHAPTER TWO

Icy Aya took an old-fashioned auto-rickshaw from the hotel to the fortress. The driver was a chatty young man called Anand who seemed willing to tell her the whole history of Rajasthan during the ride, hoping to be hired as a guide for her tour of the Golden City, a living fort with about a sixth of the city's population still living inside the walled fortress.

She paid him and went up the ramp alone, in shorts and a tank top like any other tourist, stopping to look at carpets and observing the bats curled up in the square arch of the main entrance. She walked throughout the fortress and old city, visiting Jain and Hindu temples, avoiding the cow dung as much as she could and even entering a haveli or two.

She talked to the locals or plucked information from their unprotected minds about the man who was currently their most famous citizen. The community was still tightly-knit, since newcomers lived in the ever-expanding new town outside the fortress walls, and not all approved of what he had done. Still, she was shown the haveli where he'd been born and the family business he'd discarded – where they sold beautiful shawls and scarves.

She saw a procession with the groom on horseback, his face hidden by the flowery traditional headpiece, and she was told that he was Suryaveer-ji's nephew's future son-in-law. Anything added information to what she had perused in the file.

Suryaveer Purohit Shripat was born in Jaisalmer on 17 March 1980, when Earth was still locked in a time-loop controlled by Saurians. At the time of meeting the Star Nations in the local year 2012, Suryaveer was already a wealthy man working on becoming the king of entertainment with his media companies while ignoring his family heirloom.

Forty-one years later he was one of the few billionaires still living on the planet. His lavish lifestyle was on par with the last royal families still present on Earth. He might not have a crown – or a turban, as was more fashionable on that side of the world – but he was living the same opulent life as some of the royal houses of Rajasthan.

The Mewar dynasty was still custodian of Udaipur and owned heritage hotels, resorts and charitable institutions across Rajasthan. The Royal Family of Jodhpur owned the world’s largest private residence – the Umaid Bhawan in Jodhpur – apart from a few forts and palaces. The Royal Family of Bikaner had many charitable trusts in Rajasthan and was also the owner of the opulent palace and heritage hotel, Lalgarh Mahal.

Suryaveer Purohit Shripat felt he was even better than them when he had acquired Gorband Palace after financing the construction of a brand new hotel on the other side of the town. He'd become the sole proprietor of what had been a heritage hotel and regal retreat, now his family home in Jaisalmer, which made him feel entitled to be treated like a king.

The only way for him to acquire a former royal palace was to provide accommodation for the new tourists coming from outer space and a new building was certainly better than an old sandstone palace, no matter how good and modern the amenities.

Feeling like a king, he had decided to be Earth's ambassador for the prestige of the position. The previous ambassadors had prepared for the role through their careers and sometimes for their whole life, moving from Earth politics to galactic politics with relative ease, but Suryaveer had jumped into the race when he was over seventy and with no political or diplomatic experience.

Suryaveer wasn't ready for the part. He didn't even think he'd get it. He put his name on the list of candidates to publicize his own companies, but somehow he was chosen because he looked like the right person for the job.

At seventy-three he still had a thick white mane that was never covered by a turban and he was considered a handsome man. His weathered brown face was always clean-shaven and he wore silk Nehru jackets and colorful embroidered kurtas over dothis or other traditional Rajasthani attire.

He had buried two wives and he had two sons and one daughter – now in their forties and married themselves – who had supported him throughout his campaign and were part of his team. His third wife was twenty-nine, the same age as the last offspring of the first wife.

The whole family was now world-famous and somehow seemed to be falling apart. Rumors in Jaisalmer kept repeating the story of how Suryaveer-ji had been stunned by his nomination as much as his entourage, and his wife had cried when the news had come.

But then the man who had started the campaign for fun, decided he was totally fit for the job. In very quick succession, his mood moved from terrified to thoughtful to determined, and he accepted the nomination knowing he'd be the perfect embodiment of Earth at the Star Nations council sessions.

The ambassador who never really wanted the post was openly contemptuous of the alien races belonging to the Star Nations and he didn't even pretend to understand what was actually going on in the galaxy. He wanted to use his position of power for his own gain and protection, and he made Gaia look bad in the eyes of the other Humanoid planets.

Economic growth was ubiquitous, bringing peak employment and a bump in earnings. Medicine had abolished most of the diseases which used to kill masses of people. The borders were no more, the wars had been stopped, the weapon factories dismantled. Anyone had access to more learning and knowledge than at any point in human history – but all this had been established before Suryaveer became ambassador and his incompetence was damaging the face of a planet that still needed to find its place in the Star Nations, hurting their perception of it.

Suryaveer had been named ambassador only to prove himself unworthy of public trust and increasingly unbalanced. He was mentally unstable and incapable of functioning in his job but wouldn't give it up now that he had it.

Some wondered if he was under some remnant of mind control from the Saurians when he hired the Reptoid Syriss as head of security. Icy Aya had seen in the file that Suryaveer had been mind-controlled when the Saurians controlled Earth, but all mind-controlling devices had been deactivated or destroyed when the Star Nations had welcomed Gaia among them.

Another option for his mental unbalance, especially in his hometown, might be what the Earthlings called Alzheimer, or maybe senile dementia. His volatile nature hit his children as well as the members of his team who tried vainly to make him behave. Earth was looking like a spoiled brat who wanted everything for himself – as represented by Suryaveer Purohit Shripat.

Unfortunately there was no diagnostic blood test or brain scan for narcissistic personality disorder, not even in the Star Nations's advanced hospitals. Local mental-health professionals had observed Suryaveer's behavior for well over a year now, and they were almost certain he had a neurological decline.

His speech was becoming slurred, with patterns that were increasingly repetitive, fragmented, devoid of content and restricted in vocabulary. His interviews were incoherent and his interactions with the media were increasingly erratic.

The state of predementia must have alarmed someone who could afford an assassin. There was no way the powers of Earth would let the "raging madman" represent them for five years. One had been more than enough. And it hadn't been long since they'd been at war with each other therefore assassination sounded good, although they had decided to hire someone not from Earth.

Icy Aya gathered enough information from the narrow streets of the fortress and the town that had spread outside of the walls, then rented a self-driving, electric car to go and have a look at the palace.

A helicopter would probably be better, but she couldn't find any available. Besides, they wouldn't have let her in the palace air space, since Suryaveer was afraid of snipers. Senile but paranoid enough to protect himself with antiaircraft turrets.

The palace had walls and electronic security cameras, so she couldn't get anywhere near the buildings. She could try to work on his people and infiltrate his servants' quarters or lure him out of the palace, but it would take time.

When he went to the High Council, he traveled with a private starship it was impossible to get onto. And at the High Council itself, she'd have trouble being admitted, although she could probably pull some strings. The Sire seat had been abolished, but surely her real name alone would allow her to attend council sessions.

Except she didn't want to go to the High Council. She must get rid of him before the next session, lest he made some other diplomatic mistake that could spark a new war, especially with touchy Saurians who had lost control of the planet.

She went back to the hotel and called Elsa Victoria for suggestions. Could she pass herself off as a Sylvanian who wanted to meet him? A wealthy Ypsilantian looking for something specific on Earth?

"You could give him your real name," Elsa said with a chuckle.

A woman with albinism and congenital cataracts in both eyes, Elsa had been blind for most of her life. Now fifty-five, she was a kick-ass adventurer who didn't let her lack of sight stop her. She had taught Icy Aya to fight blindfolded, feeling the enemies with her other senses.

"You landed with your real ID, didn't you?"

"Yes, with a tourist visa that won't last forever," she grumbled. "Should I really ring his bell and ask to see him?"

"You could try... But are you willing to behave like a princess?"

She'd never been willing to be a princess. She might be a surviving descendant of the last Sire emperor, but – like her late father – she had never craved that sort of power. And everybody knew that, including Gaians. Especially someone like Suryaveer, who listened to all kinds of gossip on the rich and the famous for one reason or another.

She shook her head, frowning. No, the only way to get rid of him was to make him leave the safety of his usual places.

"Well, then, we'll get him an invitation for the Galactic Showboat," Elsa said with a wicked grin.

"Elsa..." Icy Aya's heart sank. "I... I can't."

"Yes, you can, dear." Elsa's smile vanished and the white eyes seemed to stare at her from the tablet screen. "Actually, you must. It's a good way to get rid of Iso-bel Shermac forever. Tickets for both of you will be on the way as soon as possible."

She closed her eyes and exhaled. "As you order, Elsa," she whispered, signing off.
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The room was dark. No light whatsoever to simulate blindness. She poised her ears, ready, holding her wooden training sword tighter.

Swish.

She parried the blow and hit back, hearing her mentor grunt.

"Enough." Elsa's sharp tone made her relax.

She exhaled, reaching out for the wall – and the light switch. It was just an empty room where she trained to fight without using her eyes, in the bowels of Friport where her telepathy was dimmed and she was just another normal Humanoid.

She looked at Elsa's beautiful face, her platinum blond mane, her cataract-white eyes, the laugh lines next to them. Elsa Victoria was taller and fitter than her teachers at the Sylvanian Academy and she greatly admired her.

"I have a job," Elsa said. "You're coming with me."

"What? But..."

"Aya, you're more than ready. You have lost your Sire empathy and you have all the skills needed. Are you going to hide in the shadow of other women for the rest of your life?"

She frowned. No. Of course not. She was independent, she was a fighter, she had survived the destruction of her home world and the loss of her family, she couldn't be an apprentice forever. Elsa was right, it was time to put all her learned skills to use.

"I'm ready," she said. "What is the first job?"

"Assassination. And then I have another lined up, a quick security gig."

She nodded, determined, then remembered Elsa couldn't see her. "Let's do this, then."

"You need a codename. You can't be White Lady's Assistant."

She pondered, putting the training weapons in a wall closet, then scoffed. "Some people called me Icy Aya. Would it do?"

"It's perfect." Elsa smiled. "Eventually we'll have to kill Iso-bel Shermac off. As long as nobody ties her to Icy Aya, we're good."

"Even if they do, I do not have a place of residence at this time," she said sourly. "My home was destroyed, remember?"

Marc'harid, the former Imperial planet, home of the Sire, had been hit by the Mega Arena five years earlier. The impact from outer space had killed ninety percent of the population and turned a beautiful planet into a brown, scarred, waterless, dead ball.

Elsa's hand moved towards her face and found her cheek. "You are right," she said, serious. "Let's go, we've got work to do."

It was a relief to get off Friport, the starship as big as a planet, home to adventurers and rogues. She didn't like artificial worlds much.

Luckily Elsa's training had lasted only three months. Time to move on to real jobs and assist Elsa in her work before becoming independent from it all.

CHAPTER THREE

Icy Aya sat on her hotel bed, frowning at her laptop. The Galactic Showboat was the much smaller, itinerant version of the Mega Arena that had destroyed Marc'harid, except you couldn't get tickets for those shows since the starship that was by invitation only. It offered entertaining cruises to selected guests and stopped at different planets to hire new acts or drop off guests.

Getting the invitation hadn't been hard with the help of Elsa's friends on Friport, but now she must get onboard and find a way to avoid security around the Ambassador who didn't trust anyone. Suryaveer probably wouldn't be surprised to find her on Earth, since he surely knew of the ties between her family and the planet, but she should act surprised to meet him. If she managed to meet him, that is.

How lucky that the Galactic Showboat was in the quadrant. She wondered if Elsa already knew about it and had sent her precisely because she knew how hard it would be for a Sire survivor to deal with a smaller replica of the space station that had destroyed her home planet.

On the other hand, Elsa would never get an invitation, unless she forged a false identity. Infiltrating Iso-bel Shermac was easier – since she survived the destruction of Marc'harid, they'd assume she was still rich and all powerful just because she was a descendant of the last Emperor. She might pretend to be coming out of mourning for her planet and wishing to join the galaxy's wealthy again.

Icy Aya hadn't seen any kind of show since she'd found herself homeless. No theater, no holo-movies, no concerts, nothing. They reminded her too much of her previous life – the pampered life of Iso-bel Shermac, daughter of Shan-leo Shermac-Vaurabi, grandson of the last Sire emperor.

Elsa was testing her. The White Lady who had taken her on as apprentice and taught her everything about her work outside the law was trying her determination to become something else, or die trying.

Elsa might be blind, but she was adept at hearing the different tones in Aya's voice. She didn't need to see Aya's face to know when she was depressed or suicidal.

Icy Aya was an adventurer, much like Kol-ian Vaurabi had been, except Kol-ian Vaurabi had eventually gone home, and she had nowhere to go back to. But she wasn't going to live off somebody else, ever. Those five years of charity on Sylvania, Ulba'wis and Friport were more than enough.

So if killing Suryaveer Purohit Shripat was what was required of her, she would do it. Not that she cared if the man lived or died. She had an assignment to do, she might as well do it as quickly as she could. To have some money and be independent and drink herself to death if she wished. Or just vanish from the galaxy.

When she had the money, she'd decide what to do with herself and her life.

She studied the map of the Galactic Showboat some more, then sighed and stretched her limbs. Time to eat something. She'd finish exploring on the starship itself. It was a starship, not a space station. It wouldn't be hit by a meteor shower and thrown off course into a planet – and even if it was, it was small enough to dissolve in the atmosphere with no damage to the world underneath.

As she headed for the hotel restaurant, she wondered. How could she pass herself off as a princess? She only had casual clothes, since on Sylvania she'd had spartan accommodation and attended the Academy. She hadn't worn a uniform, but it had been years since she'd worn a gown.

Maybe she could go shopping in Jaisalmer before the shuttle came to take her to the Galactic Showboat. She doubted she could wear a sari, but trying one on wouldn't hurt. Maybe even a bridal gown would do.

Since the sun had set, she retired to her room and started checking the local fashion on the meganet. Either she ordered something online or she could go to town and try something on. She lost track of time as she admired the Gaian elegance for both men and women – not just on the subcontinent, on the whole planet.

They might be backward and still trying to catch up, but their fashion designers had great taste! The traditional clothes varied greatly around the world, and she was dazzled by the Indian fashion that somehow reminded her of home.

She could channel Emma-lin with a bridal gown. She missed her best friend greatly, but maybe impersonating her might bring her back, somehow. She had voluntarily cut herself out in the past five years, burning bridges with Jes-syd, Kim-ash and any other Sire who had survived the catastrophe.

But looking at those online catalogs reminded her of when she did the same with Emma-lin – pretty, red-headed Emma-lin who was on Marc'harid when the planet had died. Childhood friend forever missed.

She finally went to sleep and dreamed of long, glittery gowns and silken veils, feeling like a princess for the first time in her life.
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"What do you want to do when you grow up?" Her mother's round face was very close and her black slanted eyes stared intently at her. They both sat on her single bed, in her room, a room quite different from Emma-lin's.

Her best friend had a girly-girl room, she had a more utilitarian room, since she wasn't that interested in fashion and other things that seemed to matter so much to other people. She had landscape images on her wall, of both Marc'harid, Earth and other planets. It was usually old buildings, since her father had passed on to her his passion for history – in the form of illuminated manuscripts in his case, but she preferred visiting old palaces and castles instead.

She pursed her lips under her mother's stare. School was almost over, soon she'd pass the final exam and would have to decide what to do with the rest of her life.

"I don't know," she admitted at last. She didn't feel ready for anything in particular. She didn't feel any particular call yet. She was barely eighteen and wanted to see more of the Star Nations, but besides that, she really had no idea. "I'd like to travel, but besides that, I don't know."

"And you will have your long trip this summer." Her mother sat back and relaxed. "But do you want to attend university or just wander around the galaxy like I did? Although I was a rogue and an adventurer, not a Sire princess."

She rolled her eyes. "There is no Imperial Family anymore," she said. "I mean, Father is a librarian! I should probably find some kind of work too, but I don't know what I can do. I'm not Emma-lin."

"Honey, Emma-lin is a girl, you're a tomboy, much like I was." Her mother smiled fondly at her. "But Emma-lin doesn't have a steady boyfriend, you do. Any plans with Jes-syd?"

"Oh, he's going to join the Vaurabi Labs. He'll go to Serenaide and then come back here! I know I could be as good as he is with those machines, but I don't think that's what I want."

"No worries, there's Kay-low's side of the family that will continue in that tradition." Her mother chuckled. "But I think you're being too humble, as if you don't feel worthy of anything. You don't need to be so submissive, Aya. Women can be strong no matter their size or appearance."

"So what do you suggest?" she asked, defeated. Her mother had read her well, as usual.

"You could try the Sylvanian Academy," her mother answered. "They'd teach you martial arts and would help you to gain confidence and feel strong because you're a woman, not in spite of being a woman."

Her attention perked up. She hadn't considered the Sylvanian Academy. Either that or she found a subject she liked at the University of Serenaide that Jes-syd would attend. Being separated for three or four years would test their love, but she was certain they would overcome and eventually get married.

She hugged her mother. "Thank you, Mom. I'll ask Maela what it's like before making up my mind."

Her mother squeezed her. "You're welcome. Love you, Aya..."
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When she woke up, she found a message from Elsa. You should try to channel HER. You have her genes, study how she moved and behaved in public. It turned out she had a public and a private face – but I'm sure you know that better than me. Be her and you'll do just fine.

The message included a selection of public appearances by Imperial Princess Lin-sun Vaurabi, the Heir to the last Sire Emperor, but also Iso-bel Shermac's grandmother. From the betrothal party and the wedding of the century with her grandfather, Ker-ris Shermac, to other public appearances with Icy Aya's father as a child, Lin-sun showed a very warm public face, but she was instead a ruthless, icy Sire who was ready to kill her own rebellious brother and had injected a mind-controlling device into her husband's veins on her wedding night.

Icy Aya had never met her grandmother, since she'd been killed when her father was still a child, but she had heard about her from both her father and her grandfather, not to mention the rebellious brother who had ended up with the mind-controlled husband.

Her father had told her that his mother had become an icy Sire after her heart was broken. She had lived most of her adult life without emotions, but it didn't look like that in her public appearances. She had learned to fake them very early, since her heart had been broken at nineteen.

My heart was broken at twenty. Of course I can channel her. I might not have her great beauty and hourglass body but Elsa is right, I have her genes.

Now she only needed to find clothes that matched the fake personality. She jumped out of bed and headed for the bathroom to get ready for the day of shopping. Cheaply printed clothes wouldn't do, but she was on the right planet to find fabrics and textiles. They probably could sew her chosen gown in half a day and send it to her hotel – old-fashioned tailoring work, but worth the time and expense.

She had some money in her account and she would bill the client for the extra. Again she called an auto-rickshaw and headed for the fortress. She checked a jeweler, but decided she could print fake jewels instead of buying the real things – they weren't going to check if she wore 24K diamonds or white crystals on the Galactic Showboat.

She spent more time in another shop that sold carpets and fabrics. She tried on a sari with the help of the seller who draped it around her willowy figure, but decided she needed something easier to wear. She didn't have a maid to help her get dressed!

She finally selected a long wide gown and a matching bodice, along with a veil. And a couple of other items she could keep – a pashmina because she liked the design and thought she could wear it even with her casual clothes, and a colorful embroidered shirt.

Happy with her purchases, she stopped another auto-rickshaw outside the shop and went back to the hotel. Now she was ready to go!

CHAPTER FOUR

The Galactic Showboat didn't land on Earth, much like the Galaxy Express. Both were too big to land on planets and passengers got onboard via orbital stations.

Icy Aya took a shuttle to the main Gaian Orbital Immigration Station and went to wait in the VIP lounge with her brand new attire – a mix of a wedding gown and other traditional clothes – ready to impersonate the suave princess Iso-bel Shermac.

Watching the blue sphere of the planet outside of the window, she briefly remembered her summer trip with Jes-syd, Emma-lin and Ran-ald, when she was rainbow-haired and hoping to come back to Earth on honeymoon.

Jes-syd had been so good at organizing their trip to Earth! She had managed to see all the things she wanted to see – well, except Paris and the Eiffel Tower, she'd have loved to see it again with grownup eyes – and then they had gone to Mirabilis with their friends and it had been the best summer of her life.

Well, she was back on Earth, almost dressed like a bride, but she wasn't married and didn't intend to. She wasn't going to channel her grandmother to the point of choosing a suitable husband with her mind to breed for the glory of the family. She had no family left to speak of anyway.

She caressed her wide, embroidered gown that made her look like a colorful flower seated on the white couch of the VIP lounge. A hairdresser had pulled up her hair, attaching the veil to her bun, making her look even more regal. She didn't have much jewelry on display – not as much as the models in the ads for the local fashion – but she had enough to play the part.

She closed her eyes and called to mind all the videos of her grandmother she had watched in the last hours, trying to memorize how Lin-sun Vaurabi moved and smiled and pretended to be what she wasn't.

Suryaveer arrived at the last minute with his entourage. Icy Aya caught a glimpse of his young wife and met the threatening stare of Syriss. He wasn't the first Reptoid she'd seen, but she briefly compared him to the young Draconian she had met seven years earlier during her summer trip.

Syriss seemed to be of Saurian descent, since he had a lizard-like muzzle and no horns or wings like the Draconians. He had a shorter muzzle than the pure-blooded and brown scales with green nacreous reflections. He was shorter and sturdier than most Reptilians – both Saurians and Draconians – and wore a cloth over his groin. The tongue that flickered out when he spoke was as round as a human's and he had five fingers with scales only on the upper side of the hand, like hair on some human males' hands.

She looked away with the most bored expression she could muster. The Reptoid and his men made a wall around their boss, so she ignored them and kept looking outside of the window to the planet below until they were allowed onboard the Galactic Showboat.

She was surprised to be welcomed by a Roshan, a second generation battery-operated boyfriend, who took her luggage and accompanied her to her cabin and asked her if she wished for company. Being on the asexual and aromantic side of the spectrum in her current state of mind, she told him she didn't need company and released him from service.

He looked disappointed like a human being. The Serenaide Labs were issuing more and more realistic androids. For a moment she wondered if Jes-syd was working on artificial intelligence or still preferred the meganet and mind uploads.

Her cabin was quite luxurious, a stateroom with an antechamber and then the bedroom with a big canopied bed, a vanity, a comfy armchair. The antechamber had a desk with a laptop where one could consult the map of the starship, and a corner with plush couches around a low table. She even had a private veranda opening on to the entertainment level.

Icy Aya loved her new gown, but it was uncomfortable. She preferred wearing pants and shirts, so she changed before sitting at the desk and studying the ship map.

From the outside, the Galactic Showboat was a half disk in the front part, broken by a cannon to protect the ship from pirate attacks. The back half of the ship was the engines that formed a sort of triple tail.

The half disk had three levels for Humanoids in a pyramidal structure. Guests had their cabins at the highest and smaller level, the entertainment deck was the middle one and was made of two levels to be able to fit a full-fledged arena and a stadium, plus shops and restaurants and shows for all tastes. The crew deck was closed to guests, wider but with lower ceilings, and it was below the entertainment deck.

The flight deck – closed to guests unless invited by the captain or the owner of the starship – was on top between the two halves of the starship that was painted half red and half silver. It was a megaship, bigger than the Imperial Disks she had seen so far, bigger than any of the ships of the former Shermac Fleet.

The passengers levels were enclosed in a circle that had a central open atrium with a domed glass roof and during night cycles one could see the stars outside. If one stood at the center of the circle, one was surrounded by balcony-laden condominiums – the cabins and suites on the upper level, each with their private verandas.

The Galactic Showboat was like a moving luxury hotel with a formal dining room and more casual buffet-style eateries open 24/7. There was a casino and shops that opened only when the starship was in outer space, a spa and a fitness center, a library, three movie-theaters, lounges, gyms, pool tables, bowling alleys and, of course, theaters with live performances of every kind – musicals, plays, circus acts, concerts, dance performances and even live broadcasts to the rest of the galaxy for some shows – and a couple of low-gravity stages.

There was so much choice that Icy Aya wondered if she'd manage to get any closer to the ambassador during the cruise that would take them across the Milky Way. Since it was a leisure ship, the Galactic Showboat maintained a very normal cruising speed that made any trip last longer than the Galaxy Express.

Their current cruise course would touch a few planets, but Icy Aya had no idea if the ambassador would get off and visit any or if he would just stay onboard and wait until they reached the pleasure planet, Vilas Lok. He'd probably get off at some point and have his private starship take him back to Gaia, but there was no telling when he would get bored with the Showboat entertainment system.

And then she received an invitation for a welcome dinner – a formal reception in the main dining room. With a sigh, she prepared herself to become a princess again.
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Iso-bel was nervous. Her eighteenth birthday party must be grandiose, in the tradition of noble Sire. There was no way they'd let her celebrate it with a few close friends like all the previous ones. Hence the formal invitations and formal wear required of all the young guests.

Her mother had ordered the dress and called a hairdresser who had been working on Iso-bel's hair for almost an hour already.

"Done! Do you like it?" The hairdresser moved a mirror so she could see her head even where her eyes couldn't reach.

Her hair had been pulled up in such an old-fashioned hairdo, she hated it. Unable to say so, she burst into tears and didn't hear what her mother said. The hairdresser simply took it down and combed it again differently – a ponytail of curls that looked more modern to her.

"Thank you," she said with a sheepish smile. She still couldn't see herself with the new hairdo, but she felt less ridiculous.

Her mother suggested she put on some makeup, but she only used her usual pink lipstick. Then she wore the long, multi-layered gown for the formal ball, and again felt a little ridiculous. Jes-syd's smile and his own formal attire helped her relax.

All their friends were as formal as they were – except one who was kicked out of the party – and Emma-lin was as usual the most elegant with a green gown that matched her eyes and her glorious red curls loose on her naked shoulders.

Soon Iso-bel forgot the hair and the long skirt and simply enjoyed the party, dancing with Jes-syd until her feet hurt and laughing to tears with her friends. She ignored the cameras when she did a can-can quadrille with Jes-syd and Emma-lin and Ran-ald who always bickered except when they were paired for traditional dances.

All four loved dancing and improvised their brief solo after mingling and swirling as couples. Ran-ald ended with a headstand, Iso-bel with a full split on the ground. Jes-syd pulled her up and they concluded the dance to the other guests applause.

When she went to sleep that night, exhausted but happy, she thanked her mother for "forcing" her to dress like a girl for one day.

"I had none of this, but I thought you deserved it," her mother replied tenderly. "You and Dan-ylo will have everything I couldn't have, thanks to your father."

Iso-bel knew her mother's youth had been tough. She thanked her again and slowly drifted off to sleep, thinking that every now and then being a princess wasn't too bad after all.
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Icy Aya entered the main dining room in her formal attire. The room was as big as the Imperial palace's banquet hall and had many tables of different sizes, seating two to ten people. The hostess was a Humanoid who bowed and checked her ship card before leading her to a table at the far end of the room.

The light of the fake chandeliers glittered on the wall mirrors making it look even bigger. Many watched her walk through the room with wide eyes or open admiration and she felt she was doing a very good job at channeling her grandmother.

The table assigned to her was one of the smaller ones. It sat four but had only three place settings. She was the first, so she sat and waited for her host, mildly curious. Delicious smells already wafted in from the kitchen, making her stomach rumble.

She tasted the glass of white wine in front of her. It sparkled on her tongue and had a subtle, fruity flavor. Yummy. And strong, since her head span for a moment. She'd better eat before drinking more, or her mental shields would crumble.

She saw Suryaveer and his wife enter and be accompanied to another table on the right with other guests of the ship. People kept pouring in, filling all the places, all elegant according to their own fashion tastes.

She was no longer surprised that she'd been asked to come down early. By the time that everybody was settled, half an hour had gone by, and the waiters still stood along the walls, as if waiting for everybody before serving. She noticed that the waiters were battery-operated boyfriends and girlfriends – or androids in waiters' uniforms.

And then an elderly man with a dark-skinned woman entered the room last. The hostess bowed to him and he started doing the rounds of the tables, quickly greeting guests. Icy Aya recognized the owner of the Galactic Showboat, Jerrod-Augustin Geeshin of Serenaide with his wife I'lli'nya of Ulba'wis.

Geeshin was the same age as Suryaveer and the CEO of Picosec Unlimited and MAN Multinational that included the Man Mannick fleet. He was wealthy beyond measure and had set up the Galactic Showboat for his and his rich friends' entertainment. He had fair skin, blue eyes and short straight gray hair.

He was confident and not very trusting. He was a sucker for strict regulations and any sort of aristocracy. With his money he could hire all the entertainers and celebrities in the galaxy to do private shows. He had stopped on Gaia to hire a local attraction that made him very curious, the Cirque du Soleil. She heard him mention it to Suryaveer at the next table, but the ambassador didn't look thrilled at the prospect.

And then Geeshin and his wife sat at her table. The elderly man took her hand and kissed it like an old-fashioned gentleman, making her blush.

"It is an honor to have a Sire princess onboard, my lady," he said while his wife flashed her a smile. "I'm glad that you came out of retirement and I hope you will enjoy what my humble showboat has to offer."

"We are glad you requested to join us on this trip," I'lli'nya added, squeezing her hand across the table. "You are so young! It must have been tough..." 

She wanted to snap at them, but remembered who she was impersonating. She lowered her eyes and sighed, channeling Lin-sun Vaurabi as best she could.

"Indeed," she said. "Can you blame me for retiring to mourn my losses for five years?"

"Not at all!" Geeshin said. "I lost a very good friend on that day, you know? I went to school with Mar-kus Alligood, he was such a class act! You know I had a crush on his sister, Cor-ina? She always ignored me, of course! While the Emperor was alive, they mostly ignored us non-Sire, but afterward we became closer. We kept in touch through the years and he sometimes joined us on this starship. Actually, some implementations were suggested by him!"

"I went to school with his grandson," she said. "Ran-ald was my boyfriend's best friend. They will all be sorely missed." She didn't tell them that Jes-syd was still alive and living on Serenaide.

"I still can't believe that tragedy!" I'lli'nya said. "I mean, how could the shields fail? How come the Vaurabi Labs didn't see it coming? Who was to blame for this catastrophe?"

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.

Both the orbital station and the planet had been aware of the dangers of NePO – near-planet objects – and NOO – near-orbit objects – that could damage them, and that was why they had NOOwatch satellites and NePOshields.

But the meteor shower had also 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. And when they actually saw it, it was too late.

She shrugged. She was beyond the blame game by now. She didn't care anymore. Her family had almost made it off planet... almost.

"Leave the poor girl alone," Geeshin chided. "Let's talk about more happy things! Will you come with us to see the show of the Cirque du Soleil?"

"I am curious about them," she admitted. "I will be happy to join you."

I'lli'nya's white teeth shone on her dark face. She had brown skin, a short, willowy build, an interesting tattoo and chocolate brown eyes. Her favorite sin was vanity and she was annoyed by cute and fuzzy things and irony. One of her hobbies was gaming. She loved expensive but unnecessary things and summer. She reminded Icy Aya of her Ulba'wissian instructor – well Oly's mother, since I'lli'nya's frizzy hair was all white.

She smiled at the elderly couple. "Thank you for having me onboard. I hope it will not offend you if I spend a lot of time in the wonderful stateroom you gave me, but I'm still quite unable to mingle with others for a long time."

"You are very welcome," Geeshin said, patting her hand. "We consider you a daughter."

"Well, granddaughter," I'lli'nya corrected, amused. "Anything you want, just ask us."

"Thank you. What's for dinner? I'm actually starving..."

The couple laughed. Geeshin signaled the hostess and in unison, the waiters moved from their place by the walls and started grabbing trays of food and serving a delicious dinner. She didn't ask, but she suspected all the Marc'harid recipes were to honor her and her people during that first formal dinner.

CHAPTER FIVE

Her brown hair was loose on her shoulders and she had a simpler dress – bought in one of the ship's many fashion shops – when she attended the show of the Gaian entertainers. She sat in the box with the Geeshins, making small talk and keeping an eye on the rest of the audience until the show started.

She was quite impressed by the acrobats, dancers and singers, and she was considering joining them when she realized Suryaveer wasn't present. Of course, he couldn't attend a show of former street performers!

Icy Aya frowned. Dirty, uptight old man! She knew he liked traditional Indian dances and maybe he hadn't found an act that had caught his fantasy yet. Or maybe he was drooling over the strippers in a nearby club.

She knew he was of the groping kind, since Earth was still full of men who thought they were allowed everything. Mostly because he was used to women who didn't dare say no, who weren't raised with the notion they could say no, much like on Xi-kong.

The thought ruined the end of the show for her and she went back to her stateroom still frowning.

She knew enough of computers and she had enough security clearance to hack into the ship's mainframe and check what forms of entertainment the ambassador preferred. She probably could have asked Geeshin or his wife, but it would have been suspicious.

Suryaveer's wife seemed to be content with the gorgeous sex androids provided by the Galactic Showboat, but the man himself seemed to prefer real women. Flesh and blood women he could grope and kiss whether they wanted it or not. Just like she thought. Dirty old man.

Maybe someone should program one of the battery-operated girlfriends into being shy and not wanting to be touched to feed that kind of lust.

Icy Aya sighed. From princess to whore. That would be hard. Suryaveer wasn't interested in Iso-bel Shermac, but he might be interested in an acrobat from one of the troupes onboard the Showboat. She must find out which he preferred and join them. She was nimble enough to do the easiest tricks and she could pretend to be new and looking for experience.

She studied the various acts before choosing. Finally she decided to try a group of acrobats and dancers that had quite a few women. She was almost certain that Suryaveer couldn't tell one from the other and she could suggest to his next "victim" that she take her place. But first she must join the troupe and learn their routines, so that when Suryaveer chose a woman from that group, she could show up in his stateroom instead.
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She lived her life one day at a time, staying in the present as much as she could. Physical exercise was the only way to be too tired to dream at night. Studying hard was another good way to keep her mind busy.

She was preparing for a career in the Galaxy Police, probably, or she could enroll in any Humanoid army that would take her. Not what she had in mind when she had enrolled in the Sylvanian Academy, but better than just moping around and living off other people's charity.

She started using eye-liner to remind herself she mustn't cry. The broken mind link still hurt every now and then and she missed her family greatly. Her parents, her younger brother... It was still unbelievable that they were gone.

She became very proficient fighting with double swords and got herself two blades of black alloy that made her feel strong and powerful. She learned the sword dance of the Sylvanian soldiers whose videos made the rounds on the meganet with their proficiency.

Watching a woman whirling two swords around at the same time was apparently mesmerizing. The Sylvanians learned very early their dangerous sword dance and it was a common hobby for them – and the Cossack women of Gaia who even held official competitions in what had been Russia.

In fact her sword-instructor, Baburina Anninka Germanovna, was from Gaia, a tall blonde even more impressive than the Sylvanians she had met so far. She had seen videos of Baburina's youth on Earth, doing the Saber Dance, and had been really impressed.

Being so much shorter than the swordmistress, she'd had to have her own swords made for her – the right length and weight – but at the end of the Academy years she was proficient with both the use of her swords in fights and in dancing steps.

The sword dance suited her wish to be always moving. She was lithe, strong and supple as steel. Her willowy build made her move fast as if to defy being followed by the eye and her black blades cuts through the air like flashes of lightning in a flawless execution.

Her roommate Shanell complimented her on her skills. Shanell was a natural born starship pilot, but Aya was probably more of a soldier. She had a cousin in the Galaxy Police, maybe she should join them.

But even though she didn't like dressing like a princess, she didn't like uniforms much either. And she didn't want to mindlessly follow orders as was normal in any army or police force following procedures. Maybe she should join an elite force – or the secret army of adventurers and rogues.
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The Geeshins invited her to their stateroom for a meal the next day. She put on her embroidered Indian shirt over black pants and tied her hair in a ponytail. I'lli'nya's eyes filled with tears since with that more casual look she reminded her of a lost granddaughter who had perished in a flying car accident.

"I'm sorry I upset you," she said, sitting with them at the room's dining table. "I don't often wear formal gowns. This is more my style."

"And it's fine," Geeshin replied. "It makes you look even younger. Forgive us for intruding in your life, but like I told you on the first night, we were very attached to Marc'harid. Were you ever told you look a lot like Neha-lin Desinow? She was never as beautiful as Elo-ena Khamisi or Lisa-mae Shermac, but all three were notorious beauties at the time of the empire."

"She was my great-grandmother," she answered with a shrug. "My father often told me he had his grandmother's eyes."

"Oh, of course! Silly me, I forgot Neha-lin married Uwe-yuri Shermac! I remember their son, your grandfather, he was very shy and very kind."

"My father's cousin called us Holy Shermacs," she said, smiling despite herself. "Kay-low Meraini Vaurabi has different gifts."

"Ah, yes, Stardust Kay-low!" I'lli'nya smiled. "Our offspring loved him when he exploded in the Milky Way, taking the place of the former king of music, Zaphadin! I'm glad he survived because he was visiting his son on Ypsilanti!"

"Will you join him on Vilas Lok?" Geeshin asked. "He'd take you in, right?"

"If I asked, yes. So would Leo-will Khamisi. But I'd rather be independent, thank you."

"Of course, of course! Have you decided where you will settle?"

"Not yet. I plan on exploring all the shows available on this starship before I decide where to settle. Thank you again for having me onboard and I hope you don't mind if I don't visit you very often, but I promise to come once a week to tell you what I found!"

"Please do! We'd love your feedback! So you enjoyed the Cirque du Soleil?"

"They were awesome! What other acts do you have? I'm very curious to discover more..."

CHAPTER SIX

The Milky Way Acrobats was a fifteen-person troupe of acrobats, dancers and contortionists. They came from various Humanoid schools and had a sword dancer and knife-thrower among them, a young man called Imir Lova.

Suryaveer enjoyed the female acrobats and contortionists the most, often commenting loudly how great it would be to have them in his bed. Icy Aya watched both the show and her target from a back seat and thought she could use the MWA to get near Suryaveer.

She noticed twin girls about her age, both brunettes with blue eyes like her, who danced on the tip of their toes and were even nimbler than she. She could pass off as their sister if she could put on a show with them.

She pursed her lips, pondering. She must find a way to befriend the entertainers first, possibly convince them to help her somehow. Although she didn't want the MWA to be blamed for the death of the ambassador, so it was tricky.

After some mind probing in the ambassador's head, she had relaxed. He seemed to like the ambiance of the Galactic Showboat and wouldn't get off that quickly. She had at least a month to get in the good graces of Suryaveer as an entertainer, not another guest, which gave her more time to figure out the logistics. From what she could gather, no human crew member or entertainer liked him, only the androids did his bidding without protesting.

Unfortunately he was used to human servants, so he soon got rid of any robotic staff and allowed only humans in his stateroom. And all were screened by Syriss who made sure they weren't armed. Unless she lured him into watching a private session of her Saber Dance, she'd have to find another way to kill him.

Which reminded her of her grandmother again. Apparently Lin-sun Vaurabi had killed her first unrequited love with a mind blow and then they had faked a flying car accident to hide the fact that the young man was already brain dead.

She must look deeply inside herself and find that heartless part of her that could kill with a simple thought, a virtual blade that could give a mortal blow to the unbalanced mind of the ambassador. It wouldn't even look like murder.

Icy Aya could be a ruthless assassin if she put her powerful mind to work. A mental wave could wipe out the ambassador's mind. But she should study his mind patterns first, and it was easier at closer range.

Time to join the Milky Way Acrobats and work her way closer to Suryaveer Purohit Shripat.
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To meet the artistes, she decided to go back to her casual look. Especially if she wanted to perform the sword dance to impress them, she couldn't show up as a princess. Except her swords were on Friport with Elsa, since no security would let her carry them anywhere unless she had a very good reason.

She went to the backstage door of the theater where they performed and knocked at a time she knew only rehearsals were going on. A woman came to the door. She has golden skin, gorgeous features and a short, broad build.

Icy Aya lowered a shield and studied the unprotected mind of the woman who was the presenter of the show. She liked gambling, spicy food, and members of the same sex. She disliked lost causes and, for some reason, spring. Her name was Zandra.

Icy Aya put on her most hopeful smile. "Hi there, I'm looking for work. I am nimble, know some gymnastics and I can do a sword dance number with your own swordmaster, if it can help!"

Zandra narrowed her eyes. "Are you a guest or what?"

"I quit the other troupe," she answered. "I came onboard with the Cirque du Soleil."

Which was true, although she had never performed with them. But since they were a big act with many people involved, it was easy to get lost in that production. The woman couldn't know it was a lie.

Zandra brightened and let her in. She introduced her to the others, although Icy Aya memorized first the twins' names (Larissa and Roxana) and of course her possible partner in the show, Imir Lova.

He had jet black hair, a short, lean build and almond-shaped sky blue eyes. He looked at her with curiosity when she said she had learned the Cossak Saber Dance. She gave them her instructor's name, Baburina, as her own and mentioned that they hadn't allowed her to bring her swords on the Galactic Showboat.

Imir scoffed. "I know, mine are props too," he said with distaste. "I look forward to being on Vilas Lok and able to use real steel!"

Props would be easier to handle and even suspicious Syriss would let fake swords pass. She had to kill the ambassador with other means, but that was fine with her. She had decided that a mind blow would be best for everyone.

"Can I try yours?" she asked. "Can we come up with a routine?"

He gave her his own swords and said, "Show me what you can do."

With or without music didn't matter to her. She whirled the fake blades around with prowess, and saw Zandra nod her approval. The moves were so automatic for her that she had time to study the minds of the fifteen members of the troupe. She needed to trust at least one person if she wanted to make it off the Galactic Showboat alive.

At the end of her demonstration, she gave the swords back to Imir who looked impressed. Maybe he was the right one. For now she must earn his trust and set up her show. Then she could ask him to help her get off the starship when her job was done.

Zandra said she could debut in a couple of days' time, as soon as they perfected their number. Icy Aya thanked her profusely and headed back for her stateroom, satisfied. Now she must find a way off the Galactic Showboat.

She tried to trace Shanell, but couldn't, so she decided to call her. Shanell had a small starship, no wonder it was harder to follow.

"Aya!" Her roommate squealed in delight at the sight of her on the small screen. She had mahogany highlights and wore a corset instead of the usual Sylvanian casual clothing. "Did you hear us talking about you?"

"Ah, no, I called to know if you're available for a pick up," she answered, slightly puzzled. Shanell had become a fashionista! And who had she been talking to? Where was she?

"I am," Shanell answered cheerfully. "I'm currently on Serenaide, but was about to leave. They stole my Zodie, but your cousin Kaori brought it back to me! Where are you?"

Serenaide. She must have met Jes-syd and Kim-ash, then. And the Nova Falstelo, probably.

"Can you get me from the Galactic Showboat?" she asked.

Shanell frowned. "Do you have its itinerary?"

"I'm sending it to you right now. Let me know when you can pick me up."

"I'll check how long it will take me to reach you and will let you know. You're not in a big hurry are you?"

"I need to get off before the end of the tour, but it doesn't matter where. Just let me know when you can get me, and I'll make sure to do what I have to do by then."

"Wow, you're sounding very mysterious... are you all right?"

"I'm perfectly fine, Shan, see you soon. Oh, and by the way... not a word to Jes-syd or Kim-ash. You haven't heard from me and I didn't call you."

She signed off and huffed, relieved. It paid to have Sylvanian pilots as ex-roommates. She was glad Shanell was available, although she'd probably have to update her. She had promised not to vanish, but then she had vanished, with everyone.

The year on Friport and working with Elsa had taken her completely off the galactic grid. But she still needed some connections to do her job. Shanell would pick her up and in return for the favor, she'd tell her ex-roommate how she intended to live.

From the way Shanell dressed now, she might be very interested in joining her in the world of adventurers and rogues.

***
[image: ]


She almost couldn't believe it when she got her degree from the Sylvanian Academy along with Shanell.

"Now what?" Shanell asked, excited. "I think I'm going to buy myself a small starship and start some business! What about you?"

"I don't know." Iso-bel pondered. Maybe it was time to get in touch with her people – whatever was left of them. Jes-syd had stopped calling a long time ago and had probably found someone else in the meantime. "I'm not sure I want to live on a starship, though," she mused.

And then Leo-will Khamisi contacted her, asking her to meet again. His term at the High Council was over, and there wouldn't be another Sire representative, since they were now such a minority scattered through the galaxy.

Shanell took her to meet with the Khamisi Pride and Iso-bel hugged her roommate good-bye.

"Take care of yourself, Aya," Shanell said. "And stay in touch. Not like you did with your Sire friends, I mean."

In the two years since the tragedy she had cut all ties with Jes-syd and Kim-ash. They might find comfort in each other, but she needed to be left alone. She wasn't too happy to see Leo-will Khamisi again, but he was an elder and she knew she couldn't refuse him. He was her grandfather's
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