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Ypsilanti, Galactic Year 5208. Elsa liked the sounds and smells of the Ypsilantian mall. It was similar to what she had on her native Sylvania, but the presence of men was definitely audible. They even smelled different, but she still had to decide how.

It was the first time she had traveled away from her home planet. She had taken the Galaxy Express at the end of secondary school in the sole company of her younger sister who was sixteen, but had one advantage over her – she could see.

Elsa was born blind, with congenital cataracts in both eyes, hence she usually walked with her eyes closed in crowded places. She had a white cane to feel in front of herself, but she was currently guided by Alda, who was shorter and plumper than her.

Elsa's nose caught the scent of freshly baked pastries. "Are we near the food hall?" she asked.

Alda must be looking around as she spoke, "Actually, no, but there's a bakery to our left, would you like to go in there?"

"I wouldn't mind a snack," she replied. "You?"

Alda giggled and steered her towards the enticing smells. Elsa chose with her nose, Alda with her eyes, and then they sat together on a bench in the mall's alley. They exchanged a bite of their pastries and Alda had to admit that Elsa's tasted better.

"Ready to continue our exploration?" Alda asked. "I would like to go into a department store to see what they have on Ypsilanti that we might not have back home."

"Men's fashion?" Elsa teased. "Fine, let's go. We don't have much money, but better checking a department store's aisles than a boutique."

Especially for someone like her who couldn't look people in the eyes, and even when she tried, she only managed to scare them away with her white eyes. Her mother had been happy to dump her at the Girls' House on Sylvania, since not only was she blind, she also had albinism.

For her mother she was a failed experiment, that was probably why she requested the Sylvanian "real deal" as soon as possible after giving birth to Elsa. And with sperm from her bone-marrow she'd had Alda, who was a clone of her mother, unlike Elsa who had a biological father somewhere out there.

Not that she was ever going to meet him or something. Even if she did, he'd probably ignore her, like her mother did. Albinism was too rare in the Star Nations to be completely accepted and her eerie eyes seemed to scare off most people.

Not Alda, though. Elsa was grateful for Alda. No matter what their mother said, they stuck together as much as possible. Unlike their younger sister Laura, who was twelve and almost a complete stranger to Elsa.

Education on Sylvania meant that at five the daughters entered the Girls' House that would take them through to eighteen with a formal and generic education, the same for everyone. Then they could either enroll in the Sylvanian Academy or choose a university off planet.

But before that big choice that would determine their future, they had a month they could spend wandering the galaxy with a special discount on the Galaxy Express. Since Elsa brought her sister, they had less money and couldn't go as far as other girls, but Elsa felt lucky she had managed to get off world for the first time.

The Galaxy Express had dropped them at Ypsilanti's main spaceport and they had booked a hostel where they shared a room. They'd been exploring the Ypsilantian capital for two days when they had reached the mall, bigger than anything that was ever built on Sylvania, according to Alda.

The two sisters had started their exploration of the Star Nations with the other matriarchy that had emerged after the fall of the last Sire emperor. They probably wouldn't get much further, but at least they could have a taste of what a mixed-sex planet could be like.

Their mother might have told Alda to forget men and stick to the Sylvanian ways, but she'd probably be happy to see her albino daughter marry off planet. If Elsa could find someone willing to be with her, that is.

Alda was curious about men, but not really interested. Elsa wasn't sure, since even on Sylvania life was hard for a blind girl like her. She had applied to the Sylvanian Academy, but had been rejected because she couldn't see. She wondered if on Ypsilanti there was something she could do.

Alda led Elsa inside the department store and they took the escalator to Women's Fashion. Such a strange concept for two girls coming from the Y-chromosome toxic planet where men lived for four days and died of old age from some degenerative virus in the air!

Elsa touched the Ypsilantian fabrics with curiosity. Some clothes didn't feel like the 3D-printed garb that was the majority in Sylvanian malls. The laces and pleated skirts were new to her touch and she wondered if she should try something on.

Alda dragged her to the lingerie section, gushing over the bras, babydolls and other silk underwear. Elsa had never felt silk underwear, used as she was to the cotton undies of her home planet. There was even a bin full of various items on sale.

Elsa and Alda plunged their hands into the bin. Elsa couldn't believe the variety of satin, lace, silk and then the ribbons, rhinestones and ruffles of the lingerie passing through her fingers.

"What is she looking for?" The voice of a shop assistant startled her. The woman was talking to her sister, not to her. Alda didn't answer and moved to another bin. "Can I help you?" This time the woman was talking to her, but sounded embarrassed.

Elsa frowned and put down the babydoll she'd been feeling with her fingers. "Just browsing," she said, her eyes still closed. "I'm not looking for anything in particular."

She grabbed her cane and headed for another aisle. Alda was immediately by her side, saying there was a section of party dresses that looked lovely straight ahead. Not that they had many occasions to wear such luxury outfits, but Elsa liked touching the damasks and tulle of the gowns and the beads and embroideries of the corsets.

"We'd look like princesses." Alda sighed. "But we can't afford any of it."

"Let's go to the casual wear section, maybe we can buy a shirt or top as a souvenir of this trip," Elsa said.

Again she took her sister's arm and let her lead the way.

She was feeling through a rack of shirts when she heard the shop assistant talk to some other woman about her.

"Isn't she blind?"

"Yes! But she seems to know what she wants!"

"Oh, my... how can she know if something fits and how it looks on her?"

"No idea! She's even asking about colors, can you believe it?"

Both women chuckled.

Elsa gritted her teeth. She'd had that on Sylvania, but since she was on another planet, she thought it was her duty to educate the two women who talked about her behind her back without lowering their voice as if she weren't there.

She opened her eyes and turned to look at them. She heard them gasp at the sight of her cataracts but spoke anyway.

"Excuse me, but I can hear you. I would appreciate it if you would just ask me if you have any questions. I don't mind talking about it."

The shop assistant stammered an apology, the customer simply gaped. Elsa felt her minty breath coming at her.

"She's right, Margo, she's blind, not deaf," a male voice said, startling Elsa. "My apologies, Miss, my sister is barely out of school and hasn't traveled much yet."

Elsa felt Alda by her side, squeezing her hand.

"It's my first trip out of Sylvania too," she said with a nod, closing her eyes again, although he didn't seem disturbed by them. She could tell from the direction of his voice that he had spoken looking at her. "I'm Elsa, and this is my sister Alda."

"Merril and Margo Wildner," he said. He sounded young, and if his sister was eighteen, he couldn't be much older.

Alda patted her wrist, so she offered her hand. A strong handshake made her wince.

"Sorry," he apologized with a chuckle. "You look very frail and I don't know own my strength!"

"I'm not frail, but I haven't shaken hands with a man before," she answered.

"How come a Sylvanian is albino?" the girl, Margo, asked. "I thought it was genetic from both parents!"

"Well, obviously she has a biological father somewhere," her brother replied. "Isn't that so, Elsa?"

Elsa smiled despite herself. "Yes, my mother had me with a man, and Alda the Sylvanian way."

"To apologize for my sister's dreadful behavior and nosy questions, can I buy you girls dinner?" he asked. "If you can take a few more of those silly questions, of course."

"I can answer questions all day if that makes me human in your eyes," she replied.

"Good! What kind of food do you prefer on Sylvania?"
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Margo and Merril were actually from Alahairo and lived on Serenaide. Most Alahairians were traders and Merril was a starship pilot. He had taken his father's starship to show his sister the Star Nations and offered to take Elsa and Alda with them for the rest of their tour.

Helping him pay for fuel was cheaper than paying for the Galaxy Express tickets and he mentioned the starship had living quarters where one could actually sleep – in fact they hadn't booked a hostel but went back to the spaceport every night – so that would save Elsa and Alda on sleeping accommodations.

Still, Elsa didn't trust a stranger, even though he had a very charming voice and good manners, so she told him they'd think about it. She could feel Alda's excitement at the proposal but wanted to discuss it with her away from the Wildner siblings.

So after dinner they shared a fully automated cab that dropped first the sisters at the hostel first, then would take the Wildners to the spaceport.

Elsa was tired. She wasn't used to long conversations with strangers.

"Elsa, he's gorgeous!" Alda said as soon as they were inside the hostel and headed for their room. "He's the cutest guy I've ever seen! And his sister is not that bad once you talk to her and get to know her better, is she?"

Elsa shrugged as they opened their room door with the digital key.

"We can't trust the first nice people who talk to us," she said, feeling around for her bed. "Let me sleep on it, Alda. I'm exhausted, today."

"Of course, sorry!" Alda apologized. "Do you need help to undress?"

"No, no, I'm fine," she muttered. She struggled with the clip of her bra and snorted in frustration. Maybe today was not a good day to refuse help.

Considering how tired she felt, Elsa sighed and turned her back on Alda, in order to allow her to unbutton the darn shirt. She was fairly autonomous, but in unfamiliar territory she didn't mind her sister's help. And that pretty Ypsilantian shirt had some strange buttoning system she had never felt on Sylvania.

She wished she could ask someone older for advice about Merril's invitation.

Fortunately, as she waited for Alda to finish her nightly preparations, their mother called. Alda answered and told her about the invitation and, "What so you think, should we accept?" Elsa waited for the answer with her heart beating faster. Her mother might ignore her, but she cared about Alda.

Victoria told Alda that she'd do some research and they'd find a message in the morning. Relieved, Elsa tried to relax and get some sleep. If their mother said they could trust the Alahairian, they were in for a nice new leg of their trip!
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Alahairo, Galactic Year 5210. Elsa couldn't believe she'd see the day when she'd get married. And here she was, a bride with a long fluffy gown, a ghost according to the whispers of some guests, since her hair was as white as her dress and her skin so pale that she looked unreal.

The groom called her My Snow Queen, something that would have had no meaning if she had stayed on Sylvania where it never snowed. But when chance or destiny had put Merril Wildner on her path two years earlier, things had changed for the best.

He said he was in love and wanted to marry her. He said they'd be happy ever after, wandering the Milky Way together for eternity. He had his own starship now, called Pathfinder.

Elsa had gotten to know it during the past year, and she knew it had vocal commands, so she wasn't completely useless onboard. The Pathfinder had a sleek hull and a fast hyperspace drive with dedicated navigation sensors. It was equipped with autonomous observation probes and a defensive force shield.

The model, a Modular Black Termar (MBT-5942), had sensors below average, average weapons and slightly above average cargo space, which was perfect for a trader. It had incredibly good passenger space, which made it livable if necessary, and needed four to eight crew members.

It had very good cargo space, including a specialized section for specific goods and above average fuel capacity. Elsa and Merril could indeed live on the starship and never set foot on a planet again, except they needed to for their trade.

Margo and her new boyfriend were also part of the crew, as was one of the siblings' cousins and Merril's childhood friend and best man Yaman Kazo of Xi-kong. Alda had come from Sylvania for the wedding and she was sharing bridesmaid duty with Margo. Both flanked the bride and discreetly guided her to her future husband.

Elsa knew they weren't in a temple but in a garden. She smelled perfumed flowers of all kinds, including some she had never smelled before. She felt the breeze caress her pale skin, but thankfully the sun wasn't hitting her directly.

Alda pulled a ribbon on her back to signal she should stop. She didn't have her white cane and held her bouquet with both hands, but when she stopped, she extended her right hand. Immediately Merril's warm fingers grabbed it and he motioned her to come one step forward to stand next to him. She could feel his warmth by her side and his musky smell that she had learned to love.

"There goes our captain, marrying his snow queen," Yaman teased before the official read them their rights and duties as spouses.

Elsa's heart swelled with pride. Most Sylvanians never thought about marriage, unless it was with another woman. Her own mother hadn't bothered marrying her father, but she thought it was a nice tradition.

On Sylvania girls got their mother's name as their surname
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