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Isabel relaxed in the pool of thermal water at the palace of the Sylvanian queen. The air was slightly scented to help her relax in the water's embrace and the tiled walls were covered with droplets of water.

Isabel had already showered off the worst of the sweat and gently massaged her body in the warm water. Sore muscles protested, today's session had been particularly draining. She liked to keep herself fit, but sometimes the thermal pool was a real blessing after her trip to the palace gym.

Isabel closed her eyes and laid her head on the towel at the edge of the pool. It felt good after a day's exertion. Just practice, but still... she was lucky to have the luxury of that naturally warm water. A giant bathtub she often used with her friend, but today she was alone.

Blissfully alone. She could take down her mental shields for now. Being a telepath on a non-telepath planet was sometimes quite tiring. And yet she was lucky to live in the utilitarian palace instead of the usual apartments the Sylvanains had. Perks of her blood.

Isabel sighed. Thirty years old already. Where had the time gone? It seemed like yesterday that she was on Marc'harid with her father, mother, brother and sister, surrounded by Sire and their Ulba'wissian staff, at the Makinster mansion, away from the hustle and bustle of the city...

Then her father had died, the family had split, the Sire planet had been destroyed and she had survived only because she had followed her mother to Sylvania. Although she was actually on Ulba'wis with her best friend when tragedy had hit.

And now here she was, five years later, having miraculously retrieved her sister from the Vaurabi Labs where a few people had been kept alive on a charred and dead planet. When the survivors had managed to contact the Ypsilanti Labs, Isabel thought it was a miracle.

Amy-lin looked like her father and brother, and wanted to live on a mixed planet. Thus Isabel and her mother had taken her to Vilas Lok, where Kev-yon's husband lived. A non-Sire natural telepath, Hariel was an enhanced Humanoid with a lot of tech in his house for someone who lived off the Star Nations grid. And he had managed to locate Amy-lin's family, who had escaped the tragedy and moved to Ypsilanti.

Isabel had been to Ypsilanti, but she preferred Ulba'wis, or Sylvania itself by now. She didn't feel the need for motherhood or for male partners, and was content with the company of her Ulba'wissian best friend, N'ell. Her relationship with N'ell was perfect as it was even now, twenty-plus years after first meeting and bonding.

"Isa, are you still alive?" N'ell's voice startled her.

N'ell'yra had tawny skin and frizzy raven hair tied in a bun, and she stared at her friend with her arms crossed over her generous bosom. Her hourglass figure was enhanced by the leather bra and black shorts that she wore. She made a stark physical contrast with the blonde and pale Isabel, and they both knew it – and took full advantage of it on mixed planets where men were easily fooled by their attractive looks and weren't expecting any of them to be a lethal weapon in disguise.

"Why don't you join me?" Isabel asked.

"Can't." N'ell sighed. "You've been summoned."

"Mother?" Isabel rolled her eyes, but grabbed a towel and got out of the water.

"And the Queen," N'ell added with an impish smile.

"Oh." She stared, puzzled, at her friend, but N'ell shrugged.

The Sylvanian Queen was Isabel's aunt, but mother and aunt had never wished her a happy birthday at the same time before. Or summoned her at the same time.

Isabel didn't have time to dry her long blond hair, so she tied it in a bun and put on her sleeveless yellow bodice and black boxer pants, then followed N'ell along the corridors of the spartan palace to the "great hall", the biggest conference room of the building.

It had an oval table with two dozen chairs around it. One side had windows that opened on the town, the other had screens where anything could be shown, be it reports, briefings or simply the latest news. The furniture was of white plastic and there were also ceiling lamps for when the sun went down.

The Queen sat across from the door on the narrow side of the ellipse, so she could see who came in. The windows to her left let in the bright Sylvanian sunlight and the screens to her right were switched off. She was blonde, like all her predecessors, since Sylvanians were clones of their mothers, and still beautiful in her sixties.

Her younger sister sat to her right. Arica's sandy hair was in a tight bun and she wore a sleeveless overall that hugged her curves and showed off her golden artificial arm.

Isabel nodded in greeting, and her aunt signaled her to sit to her left, with the sun on her back, warming her through the glass of the windows. N'ell waited outside. Since nobody else was in the room, it was obviously a summons meant only for Isabel.

"Happy birthday," her mother said gravely. "I know you long to have your own starship, and the Star Dreamcatcher isn't the best I can offer you. It's old, like me."

Isabel gulped and nodded. Would they give her a star-cruiser? She wasn't really ready to be in command of a big starship with hundreds of crew members...

"So I bought you a Nova Fighter," her mother continued, smiling suddenly. "You can give her the name you want."

"An NF-5295?" she asked, excited. "Good sensors, good weapons, shields above average, good speed, very good cargo space and very poor passenger space? And incredibly good fuel supplies as well as the best extra – can endure heavy use for years without needing repair?"

The Queen chuckled. "Definitely your daughter, she knows everything about starships!"

"Yes." Her mother was still smiling. "And a crew of two to seven members, so even you and N'ell could handle it. Or you can teach Ronin to pilot it. Or put together your own crew."

Isabel squealed in delight and almost jumped up to go hug her mother. But she was thirty, not ten, so she composed herself.

"Thank you, Mother. I'm assuming I'm supposed to do something for our Queen with it?" she asked, looking at her aunt.

"Well, you could take on a Xi-kongian refugee," the Queen answered, amused. "You might need more crew members. She spent almost a month with Shanell Katherina and was hooked. She wants to live the spacer life! You could have your own team of fixers, since that's what's so trendy these days."

"I like that!" Isabel brightened. "Can I also choose a name for my team?"

"Of course," her mother said. "Then let us know both – the starship and the team name."

"Yes, Mother! Thank you, Aunt! Give me today to consult with N'ell and Ronin, and tomorrow I'll meet your refugee!"
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"Happy Birthday, Isa!" N'ell and Ronin chorused. They were waiting for her outside of the great hall and both patted her shoulders, Ronin a little too vigorously for Isabel's taste.

"Ow, Ronin, you'll leave a bruise!" she protested, massaging the offended part. "Didn't you hit me enough today?"

Ronin said with a purr, "Making you strong is my gift to you, Isa. Although you'll never be as strong as me."

"Yeah, yeah," Isabel muttered while N'ell chuckled.

"So, what did they want?" the Ulba'wissian asked, excited.

Isabel brightened again. "We have a Nova Fighter! And will have to find a couple more girls to make up a team of fixers! Although my aunt mentioned a refugee we should take off Sylvanian welfare system, but I'll meet her tomorrow."

"A refugee? From where?" N'ell asked, curious. Maybe she hoped someone else had been found alive on Marc'harid.

"Xi-kong," Isabel answered with a shrug. "Maybe one day we should get rid of them like we did with Duumme."

"Where your mother lost her arm," N'ell reminded her. "I don't think we need another galactic war or to destroy another Humanoid planet."

"Felines and Reptilians are restless enough already," Ronin added. "They might start a war soon... besides, I thought the Galaxy Police took care of the Xi-kongian dons a few years ago."

"Well, we'll see what her story is," Isabel said. "Now I want to see my brand new starship. I need to name her and the team. Suggestions?"

As they headed out of the palace and to the monorail that led to the spaceport, they discussed options. When she saw the Nova Fighter, Isabel stared at it in awe for a moment.

"Pathfinder," she said. "Definitely. She'll help us find our way through the galaxy and navigate the Star Nations planets."

"I like it!" N'ell grinned. "How about the team?"

"She-wolves," Ronin said. "It's a good name also for this planet."

"The She-wolves Team..." Isabel savored the name. "Yes. Let's see the inside of the Pathfinder. No passenger space, but surely some crew cabins... we need to decide how many girls we need to fill all the positions."

"I can learn to pilot it, I don't need to sleep," Ronin said. "Although it probably needs refueling every now and then."

"As much as you need recharging every now and then," N'ell teased as they stepped inside the starship. Isabel checked everything, more and more pleased – and grateful for the gift.

She'd been dependent on her mother for way too long. Amy-lin had married and given birth and lost her family and found it again, and she was still the little girl of the house, always by her mother's side.

It was time she became independent with her most trusted friends and the beautiful, brand new starship that was now hers. Her savings could go to better the starship or pay her crew until they started earning a living.

That night she had a small party with her Academy mates and some palace employees about her age. They gathered in what was considered the ballroom under stroboscopic lights, with music in the background.

Round tables with round couches were set up all around the rectangular room in neatly organized booths, but the center was empty so that women could dance. On one side there was a bar with a young girl serving drinks and snacks.

Isabel sat in a booth where she could see everyone. N'ell and Ronin were constantly by her side, assessing the young women in the room and considering who they could add to their team – not yet official, so no pressure.

"Alexandra Oralia is back?" N'ell said suddenly. "I thought she had moved to Friport to be an assassin!"

"She came for a funeral," Isabel said, thoughtful. She looked at N'ell. "I think she qualifies for our team, we should tell her to stay with us."

"Hey, I'm the assassin of the team," Ronin protested. "I don't have feelings, I can be more efficient than humans!"

"I know, Ronin," Isabel said soothingly. "But she can be more efficient when it comes to infiltration and killing. You can only go in as an assassin. She can go in as a stupid ignorant woman and then kill the target, taking them by surprise."

The only moving thing on Ronin's face were the eyes, and they definitely looked daggers at Isabel. The android looked away, clearly sulking in spite of her facial lack of expression.

"Should I get her?" N'ell asked. They both stared at the brunette with her hair in a ponytail, talking to a redhead in a booth across from them. "I'll get her," N'ell decided, rising.

Soon she was back with Alex, a twenty-five-year-old who had gone to Friport to be apprenticed to an assassin as soon as she had finished the Sylvanian Academy. Three years later she had already made a name for herself, and
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