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Shanell opened the hatch of the Zodie and dropped her backpack in her small cabin. The starship smelled like home, although it was way too small to become a permanent residence, but it served her just fine.

She headed for the narrow cockpit and took off her pilot jacket before sitting on the single chair that slid under the dashboard. It felt almost like a flying car, except it could take her to the stars. Her manicured hands started the pre-flight procedures as she waited for permission to take off from Vilas Lok's main spaceport.

The Zodie was an Onyx Shielded Tamete shaped like a flying car but bigger and able to travel through space with an FTL drive. The OST-310 had average sensors, fuel supply and passenger space, below average weapons and cargo space but it was one of the fastest ships available, with shields above average.

Made for a crew of one to three people, it allowed her the freedom of interstellar travel, carrying passengers. She had applied for a transport license as soon as she had bought it and she'd been taxiing people around the Milky Way since.

The Zodie was too small to live onboard and she often wondered how two or three people handled it. Maybe they only transported cargo and used the passenger space to rest and took turns at the narrow cockpit.

She had bought the starship used from a retiring pilot on her home planet, Sylvania, as soon as she had finished the Academy three years earlier. Her mother had contributed as a gift for completing her studies and she was now a proud starship owner.

One of her sisters had teased her saying she'd become an interstellar taxi driver, since on the planets self-driving cars and public means of transportation took people around, but nobody trusted an AI to pilot an interstellar starship.

She had shrugged off the comment. Better being an independent pilot than working for a fleet like Man Mannick, like her childhood friend Melodie – also a pilot – did. In three years she hadn't become rich, but she could get by.

She earned enough to keep traveling and had met dozens of people from different planets, mostly Humanoids, that had enriched her views of the Star Nations. She avoided Reptilian passengers because she thought they were a really stinking race, but Felines and Carians were fine.

She knew how to navigate the main interstellar routes among the Star Nations and how to approach the various planets. She had even improved the navigational computer that was known to have errors.

She had stopped on Vilas Lok to refuel on her way to pick up her former roommate Aya who was traveling on the Galactic Showboat. Might be her first non-paid trip, but she was so relieved to have recovered the Zodie after a theft, that she'd been very happy to leave Serenaide on another assignment.

She wondered how Aya had managed to get invited to the exclusive cruise ship, but then remembered that her family name alone opened many doors. Aya might be the last surviving member of the House of Shermac, a great-granddaughter of the last Sire emperor. Even though most of the Sire were gone, they had governed the galaxy for so long most Humanoids were still in awe of them.

Shanell herself had been awed when she had found out who her Academy roommate was. But Aya was so unassuming and so humble, Shanell had quickly forgotten where she came from. Until Marc'harid had been destroyed.

Then Aya had started wearing eye-liner and dressed only in combat boots, pants and tank tops. Not that Shanell had ever seen any skirt on Aya while at the Academy. But any trace of femininity seemed to have vanished from her and she put all her energy into physical training.

Shanell had switched sparring partner after the catastrophe. Aya had become so vicious in her training sessions, she usually sparred with their teachers, lest she hurt another student. Before they were mismatched, since Aya was petite and willowy while Shanell was tall and slim, but afterward it became impossible to match Aya's speed and strength – except for teachers.

Aya was still her roommate, though. Shanell had watched the Sire brood and refuse to have even the most innocent fun in the Sylvanian clubs. And then their time at the Academy was over and they had their lives in front of them. Aya didn't seem to know what she wanted yet.

Shanell had taken her roommate to meet a Sire elder, then found out Aya had ended up on Ulba'wis to continue her training. As if she still needed to learn anything! Aya was the best fighter of the Academy – the galaxy, much like she herself was the best pilot – she should join the Galaxy Police, like her cousin.

Except Aya, much like Shanell, didn't like uniforms.

Unlike most of her peers, Shanell had started coloring her hair very early to differentiate herself from her sisters and cousins. A true daughter of Sylvania, she'd been born from sperm made from her mother's bone marrow, a sort of clone of Katarina like her sisters.

Hence in her teens she'd started with non-permanent colors. Blue, purple, even rainbow the year it became fashionable – when she was fifteen. Then she'd joined the Academy and had left her dark natural color alone except for permanent highlights, currently of mahogany red.

As she prepared to take off, Shanell wondered what Aya was up to. If she was having fun on the Galactic Showboat and what kind of entertainment the wealthy of the galaxy had access to. She couldn't even imagine – but then, she was just an average Sylvanian in spite of her corsets and hair dyes.

The cargo space was full of fuel and food for a long trip. She finished running her checks and nodded to herself. She was ready to take off. Again she checked the itinerary of the Galactic Showboat and where she could meet the megaship. She punched in the course and relaxed a little as the auto-pilot took her through space and time across the stars under her careful supervision.
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Shanell asked both Aya and Melodie to accompany her. She had heard that Olimpia was retiring and wanted to sell her starship. She had to look at it and start dreaming of her career as a starship pilot!

Their time at the Academy was over and Melodie was considering her own starship too, but probably they wouldn't have enough money to buy one. Not even Aya could gift one to them, since she had lost everything with her home planet.

"Maybe we could buy it all together," Shanell said, excited. "Share duties and profits!"

"Oh, it's an OST-310," Melodie said, disappointed. "I was hoping for something better..."

"Beggars can't be choosers," Shanell replied. "Let's have a closer look."

Olimpia had light green eyes and laugh lines. She was strong and not very friendly. Her graying har was kept in a crew-cut. After a career in the Sylvanian fleet, she had decided to retire and spend the rest of her life enjoying one of her hobbies, painting.

Aya followed Shanell and Melodie inside the starship and didn't comment. Shanell was excited, and felt immediately at home, Melodie seemed to have plenty of doubts. Mostly about the price.

"I'm sending my CV to Man Mannick," she said as they left the spaceport. They told Olimpia they needed to think about it and come up with the money. "Maybe after a year's salary or three I'll be able to afford something better."

"I don't want to work for a big corporation!" Shanell snorted. "Aya?"

"You know I have no money to lend you at this time," Aya replied with a shrug. "I don't even know how I'll get to Ulba'wis for my scholarship."

Aya had won a scholarship for a two-years master's degree at a very famous Ulba'wissian school that trained the local soldiers and anyone who could afford the fees. They had probably taken pity on the dispossessed Sire and with the recommendations of the Sylvanian Academy teachers they had accepted her. As if she weren't lethal enough already.

Shanell sighed. That night she visited her mother and told her about the OST-310.

"I'd love to be freelance and work with my own ship," she said wistfully. "But Melodie and Aya are broke and I can't afford it..."

"How much does Olimpia want?" Katherina asked, amused. Unlike her daughter who had a dark bob with mahogany red highlights, she had long brown hair she usually kept braided. Upon hearing the price of the OST-310, she winced. "I'll talk to her."

Two days later, with the contribution of her mother and her sisters, Shanell was the proud owner of the Zodie. She could take Aya to meet the Khamisi Pride that would then take her to Ulba'wis and Shanell could start her career as a starship pilot and owner.

Freelance. Her, the Zodie and the stars.
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The Galactic Showboat might be huge and slow, but Shanell didn't know how to approach it. Of course she could dock inside the bigger ship, but with what excuse? Was Aya supposed to get off at some point?

Huffing with uncertainty, she decided to call her friend. This was becoming way too much of a hassle. She should have asked more questions when Aya had first called.

She landed on Alahairo to refuel and shower, then called her ex-roommate from the food hall of the spaceport before going back onboard the Zodie. Smells of warm food wafted around her, but she wasn't hungry yet. Too nervous.

She found a quiet corner, where the buzz of conversations was lower and she could see the Zodie parked outside and ready to take off, and hit Aya's personal code buttons.

Aya's blue eyes stared at her from the phone screen. "Hello, Shan."

"I've been, like, following you, but I can't catch up or get ahead of you!" she said, frustrated. "The Zodie is too small and with not enough fuel capacity to follow a cruise ship!"

"It's fine," Aya answered. "You don't need to get ahead of us, I do not plan to disembark on any of the planets on our course."

Shanell frowned at her. "Aya, what are you up to?"

"Some mischief," Aya answered with a smile.

Shanell was startled for a moment, then she chuckled. Usually it was her who planned mischief at the Sylvanian Academy. Aya was usually abiding by the rules.

"Goddess, Aya, I sure hope you will tell me what you've been doing the past year!" She sighed. "So, do I keep following you?"

"Yes, please. Does the Zodie have enough cargo space to contain an escape pod from the Galactic Showboat?"

Shanell widened her eyes in shock.

"Aya, their escape pods are probably as big as the Zodie!" She snorted and rolled her eyes, thinking quickly. "But I can probably attach them to the Zodie and allow you onboard."

"Mm... how about a spacer coffin? One of those silver bullets shot through space for those who don't want to be buried on a planet?"

A space coffin? Shanell couldn't believe her ears. Had Aya become an actress? Was she on the Galactic Showboat as an entertainer instead of a guest?

"What? Aya are you out of your mind? You're going to play dead?"

"Something like that. Do you have room?"

Shanell frowned and cursed under her breath.

"Probably..." she muttered. "I'll have to figure out how to unseal those spacer coffins, though."

"Perfect, make sure you can do that. I'll call you before ejecting."

Shanell nodded, still frowning, and signed off.

As far as she knew Aya hated stages and any form of limelight. Well, before, of course. Aya must have changed again during the past year. What in the galaxy was her job now? Was she even working? Only half a smile, and it hadn't reached her eyes. What was the Sire young woman up to? Playing dead – was that some kind of game the wealthy liked to play?

"Doesn't she know it's bad luck to carry a silver bullet on such a small starship?" she muttered.

Before going back to the Zodie she'd better grab a couple of things in town. A spacer's coffin! She had to open a spacer's coffin! She quickly checked the meganet for what she could use and decided that she had the tools onboard already.

Good. Let's get out of here and wait for further instructions. Goddess, Aya, what are you up to?

She went back to her starship and took off, setting her course to rendezvous with the Galactic Showboat. She scowled at the dashboard, but since she was on course and there was nothing on the way, she decided the auto-pilot would do. She needed some rest. Hopefully soon Aya would be onboard and could help her to get to a place where they could catch up.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


About forty-eight hours later she got a call from a young man with jet-black hair and almond-shaped blue eyes who was as serious as Aya had been.

"Silver bullet launched," he said. "Transmitting the coordinates." And he signed off.

"Well, hello!" Shanell muttered.

She checked the data received and changed course to intercept the spacer coffin.

There it was, seemingly still among the stars. The Galactic Showboat had already vanished from the quadrant. She didn't even get a glimpse of it.

Frowning, Shanell maneuvered so she'd be in front of the bullet-shaped coffin, then opened the external hatch. Going backward, she engulfed the silver bullet with her cargo space, then closed the external hatch.

She heard the loud thud of the coffin as it fell to the ground, caught by the Zodie's internal gravity. She stilled the ship and waited until it was safe to open the cargo hatch from inside.

She unlocked the internal hatch with her tools ready. She wore protective goggles as she worked to open the sealed coffin.

Finally something clicked, but the lid didn't slide open. Cursing, Shanell put down her tools, pulled up her goggles and pushed with all her strength. The lid seemed stuck.

Aya's hands helped her from inside and together they managed to open the coffin enough for Aya to slid out. Thank Goddess for her petite, willowy build! She was wearing a life-support mask, but she took it off to breathe the Zodie's air instead.

"Thank you!" Aya managed to say, leaning on the coffin and still panting.

"Are you all right?" Shanell asked, worried. She'd have died in that thing, with or without a mask!

"I'm fine. Set the course for some planet, I need some fresh air."

"I think the closest is Gaia. Make yourself at home."

Still frowning, Shanell left the cargo space and headed for the cockpit. She set the course for the closest planet and heard Aya close the inner cargo hatch.

"How much should I give you for this stunt?" Aya asked.

"Fuel and provisions and a real bed when we get to Gaia," Shanell answered grumpily. She turned to scowl at her friend. "And of course I want the whole story as well."

Aya smiled briefly. "You'll get that. In front of a wonderful Gaian meal and then you can try a soft Gaian bed."

"Did you get everything from the cargo space? I'm locking it."

"Yes. Does the food dispenser work?"

"Of course. Be my guest."

She went back to her maneuvers and got rid of the damn coffin. She could relax now.

"Aya, you should get some sleep," she called from the cockpit. "I'll need you to take my place for a few hours."

"I can do it now," Aya replied. "I'll let you sleep until we get closer to Gaia and leave the final maneuvers to you."

Shanell was glad for the relief. Having a co-pilot was definitely a bonus. Who knew if Aya would agree to work with her, though... she was such an introvert!
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Aya requested to land in the continent known as Europe. It didn't matter to Shanell, it was her first time on Gaia, but she wasn't in a visiting mood. This latest job had ended up worse than the previous ones – and she'd been picking up a friend!

Aya paid for a luxurious hotel room, and even put money in her account for her expenses. As they relaxed in the hotel sauna, Aya finally told her what she'd been up to.

Shanell listened, incredulous, to Aya's story. Her ex-roommate had become an adventurer. She had come to Gaia to kill the crazy ambassador and she had done so on the Galactic Showboat! With her mind!

Shanell thought the rest of the galaxy often forgot how powerful Sire minds were. Aya didn't use a weapon, but killed her target with a mind blow. She had managed to pass it off as a heart attack and faked her own death in the process.

So, Iso-bel Shermac was dead. That was why Aya had needed the silver bullet now discarded somewhere out there.

Shanell frowned. She wasn't going to tell anyone. No way she could update the other people who knew Aya, but then – besides Kim-ash – they were just acquaintances. She might never meet them again.

"So what should I call you now?" she asked.

"Aya is fine. My current passport says Aya Dubois," Aya answered with an impish smile. "Don't you know all people needing privacy travel incognito? The former imperial family had five different identities to use."

Shanell shook her head. She'd never needed to hide her identity. Not even the queen or her daughters did. The rest of the Milky Way was quite strange.

"So you work on Friport now, huh?" she asked.

The planet of adventurers and outlaws where the Galaxy Police never set foot. The Wandering Planet of rogues and mercenaries.

"I work from Friport." Aya shrugged. "It's an artificial world, well, a starship as big as a planet, I sure hope I'll get to work on real planets from now on."

"So the Galactic Showboat is not really worth it? Who was that guy with blue slanted eyes?"

"He's a sword dancer and knife-thrower." Aya smiled. "Quite handsome. You'd have loved him."

Shanell rolled her eyes. "If I think you let go of that hunk..." she muttered.

She had met Aya's Sire boyfriend on Serenaide. He was gorgeous and had consoled himself with their common friend Kim-ash. Aya shouldn't have dumped him.

Aya chuckled. "I don't fall in love anymore. But you clearly still fall for every hunk that crosses your path."

"I have a normal sex life, thank you," Shanell retorted. "So how did you end up on Friport?"

"Well, my Ulba'wissian instructor sent me to be an apprentice to Elsa Victoria, ever heard of her?"

"Elsa Victoria? The blind soldier?" Shanell was impressed. "I thought she was dead!"

Elsa Victoria was a veteran, a heroine on Sylvania. Why she had
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