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Goldie settled into the single-seat cockpit and started the engines of the rented Onyx Shielded Tamete as her passenger remained in the area beyond the narrow cockpit. Her slender fingers touched buttons and sensors, and the small starship started humming beneath her. Perfect.

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 suited her current needs just fine.

Originally known to have a navigational computer with errors, the latest models had been upgraded and improved. They were sleeker and faster, and were the most rented private starships of the Federation because they were small enough to land on planets instead of docking at orbital stations like the Galaxy Express.

Unfortunately one needed a pilot certificate to fly them, and her passenger had had to ask her to rent it and take him off Earth.

At twenty-two, she had gone through a good part of the pilot education. She had become a shuttle pilot at eighteen, a private starship pilot at twenty, and could become a commercial starship pilot or an interstellar commercial flights pilot if she kept studying for another three years.

But she had decided to start working and gather experience in the field. She loved being a space pilot and she knew how to navigate the main interstellar routes of the Federation and how to approach the various planets, but this might not be her final career choice.

Right out of the Sylvanian Academy, she had returned to Earth and had been hired by Tylersson-Cleef Enterprises for their private transport service, as a stand-in pilot for the family's private yacht, which had just taken off from Earth to head to the Federal Government starship for the meeting of the tenth anniversary of the foundation, carrying Anton Tylersson-Cleef himself.

Goldie had watched it leave with a sigh, and then she had been surprised when the Big Boss's son had approached her at the private spaceport and asked her to take him away from Earth. Rowan Tylersson-Cleef was barely eighteen, and had been denied the tour of the Federation most students did at the end of their compulsory education, but he wanted to see the other planets, and reach what the Terrans called New Tortuga and the rest of the Federation called Friport.

The OST-310 took off and soon the blue ball of atmosphere that had given birth to her and her passenger vanished from her screen. She relaxed as she gave the final data to the navigational computer.

"Are you all right back there?" she asked her young passenger. She couldn't see him right now, but she knew what he looked like.

"Yes," he answered. He sounded both excited and worried. "How long will it take to get to New Tortuga?"

"It's a bit far, so I'm programming a stop on Alahairo, if you don't mind," she answered. "You want to visit other planets, yes?"

"Oh, yes! I've been a prisoner in that damn mansion for way too long!" He huffed. "There are so many goldilocks worlds out there to visit! Why do I have to stick to Earth?"

Goldie chuckled.

"Indeed. I lived on Sylvania for eight years, but you won't be able to visit that one."

Even Terrans were aware of the planet's peculiarity, and Goldie suspected her mother had chosen it precisely for that reason. Men aged one year per hour on the Y-chromosome-toxic planet, which put Philippa and her daughter safely out of reach of her abusive husband.

"I know they hired you because you came from the Sylvanian Academy, otherwise Terrans are wary of female pilots."

"Yeah, well, I'm Terran anyway!"

"Pippa Locke, right?"

"Please, call me Goldie. I hate the name Pippa."

"Why?"

"Because in one Terran language it's not a nice word. I know we're supposed to speak Intergalactic, but of course Earth hasn't gotten rid of all its dialects and languages despite having joined the Star Nations back in 2012."

"You'd think we would after over a century, right?" He chuckled. "So which part of Earth are you from?"

"My mother married in the country formerly known as Italy, and the language there has not so nice connotations for my name, especially shortened. But my mother is Philippa and I'm just Pippa. Yikes."

"And where does Goldie come from?" He sounded genuinely curious.

"Well, I'm blonde and I used to have long locks, so Goldilocks was my original nickname. And considering my family name..."

"Goldie it is!" He burst out laughing. "Thank you for doing this, Goldie! I badly need to get away from my father for a month or three!"

"And are you ready to inherit his fortune?" she asked, amused.

"No! I'm not ready for the life he wants for me! I want to wander the Federation, and possibly become an adventurer..."

"Is that why you keep your hair longish?" she asked, thinking about his shoulder-length brown hair. "Or are Terrans like Honirisians who consider long hair a sign of nobility?"

"I don't know about that. I wasn't the only long-haired guy at the Debutantes Ball. But I was definitely the only one of my classmates who wasn't allowed to tour the Federation after school finished!"

"And what about the earrings? Are they just to irritate your father?"

"You could say that. We're not really on the best of terms."

He sounded sour. But she liked him, so she'd fly him wherever he wanted to go. The course was set, they would reach Alahairo in a few hours, then she could rest and resume the trip. She was actually curious to see Friport too.

As soon as she was in cruise mode, she stepped out of the cockpit, leaving the autopilot to do its job in FTL mode. She quickly went to the bathroom, then joined her passenger in the lounge, staying close to the cockpit entrance so she could keep an eye on the instruments.

Rowan was clean-shaven and his face hadn't lost all traces of childhood, which meant that he looked about sixteen. Goldie was an only child, but she knew Rowan used to have a brother who had vanished during the trip that had consequently been denied to him.

"You shouldn't hold it against your father for not allowing you to go," she chided. "He's afraid you'd vanish like your brother."

"I know, but that doesn't mean he can keep me prisoner forever." Rowan huffed. "I mean, at some point I'll have to start following him on his business trips, shouldn't I know something of the planets and people we visit, so I don't make any diplomatic mistake? It's not something you can learn on the meganet!"

"Of course not." She smiled. "Maybe he would have taken you himself when he came back from his important meeting."

Rowan scoffed.

"He's too busy for that. And I don't like the bodyguard he assigned me."

Song Ru was bulky, with a crew cut over beady black eyes. He had a cybernetic arm and carried a cyberlinked sniper rifle. Ru had grown up in a neo-theist cult, and still believed that AIs were literal angels of heaven.

She didn't blame Rowan for not liking him. The man was all muscle and very little brain, following Rowan's father's orders to the letter, which must be rather frustrating for the teen, who was only allowed to go out with certain friends.

"I just want to try another lifestyle," he added. "Maybe I'll even find my brother in the process! I mean, what if he ran away like me because he was sick of our father?"

"What if he was abducted?" she replied.

"We never got a ransom request," he snapped.

"People aren't always taken for ransom," she insisted. "What if he ended up in the slave trade? Maybe they don't even know he's the heir to your father's fortune!"

Rowan pondered.

"Maybe." He shrugged. "Or maybe he's out there having the time of his life and left me behind to be the Mighty Heir of Tylersson-Cleef Enterprises, which is a position I loathe, at least while my father is alive."

"You don't like the girlfriend he chose for you, huh?" She chuckled. The poor boy had a very regimented life, as if he were military – or a prisoner in a golden cage. No wonder he was running away from it all.

She hadn't talked to him much during her few months at the mansion, but she was starting to think he was the most interesting member of the family. The Big Boss was an asshole who reminded her of her father, and Rowan's sister – who was her age – was a spoiled bitch.

Hence she didn't mind helping the rich kid get away from his father for a month or three.
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Rowan followed Goldie off the rented starship and outside Alahairo's main spaceport. He might be eighteen, but he considered himself on the run. He had been denied the tour of the Federation with his classmates, and he was going to do it on his own.

Well, with Goldie. He couldn't really check in anywhere on his own, lest his father traced the payment and brought him back before the end of his adventure. He'd have to share a room with the pretty blonde pilot, and he didn't mind at all.

She was tall and slender, and her pixie cut showed off her beautiful face. She had a lovely dimpled smile, and baby blues that made him wish she would see him as a man. He knew he looked sixteen, and only the girls at school considered him a great catch.

He was having this adventure by hiding his real name and the wealth behind his family. He didn't look very rich with his shoulder-length hair and casual clothes, which was good for mingling with the rest of the travelers.

Well, he wore designer jeans, but also earrings, although his father hated those golden circlets. In fact he had demanded the earrings gone by the time he came back from his Very Important Trip to the Federation Government, which was one more reason to get away from him as fast as possible.

Both he and Goldie traveled light, and she seemed to know her way around when she took the shuttle to the closest hotel.

"Have you been here before?" he asked.

"No, but most spaceports look the same, especially for pilots who need to stop, eat and get some rest to break longer trips," she answered.

Alahairo was a planet of traders who mostly only came back to die. There were more cemeteries than inhabitants, but there were also a lot of factories, so once a year they held a Trade Fair, with people coming from all over the Federation.

She led him to a clean hotel and they checked in. Goldie requested a twin room for herself and her "brother" and asked him if he wanted to shower first and then go downstairs to have some dinner.

"I'll get room service and slump into bed," she said. "I'm not very hungry anyway."

"I am," he admitted. "What time did they say dinner was?"

"I think its starts in half an hour." She shrugged. "You can probably go and wait downstairs."

"Sure. I'll try to be quiet when I come back."

He left the room to her. They weren't intimate enough yet, and even though he liked her a lot, he felt embarrassed to be alone with her.

So he went back downstairs and looked for the dining room. He wondered if he would find someone who could take him on as an apprentice. The free life of adventurers appealed to him more and more.

He wanted to roam the galaxy and do some cool job, except it wasn't easy to find out which people were adventurers and not regular traders or whatnot. And not all of them were willing to take on apprentices.

And even among adventurers there were real criminals and seasoned murderers, how could he recognize them? And should he ask a Terran like himself or some other member of the Federation? He didn't know anyone besides Goldie, who could he trust? What if someone caught him and sent him home?

He had some computer skills, so he might do background checks, like he had done with Goldie, but he didn't want to go against the law just yet. Hide and be incognito yes, become an outlaw, not really.

Rowan reached the dining room to find a single table set for the few guests. Tourists probably preferred more central hotels, and the spaceport area wasn't really respectable. The boutique hotel was small but clean, obviously family-run since he saw a robot waiter standing by what must be the kitchen door.

The other guests were all already seated and he looked at them curiously. They seemed very normal and respectable, all Humanoids. He recognized the typical clothes of a Black Honirisian and a Pandorian, but the other five were too similar to the Terrans to be able to tell which Humanoid planet they came from.

Honiris had joined the Star Nations more or less at the same time as Earth, and had clashed with Terrans after the end of the Reptilian-Feline war, when the High Council was mostly disbanded. Pandora had been rediscovered by Terrans – the Alahairian traders had already landed there, but lost track of that colony – half a century after their entry to the Star Nations, and when the Humanoid planets had set up the Federation to keep the peace among them, Pandora had become a member as well.

Both planets were inhabited by Humanoids with slightly different physical characteristics. Black Honirisians had black hair sprinkled with silver, dark eyes, and were tall and thin. Their mercury-colored blood made them look quite pale, with silver lips, and they usually wore dark hooded cloaks to cover themselves. Pandorians had purple and transparent blood – which, again, made them look very pale for lack of melanin. They usually wore a traditional poncho which was as characteristic as Honirisians' hooded cloaks.

"Sit down, boy," the owner said gruffly. "Is your sister coming down?"

"No, she won't be having dinner," he said quickly.

He sat down between the Honirisian woman – recognizable by the silver strands in her hair, the pale face and silver lips – and a blonde young woman, nodding in greetings. Two men and three women sat around the table with him.

They all looked like space travelers and a couple of them actually looked like adventurers. The blond young man at the head of the table seemed intent on monopolizing the conversation. He had long hair held in place by a high band and continued to recount his exploits to the great amusement of his companions, despite the numerous gruesome details of killings and ambushes.

At dessert the young man raised his glass in a toast.

"Who wants to toast Brett, the greatest of Wegans?" he asked with an impish smile.

"I will toast you if you raise your glass to Lohit of Ypsilanti," the other young man promptly replied. He looked slightly older, with shoulder-length red hair and brown eyes. "And to his boss, Stella of Alahairo," he added, nodding towards the blonde and raising his glass with a smile.

Rowan was impressed. Ypsilantian men usually traveled with their women. Ypsilanti was the other matriarchal planet of the Federation besides Sylvania. Earth, Honiris and Xi-kong were still patriarchal, but the rest of the Federation didn't care about who was in charge as long as they could do the job.

"How about a toast to Pandora?" the Pandorian woman asked. She had long raven hair and hazel eyes. "To Roxy the Fugitive, naturally."

"Whoever escapes from Pandora does herself a favor," Brett replied with a nod, taking another sip of his alcoholic drink.

"Savage Moon would also like your toasts," the Honirisian woman said.

"I'd like to know what you're doing so far from your planet, but I know your customs and I won't ask," Brett replied politely, raising his glass once again. "Over to you." Then he stared at Rowan. "And you? Don't you want a toast, kid?"

"Well, yes," he replied hesitantly. "Rowan, from Earth, and I'm eighteen, so officially an adult."

"Sorry," Brett smiled. "To Rowan."

"Well, now that we have toasted each other, what plans do you have?" Brett asked.

"We want to go to Friport," Roxy said.

"Could you take us there?" Savage Moon added, looking at Stella.

"We might have to go there on business," Stella answered. "Do you need a lift?"

"Well, it depends on how much you'd charge us," Roxy replied.

"Less than the Galaxy Express ticket," she assured him.

"Thanks, but who'd ever take it?" Roxy chuckled. For a Pandorian, she showed her emotions a lot. Generally, her peers were sphinxes. "Even in third class, that's a luxury starship!"

"Less than commercial flights," Stella said. "But only if you're nice."

"Was I not nice when you brought me here?" Brett asked innocently.

"Have you known each other for a long time?" Savage Moon asked, amused, also violating the confidentiality customs of her people. Both must have been missing from their home planet for a long time.

"Oh, it'll be a year, right Lohit?" Brett replied.

"Yes, more or less. We met on Serenaide, I think," the Ypsilantian pondered.

"And we met again on Xi-kong," Stella added. "And we all came here looking for work. The Fair is a busy time on Alahairo!"

"Can I come to Friport with you?" Rowan decided to speak up. The conversation was becoming interesting, perhaps he had found his mentors and a way to disappear.

"You?" Lohit stared at him. "Where are your parents, Rowan of Earth?"

"I told you I'm eighteen, I turned a month ago," Rowan replied.

"And how did you get here, with a stolen ticket?" Brett asked, sarcastic.

"None of your business," Rowan replied. "If you're going to ask me questions like GP officers, I'll keep going without you!"

"All right, Rowan, you can come," Stella said, amused. "And no questions."
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Goldie had heard Rowan come back to the room, but had pretended she was sleeping, so he could have some privacy. After a few hours of sleep, she woke up before him and headed for the bathroom first, finding him awake when she came out of it fully dressed.

"Good morning!" she greeted cheerfully. "Your turn!"

"Yes, but I need to tell you something first," he said, eyes wide in excitement, but not jumping out of bed to obey. "There are only five other guests at this hotel, and they're headed for Friport!"

"And?" she asked, puzzled.

"I asked to go with them!" He beamed. "We can leave the OST-310 and vanish! Or you can go back to Earth and leave me here."

"Are you crazy?" she snapped. "Your father will have my head for taking you away without his permission! I'm not going back without you!"

"Well, then, welcome to my adventurous trip with other rogues!" He grinned. "Hopefully we might find my brother in the process, which will take some weight off my shoulders!"

She rolled her eyes.

"Whatever," she grumbled. "I'm going downstairs, I guess I'll meet them at the breakfast table."

"I'll be with you shortly," he promised, still grinning from ear to ear.

Goldie left the room and sighed, shaking her head. She found two women seated in the dining room, a Honirisian and a Pandorian, who stared at her with curiosity.

"Hi, I'm Goldie, Rowan's travel companion, I guess you met him last night?" she greeted, sitting with them.

"Of course, but he didn't say he had a travel companion," the Pandorian answered, amused. "I'm Roxy and this is Savage Moon."

"Nice to meet you," she said. "Rowan can't pilot so he asked me to bring him here."

"Ah, so you're a pilot," Savage Moon commented, admiringly. "Sylvanian?"

"I trained on Sylvania, but I'm Terran, like him," she answered with a shrug.

Rowan joined them with the other three guests, and introduced Brett, from Wega, Stella, the starship owner from Alahairo, and her crew member Lohit of Ypsilanti, who had shoulder-length red hair. It looked like Goldie was the only one with short hair.

"And this is Goldie, my elder sister and travel companion," Rowan concluded the introductions. She didn't mind being a stand-in for his bitchy sister during this trip.

"So you're not really traveling alone," Stella commented.

"I haven't earned my shuttle pilot certificate yet, I told you, I just turned eighteen," he retorted. "Goldie is twenty-two and has her Private Starship Pilot certificate."

"Do you also have your own starship?" Brett asked.

"Obviously not, or we wouldn't ask you to take us," Rowan replied.

He sounded quite confident. Goldie was rather impressed. He looked so shy and quiet, but obviously knew how to stand up for himself – except against his father, clearly.

"And what will you do on Friport?" Roxy asked, amused.

"Visit it first, then we'll see," he answered, determined.

Goldie felt Brett's eyes on her, but didn't look at him. Growing up on Sylvania meant she hadn't dealt with many men. She'd been fourteen when her mother had taken her away from Earth, and she hadn't had time to start a relationship since she had gone back.

And now she was on the move again. A part of her was excited at the thought. Maybe being a company pilot wasn't the best career option for her. Rowan's dream of being an adventurer had tickled her fancy, and now she wondered if she could be more than a pilot in the future.

"Goldie is a Sylvanian-trained pilot," Roxy announced. "She might help on your starship."

"Really?" Stella looked interested. "Well, then, let's go. You're lucky that I have above average passenger space and can take you all to Friport."

"What kind of starship is it?" Goldie asked, curious.

"The Empress is a Cloud Ravager."

Goldie nodded. The CR-7967, a.k.a. Cloud Ravager, had far above average sensors, good shields, good speed and was armed with heavy laser cannons. She was equipped with ten passenger cabins and a landing shuttle, a small starship for one or two crew members with an above average cargo space. Its fuel supply was extremely good, which meant it could go a long way without refueling – the perfect starship for an Alahairian trader, who was probably also a part-time smuggler – and it had the extra option that the pilot could also control the weapons system..

They all checked out of the hotel after breakfast and headed back for the spaceport. Goldie went to the rental place to give back the keys of the OST-310, then joined the others on the Cloud Ravager docked among the smaller starships.

The Empress was a privateer spaceship with a sleek hull and a fast FTL drive with dedicated navigation sensors. Stella and Lohit invited her to the cockpit while Rowan went to the lounge with Brett, Roxy and Savage Moon.

They asked about her piloting skills, and she probed them with questions about their past. She found out Stella was twenty-seven and Lohit thirty, and they'd been working together for almost seven years, but they were no longer a couple.

Stella had grown up on Ypsilanti, and Lohit's sister was still her best friend. Whatever had happened between her and Lohit when they were teens was long forgotten, and they had remained very good friends.

"Originally Lalita came with us, but eventually she met the love of her life, so she quit," Stella added, amused. "Their mother allowed Lohit to stay with me because she knows and trusts me."

"And she didn't have an arranged marriage ready for me," Lohit added. "We've been quite free to be with whoever we wanted."

"I grew up on Sylvania." Goldie blushed. "I haven't known men yet, but I've heard Ypsilantian men are the best – or at least much better than Terrans."

"Indeed." Stella smiled. "I lost my virginity to him, and even if he was quite inexperienced at the time, it's a good memory." She smiled fondly at Lohit who grinned.

"And I've gained much experience in the meantime," he said. "I'll be happy to introduce you to male bodies whenever you're ready."

"Does Rowan need something similar?" Stella asked.

"I don't know, we don't talk about these things." Goldie shrugged.

She was certain Rowan didn't discuss his sexuality with anyone. Maybe his friends, if he had any. But she doubted it, since he'd been forced to live in a bubble for eighteen years.

"I heard Terrans call Friport New Tortuga, why is that?" Stella asked.

"Because it's the place where adventurers and rogues gather," Goldie explained. "In our past we had a lot of piracy on our seas, and at some point the island of Tortuga was divided into French and English colonies, allowing buccaneers to use the island as their main base of operations. Hence, New Tortuga."

"I see." Stella nodded, thoughtful. "Well, it's not wrong. Although these days it's no longer wandering, and everybody knows where it is, but it's still off-limits to the Galaxy Police."

"Good. We want to get off the grid for now." She smiled, knowing that was what Rowan wanted. And she was very interested to find out where this would take her as well.
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