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PART ONE

1.

Kaori had a neat office at the Galaxy Police precinct orbiting Alahairo. She kept it very clean, and even the few paper files were all in order. Most were digitized, but even the printout where neatly stashed behind her desk.

The single square window opened onto the starry sky. The furniture was of smooth white plastic and the walls had been painted white. With the artificial light of the station it made for a very luminous office, albeit an aseptic one.

Kaori disconnected from her laptop and stretched. Time to grab some food at the precinct cafeteria. She absentmindedly scratched the small scar from the microchip that used to control her battlesuit. No more of that for her now that she was in the Investigations Section.

Freshly out of the Galaxy Police Academy – that she'd been able to attend because her twin brother Akio had helped her get away from Xi-kong, passing herself off as him – she had joined the crew of the mini-cruiser Cosmic Scout.

Being a multi-tasking officer and part of the assault team, she had been equipped with a microchip to activate her battlesuit, but after she changed departments, the tech had been removed. Investigating crimes was much quieter than patrolling the galaxy in a mini-cruiser and Kaori was happy with her more sedentary but more interesting job. She was thirty now, the excitement of her rookie years long forgotten.

She took the elevator to the level where there were the common areas – mall, food hall, and so on – and went to her favorite coffee shop. She was happily surprised to find one of her former teammates of the Cosmic Scout, sitting with part of his crew in front of warm food.

"Okan Suko!" She patted his shoulder. "Long time no see!"

"Kaori Ikagoru!" He brightened and rose to give her a bear hug. "Long time indeed!"

He had attractive features and pasty skin. His favorite sin was vanity. One of his hobbies was dancing. He liked tortured pasts, damsels in distress, and expensive but unnecessary things. Like her, he was from Xi-kong, so when she was a rookie he had treated her like a younger sister.

"Grab your food and sit with us!" he said, sitting back. She chuckled but obeyed.

Soon she was seated next to him and he introduced the rest of the people at his table. Okan was still on the Cosmic Scout, but most of the crew had changed in the five years since Kaori had left it. Okan Suko was now leader of the assault team and the new captain was Camila Kingston, who wasn't present.

The SETH Officer of Kaori's time had been replaced by a battle android, T1GR4, and Okan introduced the rest of his assault team, sitting with him for the meal.

Nakesha Finkel had fiery red hair and moss green eyes. Kristopher Thevenin had closed features and a tall build. Harland Voong had a shifty expression, gray eyes and a short, lanky build. Bonelwa Sikali had a tall build and gorgeous features. She looked Ulba'wissian, but came from Gaia instead, as did Irina Valerievna, who had a blond pixie haircut, blue-grey eyes and pale skin.

Both Gaians were very interested in Kaori's job. They had just joined the Cosmic Scout crew and were curious about what other jobs there were in the Galaxy Police.

"Hey, you should come with us to the Tech Fair," Okan suggested.

"I was asked to man the Galaxy Police booth," she admitted. "But I'm not sure I'm the right person."

"Are you kidding? Look how interested they are whatever you say!" he teased.

Irina and Bonelwa nodded eagerly.

"We should all volunteer," Nakesha said. "To lure young people to join us!"

Kaori looked at the two Gaians. Gaia had joined the Star Nations soon after the death of the last Sire emperor and was a relatively new member. She asked them how they had learned about the Galaxy Police and if they had been "lured" by someone at some expo or fair.

Bonelwa, who was of the Xhose people of South Africa, said she had applied online for the Galaxy Police Academy to get away from her planet. She didn't want to follow tradition and have a Xhosa marriage, filled with a number of customs and rituals which related to the upkeep of Xhosa traditional practices.

Irina, who came from what had been called Russia, said she had been a champion of a dangerous sabre dance, a common hobby for Cossack women. After winning a few official competitions, she had decided to use her skills for the good of the galaxy and had enrolled in the GP Academy.

Kaori had sort of missed the camaraderie of a team, so eventually Okan convinced her to join the Cosmic Scout crew and go to the Tech Fair that would soon start on Serenaide. Since it would be a break from her current investigation (going nowhere at the moment), she decided she might as well agree to what her commander had suggested.
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Kaori had gone to fairs and conventions more as a visitor than anything else, so finding herself on the other side of the show was both interesting and scary. For a few days she stood at the Galaxy Police booth, talking to various civilians, young and old, who wanted to know more about her job.

She moved around the city with a GP motosonic, which gave her a break from the electric scooters of the orbital station or the mini-cruiser. She slept in the rooms at the local precinct with other colleagues and the crew of the Cosmic Scout.

And then the Tech Fair was over and she headed for the spaceport with her colleagues on the star-cruiser The Guardian. Like most Galaxy Police bigger spacecraft, it was a Storm Hospitus Interdictor (SHI-972) model with very good sensors and shields, good weapons and extremely poor speed. Manned by seventy-five to one hundred crew members, it had a hangar for smaller starships and star fighters, and no room for passengers. The starship also had an extremely good fuel supply and as an added extra it had enough escape pods for the entire crew.

Unlike the mini-cruisers, it had cargo space, some prison cells, a mess hall (one per deck), a sickbay and crew cabins with bunk beds. Kaori shared her cabin with Shela Clagett, a veteran with short platinum blond hair, a short, pudgy build, unattractive features and tanned skin. She was friendly and very strong.

Kaori had gotten to know her through the days of the Tech Fair and knew by now that Shela's favorite sin was avarice and she liked strict codes of honor and creepy crawly things. She was older than Kaori and was going through early menopause, which sometimes made her quite cranky.

Captain Sarina Marietta of Sylvania had long curly silver hair, a short build and ivory skin. She was agile and very fast. She hated get rich quick schemes and blind faith.

First Mate Rak'oul'o N'ardi was from Ulba'wiss. He had jet black hair, ebony skin and a broad build, pale green eyes and open features. He was stubborn and not very wise.

One day Kaori might be able to command one of those star-cruisers, but until she nailed the investigation she was working on, she couldn't hope to get a promotion. The break had helped clear her mind, though, and she was ready to get back to work.

As they prepared to take off, spaceport control requested they check the Zodie that had taken off a couple of hours earlier. The operator wasn't convinced the owner was actually onboard, since she distinctly remembered talking to a woman when the starship had landed, and it was a man's voice that requested permission to take off.

Kaori did a quick background check. Indeed the Zodie belonged to a Sylvanian, Shanell Katherina, who hadn't shown up at the spaceport yet. So Kaori told The Guardian's captain to pursue the Zodie, so they could take back the stolen starship before it went too far.

They managed to follow the Zodie since their engines were bigger than the other starship, so in spite of the poor speed, The Guardian caught up and the small OST310 was taken inside the star-cruiser with a tractor beam. Kaori went with backup from the star-cruiser crew to the hangar where the captured starship was.

The OST310s needed one to three crew members to function, and two came out of it, with their hands up. Kaori quickly identified them, since they weren't putting up any resistance.

Denne Kinson was thin, with golden hair and large brown eyes. He wore the current fashion and carried a semi-automatic pistol. Denne sought to prove himself to his peers, namely his companion, whom he was probably trying to impress with his feat.

Lyna Brosson had brown hair and green eyes. She was tall and slender and wore the current fashion as well. Lyna disliked anyone smaller than her, therefore she looked down at Kaori who barely reached her shoulder.

Kaori ignored Lyna's distaste and had the two thieves locked up in the star-cruiser cells. Then she retired to a small office above the hangar to contact the owner of the stolen starship.

Shanell Katherina was twenty-five like Kaori's cousin, Iso-bel Aya Shermac, who had survived the destruction of Marc'harid because she was at the Sylvanian Academy at the time. The phone screen showed a bob of mahogany-red hair and brown eyes that looked wary.

"Shanell Katherina?" Kaori greeted. She thought she had seen that young woman hanging around the Tech Fair, but wasn't completely certain. "This is Officer Ikagoru of the Galaxy Police. We got your starship."

"My... what?" Shanell looked away from the phone, probably to check where her starship had been. "Shit!" she muttered. "Where are you?"

"We're heading back to Serenaide with the stolen ship. Someone hoped to get away with theft in the confusion of the Tech Fair." Kaori smiled. "We should be there soon. I would like to have a word with you as well."

"Regarding?" Shanell asked, raising her eyebrows, skeptical.

"You're from Sylvania, is that correct?"

"Yes."

"Did you know Iso-bel Aya Shermac?"

Shanell hesitated. "Haven't seen her in years," she said quickly.

"We're cousins," Kaori said. "I only want to have news."

"I have lost track of her after we finished the Academy."

"Oh. Pity. Stay there, we're coming."

Shanell was as tall as Lyna, but much less uptight. She wore a corset and tight leggings that showed off her curves. She must have been sick of Sylvanian uniforms now that she was a freelance pilot.

She looked both relieved and wary of having to deal with the Galaxy Police and kept calling her Officer Ikagoru.

"Kaori," she said with a smile. "Please sign the paperwork and you can take back the Zodie. And if you run into my cousin, please send her my greetings."

"I will. Thank you, Kaori."

2.

Kaori went back on The Guardian to head back for Alahairo and resume her investigation concerning an interplanetary thief. The person who signed his thefts with "H" didn't steal starships, but after the Tech Fair, Kaori had a couple of new leads she wanted to follow.

During the trip she was shocked to hear the news. Iso-bel Aya Shermac, great-granddaughter of the last Sire Emperor, had died on the Galactic Showboat. Her cousin had survived the destruction of Marc'harid to die on a luxurious cruise ship by invitation only.

Kaori stood on the main deck of The Guardian, staring morosely at the stars and thinking about the Sire's destinies. The analyst suddenly announced he could see a "silver bullet" – the coffins generally used by spacers who didn't want to be buried on a planet – that simply floated in space.

The captain ordered it to be taken on board. Kaori went to check it – it was open and empty, clearly marked Galactic Showboat. Strange. Maybe her cousin wasn't actually dead
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