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“I fear for our world.”

“Nonsense, Duncan.”  Paladin Jergen chuckled at his aide’s concern.  “There is nothing to fear.”  He inhaled deeply from the incense burning in the corner.  The gold-flecked marble statue was of a grinning cherub, holding the incense in its cupped hands, the smoke wreathing its face.

“The talk in the streets is all about the growing Separatist movement.”

“The talk will never amount to anything other than that.  The common folk are content with my rule and we can ignore anything else said.  Discontented off-worlders mostly just attempting to stir up troubles here.  Ignore them and they will soon fade away into the quiet.”

“Are you so certain?”

Jergen looked shocked by the very question.  His mouth worked for a few moments before any sounds emerged.  “The Republic has stood strong and proud for millennia.  Its united strength has fought off aggressors before without defeat.”  The Republic stood proud and invulnerable, a mighty oak immune to the axes wielded by its independent neighbours.  “How can you believe it will fall so easily?”

Duncan shook his own head.  “How can it stand if its own citizens despise it?”

“The laws and traditions of society hold us together.  We will not falter in our duty.  We must strive to improve the Republic so that our descendants will prosper and improve it even more.”

“So you say.”

“Of course I say.”

Duncan shook his head.  “My convoy has an escort, old friend.  The R.J.D. sent armed warships to escort our freighters through several systems where mercenary forces are trying to prevent trade.”

“Prevent trade?”  Jergen shook his head at the unpleasant thought.  “The trade routes are all recognized as being free space.  Neutral space.  No one should be in danger travelling on them.”  After a moment, he grunted.  “Aside from the odd pirate band or two I suppose—there are always going to be some disgruntled troublemakers—but most of the galaxy is safe.  The laws are all enforced.  The Senate has passed several bills about these matters.  I was present on Metropolis two or three years ago for one such bill.  Bringing the Toraxus Sector under the direct supervision of Judicial Department patrols.  Increased several of the local taxes I recall.”

“It did indeed.”  Duncan nodded.  “That particular bill tripled some of the import/export customs duties.”

Jergen’s cheeks paled.  “We take a small percentage of those duties which are shared via the Senate-approved budget.  I invested most of this world’s share into the arts program.”

“Well, Paladin, several systems in the Toraxus Sector are now declaring embargoes as a protest against the new taxation laws.  They are actually threatening to open fire on freighters passing through those star systems.”

Jergen rubbed at his chin.  “I can see how some might desire said taxes to be less, or even forgotten, but using armed force to make their demands?”  He sounded horrified by the idea.  “Are things out there truly that bad?”

“Yes, Paladin, things are truly that bad.”

“I had no idea.”

Duncan said nothing.

Jergen sighed at the unspoken rebuke.  He smoothed out the front of his tunic.  “I know, I know. I should venture off-world more often.”  At his age, he disliked space travel.  “It is just so hard to find the time.”

Duncan nodded.  “I know your feelings about space travel.”  The Paladin had only taken two journeys to the capitol...once after his investiture and once for the funeral of President Kalvalkas.

“You should return to Metropolis.  Perhaps you can speak with the Senate and convince them as to how poorly their new laws are being accepted among the outer sectors.”

“The Senate does not care.”

“They must care!  That is their job after all.”

“They do not.  They are overworked and understaffed in key areas.”  Perversely, other departments tended towards over-staffing.  “The weight of millennia tends to make any efforts at change and adaptation to take longer and longer.”

“I see.”

“The moneys raised through these taxes are making the senators rich.”

“Bribery?”

“Not any more than usual.”  Bribery and corruption were a given in any political system.  “Funds raised through taxation are being routed towards various worlds and sectors.  Politicians are using those funds to profit their friends and homes.  A new factory here, a generous subsidy there.  The economy is being perverted to fuel this profit-sharing.”

“Taxes are necessary to keep the wheels of government turning.”  He chewed guiltily at his lip for a moment.  “Like the new arts programs I was funding.”

“I grant you that, Paladin, but these funds are in the billions of credits.  Entire sectors are turning over a substantial portion of their resources and a handful of core worlds are growing wealthy while other outer worlds starve.”

“What can we do?”

“Nothing I fear.”

Jergen frowned to hear his friend so despondent.  “It’s an election year.  Perhaps when there is some new blood in the Senate...”

“That will not matter.  One new senator or another cannot change the flow of history.  The bulk of the Senate remains the same.  Too many old families entrenched in the political structure.  We cannot hope to break such a firm stranglehold...not without a major upheaval.”

“Then what do you suggest I do?”  Jergen held his arms open, his rich robes falling away from his hands.  “I am the leader of my people.  I must do what I can to safeguard them.  What would you have me do?” he asked sadly.

Duncan shook his head.  “I wish that I had a simple answer for you.”

“I could attempt to negotiate a settlement between Toraxus and Metropolis.”

“Too little, I fear, too late.”

“You cannot mean that it will come to war.”

“It might.”

“It cannot.”  Jergen felt weak and looked about him for a chair.  “There hasn’t been a major interstellar war in centuries.”  He wasn’t even certain the Republic could field a unified army/navy.  Member worlds and states tended to field their own local militias and police forces to deal with pirates and rogues.  “Can the Judicial Department even prosecute a war?”

“No one knows.”

“Then why don’t they see this for the madness that it is?”

“Because it has gone too far.”  Duncan shook his head.  “We are old men, Jergen.  Our day is passing and the younger generation must forge their own path.”

“But this path will lead to suffering.”  A war was nothing to be taken lightly.  He eyes rested on the statue...it seemed to be leering at him now, the smoke curling around its features as if it was standing on a smoking battlefield, laughing at the ruins of civilization at its feet.

“I see nothing that we can do.  A war is coming and whether the Republic stands or falls will up for the younger generation to decide.”
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“We are doing our best, Senator.”

“Your best is simply not good enough.”  Stre’vex shook his head in the Human fashion.  “This entire situation is intolerable.”

“The protestors are not threatening your person.”

“No, but they are blocking the path to the spaceport.”  He squinted at some of the signs, unsuccessfully attempting to decipher the alien scribbling.  “Disperse them.”

“That is not within our mandate at this time.”

Stre’vex drew himself to his full height.  “I am a legally appointed representative of Colm’Torket,” he announced in his most authorative voice.  “I demand that you remove those protestors.”

The attaché shrugged.  “Republic law grants them the right to protest.  If they venture onto private property, then they can and will be removed.  In the meantime, they have the right to demonstrate their thoughts.”

“I see.”  The senator turned away.

The attaché only shrugged.  “I can do nothing at this time.”

“Then you are of little use to me.”

––––––––
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DAVID POURED DRINKS then vanished from the office.

Stre’vex checked his finger claws.  “You had a safe flight?”

“Yes.”  No’brin managed to keep his crest scales from rising in an involuntary sign of aggression as he stared at the senator.  “Until I landed that is.”

“The Humans refuse to disperse the protestors.”  Stre’vix snapped his fangs together.  “I have offered many protests but they will do nothing until the rabble enter the spaceport proper.”

“Perhaps an incident can be arranged.”

“Or manufactured?”

No’brin wrinkled his muzzle.  “For a sufficient amount of credits, Humans will sell their own offspring.”

Stre’vex shuddered.

“I see that your time on this barren world has not corrupted you.”

“I am still a proud child of Colm’Torket.  I am Cren’tha.  I serve as I am called upon to serve.”  He kept his voice cold.  Questioning the boundaries of his honor was dangerous, even for a clan-brother.

“Even if such service requires dealing with Humans?”

“Even then.  I am Cren’tha,” he repeated.

“Good.  The Elders feared that you had become soft.”

“Oh?”

“You have a Human servant.”

“The attaché was given to me by the Senate.  I have been unable to replace him...as yet.”

“Excuses.”

“Inefficient Human bureaucrats.”  Humans clogged the hidden workings of the government.  They were everywhere...like vermin.  “The only replacement offered thus far was a Chern’otha.”

No’brin shuddered at the thought.

“I would have no carrion eater working in my office so I am stuck with this Human.”  Stre’vex offered a partial shrug.  “He is efficient at least.”

“Perhaps the Elders should send others from the home warrens to assist you.”

Stre’vex managed to keep his crest scales from standing erect, but only just barely.  “What do the Elders want of me?”  On this world, he wielded more power than the Clan Elders.

“The new taxation law must be changed.  It affects our shipyards.”

“I know that.”

No’brin said nothing.

“As do you,” Strevex challenged.  “We must take steps to alter the flow of fate else....”  He took a long drink from his cup.  The fermented jerpa milk burned nicely as it pooled within his second stomach.

“Or else?”

“Or else our civilisation will tear itself apart in an orgy of violence.”

“So you claim.”

“You disagree?”

“I have seen no proof of any such threat.”

“You will soon.”

“More protests?”

“Some.”

“I will do what I can, but the Senate is burdened with dead weight.  Too many bureaucrats.  Too many mewling children playing at politics.  It needs to be culled.”

“In time perhaps we will oversee such a culling.”

Stre’vex bared his fangs in a predator’s smile.  “I would relish such a culling.”  Metropolis would be more tolerable if it housed billions fewer Humans.  “The workings of the government would be swifter should their ranks be thinned.”

“The time will come.  The Elder have seen it in their fire-visions.”

“Then our time will come?”

“Yes.”

“It will be good to see the Humans gone.”  The two Cren’tha laughed.

––––––––
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“I WANT YOU TO CONTACT BuShips.  I wish to dine with Administrator Goszka.”

David nodded politely as he entered the data onto his computer pad.  “As you wish, Senator.”

“There is much business to discuss.”

“I am sure there is.”

“Then why do you stand there?”

“Because you are going to be occupied this evening...and for all evenings to come.”

Stre’vex turned away from his computer monitor with a puzzled twist to his muzzle.

David drew a small pistol from inside his jacket.  “For the future,” he proclaimed as he pulled the trigger.

Stre’vex looked down at the smoking hole in his senatorial robe.

David shook his head.  “It’s for the best,” he said softly as the senator crumpled to the carpets.
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Sarah Douglas strode through the corridor, her booted feet clicking loudly on the deck-plates.

“Good morning, Sarah.”

“Is it?” she asked as the other officer fell into step with her.

“Well, seeing as we haven’t arrived on duty yet and thus have not viewed the latest data, we can assume that it’s a good morning.”

“You’re impossible, Kirk.”

“I try to be.”  He offered her a playful smile.  “Why be depressed at this hour?’’  He ran a hand through his blond hair.  It was slightly longer than strict regulations, but shorter than natives of his home world usually wore their hair.

“Because you know what is happening!”  Sarah heard the irritation in her voice and tried to calm herself.  “You know what’s at stake.  Disturbances are spreading daily.  Riots, protests, rumours of rebellion.  Out there, right now....”

“And Flaming Sword is far away from any of the current flash-points.”

“The current ones,” she agreed.  “What about ones we don’t know about?”

“I don’t think Chalice is likely to erupt in rebellion.”

“Can we take that chance?”

Kirk laughed.  “This is a sector capitol,” he reminded her.  “It’s not going to rebel against the Republic.  Not with half the Fleet currently in orbit.”

Sarah sighed.  “I worry too much.”

“The Separatists aren’t everywhere.  It’s still just a few disgruntled worlds in the outer territories.”

“There are protests on Metropolis.”

“There are how many billion inhabitants on the capital?” Kirk countered.  The last census was as much guesswork as actual fact.  “How many billions of visitors and tourists and students and ships on layovers.  I would be far more surprised if there were not protests of some kind.”  Kirk held his hand towards the security scanner and the hatch opened.

Sarah allowed her own hand to be scanned before she followed him into the computer centre.

“Good morning, Lieutenant.”

“Good morning, Lieutenant.”  Sarah replied.  “I relieve you.”

“I stand relieved.”

“Enjoy your off-time, Alexis.”

“I’ll try, Kirk.”  The other woman waved.  “Nothing interesting yet.  Just a few routine reports from the Brittany system.”

“Okay.”

Alexis left and the hatch closed behind her.

“Now that I have you alone—”

“Kirk!”

“Yes?”

“This is hardly the time.”

“I think it’s the perfect time.”  He smiled.  “No one is likely to interrupt us after all.  I’ve got you locked in here with me.”  He walked towards her.  “I love having this shift with you.”

“You’re impossible!”

“So you keep saying.”

A computer beeped softly.

Sarah broke eye contact with Kirk.  “A report just got logged.”

“It can wait.”

“No, it can’t.”

“You are too devoted to duty,” Kirk protested half-heartedly as she pulled away from him.

“It’s a failing of mine.”  Pulling her eyes away from him, she moved to the console and typed in her password.  “Oh my god!”

“What is it?  What’s wrong?”  All trace of humour was gone from Kirk’s voice as he hurried to her side.

“A flash transmission from Brittany.  The Separatists have declared war on the Republic!”

*        *       *
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SARAH DOUGLAS FELT nervous as she stepped into the commander’s office.  This was not an area of Flaming Sword Anchorage that she was used to visiting.  Even the size of the office was far removed from the areas she normally worked in.  It was a spacious one with several large view ports giving a fine view of the station’s curved bulk and of the white-flecked green and blue planet.  The station’s commanding officer sat behind a large and ornately carved wooden desk.

“Does that conclude your report, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, Admiral Makuna.”  She kept her voice calm.  A wooden desk, she thought idly.  A desk like that is expensive, more so than a space station would normally carry.  Mass and weight were at a premium after all; most inhabitants made do with low-mass furnishings.  Obviously the Admiral likes to flaunt his importance in less than obvious ways.

“Things are growing ever more tense.  This could be the spark that ignites a full-fledged war.”

“I hope not.”

“Hopes may not carry much weight at the moment.”  Nom Makuna shook his head.  “I have been in contact with other elements of the Fleet, and with the Admiralty.  The situation is worse that publicly known.  Once word about Brittany gets out, there will be no stopping the rumours.”

And rumours tend to travel faster than ships with hyperdrives.  “What about the Senate?”

“Deadlocked.  Pro-unity factions and the more militant Separatists are bickering and tying up the machinery of government.  It looks like a deliberate effort by some Senators to disrupt the Senate from responding effectively to the declaration of war.”

That brought her back to reality.  “What are your orders, Admiral?”

He nodded crisply to her.  “Continue to monitor the reports.  I want to know if any further fighting erupts.”

“Of course, Admiral.”

“I expect the JDF to move quickly and try to contain the violence.  The officers on the scene will do all that they can of course.”  Makuna’s voice was grim.  “But if matters remain unchanged, then Brittany will only be the first world to burn.”
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