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“A Free State? You’re going to be the bloody death of us all,”

Chancellor Maria Tisha just stood up from her perfectly smooth silver desk in the shape of a triangle, leant against its icy cold surface and glared at the Former Chancellor and present Leader of the Opposition Kieron Oisha. 

She had never liked the awful man with his short height that barely made him taller than any woman, and more often than not it allowed everyone to see his bald patch. No woman, man or anyone else wanted to see that. 

His bald patch was only growing year-on-year and his few remaining black whispers of hair looked like they were going to blow away at any moment. Maria smiled at the thought. The Senate would have a field day with that, and she would hardly sanction the so-called bullying.

Kieron deserved it, because everything her government was trying to sort out was his fault. And his fault alone.

Maria shook her head, she looked round her oval office and she still had so much work to do to fix how Kieron had wrecked it. She ground her teeth.

Maria flat out hated the awful crackling of the blue, red and flickering green holograms that littered the domed ceiling. The holograms were meant to show her endless readings from security forces, the armed forces and various news channels, but the holograms were degraded so badly it was impossible.

She would probably learn more information from having a two-year-old child telling her the news.

That might actually be better.

Maria rolled her eyes at the three large holographic paintings of various war heroes that Kieron had fused to the walls over his hundred years as Chancellor. She wanted to focus more on the founders of the planet, the heroes of government and the various heroes that died to free Eirish from the hands of the Confederacy.

She couldn’t. No one knew the passwords, the holographic paintings didn’t want to be changed and Kieron wasn’t helping.

She was stuck staring at degrading war heroes that were actually mass murderers but Kieron didn’t care.

That was the sort of man he was, and that’s why the people had finally voted him out.

She hadn’t worked her way up the social hierarchy by cleaning toilets for twenty years, seducing all sorts of twisted men as an intelligence officer for the Confederacy and killing three high-ranking Empire targets just to live in an awful Palace.

Kieron had wrecked everything when he was in power.

Kieron straightened his blue holographic tie a little more, his right bionic eye clicked a few times and Maria would have liked to just switch the damn thing off. She smiled even more at the idea. Kieron’s bionic eye was always clicking, banging and sometimes it sounded like it was going to fly away it hummed so much.

Why he couldn’t have allowed Confederate Bionics onto the planet when he was in power she didn’t understand. And now they were a Free State away from the twisted controls of the Confederacy, the Confederacy refused to send them to Eirish. 

“Leader of the Opposition,” Maria said, “seven billion people out of our twelve billion voted for me. I promised them freedom from the Confederacy and I have delivered that. I am trying to fix your mess, improve the lives of our people and give them hope for the future,”

Kieron laughed, stroked his massive stomach and his damn bionic eye hummed loudly.

“Improve? The Confederacy do not want to trade with us. They have the legal powers to block any of our laws and we have lost their protection,”

Maria rolled her eyes. She had heard this argument more than enough times from the Pro-Confederate Senators. Everyone believed that because Eirish was so close to the Confederate border that the evil Great Human Empire would want to invade.

She doubted they would ever have the balls to try it and she didn’t really care. Anything was better than the Lord of War and his Confederacy.

Especially if it prevented any more children like her baby sister, Jemma, from being taken in the night. No one believed it was the Confederacy, but Maria knew it was them. 

She wanted to protect her people no matter what.

“The Confederacy will have Eirish back under control,” Kieron said. “I will fight against it, I will support you politically however you need but you have made a massive mistake,”

Maria gestured to Kieron’s awful holographic paintings on the walls.

“You loved these paintings so much, but they were Eirish people. They fought, they died and they were forgotten by the Confederacy. They didn’t die protecting their home. They died protecting a Confederacy that didn’t even care about their bodies,”

Kieron sighed. Maria smiled and she always enjoyed nailing her enemies down. Her planet was forced to give ten million soldiers every year to the Confederacy, they all died and they had never had a single body returned.

Not once. 

Not once was a family able to bury their dead, grieve their dead child or parent and not once was the planet able to bury its victorious dead.

Never. 

And that’s one of the many reasons why she hated the Confederacy.

“The Eirish Agreement,” Kieron said, “is filled with a lot of loopholes. You know that and I think you did that on purpose,”

Maria went over to him and she hated the strong, choking aroma of cigar smoke, Hero-Coke and other drugs that poured off him.

“If I didn’t have compromises then the entire Senate would be dead. My head would be on a pike on Terra and Eirish would have burnt,”

Kieron sighed. “I know, because the Confederacy probably gave you the same offer they did me,”

Maria felt a chill run down her spine. She never knew that. For the past twenty years, Kieron had always been a stalwart Confederate ally and he always wanted to stay in the Confederacy, because of its protection, ideology and fear. 

She never knew that he had asked about leaving and the Confederacy had offered him a simple question. Eirish could stay and remain intact, or it could leave, take a chance and take a risk.

A risk between thriving and being annihilated.

“The Confederacy will be looking for any excuse to invade,” Kieron said. 

Maria was about to respond when the thin metal communicator round her wrist beeped, she answered it and a small blue holographic woman appeared.

“Lord Chancellor, we have a situation. An agent of the Empire Security Bureau was found murdered ten minutes ago,” the woman said.

“Empire forces on Eirish,” Maria said, her stomach tightening into a painful knot. “Secure the scene. Keep on a need-to-know basis and for Eirish sake, make sure the Confederacy does not find out about it,”

Kieron laughed. “They will already know. The Confederacy has agents everywhere. The clock is ticking before we all die,”

And that just terrified Maria more than she wanted to admit.

Even to herself.
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Detective Inspector Sabot Renoish was hardly surprised at the damn murder as he went down the long, narrow street in the middle of the Capital. His feet sank into the soft, stinky mud that formed a thick layer and rose to his ankles.

He was sure the mud was a mixture of dirt, human waste and dead rats that had just drowned in the waste. He shook his head at the thought. It was a foul way to go and he hoped beyond hope that people were managing to find shelter.

The massive skyscrapers that lined the narrow street were rusty, leaning against each other and electrical sparks exploded off the exposed wiring. The capital was so pathetic, weak and he was almost ashamed to be Eirish.

He passed a little metal grate in one of the rusty skyscrapers. It was about head height and he noticed three young children were hiding inside. They were so thin, so scared and they were whispering to each other.

Sabot forced his feet through the thick, stinky mud, took out a small ration pack that was nothing more than a thick green slug that was meant to be his lunch, and he opened the grate.

The children screamed, he offered them the ration pack and one of the children, maybe a boy, maybe a girl. The child was so dirty it was impossible to tell and the child took it, rushed back over to their friends and they shared it together.

The children placed their arms over their chests, nodded their heads and hummed twice. Then they ran away.

Sabot was a little surprised the children knew the Nationalist Greeting, but they were free, happy and now they would hopefully last a little longer in the twisted hellscape that was Eirish.

The choking aromas of death, damp and mould assaulted him from every direction and he laughed to himself. He had moved from the frozen north to the capital a few years ago during the High Freedom period when the Nationalists had finally won enough elections to earn protected status.

He had been so hopeful that the capital was impressive, beautiful and far away from the shattered, broken communities of the frozen north. Sometimes he questioned if the frozen north was any worse than the capital. He normally went to bed freezing, his stomach roaring for any scrap of food and any recaff, but at least the smells were better.

Eirish really had fallen.

A few moments later Sabot noticed the deafening crackle, pop and banging of the large black police drones that were meant to look like massive owls of Old Earth. Yet he didn’t believe it. They were so rusty, broken and they always sounded like they were about to explode at any moment.

He nodded his respects at the five constables in their black rusty tactical armour, and all of them were missing various parts. One woman was missing the armour covering her left arm, another woman was missing her entire torso armour and a young man was missing his helmet.

Sabot bit his lower lip. He hated reminders of how poorly funded everything was on Eirish. No wonder the counter-terrorism unit was being stretched to the limit. Everyone wanted Chancellor Maria dead, and sometimes he could understand why.

And rarely, he could agree with them.

Maria had painted herself as the champion of change, freedom and wealth for all. It was clearly all just talk and lies and more politicians lining their own pockets.

“Inspector,” a short elderly woman said shuffling through the thick mud that came up to her waist. Sabot was surprised Isabella Kilish was actually still allowed outside her labs out of concerns she might drown.

“Isabella, what have you got for me?” 

Isabella pulled her holographic mud coat over her thin white dress that really didn’t suit her old age, she led him over to a patch of mud that looked like there was nothing there then he noticed the shimmer of the light. There was a refractor field over the body.

That wasn’t a good sign. There was a Confederate-wide shortage of Reflector fields and everyone was paranoid about Eirish’s supply failing.

He hated to imagine the Holo-work just to take the refractor out of the labs, let alone to the site of a dirty murder scene. This was not good.

Sabot stepped towards the shimmering light and a moment later the peacefully laid out corpse of a young man
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