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The meeting room for the Galactic League at Central
Station had become a familiar place to Paolo Chelini over the past
few years. Time hadn’t altered his first impression since then.

Central Station wasn’t a large place. It was crewed
by dozens rather than hundreds or thousands. It had a few levels
instead of dozens. The League meeting room was about as modest. The
front was dominated by a display screen, two entry doors, and the
desk for the Alphan who served as the Recording Secretary.

Always the same
Alphan, he noted,
and not attached to Ambassador
Tu-el’s staff.

The right side of the room was where the commanding
officer of the station sat, along with any “guests” present for
meetings. Along the opposite wall was a press and observer area
with a few dozen seats; on this day all were filled. From a few
paces past the desk and spreading to the back of the room were the
seats for the various ambassadors, with seating for assistants
behind them.

There wasn’t much variety in the seating, as it was
all practical and bolted to the floor. The wasn’t any more variety
in the decor. The floor and walls were painted a medium shade of
gray. The station logo, a green planet with a yellow comet going
around it, with a stylized red “CS” emblazoned on the planet, was
painted onto the side walls, and gave the room its color.

He realized that the sameness of the appearance of
the room was suddenly reassuring. Despite all the changes that had
gone on in space the last few years, this room hadn’t changed. The
appearance of the station itself hadn’t changed. It had been a rock
of stability amidst the turmoil of conflict and chaos.

I suppose you could
say it’s kept us grounded these past few years.

On this particular day, for this particular meeting,
Chelini sat in one of the guest seats. This time around he wasn’t
addressing the League. Instead he was merely a witness, and support
for his partner, Doctor Kelly Maris. She and the man sitting next
her were the main speakers for this meeting. Chelini gave both a
nod before Captain Kumar Val called this special meeting to
order.

“I thank all of you for coming
this morning,” Val said. “I know some of you are aware of the topic
of this special meeting. I know that some of you think this ought
to be a human matter, or strictly a matter for the Human Alliance
to deal with. I feel that the League ought to at least be made
aware of the full situation first. You may then discuss whether or
not this is a League matter publicly.”

It was, Chelini observed, a clever bit of reasoning.
The subject of this special meeting had almost nothing to do with
aliens. It had to do with a fringe world dominated by humans. By
bringing it before the League, the various Ambassadors would have
to openly state it wasn’t a League problem. People in the Alliance
might not be happy with that, but they’d be unhappier if they
thought the League didn’t care. This would be their chance to show
that they did care, but they’d also have to state for the record
why the League couldn’t get involved.

Might not solve
anything, but at least the optics will be better for the
League.

“At this time I’d like our chief
medical officer, Doctor Kelly Maris, to speak, along with the human
she’s brought with him.”

Maris stood. She
helped the man to his feet, then led him to the front of the room.
“Thank you, Captain. Ambassadors, this man is Vladimir Rostov.
Until recently he was a resident of one of the fringe worlds,
Nihang. Rostov arrived here with four other humans aboard a ship I
know many of you are familiar with, Tradecraft.”

She glanced towards Chelini. “All of you know the
owner of that ship. While he is present, he’s asked me to speak for
him, seeing as Mister Rostov and the other four are my patients,
not his passengers.

“The fact of the matter is that Rostov and the other four
humans smuggled themselves onto Tradecraft. The ship
had been hired to take cargo to another fringe world, Marco. While
on Marco an individual approached them with an urgent request to
pick up cargo and take it to Earth. After consulting with Mister
Chelini, the crew agreed to accept the cargo. Once in space the
crew detected unusual readings from the cargo container. They
opened the container and found Mister Rostov and his
companions.”

Freaked Francie and
Dayel out. Derek thought it was just another weird run for us.
Which I guess it was.

“Naturally the crew diverted here,
as we’re much closer to Marco than Earth is,” Maris continued. “The
crew did what they could for the five in the container. Rostov was
in the best condition, so I allowed him to come here, under my
supervision. The other four remain in sickbay. They’re all
suffering from malnutrition from being confined for a long period
of time. I expect all of them to make a full recovery. At this time
I’d like Mister Rostov to tell you why he and his companions chose
to leave their planet in such an extreme way.”

She looked at Rostov. He nodded to her. She took a
step away and back from him. He braced his feet to stand on his own
and began to speak. “A year or so ago Nihang elected a man named
Arvid Sursok as Chairman.” His voice was gravelly and deep. His
words were fairly steady. “This man promised to get our world
working in positive ways. I’ll admit that our world wasn’t the most
noble out on the fringe.”

Chelini knew Rostov didn’t have to say much more
than that. Everyone was more or less aware that Nihang was one of
the fringe worlds that profited from the raiders that had been
supported by House Vilturo of the Elsora Imperium. When that
connection was exposed and House Vilturo fell from grace, the
raiders were swept away and the flow of credits to Nihang became a
trickle.

“Sursok promised to reform
Nihang,” Rostov said. “He campaigned on a platform he called his
‘Greater Order’ plan. He was elected Chairman. At first he pushed
out a number of corrupt politicians out. But then began suppressing
any opposition. He limits free speech and the media. He demands we
do jobs as he dictates, rather than allow us to pursue our own
goals. Criminals are punished severely, and those who dissent are
forced to work without pay. Recently he set down a decree making it
all but impossible for residents of Nihang to leave the planet,
even in cases of urgent personal need.”

When he’d first heard why Rostov and the others had
smuggled themselves onto his ship, Chelini had trouble believing
them. It seemed so bizarre that someone would attempt to command a
colony in such a way. It felt like something out of pre-space Earth
history than something that would happen in the present. Whenever
he felt that way, he took it as a signal that he ought to do
research.

The truth was that the fringe worlds were sometimes
controlled by absolute rulers. They tended to be simple outlaws who
ruled by force. There was no grand ideology behind their regimes.
They would elbow their way into power, take command, and try to
expand their criminal empire. Usually they’d fail when they went
after the first world past the one they’d taken over.

What had happened on Nihang was remarkable, but not
unique. Half a century before the Second Fringe War had started
when a similar kind of dictator came to power on a fringe world on
the other side of known space. Her ideology wasn’t as radical as
Sursok’s but it was evil. She had wanted to build her own empire on
the fringe. She was smart enough to pick targets that had
difficulty fighting back and were disliked by the major powers for
their connections to raiders.

Then she attempted to conquer a world where a
Hydiran was in charge. Said Hydiran was from a long line of
respected soldiers, had won battles against raiders, and had
friends back home. Her friends demanded the Hydirans avenge her
murder at the hands of this human rogue. The Human Alliance was
threatened, and the Second Fringe War began. It ended with the
discovery of the dictator’s body in her bunker.

I wonder if history’s
going to repeat itself, or this will be dealt with before it drags
the League into an interstellar crisis.

“We are ruled by dictator,” Rostov
concluded. “Dozens, perhaps hundreds have been killed by his
regime. My colleagues and I escaped the way we did so that the
truth would get out. All of us are willing to tell anyone who asks
the details of what’s going on. What we’ve seen. What we’ve
experienced. Our people need help.”

“You know that you’ve made it
harder for those left behind?” Val asked. “If the regime is as bad
as you say, they’ll now search all ships arriving and departing
Nihang for anyone trying to escape.”

Rostov nodded. “We know, Captain. We know that if
others are caught they’re certain to be punished severely. But
someone had to try to get out and tell the galaxy what’s going on.
Someone had to ask for help.”

“Which begs the question, Mister
Rostov. What sort of help do you seek?”

“Help to remove Sursok from power,
Captain.” Rostov’s tone sounded to Chelini more pleading than
demanding.

“Ambassadors?”

Chelini was slightly surprised to see that
Ambassador Verloth was the first to stand. He assumed that since
this was more of a human matter, Ambassador Albrecht would be the
first on his feet. He also assumed that since this probably wasn’t
a military matter, the Hydiran would only echo what others said.
Verloth did have a soft spot within him for humans. Chelini knew
that first-hand and had known for years. But that still didn’t
explain why he was first to answer the Captain’s call for
comments.

“I was aware of who our speaker
was going to be for this special meeting,” he said, looking around
the room. “I decided to do a small amount of research on the planet
our guest came from, as it was likely he’d be telling us why he
came here under such unusual circumstances. I can say that what I
have read and seen confirms what this human has told us. The next
question we must answer is, what are we to do?” Verloth turned to
Rostov. “I am sorry to tell you that we, the Galactic League,
cannot do all that much.”

Rostov looked like he might faint. “Ambassador?”

Verloth put up his palms. “I do not mean to alarm
you, Mister Rostov. I mean only to tell you that we haven’t the
means to get involved. We have no military force of our own. The
League seeks to bring our races and governments together for
diplomacy and culture. We are not a military alliance. It is true
that some of us were in a military alliance not long ago. That
alliance is being allowed to disband now that the threat to
galactic peace is over.”

It had been something of a shock to everyone when
news came that the alliance the Hydirans had formed with the
governments of the Dohir, Vitnau, and Grusthi was fading away. Yet
the truth of it was that it had formed in response to the threats
being issued by the Elsora Imperium. Once the Third Imperium War
ended with the Imperium’s humiliating defeat, and their acceptance
of the settlement terms asked of them, the need for such an
alliance disappeared. The members of the alliance promised theirs
would be defensive and not bent on conquest. Not wanting to arouse
anyone’s wrath, least of all the advanced Alphans, the alliance was
coming to an end.

Everyone’s getting along just well enough that the
need isn’t there anymore. I wish that worked on a smaller scale
than just with intergalactic governments.

“The League members have chosen
not to have a military force,” Verloth continued. “We might debate
that notion in the wake of the events of the last few years, and
your own testimony, but I doubt such a debate would end quickly
enough to save those you left behind.

“What is left for us to do? For
one, I suggest that our governments take your full statement, and
the statements of those who escaped this world with you. We should
take them with what we know from media reports, and demand answers
of the government of that world.”

“Sursok won’t give you answers,
Ambassador,” Rostov said.

“I doubt he would. But we can ask,
and keep asking. We can warn our own citizens not to travel to your
planet. We can warn companies that operate within our borders about
dealing with such a government. We can warn this leader the danger
of threatening other worlds with his repressive views.”

“That’s all,
Ambassador?”

“This world that you escaped from,
is it a member of the Galactic League?”

Rostov shook his head.

“Then we have no power to sanction
that government. Few fringe worlds have embassies with our
governments, or have allowed us to locate embassies on their
planets. We therefore have no political pressure to place on them.
Does your world have trade agreements with any of our
governments?”

“No, Ambassador,” Rostov said with
a sigh.

“No. The fringe worlds have
avoided formal trade agreements for decades. Indeed, many of them
only trade with each other, or allow trade in through third
parties, like Mister Chelini here and his Association. We can’t
then restrict trade through agreements or treaties. The only option
any of us has is the power to go to war if our ships or commerce
are directly threatened.”

“You can’t launch a war of
liberation?”

“I personally would like to,
Mister Rostov. But I’m an Ambassador speaking for my government,
not a private citizen. A war of liberation is not within our
mandate. I would also add that I doubt such a mandate would ever
exist within the Galactic League.”

“Why”

“Because unless the parties
engaging in such a war are truly noble, or truly fearful of what
might happen if they weren’t noble, wars of liberation tend to
become wars of conquest rather quickly.”

Chelini wasn’t
certain if Rostov understood what he meant, he knew everyone else
in the room knew exactly what Verloth meant. If the alliance had tried to take so much as a
meter of space from the Imperium, the Alphans would have squashed
them like bugs.

With that in the air of the room, Verloth sat down.
One by one the other Ambassadors rose to express similar
sentiments. Each one wanted more information so their government
could do what they could. Each one told Rostov that there was
little else they could do. Even Albrecht had to admit that the
Alliance couldn’t get involved until there was a direct threat,
even though humans were the ones suffering.

The last to stand was Tu-el. “I have seen and heard
the same reports that some of you have about the situation on
Nihang,” she said. “They have disturbed me. When I pass them along
to the Council of Governance, they too will be disturbed. But as
tempting as it would be for us to use our great power to free these
people, it would neither be wise nor just. Our people make no
claims to wisdom, only to advanced technology. We have long since
learned that technology does not make us wise. Only experience does
that.

“We can take no more action than
anyone else can. That said, I will allow myself one addition what
is already on the record. We should look into our souls and ask why
it is that we are so helpless in the face of this one despicable
individual. Are we sacrificing too much to preserve peace? Are we
preserving peace now only to risk it later? I do not know if there
are answers to these questions. I do not know if any of us would
take comfort in any answers if they did exist. If we are doing all
we can, then that is all any of us can do. If we can do more,
should we not try to do more?” With that she sat down.

The meeting wound down. There was little more to be
said. Everyone left the room and returned to their duties. Tu-el’s
words sat uneasy in Chelini’s ears when he and Maris returned to
their quarters that evening.

“I can’t believe that whole thing
was for show,” she snapped to him after dinner.

“What did you expect, Kelly?” he
replied.

“I thought someone would do
something.”

“Like what? You heard Verloth.
Wars of liberation don’t always remain so golden and pure. The
League has no military, and probably never will have
one.”

She shook her head. “Still, Pally, you’d think
someone would do something.”

“Like what? Arrange an
incident?”

She looked at him for a second, then sighed. “Of
course not. Sursok is nuts, but not so nuts he’d provoke a League
member.”

“Especially not now.”

“Nope.”

A few years back Chelini had went around the
Alliance government to inform the Alphans that the Alliance wanted
to open relations with them. He’d feared that the Alliance was
about to blunder into a diplomatic faux-pas or worse by sending
several ships to the border.

The Alphans had rewarded his initiative with a
little of their technology for his ship. The rewarded the Alliance
for their courage by coming out of their self-imposed isolation and
granting the Alliance technology before they did so to everyone
else. Now all the major governments had the technology to operate
their warships more efficiently. Not only did that maintain the
balance of power, but it was a strong discouragement to leaders of
the fringe worlds to risk engaging League warships unless they were
certain of success.

“Is there anything you can do?”
Kelly asked him.

“Dunno. The Captain told me that a
security consultant is coming here to talk to me in the next day or
so. I might ask them if they’d do something.”

“Those people don’t work cheap,
Pally.”

“No. But I can at least ask the
question. I’ll tell you what answer I get, and you can tell Rostov
and his people. Something needs to be done.”

“I’m glad someone around here
thinks so.”

“Everyone around here thinks so.
Problem is, who has the ability to do it?”
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Two days later a human woman named Mickey Wasson
came into Chelini’s office. She was on the tall side of average,
well-endowed but also muscular, with brown eyes and close-cropped
dark hair. None of that was all that remarkable to him. What was
remarkable to him was her grip when he shook her hands. It was
strong, almost overpoweringly so, but far more solid than a display
of strength. He wasn’t sure if it meant anything about her, but he
thought it had to mean something.

He waved to one of the chairs in front of his desk
after shaking hands. “Please, have a seat.”

“Thanks, Mister Chelini.” She sat
down. Her voice was somewhat deep but also quite flat in
tone.

He sat behind his desk a second later. “Captain Val
tells me you served in the Fleet. You reached the rank of
Lieutenant.”

“That’s right.”

“Do you go by that? Miss?
Something else?”

“Mickey. Or Wasson, if you don’t
like informality. You?”

“For now ‘Mister’ is
fine.”

“Right.”

“Can’t quite place your
accent.”

“I’ve learned flatten out any
accent I had. You certainly don’t sound Italian.”

“I can if I want to, but I wasn’t
raised in Italy. I was raised in the middle of the High Plains of
the United States.”

“Fair enough.”

Her dismissal of his response caught him off-guard.
Usually when he told people his name didn’t suggest where he was
from, they usually wanted to know why that was. Unusual names
always suggested a story and people tended to be curious about that
story. That Wasson didn’t appear the least bit curious seemed
strange. He had no idea why she seemed to feel that way, only that
it was something else interesting about her.

“What brings you to Central
Station? What brings you to my office?”

“The Interstellar Transport
Merchant Association. You’re in charge and founded it.”

“I’m the president, yes, and one of the founding
members. What would you like to know?”

“How much tricky stuff do you
allow your members to do?”

“Illegal? None. The Association’s
goal is to help our members get and keep work.”

“But not any work?”

“No. Illegal work puts you in bad
company. Even if you’re not close to bad company, you get
tarnished. That makes getting legit work harder. Bad company also
puts you in danger, puts your crew in danger, and can put your
legit clients in danger. Even the whiff of trouble can send
potential clients away.”

“What do you mean by
that?”

“Back when I was more active in
running my ship, before the station went on-line, I had some
trouble getting clients. Dohir, I think? Or was it Vitnau?” He
shook his head. “Anyway, the trouble I had was that my name was
similar to a man on the other side of the country who was a
convicted abuser. Not all races are good with searching standard
human names. The other name came up in their searches because of
being off by one letter. That’s why, if you go to the Association
site, you find a pretty comprehensive list of personal links with
our names. Even a little confusion can be bad for
business.”

“Got it. What about dangerous but
not illegal?”

He shrugged. “That’s up to each owner and captain.
No one wants to put their ship and crew at too much risk. Some are
willing to take riskier work, but they’re going to charge for it.
Why do you ask?”

She leaned back. “I understand there’s been some
talk around here about events on Nihang.”

“You could say that, considering
it was my ship the people fleeing the planet ended up on. What’s
your interest in Nihang?”

“Possibly business. Aside from
these people being on your ship, do you have an interest in
Nihang?”

“Something of an interest,
yes.”

“Does that have to do with your
girlfriend being the station’s top doctor?”

I’m not sure I should
be annoyed by the question, or flattered that she’s done her
research. “It
might.”

She nodded to him. “Significant others can be like
that. They rub off on you, whether you want them to or not.”

“Are you speaking from
experience?”

“Don’t we all?”

“That’s not an answer.”

“My personal life is mine. I’m a
security consultant. I get hired because of what I do and what I
know, not because of how I live my life.”

“And I own a transport starship. I
get hired because of my record. Who I’m in a relationship with
doesn’t matter.”

She gave him a slight smile. “Then we understand
each other. Still, you didn’t tell me if you really care about
Nihang or not.”

“I think something ought to be
done about the man who’s running the planet. You’re a security
consultant. Do you have any experience worth sharing?”

She sat straighter. “First off, you have to think of
those in my profession as consultants. Yes, you can hire us to be
bodyguards. To train bodyguards. To fix unique problems that
require both an ability to talk and an ability to fight.

“What we are not are old-time
mercenaries, like the Hydirans used to be, or the mercenaries of
human history. Mercenaries are soldiers, pure and simple. They
fight for pay. But that’s all mercenaries ever did. You couldn’t
hire them to train bodyguards. Hell, it wasn’t always wise to hire
mercenaries as bodyguards, precisely because they were mercenaries.
People who fight for pay can be paid to switch sides. Anyway, you
also couldn’t hire them for jobs that required toughness but to
avoid fighting.”

“Why’s that?”

“Either they wouldn’t have a clue
about negotiating and botch something, or they’d fall back on their
soldier training and fight when the situation didn’t call for it.
You know anything about my record?”

“When the Captain told me you were
coming to see me, I looked you up.”

“Then you know I was called in for
a kidnapping once. An old-time mercenary would have looked at the
situation as a rescue, nothing but. I looked at it from more sides
than that. My client didn’t want law enforcement involved. Was that
a good idea or not? My Fleet training said no, but my experience
said better to keep them out until the exchange took
place.

“The kidnappers wanted gold in
exchange for the hostage. There was an opportunity with that demand
to get law enforcement involved, but only if the kidnappers weren’t
as smart as they thought they were. I had to meet with one of them
to make arrangements. I had to gauge them based on that brief
impression.”

“What was your
impression?”

“They’d done their homework about
the crime, but weren’t particularly well-equipped. Organized crime
operations steer clear of kidnapping because of how much can go
wrong. That means that kidnappers tend to be family members, and
the heart of the crime is some sort of family dispute, or they’re
independents trying to make a score. Independent criminals
sometimes have resources and sometimes don’t.

“With them it can be something as
simple as how they dress. In this particular case, the man I met
with was wearing a business suit. I could see at once that it was
off-the-rack, not custom, but it was current style. That suggested
to me that he and his associates had the means to pull off the
kidnapping, but probably not the means to do a deep scan of the
gold bars when the exchange took place. I arranged to have a
tracker planted inside one of the bars. The exchange was made, and
sure enough they didn’t scan the case with the bars. I turned the
tracker data over to the local law, and the kidnappers got pinched
that very night.”

“That was good.”

“Sure. But that’s what I mean. To
a mercenary, the job would be to mount a rescue. I know the risks
of doing that.”

“Such as?”

“Obviously the risk to the kidnap
victim.”

“Obviously.”

She shook her head. “I don’t just mean the actual
rescue attempt. How smart are the kidnappers? Are they going to
notice they’re being followed after a meeting? If they’re being
traced after a text or a call? Will they be holding the victim in a
spot easily defended? Or will they choose to hold the victim in a
place where bystanders could get hurt in a rescue?

“Honestly, there’s too many
variables, and too many ways for a rescue to go wrong. You have to
know the variables to be able to explain to your client why they
might have to pay. Why you might want to get law enforcement
involved even if the kidnappers are threatening the victim if they
sniff cops. When stalling is a good idea and when it’s a bad idea.
You might even have to explain to the client why someone they
trusted might be behind this kidnapping. You need an expert to tell
you all those things.

“Folks like me are experts in
security. We know how to keep people safe. We know how to keep
property safe. We know what to do if someone isn’t safe. We know
how to judge a threat and determine the best response to
it.”

He let out a breath, feeling winded from listening
to her. “So, you’re not a mercenary. Do you have any expertise on
the problem that I could pass along?”

She nodded. “Some. The first problem would be in
finding mercenaries, or soldiers, or whatever you want to call
them. There aren’t folks who own their own blaster rifles looking
for enemies to fight. They’re all like me, well-dressed
consultants. Just about all of us have military or espionage
experience. But you’d need credits to hire a force.”

“How much?”

“It’s not a matter of how much.
It’s a matter of how many.”

“Soldiers?”

“Yep. Depending on how the ground
forces are deployed, and if there’s any space force, you might not
need that large a team. A more concentrated force can be handled by
a small number of experienced soldiers, even if the attackers are
heavily outnumbered.”

“How?”

“Concentrated fire. Distractions.
If the large force lacks experience in combat, the soldiers in that
force are likely to make mistakes due to lack of experience. They
hold their position when they should be in motion. They panic and
retreat when they ought to risk advancing. They act without
thinking. They either pay too much attention to their orders, or
get caught up in the moment and don’t pay enough attention. Do you
know much history?”

Chelini smiled. “I’m not an expert, but I do have to
keep myself occupied.”

“Even here?”

“Especially here. There aren’t as many things I have to deal
with in regards to the Association as there have been the last
couple years. That said, I do have to spend most of my time here
ready to take a call from one of my members if they have a problem.
Even when I was operator as well as owner of Tradecraft, I’d have down time. I got into the habit of reading and
research. So, yes, I know that small forces can taken on much
larger ones and win.”

“Good.”

“So what’s the next
obstacle?”

“What happens when the operation
ends?”

“Governing, you mean?”

“Simpler than that, but related.
Just getting out. If you don’t have a plan for what to do once the
planet is taken over, you’ll be in hostile territory, outgunned and
running low on power and supplies. Getting in is tricky, but so is
getting out again.”

“Has a mercenary force ever
successfully taken over a planet?”

“A planet? A country? Not that I’m
aware of. Oh, it makes for great fiction. There’s novels, and
videos, and games about such efforts.”

“What’s the reality?”

“Mercenaries always used to
attract attention. They’d get caught up in rebellions, or deal with
criminals, or engage in criminal activity like arms smuggling.
Government law enforcement would often keep an eye on them. At some
point they’d become aware of who mercenaries were meeting with.
Governments are never tight ships, so some data on secret meetings
would leak out, accidentally or otherwise. Usually mercenaries got
caught before they even attempted to overthrow a regime. It was
always quicker, easier, and simpler just to say, ‘I need security,
here’s money,’ or ‘I need soldiers, so how much for the time and
risk.’ I’m not aware of it turning out well in human history, and
I’m not aware of it turning out well anywhere else.”

“Would security consultants
attract the same sort of attention?”

She smiled. “We try not to.” Her smiled vanished.
“What about the Galactic League, Mister Chelini? Aren’t they
willing to help?”

“The League’s mandate is to get
governments talking with each other. Exchanging information,
technology, and culture. It has no military, and it’s not a
military alliance.”

“Is that the Captain talking or
you talking?”

“Both. While there is some
awareness that situations like the one with Nihang could be dealt
with better if the Alliance had some firepower, the problem is the
temptation to use it in less drastic situations.”

“Like the raiders connect to the
Elsora?”

“Exactly like the raiders
connected to a single Elsora House. If the League had a military
force and they used it against the raiders, they might have killed
members of that House. A House that was prominent in the Imperium.
That could have been awkward for the Imperium and for the League.
No one wants to inadvertently start an intergalactic war by going
after criminals, but that’s what could have happened.”

“Seems to me that’s also part of
the problem with Nihang.”

“Oh?”

“They were rolling in credits
thanks to the raiders. The raiders get snuffed out, and the
planet’s on their own. They get poor, so they turn to someone who
promises them he’ll turn around the economy. Only he does so
harshly, and now he’s a danger.”
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