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​INCOMING!”

Our HUD’s flashed red. We dropped flat onto the pavement beneath our boots. Seconds later, a pair of fiery blasts opened up craters in a grassy knoll ten-meters to our right.

The comm chatter began even as the dirt blasted into the air rained down on us.  

“I thought these buildings were empty.”

“The Torquemada’s scanners didn’t detect anyone inside them.”

“Well, the rovers aren’t done sweeping through them. Can’t be certain until then.”

We got to our feet and kept moving through the palm-strewn park spread beneath a triangle of office towers.

“Maybe it’s the pigeons shooting at us,” Sergeant Hervis Bucci suggested.

“Remote fired mortars,” Sergeant Yukio Shoji said. “If you’ll recall last month’s intel brief, the insurgents got their hands on some during their raid of the Caramala arms depot.”

“Oh.”

“That’s right.”

One of the armored aeros flying air support launched a rocket at the window from which the mortars were fired. The rocket smashed into the gleaming tower about two-thirds of the way up. Roiling flames, glass and blasted office furniture erupted out of a three-story section of the structure.

“I pity the businesses caught up in the middle of all this,” Izzy said as we watched the debris rain down.

“If he has to empty the Duke’s coffers, the Emperor will make sure they’re properly compensated,” Sergeant Bucci said.

Izzy shook his head. “Still, what a mess.”

Looking around, I had to agree. It must have been a beautiful park once, I thought. I imagined it filling daily with workers from the surrounding buildings, enjoying strolls and lunches in the open air, the city’s bustle buffered by the two-meter-tall stone wall that enclosed the green space. Months of lawlessness and internecine fighting had reduced the park to an eyesore. The trees and lawns were burnt, the benches overturned and wrecked, its winding pathways littered and painted with obscenities and revolutionary slogans. 

Moments before, our Company took fire from insurrectionists hiding behind the park walls. The score or so of rebels who had fired from the top of the wall dropped behind it as soon as we returned fire. The aero flying air support ahead of us reported they were retreating towards the park’s far end.

“Squads Gimel and Dalet,” Lieutenant Flynn ordered over the comms. “Clear the park. Make sure there are no stragglers. We’ll regroup on the Esplanade.” 

Sergeants Shoji and Bucci responded in unison. “Roger that.”

“Lieutenant Martelle, would you back them up with a squad of your boys?” Flynn commed the platoon of squires bringing up our rear.

“Will do.”

The captain of the aero commed in next. “I will hang back and give your boys air support. Lieutenant Svenson will proceed ahead with the rest of you.”

“Much obliged, Captain Spade,” Lieutenant Flynn said. “Alright everyone, let’s move on.”

Flynn spread the remainder of his line to go around the park and continue the sweep of Downtown San Viernes, capital city of the planet Rubia. A recon rover darted through the open park gates, followed over head by a pair of scanner drones, we called doves. Sergeant Shoji led me and the rest of Gimel Squad after the rovers. Sergeant Bucci led Dalet Squad in after us and the squires brought up our rear. We were almost two-hundred meters into the park when the first mortars landed.

Another fifty meters in, our HUDs flashed red again. This third mortar exploded ten meters closer than the last ones. Some of the blast’s spray of debris and shrapnel reached our lines, but, thanks to our armor, it all proved harmless.

“I’m getting the feeling we’ve been lured into this park,” Sergeant Yukio Shoji said. 

“That would explain the taste of bait in my mouth,” Sergeant Bucci concurred.

Another rocket streaked from the overhead aero to the new source of fire. A second tower suffered the same result as the first.

“Let’s spread out and double-time it out of this shooting gallery!” Sergeant Shoji ordered over the comms. 

We thinned our firing lines and picked up our pace. We reached the center of the park in short order. There was a slight pause in our progress as our eyes lingered on the toppled and be-headed statues of the Holy Family lying in a bench-ringed clearing. “Someone should have to answer for this desecration,” I said.

I heard several grunts of approval over the comms.

“Incoming!” The warning was raised again.

A fourth and fifth mortar landed just a few meters in front of our lines even as we dove to the ground. Half-a-dozen of our men were knocked backward by the blasts. Before the dust cleared, all but one returned to their feet quickly.

Sergeant Yukio Shoji was sprawled out on his back, his right leg bent unnaturally behind him. His growls of pain over the comms told us he was still alive. My heads-up display informed me that he had a dislocated hip, as well as a break and several stress fractures along the twisted limb’s femur. His smart skin was administering painkillers.

Three of us rushed over to him, arriving seconds before a trio of squires. The squires brushed us aside unceremoniously. One gently straightened out Shoji’s leg while the others prepared to carry him off.

“I’m alright, boys.” Shoji said through what sounded like gritted teeth. “Corporal Zapatas, you’re in charge of Gimel Squad.”

“Aye, sarge,” I responded as the squires lifted him off the ground. 

Over our heads, the aero fired off another rocket, taking out the source of enemy fire from a third tower.

“Gimel Squad, let’s keep it moving,” I said, watching our Sergeant being carried toward the gate through which we entered the park. Beyond the gates, an imperial Halberd descended to serve evac duty.

We advanced no more than ten meters when our HUDs lit up again and three more mortars landed direct hits across our lines. Bucci’s Squad took two of the hits, hurtling him and six of his men through the air in as many directions. 

The hit my line took knocked four of us down. The blast sent Izzy hurtling sideways, bowling me over. I landed hard; my breath expelled in an explosive grunt. I blinked back the momentary disorientation and consulted my HUD as I scrambled to my feet.

I was fine.

I wanted to check on Izzy and the rest of my squad, but protocol demanded I determine whether the chain of command was still intact.

“Sergeant Bucci,” I called out. 

I received no response. My HUD lit up with his vitals. Bucci was unconscious but alive. His helmet detected a mild concussion and his smart skin was delivering a dose of stimulants to rouse him. Two of his squad mates went over to help him to his feet. Half-a-dozen squires rushed forward. 

I called up the sergeant’s squad feed as he groaned himself awake. Bucci had lost two men. Brady was out cold with a heavy concussion. His suit would keep him sedated until he could receive the proper medical attention. LeFleur was on his back, thrashing about violently as he roared in agony. His left leg beneath the knee was missing.

The HUDs flashed red again.

Even as the aero over our heads returned fire, two more mortars pounded into the ground near us. The explosions knocked two squires onto their backs and sprayed the rest of us with dirt and shrapnel which, fortunately pinged off our armor harmlessly. The squires regained their feet as another rocket from the aero eliminated the new threat.

LeFleur’s screams died down as sedatives took effect. 

I turned my attention to my own squad. The HUD informed me we were all alive, but our newest recruit, Dekker was knocked unconscious. His armor was also compromised, the breastplate cracked nearly in two. There was a palm-sized piece of shrapnel lodged in the crack. Fortunately, it had not penetrated the mail shirt beneath the plasteel plate. I left Dekker a recorded order to drop to the rear if his smart skin woke him before the squires hauled him off.

A quick glance around showed me the rest of my men were up on their feet. “Let’s keep moving,” I told them.

Sergeant Bucci suddenly barked over the comms, “Up and at ’em, boys! Can’t let Gimel Squad beat us to the esplanade.”

I grinned grimly under my helmet, assured that Hervis Bucci had suffered no loss of gumption in the mortar blast.

Izzy fell in beside me, running with a slight limp. He shook his head and said, “I’m beginning to question the wisdom of our ‘shoot to stun’ orders.”

“You and me both, brother,” I said.

We were being fired upon to mortal effect by very real hostiles, their Imperial citizenship notwithstanding. Eighteen of our Regiment had been killed since the insurrection erupted. While our battalion had not suffered any of those deaths, Shoji and LeFleur raised our regiment’s number of seriously wounded to two dozen. The local Rubian Royal Forces we were supporting had suffered more than three times the casualties. The Armanguez Royal Forces, which had troopers garrisoned on each of the duchy’s three planets, had borne the brunt of the rebels’ wrath. They were suffering nearly ten times the casualties. Despite all the murdering and maiming loyalist forces had withstood, we were all still under strict orders to enforce the Emperor’s Peace with non-lethal force!

“If the Emperor’s Peace we seek to restore is to be a lasting one,” Supreme Inquisitor Dom Vega said to us when the insurrection first broke out. “We must demonstrate the restraint our enemy refuses to show.”

Our entire Regiment had misgivings about the mission, our first in the twenty-two months since our campaign against the pirate alliance of Muvuru. Quelling an insurrection was a prickly affair, barbed with many political complications which, depending on the marine you asked, were either above his pay grade or beneath his consideration. 

For myself, it was a simple matter of stamping out a burgeoning separatist movement that had taken root in the system. Such movements flared-up once or twice a century. The health and unity of the Empire demanded they be suppressed and I was glad to be of help.

Our recon rover reached the gates on the far end of the park. It alerted us to an improvised explosive device buried beneath the gates. It was rigged to blow when the gates were thrown open.

“Zapatas!” Sergeant Bucci commed as we approached the southern end of the park. “We’re going over the walls rather than through those gates. Sweep East with your boys. I’ll take mine West.”

“We’re on it sarge,” I responded and then switched comms to address my men. “Squad Gimel, on me!”

And over the stone wall we went.

Beyond it, a broad, palm-lined esplanade lay between us and the wide, slow-rolling River, Bendición. In the middle of the river, the Villa Prima section of the city was sprawled across an eyot, three kilometers long and about half as wide. Sheer, hundred-meter, white cliffs horseshoed three quarters of the river island. Three and four-story, white-walled homes with red-tiled roofs rose up the gentle slopes of its three central limestone hills. From their midst, atop the highest of the hills rose Saint Charbel Cathedral’s golden dome, the flag-bearing silver spire of the cabildo and the cupola-topped tower of their opera house. The picturesque view belied the threat before us. The last of the rebels were entrenched in Villa Prima, hidden among the sinewy streets and long, looping lanes of the city’s original settlement.

We joined our squads to the rest of 4th Platoon, filling out Company C mustered along the Esplanade. We were flanked by an RRF regiment in their green, white and gold armor. We assembled before one of the bridges that led to Villa Prima. A tight throng of protestors, gathered at its foot, faced off against us.

“Gang’s all here,” Lieutenant Flynn nodded approvingly. 

Sergeant Hayes looked us over from the midst of Beth Squad. He opened a private comm line between us. “Zapatas, where’s Shoji?”

“Busted hip and leg, Sarge,” I answered. “He’s going to be alright.”

Hayes shut the line and turned his attention back to his own squad, no doubt sending a prayer his friend’s way. 

“Captain Obey, C Company reporting in,” Lieutenant Flynn called out across the comms. “Ready when you are.”

“Roger that, Lieutenant.” Captain Dayo Obey was commanding Companies A and E. They were three thousand meters east of our position, gathered before the second bridge which connected the city’s business quarter to Villa Prima. It too was blocked by protestors.

Captain Obey signaled our Companies’ readiness to Lieutenant Colonel Raphael Lafferty, 5th Battalion’s vice C.O. The LC was on the south bank of the Bendición with Companies B and D. They were mustered before two other bridges which connected the river island with Rio Vista, the suburb stretched along the south bank. Throngs of protestors barred access to those bridges as well.

“No weapons have been detected among the protesters but we’ll proceed with caution all the same,” Lt. Colonel Lafferty announced across all comms. “Weapons on stun. Let’s move out.”

“Roger that,” Captain Obey said, and then repeated the call to advance with weapons on stun. 

We crossed onto the esplanade without incident. Past the esplanade, the ground swept gradually upward, ending in a levee wall. The ramps onto the bridges rose up to the wall and then above and beyond it.

The throng of protesters before us, some fifteen-hundred strong, stirred to life at our approach. They tightened into lines, five deep. Signs and banners were lifted in the air. Glancing over them, I noticed they bore, mostly, the same messages which greeted us at the Starport when we arrived over a year ago. 

Imperialists Go Home!

We Want Liberty And We Want It Now!

Not My Empire!

No Church! No State! The People We Will Liberate!

A new one caught my eye as we closed in on the protesters. It depicted the Emperor and the Pope as giant, bloated ticks feeding off the planet through comically long proboscises. Beneath the cartoonish image, red, dripping paint strokes declared:

Empires Are Parasites!

I smirked beneath my helmet, remembering the slogan from my cadet-days study of Federation History. One of their more strident social scientists, recently turned stentorian senator, made the assertion popular.

The protesters were innocuous for the most part. They were more of a nuisance, eager to play at being human shields for the militant rebels holed up in Villa Prima. Such ‘useful idiots’ had always been in the vanguard of revolutionary movements. They were invariably exterminated by one side or the other at the end of the struggle for power. I wondered if they would ever appreciate the compassion their ‘imperial oppressors’ were showing with the decision to use non-lethal force?

My thoughts were interrupted by the approach of ground vehicles from both ends of the esplanade. Vans emblazoned with the logos of two different news companies pulled to a stop some one hundred-meters from our line. Drone Cams lifted into the air from off their rooftops and floated in our direction. A couple of journalists stepped out of each vehicle and hurriedly made their way towards the shrinking ground between the protesters and us.

“Seeing as our weapons are set to stun, can we shoot the journalists too?” Sergeant Bucci asked.

Lieutenant Flynn took it upon himself to answer Hervis. “Only if they get between us and the bridge, Sergeant.”

“Too bad,” Bucci said.

We closed in on the protesters, near enough to hear them. Their voices rang out with what was now an all-too-familiar song.

“Tolerance and equality will lead us all in harmony...”

Izzy groaned over the comms. “Not that song, again.”

“It is one godawful tune,” Sergeant Hayes complained.

“You can’t even dance to it,” I offered, eliciting a few chuckles.

“Well, I’ll be,” Sergeant Bucci said. “Corporal Zippy made a funny!”

This elicited more laughter from the platoon.

Lieutenant Flynn cut through the chatter. “Alright now boys, here we go.”

There was a beat of silence while the Lieutenant linked his comm to the aeros hovering above and between us and the protesters. Flynn's voice boomed from the aeros' speaker, “In the name of the emperor, you are hereby ordered to disperse immediately.”

The protesters did not budge but rather sang more loudly.

“Hand in hand, we take our stand...

“Equals all from every land...”

“In the name of the emperor, you will disperse this illegal assembly or be forcibly removed.”

“Equality and tolerance, revolution, our only chance...”

Lieutenant Flynn switched back to Company comms. “Arms at the ready!”

As one, we raised our HAW3Ks into firing position. The protesters continued advancing on us, the song on their lips and placards and flowers in their hands. 

“Aim.”

Our combat computer assigned each of us a separate target. My first was a beanpole of a middle-aged woman with two salt-and-pepper braids. If I squinted and imagined another ten kilograms on her frame, she would have looked like my mother.

Of course, my mother would never be so foolish to join their ‘Struggle for Independence,’ as more than a few placards invited. I reminded myself of that as the protester approached, singing at the top of her lungs with a bunch of colored daisies in her boney, long-fingered hand.

“Fire!”
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HOUSE ARMANGUEZ
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THE DUCHY OF ARMANGUEZ was comprised of seven star systems along the empire’s core-ward frontier. Three of the systems had terraformed worlds, Madrigal, Nova Romeo and Rubia, the first being the Duchy’s capital. This smallest of duchies had, of late, become the emperor’s biggest problem.

Six weeks ago, Captain Dayo Obey gathered C Company together to fill us in on our new assignment. “We’ve received new orders from Emperor Andreas. His Benevolent Highness has requested our Regiment’s help in clearing up the mess that is the Duchy of Armanguez. The Regiment leaves for the Duchy tomorrow at 0:900.”

“Exactly what sort of help will we be providing, Captain?” Sergeant Hayes asked.

“The emperor has invited House Armanguez to join him on Earth in the observances of the coming Lenten season. Supreme Inquisitor Dom Vega is delivering the emperor’s invitation personally.”

The news elicited some chuckles from the ranks.

Captain Obey continued after a short pause. “Our Regiment, working in tandem with the local forces and a Company of Spatharioi, will provide security for the Supreme Inquisitor and his staff as they install and run an interim government while the royal family is away.”

More than a few marines were taken aback by the announcement. “A Company of Spatharioi?” Corporal Shoji asked.

“That’s right,” Captain Obey said. “It is the emperor’s not-so-subtle signal to the Duchy that he will consider any attack on the Inquisition’s staff a personal affront.”

The Captain paused to let the gravity of the unprecedented use of the Spatharioi sink in.

While we Imperial Marines called ourselves the Emperor’s Own, we could go through our whole career without coming within arm’s-length of the man. Our three corps of marines were spread thinly across the empire, keeping the Emperor’s Peace and keeping ever-ready to be used as the tip of his spear during war. The Spatharioi, on the other hand, were the Praetorian of the Imperial Family. They were a battalion-strength royal guard which normally only left Jerusalem when escorting members of the Imperial Family. 

Dayo Obey continued, “We’ll all be under the command of His Most Reverend and Supreme Inquisitor, Dom Vega. His second will be Major Job Hasan of the Spatharioi, and our Colonel L’Amour will be his third. 

“The Supreme Inquisitor is also extending the imperial invitation to fifty-nine of the duchy’s bishops who have proven to be as much of a disappointment to our Holy Father as the royal family has been to our Benevolent Emperor.

“For those of you unfamiliar with the royal family, House Armanguez was born a little less than eight-hundred years ago out of a series of marriages between House Kelemen of the Princedom of Austros and House Donaustauf of the Bilogorski Kingdom. Both houses have vested interests in the duchy which could make for a wider conflict if civil war breaks out in the duchy. Such a war could easily destabilize the sector. Thus, it is imperative the duchy be put in order.”

“How did this mess begin, Cap,” Lieutenant Vince Flynn asked.

“One could say it started about three hundred years ago with a pair of doomed terraforming projects,” Captain Obey answered. “Benedict Armanguez II, the duke at the time, began the project. Twenty-five years later, when Benedict III succeeded his father, it became apparent to the terraformers the planets weren’t holding their magnetic fields. For reasons unknown at the time, the fields were dissipating almost as fast as the terraformers generated them.

“They advised abandoning the project, but Benedict III shared his father’s ambition for enlarging the holdings and influence of their small house. He had them keep at it, importing terraformers from all over the empire and the galaxy to try one thing after another. Unfortunately, the nature of the industry requires decades to see if something is working or not...”

“So they just kept dumping money down the gravity holes,” Lieutenant Flynn said

Captain Obey concurred, “Precisely. Benedict III’s son, Boethius however, really screwed the pooch. Alarmed at the state of the House coffers, he sought financing everywhere. He found it readily enough outside the empire from sources for whom usury was their bread and butter.”

“That never ends well,” Izzy said.

“Indeed it hasn’t,” the captain continued. “Taxes were continuously raised and fee-laden regulations were piled one on top of the other to pay the usurious interest and keep the royal family afloat. The current duke, Boethius II had the good sense to abandon the terraforming projects, but the damage was already done. He has been robbing Peter to pay Paul since taking the throne. The family has been running an elaborate shell games in a desperate effort to avoid financial collapse.”

“I understand terraforming is always a risky proposition,” Sergeant Shoji said. “But two failed projects? That’s some load of bad luck. I take it from what you said, the reason for their failure is now known.”

Captain Obey nodded. “It turned out the Birkeland filament the two planets were on was disintegrating, sapping all the electromagnetism out of the two systems.”

“They didn’t measure the filament’s status before starting?”

The Captain shook his head. “It would’ve added another century to the projects. Young House Armanguez was too eager to advance their fortunes and status to worry about cutting the occasional corner.”

“Still, I thought filament disintegration takes tens of thousands of years,” I said.

“That was the consensus derived from the few observed cases,” the Captain said. “But no one really knows for sure. Remember, the data sample is a small one. Only fifty or so disintegrating filaments have been identified since the phenomenon was discovered some eighteen-hundred years ago. For reasons still known only to God, this filament is degrading at an unprecedented rate. Scientists studying it right now are predicting that it will be completely gone in less than ten thousand years. As it dissipates the two stars on the filament will dim and eventually wink out of existence, leaving their dead planets adrift in the plenum.”

“I suddenly feel bad for the royal family,” Sergeant Hayes said.

“They have certainly been dealt a load of bad luck, to use Shoji’s phrase,” Captain Obey said. “But their handling of the situation has been the real disaster for the duchy. Their greed and their obstinacy are what led them to the mess they’re presently in.”  

Captain Obey paused to click a small remote at the holo projector embedded in the ceiling. A portrait of House Armanguez filled the space between him and us. I counted forty figures, ranging from a half-dozen toddlers perched upon knees to adults of varied ages clustered around the throned and crowned figures of the duke and duchess.

“This is House Armanguez,” Captain Obey continued. “The enthroned corpulence in the center is Duke Boethius Armanguez the Second...”

“Who seems to seek his consolation not in philosophy, but in dessert trays,” Sergeant Bucci interjected, eliciting laughter all around.

“So it would seem,” the Captain agreed after he too enjoyed a laugh at the duke’s expense. “Alas, had the duke chosen to emulate the saint he was Christened after, his royal house might not be so divided and his duchy in peril of being lost to him. So loathed is the duke by so many of his people, it is reported he has not ventured out of his palace in over a year.”

“Maybe they should widen the gates,” Sergeant Bucci added to more laughter.

“I’ll be sure to pass on your recommendation, Sergeant,” Obey said, giving his remote another click. A new image of a dark and serious-eyed young man with light-brown curls was summoned up. 

“This is, or rather, this was, Valentino Oricci. He was a charismatic guild rights activist, a real thorn in the side of the royal family. He was galvanizing a systems-wide resistance to the host of Armanguez policies, taxes and regulations that have been piling up to most onerous effect on everyday life and trade in the duchy. 

“The young man died ten days ago in an aero accident many are calling suspicious. Some are openly accusing the duke’s brother-in-law, the Marquess Theodoro Ibanez of Novo Romeo of having the young man killed. The Supreme Inquisitor will have to sort that out when we get there. 

“In the meantime, Oricci’s death has angered the people. A general strike broke out across the duchy five days ago. The streets of every major city on all three planets have been filled with protesters day and night and, just an hour ago, we received report of violent clashes between protesters and loyalists and even attacks on local constabularies and royal forces across the three worlds.”

“A real mess, alright” Sergeant Hayes summed up behind me.

“Indeed,” Obey agreed. “Both the government and the church have failed the good people of the Duchy. And of course, social unrest of this sort often draws organized agitators to exacerbate the situation with calls for revolution. With the death of a moderate like Oricci, these revolutionaries have charged into the gap with their usual litany of nebulous demands, democracy, liberty, blah... blah... blah... . When you boil it all down, they’re agitating for nothing less than secession from the Empire.”

We all laughed. Many shook their heads too.  

“There are a number of like-minded revolutionary groups throughout the sector ” Captain Obey went on. “They are all connected to an overarching organization which calls itself the Liberty Legion. They were founded a little over a century ago on the planet Rubia. Seen initially as harmless malcontents who could do no more than make noise, nothing was ever done about them. Their lodges have since multiplied throughout the sector, especially during the last three decades. It is now imperative that they be suppressed in the Duchy of Armanguez lest the movement continue to spread.”

“Exactly how big a movement is it, Captain?” Corporal Shoji asked.

“Imperial Intelligence believes there are about fifteen million members in the Duchy and about another thirty-to-fifty million sympathizers strewn throughout the sector.”

“That’s not too many, I guess,” said Izzy.

“Not as a percentage of the empire’s total population,” the Captain concurred. “It is, however, growing at an alarming rate. Personally, I’m guessing upwards of ninety percent of these folk are not firebrands. They’re just angry citizens, some even legitimately angry perhaps, but misguided nonetheless. 

“The ten percent that are firebrands are very committed, very vocal and have, unfortunately, many friends in the local media assiduously amplifying their voices. Such spotlights could entice any number of these firebrands to up the ante on everyone. I.I. fears the confrontations on the street may be the beginning of serious troubles.”

The Captain paused to click his remote and summoned forth the image of a beautiful, dark-haired woman as pale and glowing as moonlight with large, creamy brown eyes under a prominent forehead. She was posed, sitting on a burgundy, wingback chair. She wore a diamond tiara and a lustrous, blue and silver gown. I guessed her age to be between thirty and forty years. I recognized her from the first holo of the royal family.

“This is Countess Ynezza Torres, first-born daughter of the aforementioned Marquess Theodoro. This portrait was made seven years ago, right before the countess left Novo Romeo for Rubia. She abandoned her husband, Count Oscar Torres and their four children to take up with her lover, former Federation Senator, Markatos Rollon.”

“I remember that scandal,” Sergeant Hayes said. “I couldn’t believe nothing was done about her. Not a thing by either her father, husband or even her bishop.”

“By all accounts, they’re all feckless men,” Captain Obey said with obvious distaste. “Not one of them has ever demonstrated the vertebral integrity necessary to stand up to the countess. She has repeatedly proven herself more than a match for their combined wits and wills.”

“Is the countess being summoned to Earth too?” Sergeant Hayes asked.

The Captain nodded. “Yes, she has been summoned, but, well; here is Countess Ynezza Torres seven days ago.”

Obey clicked his remote and the portrait of the seated countess was replaced by a holo still of her on a raised stage before a crowd of thousands. The tiara was still on her head but, instead of the gown, Torres wore a black and red skirt suit. The jacket exposed her prominent cleavage and the skirt’s hem was two hand-widths over her knees. The outfit wouldn’t raise an eyebrow in the galaxy at large, but it would be considered shameless in nearly every nook of the empire.

The Captain set the holo in motion with another click of the remote.

“So, you’ve heard, haven’t you? The Emperor and the Pope, they’ve invited the royal family to Earth,” Countess Torres said as the camera slowly panned in towards her. Her voice was strong and pleasant, but her tone was laced with contempt. “The emperor is even sending the Supreme Inquisitor, His Most Reverend, Dom Vega to officially extend this so-called invitation.

“How about that?” 

Laughter and booing rolled through the crowd.

“Well, I’m declining the invitation,” Countess Torres continued. “Officially or not. I will not be summoned by either pope or emperor. I will not be called to heel like some pet. Oh no. Not I!”

The crowd cheered.

“Shamefully. Disgracefully. Cowardly, the rest of House Armanguez has signaled that they will be good little vassals and oblige their masters on Earth.”

The crowd booed.

Countess Torres waited for them to settle before going on. “Not I. Oh no, Not I. In fact, I will do more than refuse the imperial summons.”

The countess paused to remove her tiara. “I hereby renounce my title and its every privilege and supposed honor.”

She tossed the tiara to one of her lieutenants at the rear of the stage. “Sell that and place the proceeds into the Legion’s coffers.”

Torres turned back to the crowd. “I hereby renounce House Armanguez and the whole imperial system. I renounce the very idea of empire!”

Torres paused to allow a storm of cheers and applause to rise and fall. 

“I hereby beseech you, the people, to join the Liberty Legion as we build a house for all the people,” she continued. “Let us, together, build this peoples’ house. Let us re-make our worlds; free planets for free peoples, where every individual is the sole sovereign of his or her own life. Let us declare our independence and demand our freedom. Let us liberate ourselves forever more from the demands of emperor and pope. Will you join the Liberty Legion and I?” 

The crowd roared its approval.

“Will you join our revolution?”

The crowd roared louder.

The holovid came to an end, freezing on a still of the former countess with her fist raised in the air.

“And there you have it, gentlemen,” Captain Obey said. “The face of the revolution.”

We all studied the image in silence until Sergeant Hervis Bucci broke the spell.

“Women!”
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THE TRIP FROM OUR REGIMENTAL HQ on Santo Bonaventura to the Duchy of Armanguez took just under six weeks. En route, we familiarized ourselves with the duchy’s history, culture and the Asturian language spoken by nearly eighty percent of the sector’s population. 
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