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  In the far future, humanity has spread out across the universe, colonised every corner of the galaxy and formed the Fifth Human Empire. It should have been an age of greatness and glory, the pinnacle of human achievement. But instead it was an age of misery and injustice, an age where the wealth of humanity was concentrated in the hands of a small clique of aristocrats and corporations, an age where freedom only meant the freedom to starve, an age where the Empire stood not for peace and justice but only for fear. Until one day, a scattered band of rebels came together to overthrow the Fifth Human Empire. These are their stories.
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  Mercy Mission
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  Holly di Marco sneezed, for the umpteenth time since landing. Her hand tightened on her blaster, as she pressed close to the corridor wall, listening intently, until her concentration was shattered by a follow-up sneeze that forced its way out of her nose.




  Holly flattened even tighter against the wall and forced herself to breathe deep and steadily, while listening for signs of company. There were none. Nothing except for the steady humming of heavy machinery somewhere in the distance.




  Snot dripped from her nose, sending Holly hunting for a tissue in a pocket of her utility belt. She found one, blew her nose and dabbed at her teary eyes. The sneezing and the dripping eyes and nose were a problem. There was something in the atmosphere of this planet that her lungs didn’t like. And if she wasn’t careful, her constant sneezing would give her location away to the enemy. Never mind that it was hard to fight and aim with swollen eyes.




  She holstered her blaster, brushed aside some stray strands of red hair that had escaped from the untidy braid dangling at her back and went rummaging though the emergency med supplies she carried, looking for antihistamine. Nothing. And wasn’t that just typical? For people supposedly committed to justice for the galaxy and equal rights for all, the rebels really did skimp on medical supplies. After all, they could have injected the whole commando with broadband antihistamines before the mission, just in case. But antihistamines were reserved for missions to industrial worlds with corrosive atmospheres and known irritants. And this place was a farming world. And while Holly had very few problems with industrial poisons (growing up on an industrial world will do that to you), she did have issues with pollen.




  “Great,” Holly thought, “Just my luck. Allergic to a bloody farming world.”




  This miserable dirtball with way too much vegetation to be normal was called Caswallon. It was small, far out on the rim of the civilized galaxy and too insignificant to be of much interest to either side in the ongoing conflict that had been tearing apart the galaxy since long before Holly was born.




  But now the planet had appeared on the radar of the Empire like an incoming mega torpedo. And so the war had finally come to Caswallon in the form of an Imperial starcruiser and a rebel frigate warily circling each other up in orbit, while their respective downside teams duked it out on the planet below.




  The rebel commando to which Holly belonged had been sent to Caswallon to rescue some aristocratic family from the Imperial forces. Holly didn’t know why — Wasn’t overthrowing the Empire and its ruling oligarchy the whole reason for this rebellion? — and she hadn’t asked either. She just did as she was told. After all, it wasn’t as if she was with the Rebellion for high-minded ideological reasons. She was here just for the cold hard cash. What little of it there was.




  Holly di Marco was twenty-one standard years of age and she’d been a mercenary for almost three of those years. It was the closest to a respectable profession she’d come since she’d run away from home at fourteen and never looked back.




  Some four months ago, she’d signed up with the Rebellion in a rare attack of moral principles. As long as she got paid, so her reasoning had been at the time, she might as well lend her blade and her blaster to a good cause. Never mind that she was very sick of private security firms who thought that just because they paid her, that automatically gave them full rights to her body, her blood, her vital organs or entitled them to sexual favours. Way too many people still got mercenaries confused with whores. It was a mistake they never made twice, at least not to Holly’s face.




  Not that the Rebellion was any better than the rest of them, regardless of the high-minded rhetoric of its leaders. Cause most of the rebels despised Holly for being a mercenary. Never mind that not even the most ardent of rebel supporters worked for free, cause ideology and conviction didn’t fill an empty stomach. Or that Holly probably hated the Empire as much as they did — whenever she allowed herself to dwell on such non-essential matters like politics or how her own life might have been different in a more just universe, that was. And it wasn’t as if the Empire gave a damn whether you were with the Rebellion for ideological or for purely monetary reasons — if they caught you, they hanged or shot you as a traitor just the same. Besides, the pay was crap anyway.




  So the other rebels really had no reason to look down on Holly. Which didn’t stop them from doing it anyway.




  Case in point: While the rest of the rebel commando searched the castle — a bonafide castle with turrets and ramparts and stained glass windows, that looked like something out of the story vids she’d sometimes glimpsed as a kid — that was the ancestral home of the family to be rescued, Holly had been sent into the bowels of the palace — alone, without backup — because nobody thought she could be trusted with the castle above. She was a mercenary after all, and everybody knew that mercenaries couldn’t be trusted. Hell, they were probably afraid she’d make of with the family silver — whatever that might be. Or that she’d shoot her own side in the back, should the Empire make her a better offer.




  Yeah right. Fat chance of that happening.




  Still, the squad leader had sent her where she was the least likely to cause any trouble — into the maze of store rooms and service tunnels that lay embedded deep in the foundations of the castle. And Holly had gone, grudgingly, because she’d been hoping for some action and a chance to take a few pot-shots at the Imperial forces. She did not want to guard service tunnels from enemies that were unlikely to ever come so far down. Especially since the lifeform monitors showed that the tunnels were currently clear of humans and higher lifeforms.




  Even though the Rebellion tended to employ cut-price versions of any sort of tech, the monitors had been accurate for once. For these tunnels really were stiller and deader than the proverbial tomb. There was machinery here, storerooms, workshops, hangars, guardrooms, all free enough of dust and decay to suggest that people had been here quite recently. But they were all gone now, except for two dead men in unfamiliar uniforms and an equally dead man in a mechanic’s overall she had found close to the entrance. Everybody else who had once worked here had probably just taken off as fast as their feet would carry them as soon as they saw the Imperial shock troops advancing on the castle. Judging by the fates of the three poor bastards who hadn’t run fast enough, Holly couldn’t even blame them.




  So she patrolled through the tunnels under the castle, sneezing, sniffing, cursing and generally in a bad mood. In order to raise her mood somewhat, she’d decided to go looking for the wine cellar (There had to be one, this was a castle after all) and nab a bottle or two. Cause if people always expected the worst of you, it wouldn’t do well to disappoint them. And there was no way that Holly would ever be able to afford a bottle of wine, unless she stole it. Besides, it was unlikely that the legitimate owners would miss a bottle or two, considering they had other problems right now.




  Holly sneezed again and then once more. Damn this planet and its relentless plantlife. Perhaps this was why she’d been sent down here into the tunnels all on her lonesome. Maybe her fellow rebels had simply been afraid that her constant sneezing would give them away.




  “I shouldn’t even be here,” she thought. She should be in her cabin aboard the rebel frigate in orbit or maybe in the mess hall, eating protein sludge and playing cards with whoever of the rebels was willing to play with her (not many — they tended to think she was cheating). Because the truth was that she’d volunteered for this mission at the last minute, filling in for Carlotta Valdez, fellow mercenary and probably the closest thing Holly had to a friend in the whole universe.




  Unlike Holly, Carlotta didn’t seem to mind the fact that the other rebels distrusted her. Quite the contrary, she welcomed it. For while the other rebels distrusted Holly, they were flat out terrified of Carlotta. They thought she was dangerously crazy. It wasn’t true, not completely at any rate, but it suited Carlotta to encourage that impression, cause it meant that people left her strictly alone. And if Carlotta decided to drink herself into a stupor the night before a mission — well, it wasn’t as if anybody was going to stop her. Not if they valued their lives. And so Holly had been left to pick up the slack for a hung-over Carlotta. Not that she minded, Carlotta was her friend after all and Holly knew without a doubt that Carlotta would have done the same for her. Besides, nobody could have predicted that she’d turn out to be allergic to this damn planet.




  The lifeform alarm went off, finally promising a little action. Holly switched off the alarm and reached for her blaster. She crouched behind some crates that were stacked near the corridor wall and waited, waited for something to rescue or shoot at to come along the corridor. Though most likely it was just the rest of her squad, having finished whatever they had been doing in the castle proper and forgotten to alert her, again.




  Holly heard the trouble long before she saw it. Footsteps echoing along the corridor before her. Someone was running, running for their life. Her hand tightened on her blaster.




  The footsteps were coming closer, ever closer. There were several sets of feet involved, some nearer, some further away. And there was panting, too. Someone was chasing somebody else.




  A second later, he stumbled around the corner. He was just a kid, a skinny, gangly kid with tousled hair and clothing covered over and over in blood. He was running, pushing his body way past its limits, and yet he was still running. Another second and it became obvious just why he was running so hard, for it turned out that there was an Imperial death squad hot on his heels.




  Holly didn’t know who the boy was or whether he was one of the people they had had been sent to rescue. He might just have been a guard or a servant for all she knew. Not that it really mattered. For as soon as she saw that he had an Imperial death squad after him — a single skinny kid against five of the Empire’s best trained killers — she did what everybody would have done. She yelled “Duck”, raised her blaster and fired.




  The element of surprise was on her side and so Holly managed to take down three soldiers before the remaining two could activate their personal forcefields, leaving her blaster bolts ricocheting harmlessly from the shimmering screen.




  And then it was just two against two. Much fairer odds, even though Holly strongly suspected that she was going to have to finish off two Imperial elite commandos on her lonesome, because the kid didn’t look as if he was much use in a fight. Still, he was armed and he raised his sword to attack the soldier on the right, leaving Holly to deal with the one on the left.




  There was some parrying and thrusting and hacking and fighting, and though the Imperial commando was good — and he well should be, considering he was supposed to be the best of the best — in the end he wasn’t good enough for Holly and expired with her combat knife wedged between the joints of his body armour. She withdrew her blade and turned around to help the boy, only to find that he had managed to deal with his opponent all on his own.




  “Are there any more?” Holly asked.




  For a long moment, he just stared at her blankly. So she repeated her question and finally he understood, though he still didn’t say a word. He just nodded.




  “Shit,” Holly exclaimed and pressed her hand to her mouth, once she realised that it might be considered rude. Though to hell with civility, this was war.




  And the truth was that though she had manage to dispatch one squad of the Empire’s finest, she’s gotten lucky there and she wasn’t at all sure how many more she could hold off all on her lonesome. And the boy certainly wasn’t going to be much help. He was obviously in shock, not to mention covered in blood, and Holly had no idea how much of the blood was his. As a matter of fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if he’d collapse on her any minute now. And so she did the only sensible thing under the circumstances.




  “Then what are you waiting for? Come on, let’s get out of here.”




  The boy, however, didn’t move. He just stared at her, a horror too enormous to put into words burning in his eyes. Whatever had happened to him, whatever he had seen, it must have been bad. Very bad.




  Holly had never been the empathetic type. In her young life, she’d seen plenty of horrors of her own and the things she’d seen had made her hard. But something about this boy — the blood on his clothes, the look of pure terror in his eyes or the way he was holding himself together in spite of all that — touched her heart like few things did these days. And so she was gentle, where normally she’d have been harsh.




  She held out her hand. “I’m with the Rebellion. We’re here to help. Come with me and I’ll get you to safety.”




  At that point, it occurred to her that he most likely knew his way around this place better than she did, so she added, “Lead the way. Get us out of here as fast as possible.”




  The boy still stared at her. Then he nodded and bent down to pick up the blaster of one of the fallen Imperial soldiers. He tested the weight in his hand, obviously unused to it.




  Holly gave him an appreciative nod. “Good thinking. And now get us out of here.” And just to emphasize her words, she gave him a little push.




  The boy finally understood and took off into the direction she had come from, blaster and sword still clutched in his hand. Holly hurried after him and activated her comlink. “Commander Malkovich? Here’s Di Marco. I’ve got a live one — repeat, I’ve got a live one down here in the tunnels. I’m taking him back to the shuttle now, cause we’re about to get company.”




  The comlink crackled with static. “Well done, Di Marco. We’ll be right with you.”




  There was, Holly noticed, something odd about the commander’s voice. A slight quiver that wasn’t normally there.




  “Any other survivors?” she asked with some trepidation.




  “Negative,” Commander Malkovich replied, “It’s a fucking bloodbath up here.”




  Holly looked at the boy in his blood-splattered clothes and thought that was rather obvious. Though if whatever had happened in the castle had left even Commander Malkovich, a grizzled veteran of a dozen rebel campaigns, rattled, then it had to be bad indeed.




  She shut down the comlink and suddenly found herself overcome by another sneezing attack. Holly froze at once and so did the boy. His left hand tightened on his blaster, his right on his sword, as he turned around warily.
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