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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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The nights were long on the rebel world of Pyrs, a cold dark rock orbiting a dying sun on the edge of the known galaxy. And during those long nights, the two thousand five hundred and sixty men, women and children who lived there, cooped up in the remnants of an abandoned mining colony, tended to get antsy and bored. 

Everybody dealt with the boredom and claustrophobia in their own way. Some buried themselves in work, others turned to drugs or drink, officially frowned upon but clandestinely tolerated as long as they did not interfere with the day to day operation the base. And yet others turned to their fellow rebels for comfort and help in dealing with the constant darkness. Gambling was common, as were fighting and fucking. Again, the rebel leaders turned a blind eye to the first two, unless they interfered with the running of the base. Nobody objected to the third, since sexual freedom for everyone was one of the core demands of the Great Galactic Rebellion. 

And then there were Ethan Summerton and Holly di Marco, outlawed aristocrat and mercenary drifter respectively, both currently in the employ of the Rebellion. Holly had saved Ethan from an Imperial death squad and found herself ordered to take care of him and keep him out of trouble for all her efforts. At first, she’d resented being stuck what she’d termed “babysitting duties”, but after a while she stopped minding. And eventually, in spite of the many differences between them, Ethan and Holly became fast friends.

Though you wouldn’t know it by watching them, because Ethan and Holly tended to spend the long nights on Pyrs talking, arguing to be exact. Mostly about politics, because the only two subjects Ethan felt comfortable talking about were politics and farming. And since Holly knew next to nothing about farming and was even less interested, politics it was. Besides, neither of them was all that eager to go to bed, for sleep brought nightmares and memories of things they’d rather forget. So they talked all night long, until the break of what passed for dawn on Pyrs. 

And when occasionally one of the other rebels suggested that what Ethan and Holly were really doing late at night alone in her quarters, while Holly’s cabin mate Carlotta was away meeting her mystery lover, was just the same thing everybody else on Pyrs was doing every night, namely fucking each others’ brains out (“Talking politics, eh? So that’s what they’re calling it these days.”), Ethan would usually blush and stammer. Holly simply decked whoever dared to make the remark, so after a while the other rebels stopped in the interest of self-preservation.

And so Ethan and Holly were left alone to stave off the nightmares by arguing over politics and hardly ever agreeing on anything, which oddly enough did not harm their friendship in the slightest.
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“What we’re going to do, when — if — we actually win?” Holly said, sitting crosslegged on her bunk one night, “Simple. Burn it all down, kill the Emperor and put all the aristocrats on trial…”

She punctuated the words with her fist and stopped, when she noticed the terrified expression on Ethan’s face. “Present company excepted, of course.”

“We’re not all bad, you know?” Ethan said, sounding ever so slightly hurt.

“That’s why I said, ‘present company excepted’. After all, you’re one of us…”

And in theory not even an aristocrat anymore, since the Emperor had declared Ethan an outlaw and stripped him off his title. But that was a sore point with Ethan, so Holly didn’t bring it up.

“…and you don’t honestly believe we’d ever put you on trial, do you?”

“The others are not all bad either,” Ethan insisted, “Some aristocrats are just clueless or misguided or actually on your side, but too afraid to show it openly, cause the price would be too high.”

“That’s why we’re going to have trials, to separate the good aristocrats from the bad,” Holly said, “Besides, we’re supposed to be the good guys, so we’re not just going to shoot the lot of them and let whatever deity they worship sort them out.”

She took a swig of synthetic brandy, which tasted almost like the real thing, once you’d had enough of it, that was.

“And once we’ve dealt with all the baggage of the Empire, we’ll start over. After all, it’s been done before. I mean, this is the Fifth Human Empire. Which means that there also were numbers one to four. At some point in the past.”

“Have you never wondered why it was always Empires?” Ethan asked. Holly passed him the flask and he did his best not to wince at the quality of the booze.

“Because the same old bastards always ended up back in charge,” Holly said, “Which is why I say we put them all on trial and execute the lot of them.” She looked at Ethan and smiled. “Present company excepted, of course.”

“So what do you know about the Fifth Human Empire?” Ethan asked, “Really know, I mean.”

Holly shrugged. “Just what I learned in school.” The brief time she’d actually been to school, that was. “The Great and Glorious Fifth Human Empire arose from the ashes of the Fourth, blah, blah, blah. First Emperor was Konrad I the great, who ruled for a really long time. Then came…”

She scratched her chin.

"…someone else. A few someone elses. Then, after a string of forgettable rulers came Willy, poor Willy who was stabbed in the back by his best friend Count Guillaume.”

She grinned. “I saw a holo-drama about that once. Very lurid, though not very accurate, I suspect. At one point, Emperor Willy had sex with three exotic beauties at once.”

Ethan coloured ever so slightly. “I must have missed that one.”

“Anyway, after Willy came the Helmuts. Several of them and each one in power for an extraordinarily long time. Then some other forgettable ruler and then Empress Angela I, Angela the Great, the Mother with the Iron Hand. And finally, Angela’s three heirs: The guy who’d rather be a hermit than Emperor of the galaxy, Emperor Christian who was murdered in a plot engineered by his deceitful wife and finally our beloved Emperor Joachim, killer of men, women and children and champion of freedom and justice and proper morals and all that jazz.” She rolled her eyes.

Noticing Ethan’s bemused look, she added. “What? Wasn’t that close enough to the official version for your tastes? Well, tough luck, cause that’s my version.”

Ethan shook his head, still smiling. “No, it was actually very close to the official version of Imperial history.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink. “Ready to hear the unofficial version?”

“Sure enough.”

“All right, so the Fifth Human Empire really did arise from the ashes of the Fourth, after the mad Emperor Adolphus III had driven it into the ground. And so the surviving noble clans got together to choose an Emperor from among their number. And they chose was Konrad I, a man who had absolutely nothing to recommend him except that he hadn’t been involved with the previous regime at all due to spending most of his time on a secluded rim world doing hell knows what.”

“Like I said, the same old bastards always ended up back in charge,” Holly said and took another swig of brandy. She offered Ethan her flask, but he declined.

“A staunch conservative, Konrad I was never a good ruler…” he said, “…but he picked up the moniker ‘the Great’ anyway, because he proved to be less horrible than his immediate predecessor Adolphus III, the mad Emperor. Never mind that pretty much anybody would have been better than Adolphus III. And because sophisticated life extension technology had only just been invented, Konrad ruled for an extraordinarily long time. And the people did not object, because even if things were stagnant under Konrad, stagnation was still preferable to the chaos that had marked the dying days of the Fourth Human Empire.”

He took a deep breath.

“But eventually, Konrad did have to give up the crown and his life, hastened on by his immediate successor Ludwig I, some say. Now unlike Konrad, Ludwig actually would have deserved the moniker ‘the Great’, but he never got it, probably because he was physically unpleasant. Instead, he was nicknamed Ludwig the Fat because of his girth. Ludwig liked food and wine and women, liked them so much that it’s easy to forget that he also was a shrewd ruler. The Empire blossomed and prosperity skyrocketed under his rule.”

“Not just ‘some other forgettable ruler’ then,” Holly said.

“Yes, poor Ludwig is unjustly forgotten,” Ethan said, “Alas, he did not last as long as Konrad, probably because even life extension technology could not undo the damage he had done to his body. And when he passed, he was succeeded by Kurt I. Now Kurt was the worst possible Emperor, a career military man, extremely authoritarian and also stunningly stupid. The first stirrings of the Rebellion we’re all part of date back to his reign. But in the end, Kurt did not last long either and was succeeded by his brother Willy…”

“Poor Willy, stabbed in the back,” Holly recited.

“But don’t you want to know why he was stabbed in the back?” Ethan asked.

“Because his treacherous best friend was in the employ of our sworn enemies,” Holly said, “At least that’s how the holo-drama put it. Though I suspect that was just more propaganda lies. Or was it about the threesome? All of the other stuffy aristocrats were pissed off that Willy got to have a threesome, so they killed him?”

“There was no threesome,” Ethan said.

“Pity, cause that was the best part of the holo-drama.”

“Well, there were rumours, but…” Ethan blushed, like he always did, whenever the conversation touched on matters below the waist. “…there was no threesome. At least… ahem… there never was any proof of a threesome and…”

Because he’d started stammering, Holly offered him the flask again and this time Ethan actually took a sip, though he still made a face.

“Anyway, Count Guillaume may have been the one who held the knife and who was executed for
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