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1530 P. Y. I .

Planet of Lod Tol Gar 

City of Jart Kol

The sunset was rich in color, like paint had been spilled onto the sky in a rainbow hue of reds and pinks, yellows and gold. A sheet of puffy clouds sat under the dark azure sky like cotton balls of dipped pigment, aligned in straight lines disappearing over the horizon in marching rows of condensation. The air was crisp, with a hint of fall about it, that smell of the first decaying leaves slinking along the ground as the last grasp of summer ebbed away like high tide. The majestic mountains, permanently snow-capped in their heaven-reaching spires, were splashed with a golden detonation as the last rays of the double suns caught them in a time-less moment of vivid starkness, turning the pristine white snow afire.

The tall, glass-encased buildings reflected the glow of the sunset, making the structures look like ornamental decorations rising from a sea of darkened carnal virtue. Hover cars, given to humans by the Kroor but a scant twenty standard years earlier, cruised like colorful lightning bugs in their dedicated lanes high above the tree-lined and vibrant green-grassed pedestrian ways shrouded in the gloom of a dying dusk. People hustled home in anticipation of the curfew imposed by the Drek Theocratic Directory. The mournful call of the prayer dirge echoed dully through the streets as those moving about furtively blocked it out as just another annoyance to deal with in their daily lives.  

The dirge rang ten times daily, announcing the beginning of the prayer proclamation when all business stopped and those who adhered to the J'tan – which was technically all humankind—were to go to the closest temple and prostrate themselves to either Siis or Doni, the J'tan deities responsible for the fullness of life enjoyed by those under their tutelage. It was an imposition most humans took for granted, going through the motions for the simple fact that it was easier than being hauled before the Directory and accused of untold crimes against J'tan. Plus, they had been doing it for nye on five hundred years and it had become ingrained in most people's psyche.  

If it was not J'tan, than it was wrong was the classic saying.

And everything seemed to be a crime against J'tan these days.  

Jart Kol had a reputation where that was concerned.

The Drek had learned through their human informers—heavily indoctrinated, though some would say brainwashed, individuals who appeared everywhere at anytime and relayed the various breaches of J'tan with glee to the Directory—of the problems here on Jart Kol, with no need for the usual embellishments. Jart Kal was heresy personified and if the informers were correct, the problem was getting worse rather than better. The recent eruption of sporadic defiance to J'tan on this planet and a few others had alerted the Directory to a growing danger of a human lead revolt like the Insurrection against the B’ra Ynos. The Drek were not about to let that happen to them and the best way to achieve that goal was to keep the constantly bothersome humans so firmly choked under the hold of J'tan that insurrection was unthinkable.

These informers, as was to be expected, were despised by most of their fellow humans for their betrayal to the species. It wasn’t anything new for humans, to turn on each other in rough times, but for those who were opposed to J’tan, it was even worse that the informers sided with non-humans. They were afforded special rights and more allowances, lived in the largest of houses. They walked around as if they were better than the average human and were known to hold grudges against entire family lines, regardless whether they ever did anything wrong against the Drek. Jart Kol had been especially well inundated with these Enlighteners – the official Drek name for the informers, though they were better known by the derogatory Shinku by the humans after the first human who willingly aided the Drek in their subjugation. 

The pressure to conform had even gone so far as humans being forced into triads, the very foundation of the Drek society. It had started out with any combination of male and female at the discretion of the individual triads, but the Directory had quickly decreed that a combination of one female and two males would not only satisfy the requirements of J’tan, but also reduce the soaring birth rate of the humans by forcing pairings wherein two males had to service but one female and thus only one pregnancy could be obtained for every two males. 

And by selecting the combinations themselves, the Directory was able to keep certain undesirable genetic traits out of the populace and make subjugation that much easier. It was reminiscent of the B’ra Ynos manipulation of humanity and despite predictions to the contrary, certain humans had figured this out quickly enough. The triads were even forced to live together, work together, always be together, just as the Drek themselves had always lived. The Directory had seen it as just another step toward full compliance with J'tan and thus the eventual betterment of humanity. For humanity certainly needed improvement. 

All species agreed on that one.

There was, however, a small cadre of humans who were beginning to think that that little piece of propaganda was seriously flawed. They were the ones who had brought forward the lost works of the Mythical Monks out the Dark Ages of Human Bondage, who had convinced the leader of that mystical order to trust them to spread the word and bring the glory of the Creator back to its rightful place. One would think that a species like the B’ra Ynos would be able to root out such tripe after two thousand years, rather than leave it for the Drek to clean up. But then, the B’ra Ynos were not known for their over-thinking of situations. If it involved numbers, than they were interested; otherwise it made them no never mind.

The recent resistance against J’tan had started as a small group of dedicated zealots and had progressed slowly yet exorbitantly until several planets were copies of Lod Tol Gar, resisting behind the scenes and gaining the attention of the Directory for their insistence on rebellion. Just like Orion Morgase had been able to see the true intentions of the B’ra Ynos, these individuals had been able to see that the Drek, under the guise of friendship and aid, were not much better. Rather than slavery and inclusive, selective breeding like the B’ra Ynos had used, J'tan was the preferred vehicle for the Drek. The outcome, however, was to be the same: complete subservience and unquestioning loyalty. That would keep humans out of trouble and keep them from bringing more trouble to everyone else, which seemed to be a special gift of theirs.

Humans had, apparently, progressed little since the successful conclusion of the Morgase Insurrection and were, it seemed to most other species, beginning to act like they had before the B’ra Ynos had shown up.

And so resistance was beginning to mount. 

Unknown to the Directory, the Shinku on Jart Kol had been all identified and systematically killed off and replaced with men loyal to the resistance, feeding to the Directory names of the most ardent followers of J'tan in an effort to create even more unrest, to create in the minds of the mostly still loyal sheep the idea that not even complete faith to J'tan would guarantee safety. It was a bold move, but one that had saved, so far, more lives than it had cost. And with the recent stepped up pressure of the Directory toward the resistance, it was becoming a last resort.

The leader of the resistance against J'tan and the Drek stood in the penthouse of one of the golden blazing towers comprising the city center, watching with easy trepidation as the splash of colors on the sky slowly receded, following the sun as it sank below the horizon and allowing darkness to creep in like a fine mist of tranquility. He was a tall, thin man of angular design, lank in that refined way of athletes. His skin was an olive tan of vitality, his full head of dark hair tied into a pony-tail, deep-set eyes of darkest umber capturing the attention of any with a mere flicker. His body, though appearing insipid at first glance, was well defined under the dark brown robe he habitually wore. 

Most people under-estimated him at first.

It rarely happened a second time

He had grown up as any other normal boy – if such a thing even existed anymore—under the strains of J'tan, denied a childhood by the double blow of J'tan strictures and parental absence. In a world of constant tension and strict adherence to a religion dominating one's life, childhood was not for the timid or weak, and those who managed to gain it usually did so at a high price later in life, or they happened to belong to the Shinku, who, ironically, seemed to be allowed to follow J'tan at less than full capacity.

But it had not always been that way.

And his name had not always been the Rishi Rahu. 

He had been born Pitar ben Sextanus to a pair of loving parents who worked hard to provide a modicum of normalcy. When he was ten, however, his world changed radically and forever. His parents were given up by the Shinku. Unbeknownst to Pitar, his parents had been one of the many Keepers of the Mythical Monks’ rare manuscripts, a task handed down through the generations after the Morgase Insurrection had been successful. Pitar's father's father had given him the burden when he had died, as his father had before him all the way back to the deep, dark interior of the Dark Ages of Human Bondage. There were several sets of such Keepers, each with a full set of the manuscripts in their possession against the off-chance that if others were compromised, there would always be one copy left somewhere.

And that was exactly what happened.

Somewhere, somehow, the Drek had learnt of the existence of the manuscripts and had begun tracking down the Keepers and taking them away to be never seen again. The knowledge of the existence of such works of pure human origin were contradictory to the entire premise laid down by the Drek. 

And that they could not have.

Pitar's parents had been one of those compromised, though at the time he had not understood or known of any of this. One day, a day he still remembered vividly in his dreams as much as in his daily thoughts, they had simply handed him a cloth-wrapped package and given him into the hands of friends with the strict orders of getting him off planet as soon as possible.

He had never seen his parents again.

And his life had never been the same after that. 

He had been moved from one planet to the other, always afraid for reasons he never understood, never able to enjoy his childhood, never able to make friends. He had eventually sat down and read the discs he had been given by his parents after gaining access to a Kroor reader droid, and his life had changed irrevocably for the second time. He had been twelve then and his life's purpose had been spread out before him as clearly as a summer day.

With all his restlessness and constant moving, he had memorized the entire manuscript by the time he was fifteen so that he could keep it hidden thereafter. He had left the pseudo-parents he had at that time, the seventh or eighth, he had lost count, and began to preach what was in the manuscripts, trying to convince his fellow humans that J'tan was not natural, that humans had their own religion, a vast compilation of distinct and varied beliefs that the Creator had given onto them and that they should be following rather than the alien belief of a subjugate species.

His first few years had been rough. He had been beaten half to death on several occasions, had to flee cities, even entire planets as the Directory became aware of his ministrations and became concerned. The Drek were not stupid and had been active participants in the Morgase Insurrection so they were well aware of what humans could do once they set their minds to the task.  Allowing any resistance to J'tan was thus to be severely and immediately deterred, even crushed with whatever means at their disposal. It became illegal to even speak of the existence of any other religions besides J'tan and the Shinku had become more active than ever in their surveillance of the human community and its actions. Hundreds of thousands of marked people had disappeared over-night, never to appear again, their possessions and lives erased as if they had never even existed.

Most had been innocent of the charges leveled against them. But then with the Drek, that didn’t really matter much. It just meant less humans to deal with in the long run.

Pitar slowly gained a reputation as one of the leading humans to be hunted down and eradicated. It all played well into his hands.  Pitar had learned with much disappointment that he was the only one left with the manuscripts intact, all the others having disappeared under the auspice of the Directory. He had also learnt that a substantial sum of credits had been left him as the last Keeper of the manuscripts and with that backing him and a few loyal followers, he had moved from planet to planet, city to city unsuccessfully preaching resistance to the J'tan. But there were sometimes a few humans who seemed to understand, who joined his slowly growing group and it was these few adherents who kept him going.

Pitar had also gained the reputation as the foremost authority of human religion and had become known as the Rishi Rahu, named after an obscure reference in one of the many religions contained within the manuscripts. And just to confuse the Directory even more over the years, there were now at least one hundred people called Rishi Rahu, all preaching, all casting doubt on J'tan, appearing on several planets at the same time to rattle the Directory to the core.

He frowned as he realized that it had all started over sixty years ago and his progress, though certainly more than anyone would have expected from the shy child, was far slower than he would have liked.  However, there had been recent success with the human leaders of the J'tan who were appointed by the Drek to oversee all aspects of conformation. They were as brain-washed as the Shinku, determined to bring humans into order regardless the cost to their humanity. They even went so far as to call what they were doing the first human church, ignoring any evidence to the contrary supplied by Rishi and his followers as so much false iconography.

There had been a shift, if ever so slight, among some of the human leaders, a shift of consciousness or morals or perhaps even some Creator inspired revelation. Either way, Rishi had seen the shift as much as felt it like an underground wave of quivering souls and quickly moved to exploit it. He had found, much to his surprise, a vast behind-the-scenes sympathy for his cause within a majority of the more influential leaders of the so-called church. It was the opportunity for which he had been waiting, an opportunity to hit the Drek and J'tan where it would hurt the most and he was not about to let it pass by, regardless the warnings and omens sent out like chill autumn winds heralding the coming winter.

And so it was that he stood here, in this penthouse watching the sunset, the colors fade, the darkness leeching down the mountainside in tranquil waves, hiding behind it a foreboding portent of wrongness. But then, he was used to such portent's clouding his visions. When dealing with J'tan, such things were to be expected.

There were eight others in the room with him. 

Two were of his own personal retinue, trained in all forms of combat from the Thrumbo clan, renowned for their martial abilities and strict discipline. The other six, in their obligatory triad-inspired white robes, were the people in which Rishi was most interested. There were two females and four males, as the Directory demanded, like breeding pairs of prized cattle. Each was younger than the average leader, each of that class of beautiful people who dominated so much of human life, their genetic control still pure from the days of the B’ra Ynos when strength and beauty were prized. They were the new generation of leaders, cocky and assured and aware of their affect on others. Each was of the same height, the same hair color, the same eyes. The men were physically strong and showed it, their robes slightly too tight, their definition clear. The women were devastatingly attractive and knew how to use it to influence males to their way of thinking, and they were definitely not above seducing to gain knowledge or a stronger belief in the benefits of J'tan. 

Rishi had seen it all before, had even been tempted by ones such as these and had learned a valuable lesson from that encounter.

He wasn’t impressed then and he wasn’t impressed now.

He knew their ways with others, knew for what it was they appraised in others and what weaknesses they exploited and he had learned long ago to block them out, to see them as mere humans with infected brains from the deprivation of the Drek and their evil J'tan. He knew how to deal with them and they, for their part, were quite well aware of Rishi's disregard for their talents and opinions. It was a meeting of antagonists, each ready to eviscerate the other if the opportunity arose.

Rishi wanted but one thing and one thing only: to convince these people to break away from J'tan. If he could convince the leaders, then the followers would be that much easier to motivate. It was a heretical and dangerous proposition but one Rishi felt destined to fulfill ever since he had first read those ancient discs in the corner of his bedroom and knew that humans had at one time been important.

"So, Rishi," one of the females stated in that annoying voice they took when they were trying to act bored but actually were greatly interested. "We’re here, at the risk of our lives and the lives of our families."

"Do you intend on keeping us standing here ..." 

"While you stare out the window?"

He smiled at the last golden splashes of the fading color on the very tops of the jagged peaks. They even now spoke as the Drek in that triad-prone broken verse of shared conversation that was so irritating. He looked down to the side as he spoke, back toward them but not at them, his voice a rumble of even-tempered tenor. "I would ask that while here with me, in this room, during this conversation, you refrain from your Drek ways and speak as humans." He looked up now, caught the eyes of the females with a dark spark of insolence. "Despite your longings otherwise, you are still human and not Drek."

The six looked at each other as if actually communicating telepathically like the Drek, then looked back at Rishi. The female spoke again, her voice falling into that soft arrogance at which they excelled. "To the Drek we owe our very freedom from the B’ra Ynos. It is only right that we honor them with their simple wishes."

"Perhaps to hear them tell it," one of the guards, leaning casually against a wall with that air of instant action about her, said sarcastically.  

One of the males glanced her way callously. "We didn’t come here to listen to your guard H'chalk, Rishi Rahu. We came here to listen to you, so please quiet them or make them leave." He spoke out rather flippantly, with that casual air of authority to which they had grown accustom.

Rishi turned from the window to face the six fully. The color had faded to lack-luster bare tints of an earlier brilliance as darkness claimed the city. There was nothing more to see out there anyway.  "We’re not here to talk about them. They’re not of your concern."

"All that happens under the auspices of J'tan are our concern."

Rishi spread his arms out to encompass the room. "Does it look as if J'tan holds here? Do you see us in a triad, dressed in the required Mulats? I think not."

"J'tan holds everywhere. It’s the supreme manifestation of life and of the gods' favor with humanity," one of the two females quoted fervently, the belief in her eyes flashing like broken reactor coils.

"You cannot, regardless how hard you try, disregard what the Drek and J'tan have given us. Freedom and a belief system to hold onto aren’t to be scoffed at. It gave us hope and a future when we had nothing but B’ra Ynos slavery."

Rishi looked them over a moment, shook his head in amazement, then shrugged his shoulders as he gathered his robes up around his ankles and began toward the door. "In that case, then, we’ve nothing to discuss here. I was under the impression that you actually wanted to make some headway, but I was obviously mistaken."

He made it to the door, not nearly as far a he thought he would, before the first objection reached him, and he smiled to himself.  Despite all their canons to the contrary, the Drek and their J'tan were so predictable. "No, wait. Don’t leave yet," one of those whom had not yet spoken, begged. "We do wish to discuss your proposals."

"Then you have to stop all the damn J'tan platitudes and sayings, because I didn't invite you here to listen to that crap."

One of the two females stepped forward, lowering her head demurely and clasping hands before her waist deferentially. "You must understand that were the Directory to ever find out what we do, with whom we meet, they would not hesitate to torture and kill our families and then ourselves. We had to be sure, first, that you were whom you say you are. One can never be too careful."

"These are dangerous times," another added unnecessarily, as if it was not taken for granted that any dealing with the Drek were dangerous.

Rishi turned slowly back toward them. "And yet you would still be willing to follow a religion which brings such fright to your lives for expressing doubt, for voicing an opinion contrary to theirs?"

"We’ve known nothing else. Whereas the J'tan is strict for the ordinary human, it’s a thousand fold more so for us and that is not something that can be overcome in a day's time."

"A day?" Rishi said as he moved smoothly toward the center of the room. "You've had the basics of the manuscripts of the Mythical Monks for years, have held the truth in your hands and yet you still refuse to see it for what it truly is, to accept that the Creator has given us this chance, this commandant to free ourselves for His service and His service alone. You've had more than a day, that's for certain."

"It was but an expression. You need not be so harsh tongued. If you didn’t need us you would’ve never asked us to come here to speak with you, so we’re both in need of some compromise," the other female blurted out forcefully and yet almost apologetically, her eyes betraying her inner turmoil, and something else Rishi could not identify readily.

Rishi smiled at them. Perhaps he had chosen well. "So then, shall we sit, or do you prefer to stand as the Drek do?"

"We prefer to do nothing as the Drek do, but we’ve little choice when it comes down to it." They all sat, elegantly, slowly, almost regally, their pure white gossamer shear robes revealing far more than they should, flowing about them like light-reflecting aura of a sinister nature, as if begging one to comment on their state of undress and invite a tongue lashing for thinking such un-J'tan thoughts. They made Rishi's own drape, brown, coarse robe look used and beggarish.

"So have you read the excerpts that I selected for you?" he asked as he scanned all their faces for any signs of weakness, falsehood. He hadn’t stayed alive all these years by being foolish or taking foolish chances and this meeting was no different. They could easily be here to kill him. "I’ve much more to show you. Much more."

"They are certainly intriguing scraps of fiction." 

"Fiction?"

"Do you really think that there’s a planet like this Earth, a planet where we all came from? And what of Si’is and Doni? Where do they fit into all this, for they surely cannot be seen as false when there is so much evidence of their existence all around us?"

He looked at them again, his mouth slightly open at the obstinacy inherit in the bodies before him. Could these people really believe what they said? "You're kidding me, right? The J'tan is an alien religion, not meant for humans. Whether it's true or not is irrelevant.  We as humans have our own religions, which were forcibly taken from us during the Dark Ages and we should return to them and not take up this travesty that is J'tan.”

"I would hardly call it a travesty," the more out-spoken of the females quipped with that look of childish impudence of which most J'tan leaders seemed possessed. "There are many good values within J'tan, and as we pointed out, we do owe the Drek much."

"But they aren't our values," he argued as he leaned forward impatiently. "Can't you see that? They’ve been forced upon us and that doesn’t make them ours."

"After five hundred years, don't you think that perhaps they have become ours? How long does it take for a novelty to become a routine? Is there an accepted time-frame that we are unaware of, and if so, what is it? Two thousand years? Five thousand? When would you accept J'tan as your own?"

"Never." He held up the copy of the manuscripts as if brandishing a torch. "This is our heritage. These are our values and our future, all within these discs that people risked their lives to save, record, and preserve during the Dark Ages. Not the J'tan. Not the Drek." He stood, walking back toward the now darkened window reflecting his image and the images of the straight-backed leaders like some type of demented double reflection of the truth. 

He turned to face them, not understanding how someone, anyone could not see what was right before their eyes, not see the truth screaming for attention. "The Drek only helped us with the B’ra Ynos because they thought they could get a perfect group of ready-made slaves to imprison in their J'tan, to manipulate for their own purposes, of which I still don't understand. Can't you see what it is that they're doing? Look at yourselves. You act and speak and talk just like them. And even worse than that, they've managed to decide with whom you have sex, when you have sex and what the child will look like. They put triads together to produce the types of off-spring they want produced, in the numbers they want. They control every aspect of your lives, every decision you make and you can stand there and tell me with a straight face that this is all good for you? That it's what we were meant for? If that's the case, then we certainly have nothing to speak about and this meeting was a waste of time, mine and yours.

"Just look at yourselves. You're all the same. You look the same and act the same and talk the fucking same and that's exactly what the Drek want. A species of subservient drones willing to do as they're told, willing to follow whatever asinine new creed they devise with their bloody J'tan. Can't you fucking see that? How is what they’re subjecting you to, subjecting all humans to, any different than what the B’ra Ynos did to us for two thousand years?" He stared at them but they said nothing in reply, either in shock at his words or because they really had nothing to say to his diatribe. 

He approached them and he thought he saw the glint of disgust in the eyes of the more quiet female at the temerity to come so close to one such as her. He brushed it off as paranoia. "If we continue with this charade, then all those humans who died in the Morgase Insurrection died for nothing. Nothing! This here is as much an enslavement as anything the B’ra Ynos ever did."

"And what exactly do you propose we do?" a male asked as if to a child who had just thrown a temper-tantrum because he couldn’t have his way. "Tell the Drek that we no longer wish to partake in their J'tan, that the agreement Morgase made is no longer valid? How do you think that will go over?"

"They will kill millions of us to bring us back into the fold," the more aggressive female stated flatly. "What are we to them but experiments? So long as the majority of us do as they say, they see no need to stop the experiment. But as soon as we start to rebel, to think for ourselves, what do you think they'll do? And who's going to help us out then? The Kroor? Perhaps the B’ra Ynos? I hardly think so."

He looked them over as if he could not believe his eyes and ears.  “So that's your answer? We do nothing because it might lead to violence, to death? And using your own argument, that it's all an experiment, then how can you live under such a tyrannical facade?  What if Morgase had felt that way? Huh?"

"Then we would still be enslaved and not know any different," a male said defiantly. "You cannot defy the will of J'tan. The Drek do not enslave us. They allow us our own government and our own leaders and allow us to live our lives as we see fit. It’s completely different than what the B’ra Ynos did."

"How the fuck can that be? Because they cover it up with a few inconsequential anomalies that satisfy unimaginative people like yourselves, like the leaders they specially picked to look all alike, to think all alike?"

"It’s not our place to question J'tan," another of the males pointed out with pious disregard for any of the words spoken. "You’ve not shown us any real evidence that what the Drek have given us is wrong. Your fiction from these Mythical Monks, whom I seriously doubt ever existed, is hardly proof that humans had religion. Until the Drek came along, we didn’t even know what religion was, what it was to have belief in an intangible guiding us to proper, moral actions."

"And that makes it correct? Because we didn’t know any better beforehand that makes it all just wonderful?" Rishi rubbed his forehead. He’d not thought that they would be this stubborn, this entrenched in their fanatical beliefs. Why even come to this meeting if they were going to only bombard him with this meaningless rhetoric? But then, that was probably why they called them fanatical.

"What you gave us to read was interesting, that I’m not denying," the aggressive female said as she crossed her legs demurely and leaned slightly forward. "But that is all it is. Interesting reading. The concepts and ideals put forward are far too...," she searched for a proper word but could find none.

"Multiple gods for multiple people? How can it be that humans were capable of creating so many forms of religion?" a male asked ominously. "The Drek, who have been around far longer, have one and only one religion and yet if we’re to believe you, humans on this planet Earth had a plethora of beliefs, many similar and many so different from each other than they were diametrically opposed. How can this Creator, if he truly existed, allow such diversity of worship, such warfare that must have arisen from the difference? Is that the type of god you really want to worship?"

"Just look at what's happening here, where there is but one religion?" the female broke in without hesitation. "We’ve but one truth and one opposition and we’re at each other's throats constantly. Can you imagine what would happen if we had all the religions you claim we once had, religions all claiming the truth? It would be utter chaos."

"Perhaps that is why the B’ra Ynos enslaved us," the quiet female stated modestly. "Perhaps we threatened others with our illogical plethora of beliefs."

"J'tan is one all-encompassing belief that does not teach war or hostility or opposition. How can you then call it bad and what you claim as the truth to be good?"

"No hostility?" Rishi asked as he looked at the quiet female and noticed that she was studying him intently from under her eyebrows, almost covertly. "And what about all those who disappear, all those who choose not to believe in J'tan and are never seen again? If this was such a good religion, then why the Shinku? Why the need to even have such people to enforce the laws? We should all be falling over backward to accept this wonderful goodness you preach, shouldn't we? If it’s so good and fucking wonderful?"

"You oversimplify matters to suit your own purposes." 

"And we prefer to call them Enlighteners, not the derogative Shinku."

"And I prefer to call them traitors." Rishi stood abruptly, aware that he was getting nowhere, that these people never had any intention of agreeing with him in anyway. "There’s no choice with J'tan, and that’s the problem. You either believe or you die, correct? There’s no room for compromise where J'tan is concerned, and you find this good, moral?"

"What we find is that it is J'tan, so why would you not want to follow it? It is truth, plain and simple."

He turned his back to them, took a few deep breaths, then tried again to get through to these people who were so corrupted by J'tan that they could see nothing else. "Are you so certain that what you have in J'tan is the truth? Can there be no other alternative?"

"Why would we want another alternative?" the aggressive female asked with that honest look of disapproval. "You seem to think that we're unhappy with our current situation. That’s far from the truth.  We’ve no problem with the rigors of J'tan. We embrace it as it should be and do not attempt to find excuses or explanations for what we do.  It is Si’is and Doni's way and that’s good enough for us. Our faith sustains us."

Rishi turned around to look at them, to make certain that they were still human and had not transformed into Drek while his back had been turned. "You're happy, so that makes it okay? What of all the others who are unhappy? What of all the others whose lives are destroyed by J'tan, who have to struggle to live from day to day because of J'tan? Are you so arrogant that you would forget them, brush them aside as if they are inconsequential, the people you're supposed to be working for?"

"J'tan provides for the societal good through the actions of the individual triads. All that is required is that each triad is happy, content, and believes. If that is achieved, then society will advance."

Rishi stepped forward, his brow furrowed at the contemptible words he was hearing. "So in other words, so long as your individual triad is happy, you don't care about the others, about the rest of your own species?"

The soft-spoken, quiet female spoke up now, her voice flowing like a dribbling brook over moss-encased rocks, blending into the room in waves of constant temptation. "If they believe and have faith, they need no assistance. If they do not believe, then they are heretics who do not deserve to be happy. It is really quite simple. You are one of those un-believers, one of those infidels who ruin it for us who do believe, with your constant attempts to change the order, to incite the malcontents, to force your view of the galaxy upon others." 

They all rose as one.

"We have learned what we came here to learn," a male said with an undercurrent of disgust.

Rishi narrowed his eyes as he caught out of the corner of his vision the two guards move off the wall ever so slightly. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"J'tan cannot allow you to continue to exist. We had thought that perhaps you could be reasoned with, that you could be converted if given the chance and abandon this heretical stance of yours."

"But it appears that that is not the case." 

They had reverted to their triad way of speaking.

“We have made our decision."

Rishi smiled ever so slightly, more like a tick in the corner of his mouth. "Is that so? And if I had you killed? Then what would your faith say about that?"

They smiled for the first time. It was slightly disturbing for all in the room. "That would not be wise," the quiet one stated simply. Rishi had come to the unmistakable conclusion that this one was the leader of both triads, like the blue tip Drek were royalty. "J'tan protects us from the likes of you infidels. Si’is and Doni are our shield and so we need not fear you."

Rishi rose an eye-brow. "Really? Well then. I guess that's the second thing that you've been wrong about today."

The two guards moved in with lightning speed, arms and feet flying. It took less than ten seconds. All six J'tan leaders lay sprawled out on the floor, dead, eyes wide open in shock to meet Si’is and Doni for the final arbitration. Rishi looked at them with pursed lips, slowly shaking his head. The door opened and three more individuals dressed like Rishi walked in slowly, surveying the scene with little to no reaction.

"It went about as much as you suspected, then?" one asked as he knelt down and lifted the head up of one of the females, blood trickling out of her mouth and nose. "A shame, really. This one might have been fun."

"I told you that this wouldn’t work, that they were fanatically loyal to their Drek masters," Rishi commented angrily as he turned back toward the dark window, small, flicking lights starting to kick on around the city as curfew was enforced.

"We still had to try. It was possible that they could have been turned."

"Turned?" Rishi asked mockingly. "We're just damn lucky that J'tan doesn't allow out-right killing during negotiations, else they would have started out first. Is everything ready for the next phase, as I suggested we do without having to go through this charade?"

"As you ordered," the larger of the three new arrivals stated. "We’ve six already dressed as these, faces more or less looking the same. They’ve been briefed as to what to say and will announce immediately that you’ve convinced them to abandon J'tan and embrace the concept of breaking away from the death hold of the Drek. They’ll probably be killed, along with their families, but the message will have been started."

"Good." Rishi looked into the reflection in the window at the dead bodies laying out in the blackness. "Removed these bodies and burn them beyond recognition, then dump them where the gratilk will get a hold of them. They can never be found."

"The other leaders? Do we move on them now also?" the one kneeling by the dead female asked as he started to undress her.

"Yes." Rishi closed his eyes and tried to bring up the images of his parents, which had kept him going all these years. "If they won't listen to reason, then it's time to start with the maelstrom." He turned his head back toward his accomplices. "Let it begin, and let the Drek feel our wrath."

"And may the Creator be with us,” they all intoned automatically.
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The Kroor are masters at deceit.

That they were able to keep humans in the dark concerning 

the Hyper-Gates and the Kroor's own militaristic tendencies is a 

testament to their willingness to lie. That it took humans so long to 

figure it out is a testament to humanity's belief that they already 

know everything. It is obvious now that we did not.
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The Kaksha sat quietly, waiting. 

Stalking

This system had been a good first choice. The virus had hit the third planet a week ago and the exodus had been vast, twenty billion people trying to leave, all at the same time. It was total chaos. All rule and order had broken down days ago and it became every person for themselves. And as in any such circumstance, humans turned into the animals they truly are, viciously looking out for none but themselves and screwing over as many others along the way as they saw fit.  

The fourth planet, also inhabited, had quickly deployed their atmospheric defensive forces to keep out the refugees, to keep the virus from spreading. They even went so far as to shoot down several ships attempting incursions, killing the occupants in fiery crashes lighting up the night skies in macabre firework displays. It was a futile effort. There weren’t nearly enough defensive ships to stop every shuttle attempting a landing and more than enough made it to the surface to cause the virus to spread, to infest yet another human planet.

With the Hyper-Gates closed, those ships not piling up by the ineffectual Gate waiting for the Imperium to show some mercy, tried their hand at deep space. Most would perish in the effort, lost in that no-man's land between systems where the darkness and the cold were your only companions and help was but a fleeting call of imagination. Some would make it, after a few years, to the next system, if their supplies hadn't run out or they hadn't killed each other due to the cramped conditions and the frayed nerves. People had been known to go crazy after a few months, much less a few years in deep space and those now attempting to travel the vast distances involved were not people used to the lonely existence that was deep space.  

It took a very special breed to be able to survive such long trips.

The deep-haulers had recruited most of them and even they went space-crazy sometimes, the loneliness and isolation driving a wedge into the reason of even the most sane individual. Although a rare event, it was even known for some deep-haulers to arrive at their destination as a death ship, the crew having killed each other months ago, the automatic systems bringing the ghoulish cargo to dock with practiced ease. Those who attempted the journey to the next system had no idea what lay ahead for them and most would perish hungry, paranoid and insane. 

But these weren’t the ships in which those aboard the Kaksha were interested. 

It was the ships that had both given up on the Hyper-Gate ever opening and not daring the emptiness of open deep space, hovering like lost bugs on the outskirts of the frantic mass about the Hyper-Gates, which were most interesting. These ships were the ones who were waiting, hoping that the virus would burn itself out after no more hosts were available on the surface of the planets and then they could return to their lives as if nothing untoward had happened, return to a semblance of law and order. It was these ships that Anolis and the bounty-hunters were stalking, patiently waiting for the ships to start drifting, control lost, life-signs non-existent, telling all that the virus had taken another victim. It was these ships that would be easy targets, and in which they knew the virus was dead with no hosts to sustain it, the most important part of the whole plan. None of them wanted to board a ship with the virus still active. That was a disaster waiting to happen.

"I be a 'avin one, father," Fiadh stated with boredom. She wasn’t very enthused about either what they were about to do or with whom they were about to do it. Over the past few days, she had grown tired of the constant attempts by the one called Anolis to get down her pants as much as she was tired of waiting and watching for people to die of the virus. The man was relentless, of that she was certain. He had set his mind on bedding her and that was what he was going to do regardless how many times she said told him to go land on G’nash. 

He had apparently already been there and not found it to his liking and thus her suggestions that he return fell on deaf ears. It wasn't like he was ugly. In fact, she did find him rather cute in an odd sort of way, but he was definitely not her type and his insistence that he could please her as she had never been pleased before bordered on the psychotic, if not the obsessive.

That this Anolis seemed to think that she could be worn down, that if he asked enough and pestered her enough she would relent and fall into his arms wooing with his every delight, was a misconception that she found... Interesting.  He obviously didn't know Fiadh very well.  Wooing was not in her vocabulary.

"Which one be it, lass?" Vetrincicore asked as he dropped his feet from the console, where they had been resting, and leaned forward to look at the sensor grid displaying the ship Fiadh had isolated. It appeared to be a larger ship, far larger than the Kaksha.

"The big Nebula class 'auler three points off the port beam there. I been a watching it for several 'ours now I ‘ave, and the life-signs be dropped from five 'undred to three."

"Now ‘ow do they be cramping that many people into that wee a space? Those cargo pods be not sealed for 'uman usage, they not be. Where they all be livin'?"

"Do it really matter, father, seeing that they all be dead?"

He smirked, his pock-marked face and deep-set eyes scanning the information on the Nebula hauler displayed with disgust. He knew of men who would sell space aboard such a ship for a fortune, betting on the panic and wealth of those wanting to flee to make more than a year’s worth of credits in one haul, then dump the dead bodies once in orbit and go back for more. He knew them well. Perhaps the men who owned this ship had forgotten that the virus was extremely virulent and would spread to the crew with little to no effort. 

Perhaps they just got too greedy. 

"I be a guessin' not, lass." He ran his hand through his oily black hair, than looked back at Anolis standing in the hatchway, leaning on the bulkhead. He had his arms crossed and looked perturbed. "Ye better be gettin' ready, then, lad. We be docking soon, we be."

Anolis pulled his eyes off of Fiadh, where they could usually be found anytime they were together, and looked at Vetrincicore with what amounted to disdain. "There’re still three alive, which means that the virus is still alive. Let's find another one."

"There be no other one, boy," Fiadh snapped as she turned toward him. "We be out 'ere for far too long as it is. Soon the Imperium Gate Guards be wonderin’ what we be doin' 'ere skulking around." She looked at her father. "I say that we be takin' this one and then be a leavin' this 'ere death march. They be all dead sooner or later, they be. Tis but a matter o' time, it is." 

"I never took you to be such an impatient person," Anolis said with a sly smile. "We just need to wait a while longer and we'll have more than enough derelicts to salvage. As for the Imperium, there are tens of thousands of ships out here, including more than a few pirates like us. It's not like we're blasting away at anyone to make ourselves obvious. They're not going to notice us."

She opened her mouth to speak, parted her lips in that subtlety seductive way she had, then shut it and stepped up next to her father. "Who be runnin' this 'ere circus? You or 'e?"

"Don't be askin' such foolish questions, lass," Vetrincicore said as he leaned back in his chair and propped his feet back upon the console. "But the boy does 'ave a point, ‘e does. So long as there be livin' souls aboard, then the virus be alive and I for one don't want a be gettin' it, o' for you to be getting it neither, never mind."

She looked at her father as if she didn't recognize him anymore, then looked back at Anolis, whose sly smile infuriated her to no end.  She stood up tall. "Then ye can be wastin' yer time a lookin'. I be goin' back to check on our real crew mates rather than be 'ere with this poor excuse' o' a man." She pushed her way passed Anolis to the med-bay and Anolis' eyes were riveted to her backside until she stopped at the first corner and looked back at him. He waved and she clenched her fists and turned the corner.

"I do be thinkin', lad, that she be a growin' fond o you."

Anolis turned back to look at Vetrincicore. "It was only a matter of time before she came around."

Vetrincicore gave a coy smile. "Don't be a callin' me dad just yet there, lad. I be a sayin' growing fond o` you, not likin' ye. I think ye be a far distance off o' likin' just yet."

An anomalous reading on the sensor net caught Anolis' eyes and he stepped forward to the control console to check it out. "I'm a patient man, Vetrincicore. I’ve all the faith in the world that she'll come around to me soon enough. It's my natural charm, you see. Woman can't resist it."

"Be that so?" Vetrincicore said with a wider smile.

"What do you make of this?" Anolis asked as he narrowed in on the ship producing the odd readings.

Vetrincicore kicked his feet off the console again and leaned over to take a look. "Appears to be a Faunus class freighter, it does. I don't be a seein' anything odd there."

"Yes, it’s a Faunus class freighter," Anolis said as he he brought up a detailed schematic of the vessel in question and then pointed toward the power core readings. "And Faunus class ships work off of an older model Type Seven anti-matter converter from the Oxicem shipyards. Very reliable but also very distinctive in its signature. This ship is running off of a far more powerful Quad-graviton flux trans-phase inducer, the kind usually found on Imperium military mass haulers and even some of their destroyers. The signatures are completely different. The question is, then, what’s a medium level freighter like this doing with an upper class power system like that. That's far and above the amount of power that ship can ever use. And that isn't an Imperium ship."

Vetrincicore nodded his head in agreement. "I see where ye be going' with this, lad. Tis not a regular freighter, ye be thinkin'."

Anolis ran his fingers deftly over a few controls as he tried to get as much information out of the sensors as possible. "No, it's not. This is either an Imperium decoy ship, which I’ve heard about but never seen, or it's another pirate ship that happened to get caught up on the planet when the virus hit."

Vetrincicore's eyes widened and his face lit up. "A pirate ship, ye be sayin'? Then that be a meanin'—-"

"That we be a needin' to be stayin' away from it, is what we need to be a doin'," Fiadh said as she stepped back onto the command center and stared at Anolis." Ye need to be gettin' out o' me seat, boy."

Anolis vacated the seat with a flourish. "As the goddess wishes, so shall I do."

"Then if that be the case, ye can be flushin' yerself out o' the airlock,” she suggested as she took her seat and looked at the schematic. "And ye be not charming, boy, ye be but annoying to women tis what ye be.” She ran more scans on the freighter, as if the ones Anolis had run were faulty in some way.  

“Why would we want to leave this one alone?" Anolis asked her as he watched the way her body rubbed against the titanium mesh she wore so well, the way her blue hair swayed and framed her face so perfectly. "This is the perfect target. I'll bet you my entire share that this ship is filled to the beams with loot."

She smirked. "If 'e be a pirate, then why would 'e be still 'ere? Be thinkin' about it, boy. They'd be already long gone, they be, not 'angin' around 'ere to die. Tisn't like they be actively scanning or preying for target like we be. Tis no pirate I be tellin' ye."

He nodded once in acknowledgment of her point. "True. That is all true, unless of course the virus hit them early on and they never were able to leave. Is it common for more than a few people aboard pirate ships to know of the whereabouts of the Hyper-Gates they use? I doubt it if it's been such a well kept secret."

Vetrincicore stood now and walked over behind his daughter to get a better look at the sensor displays. "Tis be never more than two. The captain be a knowin’ o' course, and perhaps the First, but that be it. They be a keepin’ it mighty tight between them, they do that.”

Anolis looked at Fiadh as he spoke, his voice with that tone of, I told you so in it. "So, if they both died early on, the others would have no clue where to find the pirate Hyper-Gate." Something in the back of Anolis' mind told him that there was a flaw in that logic, but he ignored the feeling, wanting to impress Fiadh more than wanting to be right.

"And they be now a stuck 'ere, to die like the others," Vetrincicore finished for him. 

They both looked at Fiadh.

She shook her head in consternation. "I still don't be a seein' 'ow this 'ere escapee 'as suddenly become so valuable to our crew, father. Tisn’t right, I be a tellin’ ye. Tisn’t right."

Vetrincicore touched her shoulder warmly. "Ye be likin' 'im too, lass, that I can clearly be seein'. Ye can now be movin' us over to that there derelict for salvage operations."

She eyed her father a moment as if he had said that her hair was now green. "I be a likin' 'im, ye say?" She pulled out her sidearm swiftly, aimed and fired, taking a good sized chuck of flesh out of Anolis' buttock. The smell of the plasma and the burnt flesh filled the command center with a scent of anger. "Now what ye be sayin' about me likin' 'im?"

Anolis howled in pain as he backed away from her, shocked that she could both move that fast and that she would actually shoot him. "You crazy bitch! And what are you laughing at?!" he directed toward Vetrincicore as the older man laughed out loud.

"That be me daughter," he said between laughs.

"And did either of ye bright ones bother to see that there be a dampening field over this 'ere ship keepin' us from seein' inside, from knowin' who be alive and who be dead? From yer looks, I don't be thinkin' so.”

"You just fired my ass up! I wasn't exactly paying attention to anything else but the pain that you've become." He tried to look at his butt, at the burned fabric and the seared skin. "By Morgase's one eye, this hurts."

"'Ow can there be a dampenin' field, lass? We be able to see the power signature, we do."

She brought up a few more displays, then pointed at one of them.  "Ye be seeing there? There be no life-signs showin', but there do be this 'ere oscialltin' wave from which be tellin' me that there be a dampenin' field active. And you two brilliant boys be a wantin' to go aboard ‘fore even knowin' who or what be aboard."

"You can flame my ass all you want, girl, but all that's aboard that ship are riches for us to plunder." He looked at Fiadh viciously, still not believing, despite the pain in his butt, that she would fire on him like that. She actually shot him in the ass. "But at the moment, I'm going to go to the med-bay to have this looked after because it really hurts a lot."

Fiadh ignored him as he left and that was just fine with him.  Perhaps she wasn't all that interested as he had supposed. But then, perhaps this was her way of showing her affection. He had known plenty of women in his life who could only show affection through physical acts such as this. Punching in the school-yard with a slightly more grown-up twist. He didn't pretend to understand, he just accepted it as another part of the feminine mystique. Either way, there would have to be a re-evaluation on his part of her worth. But right now his butt demanded all his attention.

Vetrincicore watched his daughter as she worked to get around the dampening field. Her shooting of Anolis even surprised him, though it did fit right into her personality. "If ye don't be thinkin' we should be goin' aboard this 'ere freighter, then why be ye still workin' on it, lass?"

She answered as she continued to work the controls, determined, it seemed to solve the riddle of this ship. "Because despite the fact that 'e be an annoying brat who don't be a knowin' when to back off, 'e is right 'bout this 'ere ship. It just might be a havin' riches aboard 'er. It just might. But I be a not goin' over there till...." Her face lit up as one of the holo-displays flicked, then came back to life with several life-signs. Her face quickly lost any happiness she might have felt at breaking through the dampening field. What she saw didn’t make for happy thoughts. "Kroor."

"Kroor?" Vetrincicore said as he leaned forward to get a better look. "Ye be right, lass. They be Kroor aboard her."

"There be more," she said as she worked a few more controls and several other displays came up. "There be five Kroor aboard, all but one of which looks to be dead."

Vetrincicore stood and walked around to get a better look at the displays from the other side from where his daughter sat. "I be a thinkin' that the virus be killin' none but humans."

"That's what they be a sayin'." She pointed toward another display. "Be lookin' 'ere, father. On the 'ull. What be ye be makin' o that?" 

"Weapons fire it be. Looks pretty heavy, too. And precise." He reached forward, made the display rotate ninety degrees. "See 'ere? Twas two precise shots. Be takin' out their environmental controls and main power coupling." He looked up at his daughter. "Twas no virus that be killin' these Kroor. They be in a battle."

"But why? Do ye be thinkin' that some pirates already took their loot?" 

"No." He studied the displays closer. "Bring us in, lass. I be wanting to see something. Ye say there still be one Kroor alive?"

"Aye. Barely 'e be."

The Kaksha moved in close to the freighter, illuminating the hull with a powerful spotlight. "Do ye see how it be spinnin', slow like, clockwise?" he asked as she brought the Kaksha to a stop near the underside of the freighter and aligned their rotations, the light illuminating the main cargo entry ports. He pointed out the windows.  "Do ye be a seeing the main seals on the entry ports? When one of these class o' freighters seals up, the seal automatically engages and pressurizes. Some 'ave redundant systems that be a double sealin’ so that no pirates can be a sneakin' up and openin' the pods while the freighter be traveling." 

These be havin' those redundant system."

"Aye. And they be still intact. There be no way that these pods 'ave been broken into." He looked back at her, the reflection from the spotlight making her face look translucent. "Whoever be attakin' this 'ere ship, they didn't bother with the cargo. They be doin' it for another reason."

"My butt is going to be lop-sided now," Anolis complained as he limped back onto the command center. "Thank you so very much, Fiadh."

He then saw what was sitting just outside the window. And he smiled. "So you finally decided to take a look. I'm glad that I was able to inject a little logic into your thinking. Did you notice that the seals haven't been broken yet?"

Vetrincicore smiled as he turned toward him. "Aye, lad. We be just a lookin' at that."

Anolis stepped forward all the way to the window, bumping into a console along the way and grimacing with pain. "I’ll pay you back, Fiadh, you can be sure of that."

"Whatever," she said with a coy smile hiding behind her lush lips. 

"What's that?" Anolis asked as he pointed toward several long, parallel cracks running along the outer hull on either side of the cargo pod doors. "That almost looks like it could open."

Vetrincicore leaned forward to look, having missed the dark cracks in his joy over seeing the seals still intact. "Ye be right, lad. They do be lookin' like openin's perhaps. Ye be thinkin' weapons? Maybe that be why the upgraded power source."

Fiadh leaned forward behind Anolis and he could feel the barest touch of breast upon his back and felt a cold chill climb his spine. This woman had far too much power over him. It could only result in problems later. "Why would ye be centerin' yer weapon's so along the lower hull? Tis too symmetrical to be weapons I be thinkin'."

Anolis moved out from under her, not able to take her presence so close if he wasn't allowed to touch. Her recent attack on his buttock had taught him that she was not one to be trifled with nor teased. His plans for bedding her, though certainly not abandoned, would have to be re-evaluated. He’d obviously moved too fast. This one was more of a warship than a shuttle, more fire-power and defensive shields under her sleek lines than comfortable amenities.  As such, she had to be treated far more carefully. He would need to work it so that she was the one to make the first move. That might be the only way to get passed her formidable defenses.

She watched him slip out from under her and move over to the sensor display, saw the look of consternation play across his face, and let a smile spread across her mouth. She’d received a curiously large amount of satisfaction from shooting him, more than she had had since the disaster back on Vesta Prime. Perhaps she could find other places to shoot him that wouldn't kill him, just to keep herself amused. It wasn't all that bad a thought. Perhaps that would be just the thing to get him to back off and realize that she wasn't interested in bedding him.

Anolis didn't fail to notice the smirk on her face as he moved away from her and wondered what kind of game she was playing at. Maybe he had misjudged her and she really did like him after-all. What he wouldn't do for a nice Tanudana just about now. No complications, no judgments, no struggle: just pure, unadulterated enjoyment. This working for it just didn't have the same appeal.

He pushed it all into the back of his mind for now. There were far more important matters with which to concern himself, like making lots of credits and if there was something that could take his mind off of sex and women, it was credits. He worked the controls of the sensors for a few seconds, then watched as the requested information was display in the air before him. "No, I don't think it's a weapon system at all. Like you said, it's far too symmetrical along the lower hull and there appear to be identical cracks along the upper hull. And besides, unless they have Imperium Battle-Dread plasma cannons aboard, that power core is still too powerful."

"And I don't be thinkin' that they be lettin' anyone up so close you could be 'urtin' em so much if they do be 'avin' such weapons," Vetrincicore said as sat down again. "Who ever be ' ittin' this ‘ere ship be ' itten' it when it's shields be down. Those marks be clean and close."

Anolis brought up a few more schematics, then shook his head in frustration as he tried to force his mind to think, to come to the conclusion he knew was just sitting there waiting for him to find. He rubbed his forehead, then went to sit and jumped right back up again as his still healing butt cheek reminded him that it had recently been violated. "Z'cav!" he hollered as he stood there looking at the far too contended Fiadh. "You'd better sleep with your door locked, girl."

"I always do be, especially with boys like you around."

He eyed her, then looked at her father who simply shrugged again. "This power core is the key," Anolis said quietly as he once again forced his mind off of Fiadh and onto the problem at hand. "This is the kind of power one would need for a propulsion system, if you were planning on carrying lots of heavy..." He narrowed his eyes and ran his hands quickly over the control surfaces, watching as an outline of the ship revolved before him slowly, the position of the dark cracks highlighted. "By Morgase's eyes," he breathed out as he pushed Fiadh aside and moved back to the windows to stare at the ship. "It can't be."

"What it is, lad?" Vetrincicore asked as he also stood, caught up in the younger man's excitement. "Are the Gate patrols a comin'?"

Anolis turned from his survey of
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