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The year 10,325 VE, by The Grace’s blessing

Aboard the flagship Sumbtimondium

Conquistador Fleet Legio Five

––––––––
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“Why are you here?”

It was asked not in that friendly way people have of inquiring the whys of a person’s existence, but rather the rude, abrupt, frontal assault of the Destructor’s Hand, grating on the tongue like a piece of sand-paper.

He looked at her as if she had asked if his parents were still alive and if they were doing well. A smile started at one corner of his mouth and slowly, ever so slowly drifted to the other side. His eyes sparkled a moment, as if some internal memory had been sparked and it pleased him. “I don’t have to have a reason.”

She stopped for the briefest of moments, the fork half-way to her mouth, the gravy dripping off the dry and chewy meat as if it were sweating. The fork continued its progress lest he think her afraid and she chewed slowly, trying to enjoy what was tasteless. “This is still my ship, in my fleet, Relligiosus Votum.” She let the words sink in, let them bounce off that shiny forehead of his and that bald skull, the round red painting on the top always looking to her so foolish. She hated that he wasn’t eating anything, just sitting there like a bump on a piece of shit and staring at her with that tombstone smile that was so annoying.  

Hell, she hated everything about the man, from the stupid red circle on the top of his head to the little books he carried around on the satchel on his waist, like a gun-slinger of old, ready to draw upon them when he needed to defend his stance on everything. His kind were the reason that the empire was in such a state of disarray.

Not that he thought it was so.

Stupid, vapid moron....

No, that wasn’t right.

She had to remember that he was most likely a very brilliant scholar who knew the laws and the religious codes by heart, ready to blast them out like a class-five proton-slinger when the need arose.

No, this one wasn’t stupid at all and that made it even more difficult to control her temper around him. He had that insipid way of making her furious without saying a word. It was his way. It was the way of all the Relligiosus Votum, the skeleton right hand of the Relligiosus Supremus and all his sanctimonious crap that infected the empire like lopac disease. If one didn’t recognize it and treat it immediately, it would take your life in a heart-beat, without a second thought and then wait patiently for the next victim to come along and check the body for signs of life, springing at them with a vengeance for daring to seek the dead.

This wasn’t her empire anymore.

At one time it had been an honor to ply the stars and destroy all that stood in the way of the Archus Superus, all that stood in the way of the true path of glory and freedom the empire provided for those lucky enough to be Suppressed.

At one time...

That was the key and that time had long passed. It had started to erode with the spreading of the state religion, with the power of the Relligiosus Supremus and his subtle henchmen who acted as if they cared for the souls of the masses but who only wanted to crush whatever spirit stood in opposition to their firmly entrenched dogma.

The Suppressions no longer were of planets and leagues in opposition to the empire, who possessed a clear and present danger to the safety and integrity of the empire. No. They had become, at the hands of the Votum, something far more sinister, something that stank in the dead of the night and festered in one’s sleep until all there was were nightmares of death and destruction.

The Suppressions had now become about wealth and power.... And women.

That part bothered her the most.

The Archus Superus had a Sanctum of hundreds of young, nubile girls willing to pleasure his every need so why did he always need more? What was the point of attacking civilizations that couldn’t possibly threaten the empire for another thousand years? For the girls? There weren’t enough girls in the empire to satisfy his licentious cravings that he needed to find more on threat-less planets in the back corner of the galaxy?

She looked up at him and thought for the briefest of moments that the man was reading her thoughts and such thoughts would land her in a Confessional Chamber for the rest of her unnatural life.

“Don’t make me ask again,” she said softly, menacingly.

“I won’t.”

Bastard.

She pushed her meal away from her, the plate making a terrible scratching sound on the metal table, cleaned her mouth with the napkin, then leaned back and stared at this asshole of religious fervor. “The likes of you don’t come to fleets like this for no reason. There is always a reason, so just tell me so that I can tell you to go to hell and you can leave.”

His smile faded slightly. He blinked, the first time, she was certain, he had done that during the entire time he sat there, then leaned forward ever so slightly. “Don’t be disrespectful, Imperatrix.”

“Then don’t be so fucking annoying.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way about religion.”

She snorted. Bastard was trying to get her to confess to hating religion. Did he think her that green? “This has nothing to do with religion and everything to do with snot-nosed kids like you coming around to my fleet and making everyone feel like they just shit in their pants.”

He leaned back and clasped his hands together. “Your fleet? Perhaps I was under the mistaken impression that the fleet and all those within it are the sole property of the Archus Superus. Am I wrong in this presupposition?”

She threw her napkin onto the table. She was getting very, very tired of this man. This was not what she needed at the moment. Her next Suppression was looking to be a very difficult one and she needed some time to study the relevant data. “It’s my fucking fleet until the ever wise and benevolent Archus Superus decides otherwise, understand?”

He tilted his head sideways slightly, as if conceding her point and not conceding it all at the same time. She realized that he smelled of decrepit lies and smirked. This damnable office of hers was far too small to be entertaining the likes of him.

“Give my regards to the Relligiosus Supremus when you see him. I have important work to attend to, work for the Archus Superus, so if you’ll excuse me.” She made to rise, to rid her nostrils and her eyes of the vulgarity of this man’s presence, but when he spoke and she knew his words were deadly.

“You switched planets to be Suppressed.” The words were simple enough, spoken just above auditory level, but the impact of their meaning almost made her legs buckle under her. What did that have to do with him? What did a Relligiosus Votum care about such things?

She turned to look at him, towering above his short statue and wondering for a moment if they purposely picked such little people for their dirty work. “That has nothing whatsoever to do with you.”

“Ah, but it does.” He leaned forward now and started to reach for one of his books, as if he were drawing down on her in her own quarters. “You see, those...” He hesitated a moment as if he were looking for the correct words. “Those rewards were never meant to actually be used. They were meant to be hung on the wall and looked at with fond memories of past glories and achievements.” He looked up at her with piercing eyes and she knew that the plasma was about to hit the injector coils. “No one has ever actually used one as you have. You don’t have the authority or the power to change when and where your fleet Suppresses. Your only job is to take the fleet there, land the Destructor’s Hand and then sit back and watch.” His voice had grown louder as he spoke and his eyes now bore into hers like targeting scanners. “Was this decision made because you are a coward?”

She made balls with her fists, trying with all her might to restrain herself from stepping forward and strangling his scrawny little neck.

“Were you bribed not to attack that planetary system? Are you, in fact, a double agent working against the empire in all its glory, working against the Relligiosus Supremus? Hmmm?”

“Are you threatening me, little man?”

He slammed a little, well-worn book onto the table. “I’m telling you the truth, Imperatrix!” His voice was now shrill and abusive, spittle flying like acid. “I am telling you that your actions are not the actions of an Imperatrix of the Va’Shan Empire and as such, are subject to the mandates and injunctions of any Relligiosus Votum who finds them.”

“You are threatening me, you little shit.”

He opened the book on the table and pointed with a rock-hard finger toward a passage she could not nor wanted to read. “I was sent here to interrogate you as to your motives for changing planet Suppression and if I found you wanting, to take you to the Confessors Chambers, where you will be interrogated with extreme prejudice! That is why I am here, Imperatrix Amphitrite Bellacos!”

What a little asshole. This prick truly thought that he had the power and authority to threaten her on her own flagship. Her, an Imperatrix of the empire, a decorated and seasoned Imperatrix nonetheless. “Listen here, little man,” she spit at him as she leaned forward and pointed her own rock-hard, battle-worn finger at him. “This is my fleet and my ship and these are my people. What I decide to do with them, so long as it is for the greater glory of the Archus Superus, is solely at my discretion and no shit-faced Votum is going to tell me any different. Now get the hell off my ship before I throw you off.”

He smiled, a smile of arrogance and cunning and she knew she had a vein pumping like a plasma jet on her forehead so mad was she at the moment.”

“You dare threaten a Relligiosus Votum? You dare such a thing? You have no power or authority to make me leave this ship or this fleet. If I so desire, I can stay here as long as I wish in my quest to root out any heresy that might be festering in the loins of this monster.”

“Heresy? When did we start talking about heresy?”

“The moment you took my vocation as a joke, Imperatrix. The moment you decided to take the easy Suppression rather than the difficult one. The moment you became a traitor.”

Her eyes opened wide at the words.

She stood to her full height and pointed at the door. “Out. Get the fuck out right now. No one calls me a traitor. No way.”

He leaned back even more in the chair and laughed, then reached into his robes. Her weapon was in her hand and aimed at him before she even realized that she had drawn it.

“And now we resort to violence?” He shook his head in the total belief that he was correct and supreme. “I will have to take you into custody, Imperatrix, so that the Council can deal with you at a later time. Now put the weapon away before you make it any worse for yourself.”

“Worse? How the fuck can it get any worse?”

“You can’t touch me, Imperatrix. My person is impervious to threats or violence. Now put the weapon away before you make me angry.”

“Angry? What do I care if you get angry, you little shit? Now get off that puny ass of yours and get the fuck off my ship.”

He made a notation into the little pad he had pulled out of his robe, shaking his head and tsking. “I can see that the pressure has gotten to you. I can now see that the Alto Lord Merremick was correct in his assumptions concerning your mental state.”

“The Alto Lord....?” Thoughts careened through her mind at what that man would want or even know about her. She had never met the man nor wanted to meet him and yet she knew that he was a powerful Alto Lord in his own right and could screw up her whole world with just the snap of his pudgy little fingers.

“Yes, Imperatrix, the Alto Lord Merremick had voiced his concern about you to both the Archus Superus and the Relligiosus Supremus. That is why I am here. Now put the weapon away. It is becoming rather annoying and we both know that you aren’t the type of person to actually...”

The hole in his chest stopped his constant talking, the smell of the wound and the smoke rising from his burnt innards not making much of an impact on her as she holstered her weapon and wondered why Merremick would be after her. The Votum’s look of horror was also not a concern as she sat down, his now inert body falling to the deck with a thud and a gurgle. The door to her quarter’s opened and several guards with weapons drawn peered in, surveying the situation quickly and ascertaining that no threat existed.

“You wounded, Imperatrix?” one asked with genuine concern.

She waved at him to go away, then changed her mind, her thoughts still trying to connect Merremick with anything she might have done in the past. “Get this stinking body out of her. Take it to the garbage shoots.”

Two guards stepped in and easily hauled away the dead Votum.

“I thought he was drawing a weapon on me,” she stated as if in defense to no one in particular, though she knew full well that the little fuck wasn’t armed. What the hell was going on here? Merremick had to know that she would kill this little prick for his insolence. He had to know that, which begged the question of why would he send him in the first place. Was it a set up? Was there something larger going on here she didn’t see, couldn’t grasp at the moment?

“Of course he did, Imperatrix,” the guard stated with a grin. “I found the weapon inside his robes. Obviously an assassination attempt. I’ll log it as such in the report. Will there be anything else, Imperatrix?”

Yes. Find me a new life, cause this one just core imploded on me in my own quarters....
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We all assume that those around us are

operating with the same set of moral rules

and order that we are.... But what if they

aren’t? What if they’re not even following

any set of rules but just doing as they please

to the sound of their own hypocrisy? Wouldn’t

that cause a bit of a problem?

Alto Lord Gregovich Bellocosio

Prior of Haven’s Rest

––––––––
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She wiped his emission off her hand and onto the sheet as she had done so many times before, the act no longer recognized as such but just an act, performed as a ritual without any thought involved. Just like she stroked his man-hood for his pleasure without even thinking about it anymore, aware that someone might be watching, aware that her life was no longer her own but belonged, heart and soul, to the Lady Aithne. So she lay on the bed in the last position with which she infested his mind, her vulnerability and shear exposure to his depraved lust like a sign-post of her own culpability.

He murmured slightly, moaned in that way she had come to recognize as complete satisfaction and fulfillment. She cuddled into him, pressing her butt into his hips and feeling his arms embrace her as if they were Merged, as if he was the one who had been promised her that sun long ago on the sloping meadow before the Fikir palace.

She had become, she had learned much to her distaste and apprehension, somewhat of a legend within the Sanctum. He didn’t call her every darkness, thankfully, but he did call her more frequently than any other, even, it was said behind cupped hands and whispered lips, Mairghread of Taurarus, Prime of the Sanctum. And when he did call her, it was known as if it had been broadcast planet-wide, that no other girl would come to his bed that darkness, to caress his manhood and demonstrate her might as if to a deep-haul trader back from a season-long mission.

She shook her head at the errand thought.

She was even beginning to talk like them, think like them in these terms she didn’t even understand.

He stroked the fur on her head, softly, caressingly, his gentleness in direct opposition to his ruthlessness when it came to making him angry. “Are you bothered?”

“No my lord. I’m very happy.” The lies tripped off her tongue like honey, a phrase she never thought would describe her. She cuddled into him a little harder and could feel his manhood respond, weakly. She implanted a fleeting thought within his mind and it became flaccid once again. She didn’t need to go through all that twice in a darkness.

No thank you.

“I’m glad to hear that, especially after what happened to you those many suns ago. It still angers me something fierce.” His muscles tensed and she calmed him down with a cooing noise and a mental push, so subtle and tranquil that he closed his eyes again and lost all track of what he was thinking.

She had seen his anger firsthand.

She had felt it as their blood splattered onto her face so close was she to the death of the supposed assassins. After they had returned, she and the Lady Aithne, to the Sanctum from the safe-house, as called by Ziahon, the events of the attempted assassination had already found their way into Kral’s ears and there had been the beast to pay. Random people were rounded up from the market street where it had all happened, people who had nothing whatsoever to do with the attempt on Lorelei’s life apart from having the unfortunate luck of being there. The killings were ruthless and merciless and sometimes even cruel. Rumor had it that over two hundred on the street had been cut-down by the Cleansers, hacked to death while pelted with vile denunciations from Votum in the crowd, quoting from scripture and scroll like thrown tomatoes ripe with the juice of the righteous.

This was, of course, just for show, for effect to make certain that the populace understood that such acts against the Archus Superus were not to be tolerated in any measure, that all those present, whether guilty or not, were to be disciplined with a wrath born of religion. It was said that the market street ran red with the blood of the innocent, washed into the gutters by the pronunciations of the Relligiosus Votum that all were guilty in the eyes of The Grace. The street was closed then and was, as far as Lorelei knew, still closed, cordoned off to make certain that people understood that this had been the scene of a reprehensible crime and none would venture back for fear of the iniquity rubbing off onto their skin and infecting them.

She was saddened by it all.

The death of all those people was horrid by itself, but she had enjoyed her walk down the street with the Lady Aithne, had enjoyed seeing all the hawkers and vendors plying their trade with a freedom they never realized they should have relished. Now it was all gone. There was no more market street and no more trips and no more kind lady from the clothing store who had showed Lorelei a kindheartedness somehow lacking on the planet.

Yes, the killings at the market street were but for show.

Five had been taken to the Confessional Chambers. Two had actually been tackled by the black-clad body-guards, weapons in hand, known to have been involved. The other three were from a list, a list of recognized dissenters known to have been in the area. These poor souls had been interrogated with a ferocity Lorelei found terrifying, her presence there required by Kral so that she would know that he had her protection in mind. They had screamed with a primal anguish as their entrails had been brutally torn out and strewn about the blood-stained tile floor as if within them the Mind Purifiers could discern the ultimate truth of their souls.

The two who had been taken at the scene, they had minds as blank as the body-guards, their thoughts so focused on killing her and her alone that Lorelei found it daunting to peer into minds so absent of the usual thoughts suffusing most people. These two had killed themselves during the interrogations using a technique she had heard tell of with the more skilled masters of her clan, a technique that required only that they shut down their minds so that not even the simple functions could be sustained and thus they expired in an exaltation of breath as quiet as the screams of the others.

But even then the Mind Purifiers weren’t finished.

They probed into the minds with their machines, dissected them and translated the thoughts into words displayed upon the air, studied and dismembered for part-suns on end. They found nothing to implicate any others, as Lorelei knew they would, their mindless purpose created to serve one task and one task alone. Perfect assassins, as one of the Alto Lords observing commented as he turned away and downed the last of the drink on which he had been sipping.

But Lorelei knew who had sent them, just as the Lady Aithne and Ziahon knew. Mairghread of Taurarus hadn’t spoken to Lorelei since the episode, hadn’t so much as given her a sideways glance. She didn’t have to. That one’s thoughts weren’t as well shielded as the Lady Aithne, her detestation and contempt toward Lorelei as prevalent as if she wore a sign around her neck.

Lorelei knew it was her who had ordered the assassination and because of that, Lorelei knew that this female had to go if nothing else then to keep her from attempting such a thing on anyone else. Lorelei was certain that Mairghread would try again where she was concerned. There was no way that a woman such as her would give up that easily. She knew her kind back on Caelus, knew them from her mother’s court and if they were one thing it was determined to win at all costs. Lorelei was an open threat to her, the more so now that Mairghread had tried and failed in such an open way. It was a black mark to her honor if not her reputation, for there had to be people out there who knew that Mairghread had ordered this.

And this brought her to the Lady Aithne’s plan for the disposition of the Prime of the Sanctum. It bore a striking resemblance to Lorelei’s own plan and that made her wary on so many levels that she could hardly keep count. Besides the fact that the Lady Aithne knew that Lorelei wasn’t actually having Togetherness with Kral and had yet to say anything to him, she seemed kind and straightforward, the type of friend she could use here in this pit of fang-ropes.

But there was something bothering her about this woman.

The Lady Aithne was either truly a benevolent, caring person who wanted to help Lorelei or she was a cunning, manipulative troll who was only looking out for herself and was using Lorelei to achieve her own ends and nothing else. The fact that Lorelei was unable to read the Lady’s mind beyond the scant few surface thoughts gave her great pause. She didn’t like it when she couldn’t read people. She had gotten so used to it, gotten used to being able to understand what drove the people around her and to not have it was a chilling reminder of her isolation and vulnerability here on this strange world. The Lady Aithne could very well be hiding her narcissism from Lorelei and she could be walking right into a trap of her own making.

But then how was the Lady Aithne not able to see what Mairghread of Taurarus was plotting those many seasons ago when she deposed her as Prime? Mairghread was only seventeen seasons old when she was able to create and carry out her plan, an audacious plan to be sure. She had been forcefully taken from her planet also, as Lorelei had, forcefully made to serve Kral over and over again. She knew no one here in the Sanctum, had no friends and yet had been able to create and successfully finish a plan that, had she been exposed prior to its completion, would have ended in her own horrid death. Mairghread was formidable, of that Lorelei was certain. She had had three warm-times to buttress her power-base, three warm-times to create the type of support system that would be difficult if not impossible to crack.

And yet, there was nothing else for Lorelei to do then to go forward with her plan, with her alliance with the Lady Aithne and Ziahon, go forward despite the doubts and obvious pitfalls and see this through for she knew, as she knew within her heart that Lo’thar was still alive and still looking for her, that to not go through with this plan was to condemn herself to a lingering, slow death the likes of which she didn’t want to contemplate.

But first things first.

“You seem bothered by something apart from the assassination attempt, of that I’m sure my dear little Lorelei.”

She pursed her lips, rubbed her buttocks deeper into his pelvis and got the reaction she wanted. Then she turned to face him, moving a strand of hair out of her face, a subtle motion her mother had taught her to take males off their guard. “It’s nothing, really.” She played with the hair upon his chest with a finger, then looked up into his eyes and gave him an overwhelming sense of distress within his mind.

He sat her up as he did himself and put his hands gently upon her shoulders, looking into her eyes with an intensity she found invigorating if not a little alarming. “You must tell me, Lorelei. I will not have my favorite fret over anything.”

Lorelei caught onto that word-play quickly, his thoughts betraying the truth behind them.

Favorite.

“I am your favorite?” Soft, seductive, shy.

He smiled at her, placing a hand behind her left ear. “Of all those I have had in the last two seasons, you are by far my favorite. Just don’t let Mairghread get wind of it. She’s rather jealous, that one is.” He winked at her and she was forced to smile back with genuine mirth as a smirk descended upon her mind. No becoming friends with this one. No liking him. What had to be done had to be done as if he was an enemy and nothing else.

“So tell me, Lorelei Heartstealer. Tell me what bothers you so.”

She demurred, looked away from him then down at the bed. She had to do this perfectly correct, with just the right inflection and sincerity. “There are rumors, from some of those in the Sanctum, that you have other girls watching from behind the curtain when we.... When we have pleasure together.”

His reaction was far more than she had expected and it surprised her. His eyebrows rose and he stood up off the bed in his full nakedness – a nakedness Lorelei was actually beginning to find rather attractive in an odd sort of way – and looked down at her with what appeared to be umbrage. “Tell me who they are spreading these lies. Tell me.”

She didn’t think he’d asked her that and now she was really in a bind. Who did she name? They were sure to be punished, if not killed for their effrontery. That wasn’t part of her plan. She would have to be far more careful from this point onward and weigh the consequences of her actions more carefully. But hesitating now would be deadly. She gave him two names of girls who had had nothing but vicious, wicked thoughts toward her since she had first stepped foot in the Sanctum. What else was she to do?

He touched a button on his night-stand with far more force than she figured he intended. A youngling came in instantly. “Have the Countess Fuchiaslum come to me immediately.” The youngling left with alacrity. Something else Lorelei didn’t take into consideration. If the Countess saw her sitting her on the bed while Kral told her of the two girls she had named, the Countess would know that Lorelei had given them up and word would spread quickly through the Sanctum. She didn’t need to make more enemies.

She touched Kral on the arm and looked up at him with pleading in her eyes. “You cannot let the countess know it was I who spoke their names.”

He looked down at her, his thoughts focusing in on what he was going to do to the two rumor-spreaders and not much else. His facial features softened a moment and he touched her on the chin. “Not to worry. The Countess Fuchiaslum is very discreet and knows not to raise my anger by such things. You worry about the most minor details.” He winked at her, then pursed his lips and looked over toward a point on the far wall. “But I can see you concern here, minor though it is.” He pushed another button, this one not as hard and another youngling came in with hands clasped and head down, his nakedness still a very powerful presence. “Have Zurvan Krogerick came here immediately.”

The Countess Fuchiaslum came in then, looking at Lorelei as if she was glad the little thing had finally disappointed. Kral put a robe over his nakedness. He gave her the names of the two girls Lorelei had spoken. “I wish them to be brought to Larst. He will flay them to within an inch of their lives and then they are to be sent to the Destructor’s Hand. Am I clear on this?”

“Yes, my Archus Superus.”

He looked at her a moment with a scowl. “I expect you keep a tight lid on the Sanctum at all times. It’s your one and only job. First there is the assassination attempt and now I found out that there are those who would spy on me in my own bed-chamber.” He stepped into the countess and although she visibly recoiled from the closeness of his person, she had the mental wherewithal to not step back. “If you cannot do you job properly, Countess, then I will find one who will and you will be disposed of in a most prejudicial manner. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, my Archus Superus. Perfectly clear.”

“Go from my sight and let me not hear one more problem from within the Sanctum. Not one more. Control them, Fuchiaslum. Control them.”

She bowed, gave Lorelei a stare for which the word evil was far too tame, then turned and left with her distinctive click-clack of her staff. Lorelei subtly reached into Fuchiaslum’s mind and wiped clean all memory of Lorelei having ever been in the Archus Superus’ bed chambers that darkness. She couldn’t have others wanting her dead also. One bitch was enough to contend with at the moment.

“Zurvan,” Kral said as Lorelei realized that someone else had entered the room and she hadn’t even noticed. This was starting to become a problem. She needed to either concentrate more on her surroundings or figure out how these people were blocking themselves from her. “I want you to round up all the younglings who serve my chambers, take them to the Mind Purifiers and have their memories flushed with prejudice. Then they are to be taken to the Cleansers to do with as they please.”

Zurvan, an extremely large bump of a man, nodded in assent. His bald head was wrinkled with an age of wisdom, shiny with far too much attention, and scarred with a prosperity of past action. His eyes darted about him like those of the body-guards, bluish orbs sunken like wrecked ships. His nose had been broken many times, of that Lorelei was certain, with a bumpiness to it that reminded her of Trolic disease. His lips were plump, like gort worms had attached themselves to his face a long time ago and he hadn’t bothered to ever take them off. The two horns protruding out of the side of his head looked worn and chipped, almost like after-thoughts to his design, the golden tips tarnished and dented as if he had used them frequently to impale his victims.

His clothes were long, tattered to the point of uselessness yet hanging on him as if the very epitome of fashion. Large black boots finished the ensemble, boots that could, she was certain, stomp the life out of anyone who was bold or foolish enough to get in his way. His was the presence of a sublime authority that was unassailable. It literally oozed off of him like sweat, reeking from his pores as if he ate it for breakfast.

He left without ever glancing once at Lorelei, his mind a blankness even more so than the Lady Aithne. Of him, she would have to be wary. But at least she had managed to take care of one of her problems. The power the Lady Aithne had over her had been slackened for the moment. No more would she be able to see what Lorelei did with Kral.

It was a small step in the right direction.
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Do not tempt the bee with the

flower. It may be small but it is

formidable in its own right, able

to deliver a sting and make its

point perfectly clear.

Excerpt from:

Lectures at the Rock

Drak Sparrowtail
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She sat in her room and cried for a while.

It had never occurred to her that others would be injured, most likely even killed by her actions. All she wanted to do was survive, but was survival really worth it at the expense of others? Was she becoming that which she abhorred the most? It was very possible that only one of the younglings serving at Kral’s pleasure was the one spying for the Lady Aithne. That meant that the others were completely innocent and would suffer a terrible fate because Lorelei had ordained it.

She wiped her eyes dry, knowing somewhere inside her that her mother would be ashamed at the tears, at the weakness they imparted to any watching. She didn’t think she could afford tears anymore and thus made a vow to herself to make these the last tears she shed for the actions she would have to institute in order to survive and see Lo’thar again, to fall into his embrace and know she was safe.

She looked around at what passed for a room here. Miraculously enough, the silks and cloths she had chosen in the market street before the assassination attempt had been delivered as requested. She had managed to tear down the old, gaudy decorations without help before two of the ubiquitous servants came over and demanded, actually demanded that they be able to help her. When Lorelei had maintained she could do it herself, they had actually become aggravated at the dismissal and stormed off. She shook her head at the mind-set these younglings had to be offended when they didn’t have to help her, and finished up with the new decorations quickly enough.

It didn’t help the room all that much.

But at least the colors were more to her liking and she could get the sense, small though it was, that this was indeed her little space into which she could retreat and evaluate her sun’s actions and knowledge gained and refine her plans that much more.

She heard the click-clack of the staff long before she felt the mind of the Countess Fuchiaslum. The woman was a harbinger of malcontent like she had never felt before. Lorelei was certain that she hated everyone and everything with equal vigor, loathing it just because she could and no other reason. She stopped at the entrance and pushed aside the curtain acting as the door. “You summoned me?” It was almost like she had thwacked three arrows from her mouth at Lorelei, the words were so loaded with malicious connotation.

Lorelei ignored her a moment as she straightened out a pillow that didn’t need any attention. “I did and I expect you to come quicker the next time. I’m not here to wait around for you, now am I?” Always best to open a battle with the first attack. Set the tone for the rest of the combat and knock your opponent off-guard.

The Countess Fuchiaslum rose an eyebrow as she cocked her head, the heat in her eyes ready to set the room alight. “I am not your....”

“What you are,” Lorelei interrupted her easily, “is just another servant within the Sanctum to act at the pleasure of those whom the Archus Superus has chosen and nothing else.” Lorelei resisted the temptation to stand, staying reclined on what passed as a bed, telling the Countess in easily readable form who was in charge here. “I will no longer be intimidated by you.”

“Why you little shit....” She made to leave.

“What do you think Kral will say when I tell him that you abuse me and the other females within the Sanctum on a regular basis? What do you think his reaction will be? And yes, I may call him Kral seeing that I am now one of his favorites.”

The Countess Fuchiaslum stopped half-way through the curtain, then turned slowly to eye Lorelei as a gral eyes the whisker-crawler. “His favorite?”

Lorelei was well aware of the surface thoughts rampaging through this one’s mind and they were rather brutal. “Yes. You will remember that I was once a princess, a member of royalty in my own court and thus I know about court life and about hierarchy and about where you place in that ladder of rankings. I have the ear of Kral and thus I have power now. I out-rank you, Countess, and I am advising you not to ever forget it from this point onwards.”

The Countess Fuchiaslum stepped in and looked at Lorelei with what might almost pass as respect. Lorelei’s use of her title, even when dressing her down, had produced a cascade of thoughts in the older woman the likes of which were the exact product Lorelei had envisioned. “You talk to me this way but still use my title?”

“Of course I do,” she responded as she looked at her nails casually. “It is a title you have earned at some time in the past and if there is one thing that must always be maintained within court circles is the integrity of titles and their functions. I respect that you have a title and I will use it to address you, as should all others. Otherwise we’re just a group of silly younglings trying to impress each other, are we not?”

“Yes.” The Countess Fuchiaslum made to say something, appeared to change her mind, then spoke with a deference Lorelei had never heard before from the woman. “You are different, aren’t you?”

“That I am.”

“There was another one different like you. She’s now the Prime. Why do I feel a change in the wind coming?”

Lorelei forced herself not to smile or to react in anyway. Fuchiaslum was intelligent and savvy. That was good. “Ayameko and Xhosa do not speak to me anymore. In fact, none of the girls speak to me anymore. Is there a reason for this? Have you done something to turn them against me?” Changing the subject after the revelation the Countess Fuchiaslum laid down like a slab of raw meat to the titian, was tactical. Make this one think that there is nothing to be seen with the probe, let her think that the obvious reconnaissance was worthless, a non-starter.

“They do not speak to you because it is now forbidden for them to initiate any contact with you, now that you are a Lady of the Sanctum. You must approach them, if you truly wish to speak with the likes of them. I would have thought you saw it as a great benefit to not have to deal with such as those two within the common Sanctum.”

“You would have thought wrong. Is there anything else I need to know now that I’m a Lady of the Sanctum? Anything else you failed to mention to me, Countess Fuchiaslum?” The stinging rebuke found its mark and Fuchiaslum straighten up slightly.

“It appears that you have already figured out the other benefits, Lady Lorelei.”

Lady Lorelei.  There it was. The battle had been joined and the battle had been won. Now to win the peace. “I do not wish to be enemies with you, Countess Fuchiaslum. Nor do I wish to be friends, as we are both painfully aware. But there is a place between those two extremes where we can reside with respect and, if and when the need arises, aid each other as may be required.”

She looked at Lorelei with a mixture of surprise and curiosity in her eyes, burning there like a miniature sun. “Go on.”

“The Lady Aithne’s spies within the bed-chamber of the Archus Superus have been nullified. She will be looking to re-assert her influence after their loss. She will come to you, as I’m sure she did before, to place within Kral’s bed-chamber another spy. You will tell her that you will do this.”

“But I won’t do it, yes?”

“You are intelligent. That’s good. I’d hate to have to dispose of you as I did the others because of your stupidity. You will tell her that the spy has been placed but you will relay the information to me and not to her. Am I clear?”

She actually smiled.

The Countess Fuchiaslum, known through-out the Sanctum as the one with the perpetual scowl on her face, smiled down at Lorelei with a sparkle. “There is a change in the wind. I will do as you ask, but I will at some point in time, come to you with a request of my own and I will expect it to be honored.”

Lorelei looked away and dismissed the woman with a wave of her hand. “Don’t threaten me. It’s very drool and beneath us both.”

The Countess Fuchiaslum stayed a moment longer, staring down at Lorelei intensely. Lorelei knew all her thoughts and was pleased that she had taken the bait. If all went wrong, she could always wipe the memory of this conversation having ever taken place and plant within Kral’s mind that the Countess’ usefulness was at an end.

Oh what a tangled web she was weaving here and she wished that the older woman would leave because she could feel the shaking begin, could feel the sweat forming on her brow. She had seen her mother orchestrate such bold maneuvers and always thought that she could never do such things herself, could never place such a false façade over herself and act as if she were completely in charge. The fire with which she was dealing here was hotter and more likely to burn her than any other she had ever dared, but if it succeeded, if the plan ruminating within her mind was to be successful, this would all be worth it.

“And have Ayameko and Xhosa come to my room when they have a moment, please.” The shaking was starting to take control and she picked up a pillow to busy her hands. The Countess Fuchiaslum finally turned on her heel and left, the click-twang of the staff somehow less baneful now.

She let out the breath she had been holding, wiped her brow of the tank-full of sweat accumulating and lay on her back, trying to regulate her breathing so as not to hyper-ventilate. She didn’t know how much more of this she would be able to accomplish before her nerves gave out. Despite having grown up in a court, this wasn’t what she had ever expected to be doing. Raising Lo’thar’s younglings was what she was supposed to be doing while he ran the sun-to-sun tedium of the clan. It was obvious she had learned much from her mother at such an early age.

Or perhaps it was a curse.

The curtains to her room swung open and a furious Lady Aithne stepped in with a mind full of rage and what she took to be betrayal. She spoke in a fierce whisper as she came so close to Lorelei that she could tell what the older woman had eaten lately. “You little bitch! What by all the ore in Mordemium do you think you’re doing? Do you think you can do something like that and that I wouldn’t find out? Did you? I’ve broken bigger shits than you and I’ll break you also!”

Lorelei wasn’t exactly sure whether she was talking about telling Kral about the spy or talking to the Countess Fuchiaslum. Aithne’s mind, as always, betrayed none of her true feelings. “Do you really think that this is the best place to speak of such things?”

Aithne picked up a pillow and threw it, hard, at Lorelei. She managed to avoid it, barely, hitting the table and knocking it over. “Don’t fucking play games with me! Don’t you dare. I made sure that all the girls in the adjoining rooms were gone before I came in here. So...? Care to explain yourself?”

Lorelei pursed her lips. She wasn’t expecting to have to face both Fuchiaslum and Aithne in the same sun. But since she was here already.... “If this is going to work, then we need to be on equal footing with each other and you having a spy telling you every little thing I do with Kral isn’t going to work. What did you think I was going to do when you told me about your little spy? Let her watch me please Kral without actually doing it? She was going to tell someone else eventually, of that I was certain.” She tried to keep her voice calm, to assert her own control over the conversation and show the Lady Aithne that she wasn’t afraid or intimidated by her.

The Lady Aithne shook her head as she pushed her hair away from her face, looking up into the overhead and the new cloths hanging therein. “You naïve little shit. I already disposed of that one, you idiot! You didn’t think I’d think of that also? Huh? Now I have no one in there because you made Kral kill them all! How am I supposed to keep an eye on Mairghread now? How? Tell me?”

Lorelei sat back against the wall and eyed Aithne with contempt. “I’m sure that you’ve already arranged with the Countess Fuchiaslum to have another in there within the darkness. Don’t take me for a fool, Lady Aithne and I won’t take you for one.”

“The Countess...? How did you know she was the one who...?”

“Because it’s obvious and because her mind is an open book, that’s how.” She stood now toe-to-toe with Aithne, not about to be lectured by Kral’s throw-away. “Who else would be able to do it? And what if Mairghread had a spy in there also? Had you thought of that? They’re all gone now and Kral and Zurvan will be extra careful about whom they choose for the next set, aren’t they?”

“You’ve met Zurvan?” It was said with a shock doused in almost panic.

“Yes I have and it would have been nice had you mentioned that brute of a male beforehand. Is there anything else you’ve failed to mention to me? You need me more than I need you and you know that very well. You try to expose me to Kral and I’ll just blank his mind of the whole affair and then persuade him that you’re to blame for it all and then where will you be? This plan of our isn’t going to work if we don’t trust each other. There’s far too much at stake to let your pity jealousy and banal self-centeredness destroy it all before we even start.” She stared at Aithne to make sure she understood all the words and their import and was surprised to see the rage in her eyes depart like tear-drops, to be replaced by a not so friendly smile.

“I was right in picking you, wasn’t I?”

“There are others coming back to their rooms. We need to take this conversation somewhere outside of the Sanctum where the ears in the walls can’t hear us.”

“Yes, of course. Come. We can go to get coffee.”

“What’s coffee?”

“It’s a drink. And by the way, Mairghread didn’t have any spies inside Kral’s bed-chamber. Had she, she wouldn’t have had to try to kill you, now would she?”

That was an idea about which Lorelei hadn’t thought, but it did make sense. However, she couldn’t let the Lady Aithne know that she didn’t think of that. “I know.”

“Then why did you say it?”

“It made you think, didn’t it?” She picked one of the new dresses from her little closet and dressed as she spoke. “Mairghread has spies within the Sanctum, of that I’m certain. But she wouldn’t be brave enough to place them within the bed-chamber. They could easily be turned against her because she spends time in there also whereas you don’t. That makes it the perfect place for you to have a spy.” She had no idea what she was saying, talking out of the corner of her mouth so to speak, but it sounded good nonetheless.

“You certainly stirred the hornet’s nest with what you did.”

“What’s a hornet?” She was finished dressing and motioned for the Lady Aithne to proceed her out of the room.

“A small flying insect that gets very upset when you disturb it. You don’t have hornets on your planet?”

“Probably not anymore.”

“They don’t kill off the natural fauna.”

“You weren’t there. Listen, this coffee will have to wait. I’m expecting some visitors shortly.”

The Lady Aithne looked over her shoulder at Lorelei with a veiled façade of pity. “You don’t have to be kind to them anymore. They’re below you in both station and intelligence.”

“They’ve been kind to me and they deserve for me to be kind to them. Besides, it would be good to have friends in the common Sanctum, would it not?”

A smirk started to form on the Lady Aithne’s mouth, dallied a moment around her front teeth, then turned into a prim line of past melancholy. “They’ll just turn on you. You can’t have friends there anymore.”

“Is that what happened to you?”

“I’ll wait for you in the outer gardens.” She gave Lorelei one last look, then turned her head with a practiced ease of dismissal. “I’ll not wait more than a sub-sun. I’ve other, important matters that need my attention.”

Lorelei was able, then, to get a glimpse into Aithne’s mind, a short glimpse as if a fog bank had risen for just a moment to reveal the shore line of a distance land, then fell back down with a terminal that was complete. The Lady Aithne had been hurt badly by her fall from grace as the Prime.

Mairghread of Taurarus was, at that time, her best friend.
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The Grace was formed out of the defunct

religions of the past, scorched by the fire

of the Creators to cleanse it of the baneful

hypocrisy of a single deity. It is the cornerstone

of the Va’Shan Empire and all will abide by

its doctrine else be removed from the Empire

so that their corruption doesn’t stain those who

do believe.

Excerpt from:

The Foundations

Sadi Lord Eregor of Parsimons

High Rector
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She had no idea that a part-season could take so long.

Within a few suns of their departure from Caelus, she and the others had begun to show the signs of cabin-fever, the closed-in space of the ship – the name Ramstar had for his house – so far from the wide-open spaces of which they were accustomed. It started with the younglings first and then jumped without mercy to Jo’tal, who tried once again to open the door leading out of the ship.

And once again he had been stunned into unconsciousness.

It was obvious that the Dragor had a very shallow learning curve.

But she knew what he was feeling.

There was a claustrophobia here that was lethal if one didn’t address it forthwith and tame its toxic heart. The smell and the feel of the grav-plates – another word she had picked up from Ramstar – fluctuating constantly made her realize every moment of every sun that she was confined. For a Kar, this was so beyond perilous that she had to resort to meditation to calm her mind so that it didn’t explode on her in a frenzy of panic.

How did Ramstar stand to be in this ship for so long? How was it possible for anyone to accept this existence without feeling the grass between your toes, the wind in your face? The way the sun heated your body as you lay naked by the lake, the sound of the world around you absorbing into your skin as if it were a living, breathing thing one had to eat to survive? In here there was none of that. There was only the constant throb in your stomach, a tension in your bones, a catharsis in your skin that itched and burned like jelly-spine stings till all you knew was the discomfort and the constant fatigue.

She always felt tired in here.

Even when she wasn’t doing anything, she felt tired, drained of her life essence as if the metal skin around her was the innards of a sea-giant, slowly and progressively eating away at her sanity until all that was left were your desiccated bones laying in a pool of slime.

She found salvation only in the knowledge she had forced herself to learn from the talking machine Ramstar had shown her on the fourth sun of their internment. He had brought her to a small alcove wherein sat a black box, compelled to give her something with which to occupy her mind when he had had enough of their incessant complains about the absolute boredom of his ship. The black box had come alive with his touch and displayed in the air before her what he described as the history of the Va’Shan Empire. Lo’thar and Jo’tal had quickly become interested in the device also, mumbling to themselves in separate yet uncannily shared revelations that if they wanted to defeat an enemy, the better to know all about them first.

Of course, they had to learn to read this writing of these people first. Talking and understanding were one thing, the little box on Ramstar’s belt making such normally difficult tasks, trivial. But learning to read the language required thought. Fortunately for the two males, the machine did speak and one could set it to vocalizations exclusively, as they did.

Maegil preferred to learn the entire language, to read the histories and culture of these monstrous people firsthand so as not to miss out on the subtle innuendoes she knew the scribes had inserted into the texts when no one was watching. And so she had learned it, spending as much of her time as she could before the alcove and absorbing what it was that had destroyed her world and put her here in this ship with its shifting gravity fields and fetid odors.

She learned about starships, about how they functioned and how they navigated and she found it fascinating. She didn’t learn nearly in the same detail with which Lo’thar and Jo’tal seemed to absorb it, but learn it she did. She was far more interested in their history, in how they had become the people they were and why they did what they did. Her father had always taught her that to understand a people, one had to understand their history, the sagas of their ancestors, all the travails of their past, and all the intimate details of their religions before one could even think one understood. People took history for granted most of the time, but Maegil knew that the brutality of these Va’Shan was buried in their past as surely as the power that drove this ship was from the careful inter-mixture of anti-matter, whatever that was.

The secret to the destruction of the Va’Shan was in their past, as it was with any clan.

Thus she was rather miffed when Ramstar informed her that they had reached their destination and her learning with this device was at an end. She wanted to know more. One of the more interesting details she had acquired had to do with the religion of the Va’Shan. Lo’thar said that it didn’t matter any and she should concentrate on learning all she could concerning how these ships functioned and what types of weapons they used. But Maegil found that all rather mundane and boring.

The religion, though, that was of interest to her.

She discovered that, like the clans on Caelus, the Va’Shan had a multitude of deities to whom they worshiped. But this hadn’t always been the case. There was a time, supposedly over three thousand warm-times ago, when there had been but one deity worshiped under the name of Morrigan. This goddess was powerful, as they all are, and although hers was considered the state religion of the Va’Shan, her temples were rarely full and her adulation was limited to a small minority of the populace who were fanatically religious anyway.

This all changed when, in the 7,566th warm-time of the Va’Shan Empire, there was a great insurgence from within. Those who worshiped Morrigan managed to secretly place a fanatic follower into the Inner Sphere of the Empire, marrying an Alto Lord by the name Morpheus Bellacos. Once within the Inner Sphere, Adelphia Bellacos began a rather abrupt and forceful conversion of the other Alto and Peer Lords into the Morrigan religious conviction. Frowned upon by the Archus Superus, by the time the then leader of the Va’Shan realized what was happening many lords had been converted and they attempted to stage a coup to replace the Archus Superus with Adelphia Bellacos as both religious and secular ruler.

The blood-bath was tremendous.

The religious civil war raged for two hundred warm-times, killing millions upon millions on both sides – Maegil had no idea what a million was but knew it was obviously larger than a few thousand – before the Archus Superus was able to gain the upper-hand and crush
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