The Kreii
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An adult kreii prepares himself for a duel – artwork by Dragan Ciric

The kreii are an interesting species in many respects.

The kreii are semi-nomadic, having come from some far-off system that nobody knows the location of.  Cells of their species have wandered far and wide, settling for a few hundred thousand years at some new system before moving on.  As a result, it’s hard to place the kreii within the clades of their home fauna, since none of their home fauna has ever been seen.  It’s widely assumed that the kreii cell currently living in the borders of the Civilisation are representative of their species as a whole.  No one knows how many other branches of the kreii species exist in the galaxy at large.

Appearance

The kreii are large beings, massing about the same as a large bear, such as the Alaskan kodiak.  They bear some resemblance to the onychophorans and lobopods of Earth, with a semi-segmented body bearing five pairs of limbs, looking rather like a thick, rearing snake with legs.  The first two pairs of limbs are used for specialist tasks.  The first pair are fine manipulators, with four “fingers” and two “thumbs”, used for feeding and other precision tasks.  The second pair are long power-graspers, with four simple grasping fingers and no thumbs.  They are very strong, however; the average kreii can suspend their entire body weight from them.  The remaining three pairs of limbs are legs.  A kreii prefers to use all legs, but if necessary can rear up for greater height and stand on four legs for short periods. Their tough skin is scaled rather like a snake’s, and is brown-black over the back, fading to tan on the belly.  Above each limb are horny shoulder-plates similar to tortoiseshell, with a mottled pattern unique to each individual.  The kreii often paint these with insignia or cosmetic markings.  There is no tail, the body simply bifurcating at the last set of limbs.  The head is roughly triangular and jet-black, similar in shape to that of an earwig.  It sports two large, feather-like antennae that give the kreii its sense of smell.  The upper half of the face is dominated by four black turret-eyes similar to those of a chameleon. The inner pair often do the job of focusing on whatever the kreii is consciously looking at while the others flicker about, which can be a little unsettling at first.  When a kreii is concentrating hard, then all four eyes lock on focus, which if anything is even more disconcerting.  The lower part of the face has a mouth with a horny maxilla and mandible rather like a grasshopper’s.  This material grows throughout a kreii’s life, and excessive growth is worn down by using gnawing-sticks.  Kreii will sometimes pin bags or satchel-like panniers to their shoulder pads, but otherwise wear no clothing.  They generally have no need of clothes to keep warm, and since sex is viewed very differently there is no concept of modesty.  Identifying jewellery is fairly common however, usually consisting of necklaces with colourful beads of varying kinds, or elaborate pendants and pectorals.  Body-paint is also commonly enjoyed by the kreii, especially on the shoulder-plates and the lip-bones.

General Structure

The body is supported on a calcium phosphate endoskeleton, with a spine-like arrangement of weight-bearing bones, one for each segment, connected by ball-and-socket joints.  Each segment-bone bears a set of flanges that support limb-bones, strung from a “shoulder-pad” that is covered in horny tissue standing proud of the skin and bearing breathing-spiracles.  They also support ribs almost identical to those of vertebrates, two pairs either side of the limb-joint, although with no sternum; all the ribs “float”.  The last body-segment is connected to the “skull”, a hand-shaped arrangement of bony struts connected to the feeding structures by tendons and muscles.  The brain, shaped rather like a modern squarish telephone receiver, is housed in a bony cranium inside the back of the head.

Within the body cavity lie the sort of organs you get in any animal-like being.  A kreii has a slightly different respiratory system to that of a terrestrial vertebrate.  For a start, the kreii has three hearts, with no arterial-venal divide.  Oxygen is pumped down from the spiracles and through a series of ever-branching tubules, finally arriving at oxygenating glands that allow the gas to dissolve into the bloodstream.  There are literally dozens of these small organs throughout the kreii’s system.  Each heart is simple two-chambered pump, since there is no need to separate oxygenated and depleted blood, one to each side, pumping blood in a roughly clockwise direction.  The third heart is used to increase blood-pressure and allow it to travel up the erect part of the kreii’s body, and prevent the kreii from fainting when it rears up on its back legs.  The sex organs are located within a pouch where the kreii’s body angles upward and only become obvious during the hours before mating.

Diet

The kreii are semi-omnivorous browsers by nature, living off fruit, leaves, shoots and occasionally carrion.  Modern kreii generally each a kind of crunchy porridge for sheer nutrition, although traditional foods are welcome treats.  What little meat the kreii enjoy has to be very well hung, to the point that would render it deadly to humans.  They do have a very powerful digestion, however, that allows them to eat even alien flesh without suffering any ill effects.  The sight of blood or fresh meat naturally nauseates these usually vegetarian creatures.

Life Cycle & Society

The Kreii life cycle is unusual by human standards, but has parallels throughout the Universe, and even on Earth.  Kreii spend most of their lives as sexually immature males. Originally, this stage lasted for about thirty to forty years, during which they steadily grew until attaining mating-weight, but longevity research has now extended this phase for about four and a half centuries. After this point, they become sexually mature, mate with a female and deposit a single spermatophore that will fertilise about one hundred eggs. This done, the Kreii undergoes another rapid growth phase lasting about a year, during which they metamorphose into females, who are almost half again as massive as their male counterparts. After mating, the short-lived female stage undergoes another metamorphosis into a pupa-like stage.  As the hundred or so eggs mature, they commandeer more and more of the mother’s body until she can no longer survive, and she dies.  During this phase, the eggs also compete against each other, until only a dozen or so are left, the rest having been absorbed into the tissues of the successful young.  When the mother dies, the remains of her cooling body cause the young to break out of the pupa, and they are then cared for by the immature males.  Upbringing for a young kreii is a strict but loving business; they must prove themselves worthy of the great sacrifice that brought them into the world, but the adults also dote on them.  Even accidentally harming a kreii child brings severe penalties, and killing one, for whatever reason, will result in the offender’s own death.

The social fabric of the kreii harks back to the herds of their prehistory that wended their way through the primeval forests.  Their political system is hierarchical and based on lineage and patronage.  A group of extended families, rather like a tribe of several thousand individuals, has a strictly terraced standing according to family status.  The highest-ranking member rules the rest until his maturity, and chooses a representative for central government.

The government of the kreii is feudal-oligarchic in nature, and run on principles similar to those of a large modern corporation.  Promotion is achieved by a mixture of talent, results and proper networking, and the business is pretty cutthroat even by 21st century human standards.  Image is everything, and those in power must be seen to lead from the front with wise policies and stirring monologue.  In ancient times, the herd-leader literally led the herd, taking the point position and scouting out new foraging areas, and the pattern still exists today.  If a leader is felt to be leading the population down an unwise path, he may be challenged, this challenge being to single combat.  Depending on the stakes and the social level of the challenge, this may be anything from a simple contest of strength until submission (or a winner is determined by a neutral witness) to a duel to the death with blades and war-clubs.

When a kreii reaches maturity, he gains a status similar to a holy man, and may no longer be challenged. He must also, however, retire from his work and political life. After the first mating and transformation, a female kreii is viewed with a mixture of awe, reverence and grief.  She has reached the culmination of her life, but it is also time to say goodbye to friends and loved ones, and to finish clearing up one’s affairs.  Mating is a bittersweet affair, shrouded in religious meaning.  Any of her family who can attend will be there for her pupation, her last act as a sentient being and her final farewell to the world.

Population control has always been something of a headache for the kreii since their ancient days.  They are high-k reproducers, even with the high attrition rate during development.  When predators took young, maybe one or two kreii would survive from each clutch, but when the kreii learned how to turn the tables on and destroy the predators, the population exploded.  At first starvation crises did the job, but as their technology progressed both they and their planet faced increasing difficulties, eventually forcing them into space.  Allowing each kreii to live longer has mitigated this to a large extent, but the population of the kreii just keeps steadily growing, albeit more slowly than before.  From time to time the kreii will suddenly up and leave en masse for new pastures like a swarm of insects splitting, looking for more living room.

“Recent” History

This particular cell of the kreii species arrived at the K-S system just under 100,000 earth-years ago in a fleet of ark-ships.  They successfully petitioned for leasehold of the system from the Civilisation, but in many ways have never quite fitted in.  They’re not very sociable with other species, preferring the crowds and bustle of their own kind.  They particularly dislike what they call “wild planets”, with native predatory fauna wandering about at will, which makes the more eco-conscious species view them with slight suspicion.  As a result, they were granted the K-S system gladly, since it had no native life-bearing planets and was near the edge of the Civilisation’s sphere of influence.

2,000 years ago, the kreii brought another species into the fold; a feral species called humans, apparently rescued from the ruins of their self-destruction.  Indeed, the gamma-flashes from a far away system had been detected by astronomers some years before, and had caused some confusion, as they related to no known supernova or similar event.  Even more worryingly, this species are apparently predators, something thought impossible by biologists.  The kreii stand to gain or lose a lot of prestige by the success or failure of the human program.

