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March 5, 3059
System 10746 (Nexus Domain)
Yvartis
  
Brad’s Warship-class jumpship coasted lazily through the Jhar defense fleet, staring down the smaller vessels as they parted to allow it through their orbital blockade to a lower holding orbit over the volcanic world that Asnem-1119 had visited a year ago. It was another anomaly within The Nexus, in that it didn’t appear on any official records. The trailblazer got the feeling a lot of systems were like that, for unless they proved themselves to be threats or valuable it seemed the The Nexus simply ignored everyone else within their domain. 
This planet had been well hidden, for the Jhar were isolationists out of necessity and only had a few weak links out into the surrounding star systems, but one of them had led Asnem here where he had made contact with the Pink Protovic that inhabited the barely habitable world. The atmosphere was partially toxic, able to sustain you with enough oxygen to let you live long enough for the hazardous chemicals to slowly poison you to death. There was no water on the planet save for in the clouds, but where there would be rivers and lakes on other worlds there were pools of magma on Yvartis dotting the landscape and visible from orbit.
“About as close to Mustafar as I’ve seen,” Kip commented, standing beside Brad in the command nexus as his peer was linked into the system and they were both viewing the orbital spectacle that was the sizeable defense fleet sitting overtop the unfriendly world. 
“If you want to keep the neighbors out…” Brad reminded him.
“Have we got our invite yet?”
“Yeah, coordinates match where Asnem landed.”
“At least we have a map then. Any surprises out there?”
“They’ve got a second fleet hidden behind the third moon. I bet they think we can’t see it, but their signal bounces are giving it away.”
“Ambush?”
“I hope they’re not that stupid. Asnem said he gave them a good indication of what we were capable of. This is probably just a backup plan in case we give them trouble.”
“We’re getting a tissue sample, one way or another,” Kip insisted. 
“Don’t do anything rash…not with that fleet sitting here and all the defense turrets down there. Easy enough to pick off a dropship.”
“I didn’t say we’d be obvious about it,” Kip said defensively.
Brad smiled. “Armor up. I’ll meet you in the hangar after I tie up a few loose ends here.”
“Why didn’t we ever build a lava proof suit?” the trailblazer muttered as he walked away and back out across the bridge.
“Fair question,” Brad acknowledged as he ordered two frigates to disengage from the jumpship. They slowly slid out of their berths then took up flanking positions while the Jhar fleet keep a respectful distance without letting them out of their weapons range. If something did go down he wanted a couple of quick response assets in place, not to mention that releasing drones under fire played havoc with the defense shields and the enemy could theoretically slide a shot or two inside if they knew when and where to aim.
But they hadn’t come here to fight, so when they’d reached their parking orbit Brad left the bridge and headed back to his quarters to pick up his golden titan armor and then headed to the equipment room to stack his pack with equipment. Even though they were going down without weapon racks he didn’t want to run the risk of getting trapped on the surface without water or food, not to mention a variety of other odds and ends. 
When he met up with Kip in the hangar the pair walked up into a Sparrow-class dropship and rode the small craft down to the surface where it landed in one of six major cities on the volcanic world. Off to the east there was one such huge plume of ash billowing out of a conical mountain, but it was far enough away from the city to only coat the dome with precipitation a mix of black and white ash. A large panel opened prior to their arrival, allowing the dropship and the four aerial fighters that were flying escort for them inside.
They passed through an energy shield, then the heavy blast doors slowly resealed and shut them inside the Jhar city that was only slightly better lit than the dim surface environment. The escort fighters took them to a nearby landing pad where they set down in a circle cleared of other craft and with a welcoming committee waiting on the deck nearby.
“Play some cards fellas,” Kip told the pair of pilots. “I don’t know how long we’ll be.”
“And keep the door locked,” Brad added as he and Kip went aft, switching to a private comm channel as they lowered the rear hatch. “I can sense them, but the resistance that Asnem said is there. Let’s play this coy until we get a better feel for them. If we do any snooping let’s make sure they can’t detect it.”
“This is your party, I’ll follow your lead.”
“Just here for the popcorn?” Brad asked as he stepped down the ramp and through the dropship’s atmospheric containment shield.
“There’s popcorn?” Kip replied as he followed. The readout on his helmet’s HUD switched immediately when he passed into the city’s atmosphere, indicating the low level toxins present. It wasn’t nearly as bad as the planet’s natural atmosphere but it was still dirty. Kip had never understood that, for Asnem’s reports had indicated the same. Why, if you were going to create a fully concealed dome, did you not process out all the toxins? “Looks like the maid really did take the day off.”
“Dirty air confirmed. I still don’t get that,” Brad agreed as there were a group of fully armored Protovic headed towards them.
“Maybe they stay in their suits all the time and just don’t care?”
“It’s sloppy, whatever the reason is,” Brad said, switching on the translation computer in his helmet and setting the emitter for the Jhar’s native language. 
“You are the promised emissaries?” one of the delegation of 5 thinly garbed individuals asked while they were flanked by columns of armed troopers with a combination of rifles and gear bandoleers, all of which held their pink/green glow contained behind opaque masks.
“We are,” Brad answered. 
“Follow us please. The rest of your crew will be staying in the ship?” the Jhar asked as the boarding ramp closed.
“The pilots will stay with their ship. We are all that is necessary to carry out negotiations.”
“We will go inside,” the speaker said before spinning about and backtracking with the guards surrounding the pair of Archons and waiting for them to follow.
They’ve got mental blocks in place, Kip noted. All of them.
Wait for a slip. I have no doubt that we can force our way through, but let’s save that for after we hear them out.
You really think they have anything new to say?
They want something, else they wouldn’t have offered a second visit. 
Why didn’t they ask Asnem for it?
Could be prudence or a strategy on their part. 
I wish Asnem hadn’t been so polite, Kip complained. 
We’re not used to dealing with other telepaths. He was just being careful.
Careful didn’t get us a tissue sample.
If they wore their suits the entire time he didn’t have much of a chance of procuring it through the normal means. We’ve got to play this another way.
And that being?
The Jedi angle.
Peacekeepers?
Yep. If they really are as feared as they suggest, they don’t have many friends. Anyone who is powerful and fair would be taken as an ally…of sorts. We’re going to play that up along with the Protovic link.
And hope one of them takes their helmet off?
I don’t think that’s an option with this many people. Even with rudimentary blocks I don’t think I can be clean enough with them all. Plus there might be camera recordings.
We’ve got to get one sometime or this trip is a bust.
That’s why I’m glad you agreed to come along. If we have to do this the hard way I’m going to need your help.
But you want to try the easy way first. Still hoping to entice some of them to come back with us?
Right now I’m keeping my options open. I’ll do the talking, you Ikrid snoop as much as you can without getting caught.
Only way to be sure where that line is is to get caught, Kip pointed out.
Impress me, Brad dared as they crossed from the exterior to the interior via an oddly shaped tunnel entrance that looked like a ‘W’ with a couple rows of ceiling protrusions that held small light globes that also provided less than usual illumination, as far as Star Force was concerned anyway. At the end of the tunnel was a set of blast doors, a full foot thick, that opened to allow them access then closed again behind them with the internal atmosphere registering better but still with trace amounts of toxins.
From there they were led on a curvy route to a distant chamber where a large circular table was set up with nooks for many people, but no chairs. The guards were met by more already inside the room and took up positions alongside their brethren on the perimeter while the delegates found slots in the table to place themselves next to two Jhar that were already present.
“We are pleased that you have returned,” one of the originals said, “though may we ask why your previous representative is not with you?”
“His mission was to make contact with you, and that is now complete,” Brad explained. “We are his superiors.”
“May I ask to whom you answer?”
“Did he inform you as to what a trailblazer was?”
“He did not.”
“We are the military commanders of Star Force. We answer to no one.”
“You honor us,” the Jhar said, but there was a quiver in his mind that both Kip and Brad noticed. Not enough for more than a peek, but they could both sense agitation within him. Far more than should have been present during a negotiation…unless there was something they needed very badly from them. “Might I inquire as to your business here? Your former representative said you might return, but he did not state for what purpose.”
“As you were told, within our empire there are many others like you. We wish to facilitate an exchange of information. Your race has been spread across the stars, and we are still trying to puzzle out the mystery behind this. Any information you have, even inconsequential on its own, could be useful to us. Likewise we can tell you a great deal about the others, if you wish, and we would also like to establish formal relations, the depth of which is ultimately up to you.”
“But there are none like us there, correct?”
“None with pink skin, no, not yet. You are the first colony of your kind that we have discovered, though we suspect there are many more out there yet to be found.”
“This is of interest to us, but be aware that we are not well liked in this region of the galaxy. Our telepathic abilities has made us an enemy of those that fear our ability to read their minds. We have hidden here, for the most part, and kept to ourselves when applicable. We maintain trade with a few partners who do not fear us, but we are not trusted by anyone. Our history has been one of persecution and violence, with our former homeworld having been destroyed out of such fear. We hope that you, who also have an impressive telepathic ability, will not view us with such fear.”
Again, there was a fluctuation, but Brad didn’t press into it. 
“We do not fear you, but we also have no reason to trust you, given that you are new to us. In time, perhaps, but first must come learning.”
“Will you be staying with us long? Or perhaps you have other ships nearby to continue with this cultural exchange, if we so agree?”
“You have been given a map of our territory, yes?”
“We have. It is far from here, which is why I ask.”
“Though we may return later, for this mission we have brought only the one and we will stay as long as we deem necessary. We have no other business within this region.”
“You came out this far just to find us?”
“You are a missing puzzle piece in this mystery we wish to solve.”
Something is wrong, Kip warned.
“Your previous representative mentioned something concerning a reunion. This is not unknown in our legends, but to date we have had no contact, nor knowledge of, any more of our kind. We assumed they too had been destroyed as others attempted to destroy us.”
“Not all of your race are telepathic,” Brad explained as he stretched his Ikrid senses a bit. “In fact, we believe only the ones with your Pink skin are.”
Another fluctuation in his mind, as well as a few others, though none so large. Something was building to a climax, and this Jhar was conflicted about it. 
“Then they have not been feared by their neighbors?”
“Each colony is in its own unique position, but those we have gathered within our empire are not feared.”
“They serve you?”
“They are a member faction, and Star Force is also allied with an independent faction of Protovic, who also bear that name. They are equals, not servants.”
“But not mind readers?”
“No.”
“And what of your race? Have you not been persecuted for your abilities, which are apparently far greater than ours? We cannot touch your minds in even the faintest sense.”
Spidey senses tingling, Kip reported.
I felt it too, Brad said. Something sinister was lurking within this Jhar. “We have not made our abilities public knowledge, nor have we abused them. We are hated for other reasons.”
“Such as?”
“Doing the right thing.”
“The right thing?”
“We’re peacekeepers, warriors who fight those who prey on others. Those with good intentions come to favor our presence. Those with bad intentions despise our presence.”
“You are currently engaged in a war of great conquest?”
“We are retaking what has been taken from others.”
“And are you returning it to them or keeping it for yourself?”
“Many of those it was taken from have been annihilated. There is no one to give it back to.”
“Such is the way of the galaxy. Mere survival is something you must fight for, barter for. Hiding away only works to a point, for your enemies eventually find you out.”
“I noticed your warfleet on the way in,” Brad commented.
“It is pitiful compared to others out there, but sufficient to keep the smaller threats at bay.”
“And the larger ones?” Brad pressed, sensing something right beneath the surface of his mind but not daring to push into it for fear of being discovered.
“We cannot stand up to them…not without help.”
“What kind of help do you require?”
I don’t think he means us, Kip said. I’m picking up non-Protovic minds moving our way. A lot of them.
“Protection. While we are feared for what we can do, mind to mind, it cannot save us against enemy fleets and orbital bombardment. We have survived through the benevolence of those that see more wisdom in keeping us alive than destroying us.”
“With you returning the favor through using your telepathy to aid them?” Brad asked suspiciously, sensing the other minds heading their way in the corridors outside.
“Yes we have. We do their bidding in order to preserve ourselves, and at a cost to others, I’m sorry to say.”
“Including us?” Brad asked directly.
The fluctuation in the Jhar’s mind widened and this time Brad didn’t hesitate, diving in and out quickly.
They sold us out, Kip said, beating him to it.
The dropship, Brad reminded him, with Kip getting on the comm to them immediately.
“It was not our choice, though I am sorry that you have come yourselves rather than sending an intermediary again. Your ability to block telepathic prying is quite rare. In fact, it has never been heard of before, and is valuable to those who do not have telepathy.”
“Including your masters?”
“We did not inform them of your presence, but they learned of it upon your first arrival. Some of them remain on this world at all times, and they arranged for your capture should you come back a second time,” the Jhar said a moment before the doors opened and a group of hulking ape-like bipeds burst through standing nearly twice as tall as the Protovic and massing some 10x their thin bodies. They pushed through the Jhar guards, who in sync raised their own weapons along with the forearm mounted pistols the newcomers bore.
“Well, they’re new,” Brad said casually as the two Archons were quickly surrounded with mountains of hairy flesh and the armored suits of the Jhar. 
“Remove your armor please,” the delegate asked politely. “Or they will blast through it. You are now their prisoners.”
“Do they speak your language?”
“No, but we have been instructed to speak theirs. Sadly, you will not be able to negotiate with them, and while they prefer to take you alive your corpses will also be of value to them, so I urge you to capitulate.”
“Like you have?” Brad said, stepping away from the table and back to back with Kip as he sensed a battlemeld prompt from him, which he accepted.
“If you try to use your telepathy on them our men will gun you down, so please do not try. Even if you could incapacitate these, there are many more outside. You cannot run, so submit before they grow tired of waiting. Their patience is not large.”
“Can you translate a message for me?” Brad asked irreverently, though that bit didn’t survive the mechanical translation.
“I will grant you that. What would you like me to say to them?” the Jhar asked as one of the hulking apes huffed and stepped forward, coming within a few meters of the Archons and pointing to the ground.
“Tell them to fuck off,” Brad said a second before he and Kip telekinetically picked up Donkey Kong and threw him back through the air into the others.
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Brad and Kip followed up with a pair of Fornax fields that dropped everyone around them to the ground, giving the pair a moment to charge their Jini. When it reached saturation levels they released the battlemeld ability into the nearest minds, with the Ikrid ‘bomb’ transmitting from one to another like lightning strikes and rendering each of them unconscious. The effect spread like a virus among all those close enough together, sending everyone in the chamber to the ground, including the Protovic with their rudimentary telepathic blocks. 
The trailblazers didn’t stay put, running across the downed bodies and out the open door heading back to the dropship that they knew would be in danger. Before they even got halfway there they got a report about ground troops attempting to fight their way past its shields, with both Brad and Kip slipping past the addition ‘Brutes’ in the hallways with ease. They were big and heavily armed, but their minds were weak as hell and they couldn’t touch the Archons save for a stray weapon blast, but their blue orbs were absorbed by the Archon’s energy shields and did nothing to slow them.
Evading the huge arms of the Brutes was easy when all you had to do was mess with their minds, but when the pair came back to the entrance tunnel they ran into the sealed blast doors which were more of a problem.
“They’re targeting us with fighters,” one of the pilots reported over the comm. “Our shields aren’t going to hold up for long and the roof dome is still sealed, so there’s nowhere to run.”
“Adjust shields 90% top and hold on, we’re coming to you,” Kip said as he used his Pefbar to look inside the walls and the door to find the mechanisms holding them in place while Brad covered for him, rendering anyone who came close to them unconscious, usually before they made it around the nearest corner. The big brutes made for good roadblocks, and Brad pushed a couple of them further back with a Jumat blast to hinder the approach angles of the Protovic that were coming. Apparently the number of brutes was limited, for there were many more lightly cloaked minds headed their direction than the open, crude ones that were shining like beacons in the night and easy to spot at distance.
Kip telekinetically leveraged the internal components, unlocking the clamps and forcing the door mechanism to turn. The heavy doors split apart slowly, with him needing to borrow Brad’s strength in order to move them faster. With their combined Nemsa making their Lachka far stronger, they pried open the doors about a meter wide then slipped through, knowing that any brute following wouldn’t be able to get through the gap.
“Taking hits.”
“Almost there. Find something to hide under and ride it out,” Kip said as they ran down the tunnel and up to another blast door. There was no one in their way, so both Archons used their combined strength to pry this one open faster, letting the sounds of weaponsfire drift in as they pushed as hard as they could. When the gap widened they slipped through and into the free air within the dome as six Jhar aerial fighters were hovering near the dropship and unloading their red energy weapons into it…with the shields already down and explosions ripping across its upper surface while a ring of troops keeping their distance were firing on the underside.
The mix of brutes and Protovic saw them coming and suddenly began to ignore the disintegrating dropship, turning their attention to the two Archons and rushing to reform their lines and offer a salvo of weaponsfire while the fighters continued to pound the dropship…then one of the craft ceased shooting and turned to the right, only to open fire on one of its twins a moment later. 
Not seeing the attack coming, the other Jhar fighter didn’t respond immediately and was taken down as the Archons flew their remote-controlled fighter over to the next one and repeated the process. That one, along with the others, stopped firing on what was left of the dropship and engaged briefly, only to flee when they realized what was happening. Two of them didn’t make it, with their craft suddenly taking a nose dive and lightly crunching into the landing pad, followed by the damaged puppet that the Archons angrily drove into the surface. 
They blew through the infantry next, using a combination of Jumat and Ikrid suppression to dislodge and then render them unconscious with Brad cleaning up the stragglers as Kip ran to the wreckage of their ride…that was now missing the wings and its upper half. 
“Captain, we’re under attack,” Brad said as he stood guard and contacted his warship, having to use a higher powered pulse to get through the dome and whatever other countermeasures the Jhar were throwing up, for his normal signal strength wasn’t getting through. “Our dropship has been destroyed and we’re sealed inside the dome. The locals have friends that look like Donkey Kong and I wouldn’t be surprised if they have ships in the area. Lock down orbit and clear the airspace over this city, then arrange for a pickup. We’ll try to find a way to open the dome, if not you’ll have to blast through.”
“Copy that, though there’s no activity up here yet.”
“Make some,” Brad said angrily as he took control of the minds of two armored suits with Protovic inside as they came through the tunnel and out onto the landing pad. Punching through their blocks, even without Kip’s help, wasn’t difficult now that he didn’t care if they noticed or not. They were definitely telepaths, but nowhere on the level of the Archons, let alone the trailblazers. Obviously they didn’t understand the power of their would be victims or they never would have been this stupid, but there was no going back now and they knew it, with many more minds approaching.
The fighters had backed off because they realized that Brad and Kip could take control of them. He’d sensed that just before they’d retreated to the far side of the huge dome and out of his range, which their limited blocks reduced. Why then were they sending more infantry?
Brad searched their minds as he caught and knocked unconscious several more coming through. They thought that if they got enough people in place at the same time they’d overstretch the Humans’ powers…but that didn’t feel right. More like a placebo to tell the ground troops they were sending in, while Brad suspected this was just a cover for something else.
  
Captain Mendez watched from the bridge as his warship dispersed its full complement of drones and moved them out into defensive positions while the Jhar fleet did the same, sensing a fight was coming. He wasn’t going to give the order to attack until all his ships were off the racks, but either the Jhar were going to retreat from this orbital slot or be destroyed. If they had attacked the trailblazers on the surface he didn’t care about their reasons…they were going to pay for it, one way or another.
As the two sides squared off the fleet behind the moon finally showed itself, but to his mild surprise it wasn’t Jhar ships, rather a different variety altogether and probably belonging to the other player involved that Brad had mentioned. He thought they’d be coming to his current location to aid the Jhar, but as soon as he saw their movement tracks alter towards a surface endpoint he realized that his warship wasn’t the target.
“Damn them,” he said, punching buttons and setting waypoints on his control panels. “They’re going to ground. We have to secure the airspace over that city all the way up to this ship before we can launch dropships. No holding back people, blow us all the cover we need. Comm, get me a translation program and tie it into the message I’m about to send broadband.”
“Copy that…done. You’re live.”
The Captain hit the transmit button, activating the mic on his command chair. “Attention enemy ships. We will not allow you to capture or kill our ground team. Withdraw immediately or you will be destroyed. The firepower we possess is beyond anything you can imagine, and we’re not holding back while our people are in jeopardy. This is fair warning. If you value your lives, get clear now.”
  
Kip dug through what was left of the dropship’s door using both his hands and his Lachka to pry apart burnt and still hot sections of the hull. Putting his shoulder into a gap he pushed hard and shot his torso through, then pulled himself into the messed up interior that had numerous gaps in the shredded ceiling and divots everywhere in the floor where the weaponsfire had passed through and exploded/melted whatever it had hit.
Given the two minds in the ship, he could sense that both pilots were still alive but he couldn’t see them. There was too much debris in the way that he had to dig through until he got to what had been the cockpit. Armored as it was, the control boards were gone, as were the chairs that were now stumps protruding up from the floor…but the minds were in fact beneath it, and he realized the pilots were in the emergency storage hatches below.
He kicked away debris from the appropriate section of floor then yanked on the handle that broke off in his grasp, having been damaged itself. Using his Lachka he pulled up on the mount, only to realize that the nearly invisible seam had been melted together. He reached out a battlemeld prompt and quickly got Brad’s help from outside, then using their combined strength he tore off the concealed hatch to reveal the pair of tightly packed bodies beneath what had been the floor of the cockpit in a ‘smugglers’ compartment that usually held survival supplies.
“Smart move,” Kip said, then saw that their uniforms were covered in blood. “Damn.”
“We’re alive, but filled with shrapnel,” one of them said, reaching a hand up that Kip took, dragging him out and having to clear off more debris to give him a place to stand. “Most of it’s superficial, but Harry has a deep gash in his leg.”
“You’ve lost a lot of blood as is,” Kip said, telekinetically lifting out the other pilot and looking at the wound with his Pefbar. “This is going to hurt, so I’m going to knock you out first.”
“Please do,” the copilot said as his eyes rolled shut. 
Holding him aloft over a stack of debris where there was no available foot space, Kip reached inside his leg and gently pried apart his flesh, sending another river of blood out on which the metallic fragment followed. He pinched the flesh back together temporarily, then did his best to remotely start the healing process…failing miserably. 
“Hold him up,” Kip said, floating him over to the other pilot and standing him practically on his feet. Reserving all of his mental power to the task, the trailblazer pulled off a golden glove and made flesh to flesh contact with his fingers, triggering the man’s body to start healing rapidly, enough at least to stop the bleeding on the major wound as well as the others. He had more shrapnel, tiny bits, across his left side, but there was no time to work on those. Kip had to get both of them stabilized and that meant stopping them from losing any more blood, so he sealed up all the wounds with temporary heals knowing that he could get the bits of sand and metal chips out later.
When Kip stood up the pilot cringed, having to adjust the copilot’s weight, then it suddenly disappeared as both of the pilots were taken in Kip’s invisible grip and moved back through the remains of the ship. 
“I can walk.”
“You’re bleeding out too, so I can’t waste time,” he said, setting the unconscious man down in a little nook and being careful to blunt or reposition any nearby debris so he didn’t get another injury. “Sit down,” Kip ordered, then he took the man’s bloody wrist in his own hand and began to heal over his shrapnel wounds without pulling anything out, for unlike the other he had no large pieces in him.
Incoming, Brad warned with a telepathic flash that indicating falling objects overhead. Kip reflexively emitted his own bioshield into an umbrella that covered both pilots as an explosion occurred…but not overhead. Several more sounded, with Kip’s Pefbar stretching out to see the incoming grenades or mortars being redirected midair, hopefully back towards those shooting at them.
They’re learning to stay out of range. 
We can’t go anywhere with that dome closed, Kip replied. And we can’t go after it with these two here.
I know. One of us has to go, but not until we get them some better cover.
Got any ideas?
Take one of their ships and turn it into a fort. One of the big ones they can’t blow up easily.
How far?
Far…and out in the open.
I can carry these two if you can provide cover.
Not yet. Something is up. Get them out of the ship though, I have a feeling they’re going to bring in something bigger than mortars.
Wonderful, Kip said, dropping his bioshields and using his Lachka to redecorate, clearing a path to the twisted door that he’d entered through. “We’ve got to move. I can carry you both if needed, but if he does more than stand he’s going to rip open the patches I made.”
“Just tell me where to go.”
“Over there, squeeze through that hole and just hang out underneath the ship. Don’t go more than a meter away or I’ll have trouble shielding you once I’m out.”
“And before you’re out?”
“I’m coming down right after you. Just stay in line of sight.”
“Alright,” the pilot said, trusting him despite the worry spiking within him at the thought of leaving the somewhat protective confines of their dropship. He walked/crawled over to the opening and held position there as Kip brought the still unconscious copilot through midair, setting a knee to the ground beside the hole and giving the man a nod with his helmeted head.
The unarmored pilot slid through feet first, catching his uniform top on a barb and tearing a new gash in it and his chest but otherwise coming through cleanly into the ‘fresh’ air. Kip heard him cough, but there was nothing he could do about the toxins at the moment. That was another reason they needed to get them into one of the intact ships on the deck.
As promised the Archon came down a split second later, nearly stepping on the pilot who scooted to the right and partly behind one of the landing gear as he saw Brad busy doing his invisible magic casting. There were sporadic explosions nearby but nothing directly overhead, and the pilot was fine with staying right under the ship for now rather than going out there into the direct firing lines. 
Kip maneuvering the copilot’s body through the gap, having to widen it at a few spots to avoid cutting him, then he had them both within arm’s reach where he could cover them with bioshields if needed, though is focus was pressed outward to see where the incoming threats were.
Brad extended a battlemeld link and he accepted, suddenly getting his situational awareness and vision added to his own so he could see what was going on around what was left of the dropship while still squatting underneath it. 
You picked one yet?
Yeah, but hold on. We’ve got company.
Shit, Kip said, seeing the approach through Brad’s eyes of several mechanized exoskeletons with their pilot’s seats empty. Apparently they could be operated remotely and thus avoid the Human’s psionics. 
Combat models by the look. 
I can’t help you with them while I’m babysitting.
I know, Brad said. But I can’t block the mortars for you and fight them at the same time.
We’ve still got some ship left. Go full offensive and we’ll turtle up here.
You sure?
Only way we stand a chance. 
Alright, Brad said, disconnecting from the battlemeld as a chunk of ship broke free and dropped down over one side of the light coming in from all angles beneath the dropship…a last second addition to the plan. 
“Move over there,” Kip said, pointing to the now blocking debris. “We’ve gotta wait this out while Brad kicks ass.”
“Happy to,” the pilot said as he scooted around the landing gear and put it behind his back, giving him a bit of cover in two directions. Kip moved himself and the unconscious copilot on past him, using the bit of cover but not relying on it, knowing it could blow apart with an explosive impact and turn into shrapnel itself…but it would at least block rifle fire if it started up again when Brad left. “Thanks for sticking with us.”
“I get bonus points if I keep you alive,” Kip joked as he stretched out his senses and tried to pick off some of the mortars before they fell on the ship, though a lot were now angling towards where Brad was headed…which was straight to the Jhar combat exoskeletons.
 



  
  
3
  
  
Brad didn’t waste time and sprinted towards the empty exoskeletons as they fired at him with what looked like high scale lachars, based on the glow and the pop they made when they hit the ground behind him. He juked and dodged on approach, making it very difficult for either the onboard targeting systems or the manual controllers to hit, then came up in front of the first one and dove into its empty pilot’s chest cavity and impacted the protective dome there, knocking the machine back a step but failing to take it down.
He dropped to the ground in front of it, inside its firing arcs as his shields dropped and a distortion appeared around his arms. A moment later he released an invisible Jumat blast that threw the entire exoskeleton back into two others walking up behind it, bowling them all to the ground and leaving the tiny Human standing in its place.
The rest of the mech-sized exoskeletons continued to converge on his position, stitching the ground with red streaks that blew up bits of the hangar deck on impact as Brad sprinted to his left and jumped into the chest of another one…but this time when he hit he threw it back with a simultaneous Jumat blast, essentially turning himself into an energy-enhanced wrecking ball and slamming it back into a nearby parked transport ship. As it bounced off the immovable rim of the ship, he dropped to the ground and used his Lachka to yank one of the arms of another exoskeleton away from him, causing it to shoot the one beside it with the rocket launcher it was bringing to bear just before he dashed to the side to avoid a rocket from another one that came streaking in next to him.
The smoke cloud momentarily covered him, but he shot out from it and took down another exoskeleton, temporarily, and began bouncing around from one to another and bringing them down to the ground and out of firing range on the remains of the Star Force dropship, making as much of a ruckus as he could to get their attention on him and away from the others. 
Once he accomplished that he started taking them apart…literally. He dove beneath the arms of a standing one, with its weaponsfire passing just behind his back as he got near its leg and avoided the crude attempt to stomp him into the ground. Avoiding the foot, he jumped up into the armpit of the machine and lodged himself there. He grabbed onto a structural rib of that arm and balled up, generating as much Jumat as he could above him before releasing it into the joint.
He fell after the blast along with the arm that he was still clutching as he spotted Kip and the two pilots in his peripheral vision shooting across from the dropship to a somewhat distant Jhar ship now that he’d gotten the exoskeletons’ attention on him. Brad didn’t have time to cover them, or even watch their progress, having to dodge another rocket coming in and using a bit of Lachka to deflect it a couple more meters to his left as he juked right. Getting his footing he slowed his speed, trying to bait another rocket attack while avoiding the energy streaks that he now put his shields back up to deflect, for he couldn’t keep using his maximum Jumat at this rate or he’d tap out.
Brad was rewarded with three rockets coming his way. He jerked to the left and ignored two of them, but mentally grabbed hold of the third and swung it around in a very tight turn that redirected it into another exoskeleton’s chest. 
It blew apart on impact, gutting what would have been the pilot’s compartment, but the rest of the machine was still intact and walking towards him. After another rocket attack with a similar result, the Jhar stopped sending the projectiles at him and stuck to the energy attacks, forcing him to take them down himself rather than using their own weapons against them.
And that was a problem, for there were dozens of the exoskeletons with more on the way across the wide landing pad. He could sense infantry pooling behind them, but they weren’t getting close for fear of his telepathic abilities. They’d probably thought the exoskeletons would be enough to fix that problem, but they didn’t know of his other psionics and these machines weren’t going to take him down even if they got a few lucky hits in. 
Going evasive and just buying time, he ran between the legs of one then jerked to the right as an energy blast hit near that exoskeleton but just missed. He wasn’t sure if they were stupid enough to shoot each other, but he was going to give them the chance by getting in close and wasn’t concerned about the crude machines actually stepping on him, for they were slow as hell.
A few more jukes later and he got a battlemeld prompt from Kip, which he gladly accepted.
About time.
Let’s make this quick, Kip said as Brad telekinetically lifted and threw him onto the back of one of the exoskeletons then ran up to and Jumat-knocked another one down that had a good shot at him as he held on. 
Buying him a few precious seconds, Brad engaged and distracted the others while the one Kip was on tried to buck him off, but it was no good. His armor’s adhesive patches stuck him on well enough to let him focus his Pefbar inside the machine, looking for the sweet spots and sharing that information with Brad via the battlemeld. 
When a rocket flew in at him Brad deflected it but was unable to hit any of the other exoskeletons…then a red streak hit Kip’s armor, followed by two more before the Archon jumped off and joined Brad on the ground, skittering about with only shield damage and no armor impacts, though that wouldn’t have lasted much longer if he’d continued to hold on. 
Knowing more or less what they needed, the two Archons split and ran around the legs of the nearest exoskeleton as they used their Pefbar to look inside and find the delicate machinery that was encased beneath the central armor plates. Using their combined power they pried and ripped apart as much of it as they could on that pass, but the machine continued to function. They had to go separate ways after that, dodging a rain of red blasts coming down from above and all around their perimeter, but they eventually circled back and yanked some more internal components apart, enough to cause the thing to seize up and become a metallic tree on the landing deck. 
Now knowing what to do they got much more efficient with the process over the next three, then it was just a matter of time and evasion as they eviscerated the remaining exoskeletons without doing so much as putting a dent in their exteriors. They finished up with the one-armed machine and that left them standing in the middle of the metal forest with no more close range targets to contend with, though there were a few sniper shots floating in at them.
Kip let one hit his shields to register the output and saw it wasn’t much. The Jhar tech wasn’t nearly as advanced as theirs, making their sniper shot nothing more than a regular pistol hit. Dangerous in number but not as a one-shot kill. 
“Captain, status report?”
“We’ve got an even fight here,” he replied, a bit of surprise in his voice. “The Jhar ships are confetti, but this other fleet has some teeth. I think we can win out, but I wouldn’t recommend trying to slip a dropship down in this. Any chance of you riding on the hull of a drone?”
“We could, but our pilots have no armor. Kick their ass them come for us. We’ll hold out here until then.”
“I’ll try and make this as quick as I can. Good luck.”
“Likewise,” Kip said as he took off running to follow Brad, who was already headed towards one of the infantry clumps. Through their battlemeld he knew he wasn’t going straight there, but to one of the snipers nearby…but he wanted the sniper to think they hadn’t spotted him. Kip went along with the ruse, then when they got close enough they stretched out with their combined Lachka and plucked the Jhar out of his concealed position on top of a parked ship and pulled him across the gap out to them in the middle of the empty section of the bay near to where the destroyed dropship was.
His weapon flew out of his grip a moment before he landed and into Brad’s hands, with Kip pulling the armored figure over to him and taking his helmet off. The pink/green skin glowed intensely even as the expression on the individual’s face was one of sheer panic. The trailblazers didn’t bother speaking to him, rather Kip just pushed through his pathetic mental barriers and dug around his mind for information…specifically where the control room was to open the doors in the dome above them.
 Go, Kip said, rendering the sniper unconscious and beginning to peel his armor off as Brad took off running to the somewhat distant control room. After stripping down the man to his clothing, he telekinetically carried him over to the transport where the two pilots were holed up. He dumped his unconscious body inside, making sure he was going to be out for a while, then he climbed up on top of the ship and stood guard with a good line of sight across the empty region of the landing pad where the smoking remains of the dropship were next to the still exoskeletons, as well as a view of the surrounding ships and the infrastructure on the perimeter where the infantry was waiting.
He could sense them, but they were too far away to affect. There were a few more snipers/scouts closer and two of them were actively moving around, but none were getting too close and the aerial fighters were hovering in the distance, not daring to come back within telepathic range.
“That’s right, stay back,” Kip muttered. “Give us the time we need.”
  
The control room for the dome wasn’t on the edge of the landing pad, for there were several within the dome and only one control tower. Brad had to work his way through more than 2 miles of city to get to the location, but between his running speed and psionics that wasn’t a problem. Those Jhar that didn’t get out of the way he either knocked aside or disoriented, knowing not to waste time when they had two armorless pilots to evac. 
When he got to the base of the tower he forced the doors and entered, clearing out the personnel inside as he made his way to the top of the tower. A few floors from getting there he heard explosions above him and extended his Pefbar just in time to see the top half of the tower get blown apart. Reaching out with his Ikrid he found several fighters nearby firing into the structure, ostensibly to keep him from accessing the controls.
He focused on one of them, stretching his limits and grabbing the pilot’s mind through his mental block. When he did he continued the attack on the tower to not draw suspicion for a few seconds, then he had the pilot turn and fire on the ships around him, knocking two out of the sky before the others turned and ran rather than fight it out and let themselves get caught in the Human’s telepathy. 
Bringing the fighter closer he headed up to the top level and pushed his way through the debris, seeing that the equipment and transmitters were trashed, meaning he couldn’t signal the dome to open. He had no idea what these Protovic morons were doing, for they weren’t going to be able to take him prisoner. Trapping them here was going to be a big problem…for them, but Brad didn’t intend to stick around to make them pay for it, so he brought the fighter in closer and jumped up onto the side of it, adhesive finger and toe tips holding him in place, and telepathically ordered his puppet to fly them up to the top of the dome itself. 
The Jhar saw what we was doing and immediately sent the rest of their fighters after him, perhaps sensing an opportunity to shoot him out of the sky now that he was vulnerable…but he wasn’t. Rather than taking control of their minds he shot Fornax blasts into each fighter as it approached, making it momentarily lose control and unable to fire back as Brad’s fighter did. With a few Ikrid tricks thrown in he held control of his fighter and slowly took down theirs, chipping away with return shots and largely stalling them out as the numbers gradually shifted to his advantage.
Then several rockets leapt up from the ground and he had to shift his power to turning them back. His puppet regained momentary control in the lapse, but Brad reasserted it quickly enough and had the pilot fly closer to the other fighters as more rockets came up. One last maneuver had it flipping him over so he was directly in the path of the attack, with him generating a bioshield to cover that half of the fighter. 
He took one hell of a hit, ripping away most of his bioshield, but when the dust quickly cleared he saw three other fighters falling down to the buildings below, victims of the friendly fire that Brad had just drawn towards them. Rolling the fighter back over he focused on deflecting or capturing the remaining rockets coming up at him and managed to swing one into another fighter as his puppet continued to pump shots into the others. 
Brad had to juggle between numerous psionics simultaneously, but it quickly became clear that the more attacks the Jhar threw at him the more of their own troops were going down. When their fighter count dropped to less than 15 they withdrew, leaving only the rockets from the surface coming up at him. Those gradually increased in number, but Brad was staying on top of it as he snuck a few peeks here and there into the dome above to see the inner workings of the dome doors. 
It wasn’t enough and he needed more time, so to trick the Jhar he grabbed a few of the incoming rockets and slammed them into the door itself. The material it was made of was too thick to get through easily, but the rocket launchers quickly figured out that their ordinance was going to help him break through them so they almost simultaneously stopped their attacks, giving Brad a moment of peace as he and his puppet pilot reigned as king of the mountain over the city below them. 
That gave him the time he needed to see into the dome and find the mechanical sweet spots, which in this case he didn’t need to try and wrench apart, for he realized there were walkways built inside the curve of the dome itself. Locating one of them near the interior, he had the pilot fire into the wall material until he had blown a hole into it, then he flew up next to it and Brad crawled inside, getting away from the fighter and the combat in the dome entirely.
Shoo, Brad said as he released control of the pilot and made sure he understood the sentiment. The Jhar took the warning at face value and flew away, leaving Brad alone in the cramped walkways that led to a manual release for the dome doors. When he got there he found that all that was required was to disengage the remote control, which was locking them in place, and hit the release button that took energy from a backup power cell built into the dome itself. It was a safety mechanism that would allow the doors to be closed or opened in the event of a citywide power loss, and that meant it couldn’t be countermanded save for onsite…and there was no way any of their infantry were getting close to him without getting knocked out.
With a grinding groan, the doors parted and slowly began to retract, with him widening them up to their full width, which was far larger than they had been retracted to allow the dropship inside.
“Captain, we’ve got the dome doors open. How soon before you can get us a ride?”
“Plowing the rode now. We should have a drone in place within minutes to secure the evac site. When the conduit will be clear is anyone’s guess.”
“How rough do you have it up there?”
“Having to play defense to keep from losing ships. Attrition is in our favor at present. Should I expedite the process?”
“Are there any planetary defense cannons I missed?”
“Nothing beyond the medium grade batteries. It’s their aerial fighters that are the main concern.”
“Pull six drones off and box escort one down. We’ve got a handle on the situation at the moment, but these guys are insistent that we don’t leave. We need to be gone before they get more inventive.”
“What about the fighters inside the dome?”
“I’ll handle those. Just get that dropship down to the entrance.”
“Sending now.”
Brad knew he was on the clock, so he went back to the hole the fighter had blown into the inside of the dome and crawled outside it, wishing he still had that fighter under his control. He didn’t have a jump pack, so if he slipped he was in for a long fall that he didn’t think he could cushion himself out of with his Lachka ‘crash bag’ technique. He might survive it, but he figured he’d be busted up by the impact regardless, so he crawled across the wall upside down very slowly, making sure his adhesive holds were secure and that he wasn’t grabbing onto anything that would pry loose.
A single rocket leapt up at him, but he deflected it in time and no more came. More of a trial balloon than anything, he guessed, but it meant they saw him and were just waiting for an opportunity to kill him. Apparently taking them alive wasn’t on the table anymore, or maybe even recovering his body. Right now it just seemed that they didn’t want to let them get away.
When Brad got to the opening he transitioned to vertical climbing that ended with him standing up on top of the dome in the really toxic air. His helmet filter took care of it, but the longer the dome doors were open the more of it was pouring into the city, though the ash was being kept out by the energy shield stretching across the gap. Their pilots were inside one of the ships so they shouldn’t be affected, but the lesser toxins they’d been breathing ever since leaving the dropship weren’t doing them any good. They’d live, but it would be messing with their lungs never the less.
Brad didn’t have to wait long before a Borg-like cube burst through the ash clouds and came to a hover over the dome. The six drones that made up the cube held position save for the bottom one. It pulled away, revealing the hollow interior that a dropship was cradled within. Once it had a free run down into the city Brad commed the pilot and had it fly close enough for him to jump on top, clinging to it and giving the dropship the psionic defense it needed. 
Brad had to swat away multiple rockets as the dropship flew down to the pad, but he had Kip’s help when they got close to the surface. Between the two of them and the shields on the dropship they didn’t have any hull hits and they didn’t have to stay around long, with Kip getting the two pilots onboard as Brad slid off the top and dropped to the deck to find four Jhar prisoners in his friend’s tow as well.
“A little help?” Kip asked, with Brad telekinetically grabbing two of them and hauling them inside the dropship as he also swatted away another rocket, accidentally dropping one of them in the process. He picked him back up and threw the glowing pink/green sleeper into the back of the Falcon-class dropship. He stayed outside for a moment, knocking down some more rockets and steering a couple into the parked Jhar ships as he became the last man standing. When the others were aboard he hopped inside but kept his psionics active, reaching through the ship to add to its protection as they quickly flew back up through the dome’s opening and into the gap between the drones as they were busy firing at targets beyond that he couldn’t see.
When the bottom drone slipped back over, it eclipsed most of the exterior light and the whole mass accelerated, with one of the drone’s IDF fields reaching out to grab the much smaller ship and keep it from having to make the joint navigational calculations that the drones were to maintain the cube. 
“Souvenirs?” Brad asked as he knelt next to one of the pilots and pulled off his armored glove as Kip was doing the same with the unconscious one.
“We needed a tissue sample, and these ventured a bit too close.”
“Why four?”
“One of these was helping us, and I want to know why.”
“Helping?”
“Shooting at the other Jhar.”
“That makes two then, why four?”
“More minds to interrogate later. Besides, we’re probably doing them a favor.”
“I’m not feeling all that generous at the moment.”
“I’m more interested in those brutes.”
“Their fleet in orbit is giving Captain Mendez a handful.”
“Even more reason to get information.”
“Alright, guests accepted. How’s your guy doing?”
“Messed up but he’ll live. How about him?”
“I’m alright,” the pilot answered. “The numbing helps.”
“Thought it would,” Brad said as he tapped into the battlemap with the orbital data highlighted. “Just sit this out until we get you to a med bay. I think we’re in the clear now.”
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December 25, 3059
Aphat System (Bsidd Region)
Nym
  
Brad was running through population figures for his Protovic faction in his office when he sensed a familiar presence a few steps before he entered the open doorway opposite his desk. He looked up from the holograms as Greg walked in, raising an eyebrow in his direction.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“I’m here to put you back on schedule,” the trailblazer said, crossing his arms over his chest with a stern look on his face.
“Schedule?”
“Your men are not working as fast as they can. Perhaps I can find new ways to motivate them.”
Brad finally realized he was speaking in quotes and decided to respond in kind. “I promise you, this station will be operational as planned.”
“The Emperor does not share your optimistic appraisal of the situation.”
“But he asks the impossible. I need more men,” Brad said, belatedly realizing the truth in his own statement. His Protovic faction did need more population.
“Then perhaps you can tell him when he arrives.”
“The Emperor is coming here?” Brad answered, continuing to play along.
“No,” a voice said from outside as another person walked up to his office entryway. “He’s already here,” Davis said as he came into view. 
Brad leaned back in his chair, glancing at Greg who had a slight smile on his face. “You bastard.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to execute you,” the Star Force Director said as he pulled up a chair and sat down as Kip followed him into the room. 
“How the hell did you get here without my knowing?”
“Caught you on a training cycle,” Davis said as the other two Archons sat down and looked out the windows at the Protovic city behind Brad. 
“I arranged the rest after that,” Kip admitted.
“Oh really?” Brad said in protest, glaring at him.
“I like to make an entrance when I can,” Davis admitted. 
“You succeeded,” Brad said, turning his attention back to the matter at hand. “What’s so important that it brings you out from Sol?”
“I didn’t want to have this conversation in bits and pieces via relays, plus Vortison is already here and I have some additional questions for him.”
“Go on.”
“Let’s start with where your head is at,” Greg deflected. “Then we’ll start picking it apart.”
“On which subject?”
“Your recent field trip.”
“Two possible discussions there. I’m guessing that you’ve found something on the brutes?”
“I have,” Davis answered. “The Nexus finally admitted their existence once I directly inquired. They’re called the Urunneg, and are one of their dirty little secrets they like to keep swept under the carpet.”
“Wait, there hasn’t been enough time to get a courier out to them and back again.”
“No, there hasn’t. I got this information from The Nexus ambassador.”
“We have an ambassador?”
“Given our alliance with the Preema they feel we merit that small contact now. We’ve had one for the past 6 years.”
“We’ve been fighting with the Preema far longer than that,” Kip pointed out.
“I’ve been making some further inroads with the H’kar and other members of The Nexus, enough that we’re starting to get popular and exert a bit of influence. By recognizing us they legitimize the contacts rather than having us working as an outside force.”
“Face saving gesture?” Brad asked.
“I think they’re worried about the H’kar leaving and inspiring a few others to do likewise. Their recent efforts against the lizards have done little more than stall their advance into Nexus territory and the H’kar have noticed. They’re not interested in winning the war or reclaiming the H’kar’s lost worlds, but we are and we’re getting it done, slowly, but we’re eventually going to end up on The Nexus’s doorstep. A very undervalued doorstep, but our good will with the H’kar is at such a high level that if I asked them to join Star Force they’d probably accept and that would cause all kinds of havoc within The Nexus.”
“They’re not used to people leaving?” Brad guessed.
“No one has. Ever. Not without having all the advancements given to them stripped from their civilization, which would essentially destroy them. That fear has kept them all together, but the H’kar are small enough that they could get away with it and come directly over to us. This means The Nexus has some competition now, and other member states are in a position to start analyzing the advantages and disadvantages in their membership, as well as the threats of destruction if they’d left. It was never on the table before, but there are discussions happening now. A diplomatic push is on, and in order to start using politics to squash the seeds of rebellion they have established a line of contact with us. Their ambassador supplied the information on the Urunneg.”
“Why if it’s a secret?”
“The Urunneg are one of the many enemies The Nexus has, and they’ve been fighting them in one form or another for nearly a millennia. They could win a proper war against them, but they’re so spread out fighting multiple opponents that they can’t devote the resources to one area without crippling another. Their ambassador wasn’t so forthcoming in that regard, but I’ve acquired enough data from other sources to put the pieces together. The Urunneg control chunks of The Nexus’s domain, unofficially, and are left to roam and plunder so long as they don’t hit a high valued world or cause too much of a ruckus.”
“And that brings you out here why?”
“What do you plan to do with the Pinks?”
“The four here or the others?”
“Both.”
“We,” Brad said, looking at Kip, “hadn’t decided yet.”
“What have you decided?”
“I get the feeling that everything is up in the air now. Why don’t you just save some time and tell me what you want done.”
Davis smirked. “We need to figure out what to do and move forward on this quickly. This is not just a Protovic issue, but one for the entire empire. Starting with their telepathy.”
“Ah,” Brad said, sensing the underlying issue…or at least one of them that had brought Davis out here. “Well, you should know that as of a few days ago Vortison assured me that they don’t have the hardware to do motor control hacks, no matter what their skill level. They can influence, distract, and distort, but they can’t play puppets with anyone.”
Davis inclined his head slightly. “As of now?”
“As of now,” Brad confirmed. “What the special package contains is still up in the air. Vortison has his hands full there, even with all 8 variant samples to work with.”
“You’re keeping them separate, correct?”
“Just in case, yes. Only 2 are unlocked, but on the offhand chance that proximity might change that we’re not letting them comingle. Our Pink guests are in isolation and still undergoing light interrogation. The rebel is talking freely, while the others require mind melds to get useful information out of them.”
“Do you plan on keeping them here?”
“I don’t have a problem with it. You want them sent back?”
“Are you planning on going back?”
“That’s something we’ve been discussing,” Brad said, referring to Kip. “But the larger question of the telepathy needs to be answered first.”
“Now that I have it I can understand the implications of the trouble it could cause in an otherwise vulnerable civilian population, beyond the mere hysteria of ignorance,” Davis commented warily. “The trouble is there are a few races out there that already have telepathy, so we’re going to have to deal with it one way or another at some point. Do we exclude those that have it or…well, I don’t see a good ‘or’ at the moment.”
“Fearing power isn’t something Star Force does,” Greg pointed out. “No matter how weak someone is, they can always hurt others if they’re committed to doing it. Bringing telepaths into Star Force would change our internal dynamic, but I don’t see it being overly dangerous. Just something new.”
“Them not having remote control capability changes things,” Kip added. “But for the sake of argument, what if another race out there does?”
“We have the helmet inhibitors,” Greg reminded them. “So our security forces will be unaffected if it comes to that, but we don’t want to let that tech get out into the open or we’ll lose our primary advantage.”
“Agreed,” Davis said quickly. “Immunizing the population against Ikrid, technologically or biologically isn’t on the table, though I’ve been told before that the biological route isn’t available to us, and that’s one thing I want to take up with Vortison again. And it appears that’s also why the Urunneg tried to capture you.”
“Making yourself immune to telepaths is a far more powerful thing than people realize,” Greg added. “And that only escalates where the V’kit’no’sat are involved. Them giving it to Zen’zat and no one else is beyond huge, for it strips them of most of their power over us. Giving it to everyone out there would even the playing field, but I agree that’s not a good solution even if we were able to do it.”
“So what’s the worst case scenario if we brought the Pinks back and plugged them into Axius?” Davis asked.
“They start messing with others,” Kip answered. “Pulling tricks, cons, invading memories and stealing secrets. Convincing someone to jump off a balcony.”
“All of which can be done through other means,” Greg pointed out.
“But we have no way to trace where the influence comes from,” Brad argued. “If a Calavari picks someone up and tosses them over a balcony to their death we see him do it on surveillance vids. We can’t trace the telepathic signals.”
“But we still have range issues to consider, as well as the ability to mentally check all individuals seen within that radius at the time. So long as a telepath doesn’t get so strong they can block us out, we can still theoretically track down the assailant, correct?”
“Unless they figure out how to wipe each other’s memories,” Kip theorized. “One guy does the deed, then someone else wipes the memory of it from him before we can search his mind. Evidence gone bye bye.”
“What are we going to do now if a telepath from another races enters the ADZ and starts living among us?” Davis floated. “Kick them out because of their potential?”
“Like I said, we don’t fear power,” Greg reminded them. “We can’t take that route.”
“There are so many opportunities to misbehave when you have it,” Brad reminded them. 
“Can we rule out mixed maturias then?” Greg asked. “If we do have telepaths from birth and not earned skills, we keep them segregated while they’re younglings so everyone is on an even playing field while they develop. That’s when people tend to be the most mischievous simply because they’re feeling out their capabilities.”
Davis glanced at each of the three trailblazers in turn. “I think we’re in agreement there.”
“We can’t make a rule saying no mental invasion,” Kip continued. “One, because we can’t enforce it, and two, because we do it all the time and it isn’t something wrong. Prying yes, but sometimes you need to pry.”
“Can we train people to defend themselves against it?” Greg wondered. 
“Not well,” Brad answered. “Short of having telepathy yourself, there’s no way to stop someone skilled enough from getting in without an active blocking mechanism. You can’t teach people to develop one without the ability to sense when someone is pushing in.”
“So what, we’re just going to have a segment of the population that can play mental havoc with the others and there’s nothing they can do to defend themselves?” Kip floated. “I don’t like that scenario when I put myself in their shoes.”
“Yet this is the reality of the galaxy,” Davis pointed out. “We’ve been immune to it for a while due to geography, but that won’t last forever, regardless of what we do with the Pinks. We need to establish a policy now before we need it rather than scrambling to try and assemble one later.”
“As an addendum to the maturia,” Kip offered, “let’s only train the civilian telepathic population to defend themselves and leave the ‘offensive’ capabilities to special advanced programs. That won’t prevent people from learning on their own, but it’ll keep the strongest telepaths in the ‘earned’ group.”
Brad sighed, coming to a conclusion that he’d been nibbling at but now seemed obvious hearing a couple new voices state angles rather than him just running them through his head. “I guess it all comes down to where do you want to bite the bullet? Have possible telepathic trouble in our civilian population that will be hard to crack down on, or turn a blind eye to telepaths and exclude them from Star Force like they were a plague.”
“As I said,” Greg reminded him, “we don’t fear power.”
“So,” Davis continued after a brief moment of silence, “the issue isn’t whether or not to have telepaths in the civilian population, but in how to manage them in order to avoid major problems. We’ve already got two points on the board, let’s see how many more we can add and what the picture looks like then.”
“Agreed,” Brad said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his desk as he looked at Davis. “Now will you tell me what you want done with the Pinks?”
“These rebels you found. They are not in league with the Urunneg, and the others are only doing so because they are forced to under threat of death. That by no means excuses their actions, but if you remove the threat you remove most of the problem. I say we go in and evacuate them all back here, and if they don’t like that idea we take them anyway similar to the methods used to conquer the Veliquesh.”
Brad’s eyes widened slightly. “Really?”
“Orders of the Urunneg or not, they attacked Star Force. They don’t get to have an opinion anymore.”
“That’s going to be very expensive utilizing the Nexus grid point system.”
“Especially when we have to defend against a counterattack by the Urunneg,” Kip added. “Their tech level is formidable, so we’ll have to have a lot of warships on hand in addition to the transports.”
“These are Protovic being used as slaves by the Urunneg. Freeing them and adding them to our empire is worth the cost, though under prisoner protocols for most of them. We can make some more amenable arrangements for the rebels, but they all have to go through your indoctrination programs. We’re not uprooting their civilization and replanting it here. They’re joining us on our terms.”
“If that’s the way you want it…”
“You disagree?” he asked Brad.
“We’re still a little pissed at getting ambushed,” Kip answered for him.
Davis smiled. “I didn’t say you had to go about it gently.”
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July 19, 3061
System 10746 (Nexus Domain)
Yvartis
  
Kip rode the dropship down to the planet seeing the smoke plumes rising from the surface targets that the Star Force fleet in orbit had just got finished destroying. They were all outside or on the dome covering the city, but they were not going to be giving the dropships any trouble on their way down or back up like they had the last time he’d left this place. Scores of Star Force skeets controlled the local airspace ensuring that the Jhar fighters couldn’t get to them while a number of Starscream-class mechs were standing on the dome and busy cutting through the entry doors.
The way would be opened soon enough, with Kip’s dropship being one of the first to move through along with the leading elements of the invasion force. The Urunneg fleet that had been here before had been reduced down to a handful of ships and those fled when they saw the Star Force convoy begin arriving at the planet. They knew they couldn’t handle this fight, so they’d ran clean out of the system save for a single ship that was snooping around the outer planets, perhaps waiting to see what happened or hoping to pick up some of their surface personnel later. Either way, right now Star Force controlled orbit with a mass of warships and drones deployed in intercept positions ensuring that it wouldn’t be able to attack or recuse anyone on the planet without coming under fire. 
The same went for the Jhar ships, which had wisely backed down in the face of such overwhelming military might…though most of the Star Force ships were actually personnel transports and not well suited for combat. The Jhar didn’t know that and their bulk was terrifying on its own, but even without that added effect one warship would have been enough to make them cower down into the lower orbits after having seen their threat level displayed in grandiose fashion on the last visit here. 
The remaining Jhar warships were now clustered up and being held at gunpoint with orders not to move. Kip intended to keep them there until the recovery efforts began, hoping that they wouldn’t have to board and stun each individual to get them into Star Force custody. He’d come prepared for that while leaving Brad back in Star Force territory to make preparations for the Pinks’ arrival, but he hadn’t come alone.
Beside him in the dropship was Octaviak, one of the four captured Jhar that they’d taken back with them and interrogated. She’d been the one rebel among them, actually firing on the other Pinks to try and help them escape when she’d been taken captive as well. Since then the other three had been remanded to the prison facilities and set on their isolated indoctrination programs, giving them a chance to earn their eventual freedom but being treated as full prisoners given the fact that they’d been shooting at Kip and Brad when they’d been captured.
Octaviak was wearing her fully body armor, showing no sign of her bioluminescence as she waited with the Archon in the rear bay along with a contingent of Commandos and a couple of Knights. All were seasoned veterans who had taken part in the conquest of the Veliquesh so they knew the score and how to handle a population recovery effort like this if things went south, but Kip was hoping Octaviak could help them convince at least part of the Jhar population to come with them willingly.
She was part of a rebel faction that abhorred the indentured servitude placed upon them by the Urunneg and the corrupt Jhar leaders that allowed it. They’d rather fight and die than live with the dishonor, but had no chance of beating the technologically and physiologically superior Urunneg. Their only advantage was their telepathy, and that was of no use against warships in orbit that could obliterate a city at will…which had happened in the past when the Jhar had failed them or showed resistance. 
For that reason the rebels were hunted by the Jhar themselves, forcing them to go into hiding and become mostly sleeper agents. Octaviak had revealed herself trying to help the Humans escape the dishonorable kidnapping/murder attempt, and from her Kip had learned that there were many more of them out there, scattered throughout this city and others in small numbers. How many more were sympathetic but unwilling to even talk about dissention was unknown, but it was suspected that a sizeable chunk of the population was unhappy with the arrangement with the Urunneg, just too fearful to even think about doing anything about it.
That was why Kip was bringing Octaviak with him, hoping she could make contact with the other rebels so they could get them off planet first…but right now he had to throw his weight around and essentially take the place of the Urunneg and hopefully bully the Jhar into submission. If they resisted they were back to the Veliquesh again, though he very much hoped living sacrifices wouldn’t be in their battle plans. 
With their orbital defenses meekly complying with Kip’s demands, he was hopeful that the surface would comply as well. Despite their sealing of the dome, once the mechs broke through there was no resistance as they landed in the open spots on the pads beneath. Kip had theirs set down on one nearest to the Tajak’s renplex, which translated into ‘governor’s office,’ or whatever the equivalent was within Jhar society. Kip hadn’t spent much time on that himself, knowing that if they were successful their culture and society were going to be wiped out anyway, so there was no use in him getting that well acquainted with it.
When the rear hatch opened there was no incoming weaponsfire and Kip walked out freely with Octaviak beside him, making it clear she was with him rather than a prisoner. His team stayed with the dropship and the others nearby while he moved off with her alone and into the city…a gesture of trust, they might assume, save for those that had fought against him the last time he was here. They knew he wasn’t making a gesture of trust, but one of contempt, for he most definitely didn’t need an escort with the powers he possessed.
His golden armor stood out, for it was the only one amongst the invasion force, and he assumed the Jhar would recognize it as well. Kip didn’t know how long their restraint would last, but they were allowed all the way up to the renplex before they met up with a wall of guards. Kip raised a hand and an invisible wall formed between two of them, spreading out and pushing them aside to give him and Octaviak room to move through. 
Not knowing what was happening and being thwarted with such a casual gesture broke the confrontational mood, with the pair moving through the dozens of armed guards without so much as a look behind them. The guards followed, keeping close but out of arms reach, as the Human and his Jhar companion worked their way through the building and up to the Tajak’s edict room rather than his abode. 
That seemed to make the guards even more confused, up until Octaviak walked up to the podium and began messing with the controls. An invisible wall from Kip kept the guards back from her as the rebel accessed the city-wide broadcast system and set it to address every terminal on emergency protocols. Halfway through her prep the Tajak himself burst into the room through the guards, yelling more at Octaviak than the Human.
“What do you think you’re doing!”
“This planet is now in their possession,” she explained without looking at him or delaying her setup work. “They have supplanted the Urunneg and are now our masters…or at least that’s all your primitive brain needs to comprehend. The truth is more complex and I’m about to instruct the city on the details.”
“You are forbidden.”
“I don’t take orders from you.”
“You cannot do this! Step aside,” he said, rushing past the guards. Kip let him get within half a meter of her before physically stepping up and grabbing him by the armored arm. 
“You tried to kill me the last time I was here. Don’t give me a reason now to return the gesture,” the trailblazer threatened, with the translation software handling the language barrier adequately.
“How dare you,” the Jhar said in such twisted tones that it sounded like hissing after processing. “You have no idea what you have done. What you’re doing. You’ve doomed us all.”
“Actually, we’re here to save you. So shut up and stand back,” he said, tossing the Protovic into the guards with a flick of his arm. He nearly knocked two of them over, and it was clear that that the Archon’s physical power was just as impressive as his mental ones. “I’ll give you instructions later. Obey and I won’t have to render you unconscious.”
“Ready,” Octaviak said, righting herself behind the podium. 
“Begin. I’ll make sure they stay quiet,” Kip said, making a mental link with them all that forcefully broke through their mental blocks and suppressed their ability to utter so much as a word of complaint.
“I am Octaviak, member of the Ishta. For too long we have been slaves of both the Urunneg and those of our own that used that excuse to further their own dishonor. As of today we have been conquered again, by those that came here as friends from far away seeking to unite us with our wayward kin. They took me back with them by mistake, thinking I was one who was trying to kill them. Those that did are still there, imprisoned, but I am here now because they searched my mind and discovered the truth. I am not their enemy. The Ishta are not their enemy. Any loyal Jhar are not their enemy. The true enemy is the Urunneg and those that serve them, telling us that we will be destroyed if we do not fully submit.”
“That may have been true, but for the Ishta and myself I can say that we do not care. Better to die honorably than live as a scoundrel. For this we have been hunted by our own people and forced to hide among them simply to survive. We meet in secret, when we’re able and bold enough, taking some small actions of defiance that ultimately have amounted to nothing more than preserving our sanity. Today we have another option. Our new conquerors are not here to use us for their own agenda, they are here to free us and bring us into their empire so that we will be free of the Urunneg and all those who would kill us for our telepathic abilities.”
“Their abilities far surpass ours, so they do not fear us. The other Jhar with them, whom they call Protovic, do not have our abilities. Nor do most of the many races that are part of their empire, but their leaders, their Archons, are far more powerful than you can imagine. Some of you saw what happened here, when two of them were ambushed by both the Urunneg and our dishonorable security forces. They were not even armed and they tore through them all. They did not need my help, rather they helped me by showing me a better way, an honorable path, and a chance for true freedom.”
“That freedom must be earned, however. We must leave this planet behind entirely. The ships in orbit are both warships and transports brought here to carry us, all of us, away from this retched existence to a world with our kin. We will have to learn their ways, their language, and prove ourselves worthy, but if we do so we will join them as equals…not outcasts.”
“That is why I am calling on all Ishta to come forward, now, boldly identifying yourselves and moving to the locations where there are Star Force landing zones. You need bring nothing with you but yourselves. I will meet you there and we will discuss things further. For everyone else, both those too cowardly to act and those who have acted dishonorably, I bid you farewell. You will not see me again, nor the rest of us. Your path will be a different one laid out by Star Force. And I can honestly say I hope you resist them, and that they let me watch as they put you into submission.”
“Brothers and sisters come with me now, and let us be done with this world,” Octaviak said, backing away from the podium and walking out of view rather than turning it off directly. The Human put a hand on her shoulder, mentally telling her that she had done well, then took her place in front of the podium as he held his captured audience both still and quiet before him. 
Meanwhile, true to her word, Octaviak moved off, heading back to the landing zone to meet up with the other Ishta that were bold enough to reveal themselves. She expected that many would not, fearing this was a trap, but Kip had wanted her to try so they could be spared the prison sentence awaiting the others. The Ishta would still have to go through indoctrination, as would she, but they could do so without the penalty phase that was necessitated by the attack on the Archons previously.
She wondered if she was going to be jumped on her way back to the dropship, keeping a sharp lookout for nearby minds but none approached, singly or in groups. In fact, she was given a wide berth the entire walk back, then saw two other Jhar standing with the white armor of the Humans. As she approached she saw their ID tags on her HUD, but knew one of them by his mental signature alone. 
“Havrel,” she said, running up behind him and giving him a big hug when he turned around. 
“This had better not be a trap,” he warned.
“It isn’t, and if you suspected it was you wouldn’t have come.”
“I came trusting in you. Your words were…clean,” he said, referencing her lack of code words that would have suggested coercion. 
“I have been to their empire and seen the other Jhar there. We will be welcome once we earn our place.”
“How so?”
“Training. I have begun mine already. There is so much they can offer us. This is what we have long dreamed of.”
“We dreamt of independence,” another Jhar said, walking up to them.
“This is better. Search my memories,” she offered, lowering her barrier to them. “I am not lying.”
“But are they?” Havrel asked, beginning to pluck images from her mind.
“We are coming with them one way or another,” Octaviak confided. “They are allowing the Ishta an easier transition. The attack on them is not being forgiven. The dishonorable and the apathetic will have a more difficult path to travel to earn their place. Those of the Ishta bold enough to come forward now will be rewarded. Those who do not believe me will be lumped in with the others.”
“So they punish all who do not reveal themselves?” he asked, glancing at one of the dull white helmets a couple meters to his right. 
“We betrayed their trust and tried to kill them. If the situation was reversed would we be so accommodating?”
Havrel huffed. “I hope you’re right about this.”
“You will see,” she said, closing her mind again as a few more individuals made their way out of the shadows and onto the pad, with all others staying far away from the alien soldiers but looking on from what they felt was a safe distance. 
“How long will they wait?”
“I don’t know,” she said uncertainly, seeing far fewer faces than she’d hoped. This wasn’t the only landing site, but she knew for a fact that there were more Ishta in the city than the few here, and suspected many more that she had no contact with in order to preserve their anonymity. The true number of Ishta was unknown to everyone, for they were united by scruples and literature, not an organizational structure. When several hours had passed and there was only 9 others that had appeared at their location the soldiers instructed them to board the dropship, with the others they’d brought down now being unnecessary.
Octaviak went onboard with the others, knowing that she’d be given no further special treatment and sent into indoctrination along with the other Ishta. She had a head start on them, but would endure the isolation process as well after a transitional group period, earning her way into the Protovic like the others hopefully would.
As she boarded the dropship and the ramp began to close she knew she was looking at this world for the last time, then a firm hand directed her away from the hatch and into the personnel section beyond. There she watched on camera as the dropship took off and passed many more coming in. What exactly was going to happen she didn’t know, but she was glad she and at least some of the Ishta were getting out ahead of it. She’d been told of the Veliquesh and how they’d been rescued, and hoped it didn’t come to that, but she knew that one way or another the others would be taken from this world as well and put into the prison facilities in Star Force territory.
And unless they changed their ways and completed their own training they would stay there, away from the Protovic, for the rest of their lives…meaning she was now done with the dishonorable bastards permanently, and that mere thought was a breath of fresh air to a mind burdened by years of persecution. 
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April 2, 3065
Aphat System (Bsidd Region)
Nym
  
Octaviak walked into the chamber not knowing what to expect. Over the past year since she’d breezed her way through indoctrination she’d been spending her time training in an advanced maturia and living with the rest of the Protovic on the planet. She’d been the first to make it through, and even now there were only three ‘Pink skins,’ as they were nicknamed, within the free population. They’d been welcomed in with the rest of the Protovic, despite the fact that they had telepathy and the others didn’t.
She tried not to cause any disruptions by using her abilities save for select circumstances, but the more she talked and became one with the other Protovic she realized they were all used to the idea of having a telepath in their minds because their Archon leaders routinely interacted with them that way…and they were far more powerful than Octaviak would ever be. She wasn’t an Archon, so there was a little bit of animosity there, but the mere idea of having someone poking around inside your head wasn’t seen as offensive, because these Protovic had already adjusted to the idea of not having secrets.
That made for a very open community, and as the days passed she allowed herself the luxury of sampling others’ thoughts. They had no blocks to prevent it, save for the Humans which were a total stone to her abilities, and for the first time in her life she didn’t feel that being telepathic came with a curse. It was a great asset and allowed her freedom that she was only now able to explore.
Octaviak didn’t mess with anyone and just kept her forays in the observation category, but by doing so she learned so much more about the Protovic and Star Force than she had during her indoctrination. Not data wise, but the feel of it and what it meant to be a part of the empire. She’d come to think of this as home and had gotten used to her daily training routines when she’d gotten a summons to a special training program. It wasn’t a command, but rather a request and an opportunity she wasn’t going to pass up because it came directly from an Archon, but as she walked through the doorway into the huge chamber in a part of another city that she’d never even set foot in before, Octaviak had no clue what to expect.
“Welcome,” a purple skinned Protovic said in English, which she could now speak well enough without translator equipment. She wasn’t wearing armor anyways, and rarely did now. That was another thing about this planet that was vastly different from her former home, because she could see everyone and their multi-colored glows. 
“Hello,” she answered back, looking across a courtyard that had trees blocking her view of what lay beyond. 
“You’re Octaviak, I presume?”
“I am.”
“My name is Prentha. Please follow me,” he said, turning to walk away and waiting for her to match his stride.
“No one has told me what I’m doing here yet.”
“Training…experimental training. You’re the first Protovic telepath we’ve had, but everyone here has special abilities. Mine are sensory, like all the other Purples. The Oranges have a strength and speed advantage, which you probably already knew.”
“I heard that. What do you mean by ‘sensor?’”
“Sensory means I can sense things you can, or rather I can sense them in better ways. It means I’m very hard to sneak up on and it is the special skill that Purples have in our genome, but only a few of us have been unlocked. All the Oranges came here or were born here unlocked, but the rest of us are not, save for, now, the Pinks, of which you’re the first,” he explained as they walked a dirt path into and through the trees. “We’re learning to unlock the others, or rather the Human geneticists are, and this program is for us to train and to be studied as both we and the medtechs explore what we’re capable of. Do you understand?”
“I don’t understand what you mean by ‘unlocked.’”
“Hidden skills that will develop or turn on eventually on their own, maybe thousands of years from now. The geneticists are finding ways to advance that and turn them on directly, one individual at a time.”
“And each Protovic color has a different skill?”
“Yes. We’re learning here how to develop them and incorporate them into our civilization, hopefully to advance our faction and give us more power to work with. Do you know how small we are compared to the rest of Star Force?”
“Yes, I learned that. Not the smallest, but far from the largest.”
“And many of the best people eventually leave to join a Clan. Right now most Protovic are choosing to stay here and help us advance, but some have already left. The Clans are an honor, for they are the best of the best, but until we figure out these abilities and how to use them even the Clans want to know what we’re capable of, hence they have sent representatives here to help us experiment and train.”
“The Clans are here?”
“Many are, and not just Protovic members. We are being tested heavily, with the experts telling us what to do. It’s hard work, but we don’t have to think too much. They figure out new drills and weapons for us to use while we work on developing our individual skills. It’s a very exclusive program, and one that you’re not to discuss with others.”
“I understand. I am here because I am the only available Pink?” 
“No. We would wait until someone of sufficient skill arrived before taking an inferior. Your records indicate you are fit to join us, so yours is not a lesser membership.”
Octaviak smiled, for that was just what she was wondering. “Are there Human telepaths here?”
“Yes, and they will be working with you more than the others,” Prentha said as they came out of the trees and the full size of the dome became visible across grassy fields and short mountains.
Octaviak’s jaw dropped. “This is all inside?”
“Pretty sweet, isn’t it? Other training programs go outside, but for this one they wanted everyone in a contained environment. There’s even living quarters in here,” he said, pointing off beyond a low hill to the right. “You won’t need to go back into the city for anything, save for some down time if you need it.”
“So this is a training colony?”
“You can think of it that way, yes.”
An apt description, a voice said in Octaviak’s mind. 
She physically jerked, which made Prentha smile. “It takes some getting used to,” he said, then frowned. “Is it different than normal?” he asked as an armored figured came strolling down one of the nearby grass-covered hills.
“Their voice is so loud,” she said, staring at the Archon but only being able to see him with her eyes. His mind was totally hidden from her.
Not totally, he corrected her. My aura is visible, you are simply not skilled enough to detect it. I will teach you how.
“This is mage Pel-9833, a member of Clan Samus who has been teaching us how to partially shield our minds, even without telepathy…as well as schooling us in a number of combat disciplines. As an Archon he is an expert in all forms of warfare and a commander in all 5 divisions of the military.”
“I’ll take her from here,” Pel said as he caught up to the pair.
“I thought she needed a tour?”
“I’ll handle that. Go ahead and get back to your unit.”
Prentha turned to face Octaviak. “I’ll talk to you later. Have fun,” he said before taking off at a jog up and over the hill and off to who knew where.
“Now, tell me how my voice is ‘loud?’”
“I…I mean it’s loud. I don’t know a better word,” she said, unsure how to respond.
“What kind of training did you do on your old world?”
“We had some practice sessions when we were young.”
“And when you were mature?”
Octaviak shrugged. “We trained our bodies, but just learned to use our telepathy naturally.”
“Then you are in for a surprise, for you can train your telepathy, just like your body. I’m here to teach you how and to devise a program for other Protovic to follow in your place. We will have to experiment a bit, for your telepathy is a less powerful version than ours, but most of my experience will transfer over to you, I imagine.”
“You’re going to give me knowledge?”
Pel raised an eyebrow, with his helmet currently tucked into storage mode behind his neck. “I suppose I could, but that wasn’t my meaning. The training drills and challenges we use should work for you in most cases, though I imagine some adjustments will have to be made.”
“What can you do?”
“You’re wondering how Kip and Brad took down those fighters?”
“How do you read my mind so easily? I did not even feel you enter it.”
“I haven’t left it since you’ve arrived.”
“How can you do that?”
“By being subtle…and by you not being very skilled. We’re going to fix that though, and to answer your question we have the ability to not only read minds, but to influence. You can do the same, but our ‘influence’ goes beyond what you can do. We can take direct control over a person’s body if they don’t know how to defend themselves.”
“What do you mean…” Octaviak said, her words getting cut off as a sledgehammer hit her mind and her entire body froze up, with her becoming a living statue on the grass.
“This is not pleasant for you, and I apologize, but take a moment to study your situation then I will release you. What I have done is taken priority control away from you, blocking your mental impulses from getting to their target and supplementing my own. This is difficult to do, more so at range, and is enhanced by making flesh to flesh contact. The fighters you saw taken down were defeated because the pilots’ minds were invaded and they were forced to crash them into the ground.”
Octaviak gulped when she was released and her hand came up reflexively to cover her throat. She was beyond shocked, and a bit scared, with her mental blocks going up as strong as they possibly could.
“You could do…anything.”
“Scary, huh?”
“Why have you not been killed?”
“Most people, even within Star Force, don’t know we can do this. We prefer to keep it that way, though we’re not going to hide our skills if they’re needed. It took me a long time to learn how to do this, and then even longer to get good at it. Your brain doesn’t have the necessary tissue to be able to do the same thing, and in that way your telepathy is different from mine. A few other ways too, but this is the big one. And yes, we could do all sorts of nasty things with it, but not all Humans have it. Only those trusted to do the right thing. All Archons acolyte level and above, and a scattering of other individuals who have proved themselves. The rest of the Humans have no telepathy whatsoever, but you will not be able to read them, for they do have an unconscious block, as I do.”
“How does an unconscious block work?”
“It prevents transmission feedback. When I enter your mind, my telepathic link is two way. I send manipulations to you through it, and I receive information back. The block doesn’t allow the information to come back, so I can telepathically transmit to other Humans but I can’t read their thoughts or delve into their memories.”
“And you can’t take control of them?”
“Not without touching them. That gets around the block, but it has to be flesh to flesh to make a physical connection. Clothing or armor prevents it. Does your ability increase with touch?”
“Rumor has that it does, but I haven’t had much opportunity to try.”
“It won’t work on me, because of the nature of my mental structure and yours, but we’re going to have to practice on other Protovic so we can measure the difference. I’m guessing that you can’t read minds directly through contact, but it may enhance it by channeling your energy tethers directly through the body to gain more signal strength.”
“Your words are confusing to me.”
“In time they will not be, but for now let’s walk and talk. I’ll show you around and you can ask questions.”
“What are the other skills the other colors have?”
“Right now 5 of the 8 are unlocked. The Oranges have enhanced strength and speed, though that isn’t obvious because others can catch up to them with time and training. All of the Oranges on this world have it unlocked, but other colonies outside of Star Force do not. We didn’t unlock it, but found them that way and brought them all back here.”
“Did they attack you?”
“No, they were living on a very primitive planet and were welcoming after they got past the shock of seeing new people. They had no knowledge of life beyond their planet. All you Pinks have telepathy, and so far we’ve only found one colony. We brought you all back here, so there’s nothing to unlock with you. The Reds, Purples, and Aquas we did genetically unlock. Prentha back there has sensory enhancements, which mean he can see better, hear better, and sometimes feel things behind him that he can’t see. The Reds have a mental upgrade that makes them smarter, while the Aquas can absorb energy and release it back as low levels of electricity. Not enough to kill, at this point, but try to tackle one that is charged and you’re going to get shocked enough that you can’t hold onto them.”
“They absorb electricity…without damaging themselves?”
“More light and heat, but they can pull directly from some very low power lines. Too much and they are damaged. Right now we’ve only got a few with the ability unlocked and we’re still learning what they can and can’t do.”
“Do you know what the others will have, once you unlock them?”
“We have an idea, but it’s better not to guess until we know for sure.”
“Why do we have these abilities?”
“A very good question that I do not have a full answer for, but we believe they were genetically engineered into you rather than being natural. Why and by whom we do not know. You are here to help us learn how to use them for our benefit. Others will track down what history they can.”
“Do other races have similar things?”
“We know of a few, but most do not.”
“Are they afraid of you?”
“I don’t really care. This is who we are, and they’d better get used to it.”
“I mean no disrespect…”
“But you don’t like losing control of your body.”
“No, I do not.”
“If I was in your position I would feel the same. Which is why I’m going to teach you how to resist it. It may not stop someone from doing it to you, but it will increase their difficulty, shorten their range, etc. The more powerful your telepathy becomes the greater you will be able to shield yourself…so long as you do not allow us to make physical contact. There is little defense to that other than having a stronger mind.”
“And Humans’ are always stronger.”
“Not always, but structurally we’re more advanced. Our greatest strength is our block, though it is something I cannot lower, otherwise I would give you access to my mind so you could see and learn.”
“So you can’t share your thoughts with others?”
“I can send them to you, what I choose, but I can’t give you access to look where you will.”
“Do you have other abilities, besides your telepathy?”
“Yes we do, and many of them we do not share with others. Sometimes it is better when your enemies do not know what you are capable of, and if we share that knowledge with friends it can work its way to them.”
“Is there anything you can tell me?”
“You’re not going to like it.”
Octaviak cringed. “I’ll risk it,” she said, and before the words were even out of her mouth her chest felt constricted and her feet suddenly left the ground, with her losing control of her body for the second time today…though this time she could still move around, just she wasn’t going anywhere as she floated out of legs reach of the grass.
“Telekinesis, which we call ‘Lachka.’ We can only lift a small pebble when we first gain it, but over time we can strengthen it to move larger objects. Did you see Brad or Kip use this on Yvartis?”
“I saw a person floating. Please put me down.”
“You’re uncomfortable losing control,” Pel said as he lowered her till her feet touched, then he released his grip on her torso. “That is something you will need to work on. Not with everyone, for you should want to remain in control, as I do, but for those you trust you need to be able to actually trust them and let them into your head and body. In time hopefully I can earn that trust, for we will need it in the more advanced training to come. If you are twitchy now that is understandable, but please try to stop subconsciously seeing me as a potential enemy over the days to come.”
“Just you?”
“Me first, then perhaps a few others. It doesn’t work if it’s forced, so it’ll take you some time to check me out. I just wish I could speed it up by giving you access to my mind. Your suspicion runs deep from the former company you kept.”
“Being hunted doesn’t help in the trust department.”
“No, it doesn’t. But you’re not hunted here, so try to relax that part of your mind as time goes on.”
“Do or do not, there is no try.”
Pel raised an eyebrow at her. “I see you’ve discovered Star Wars?”
“A friend showed them to me, and I have watched them many times. The Jedi had your Lachka too. Can you see the future?”
“Nope. Guessing like the rest of you,” he said as they came over a hilltop and a large lake came into view with people swimming in it. “How are you in the water?”
“We didn’t have water like this on Yvartis.”
“You’ve never tried?”
“I don’t like not being able to breathe.”
“It does take some getting used to, but you need to learn to swim just in case you fall into water at some time. In fact, there are ways to use your telepathy to help you navigate underwater when your eyes are no help. It’s on my list of things to teach you, but I guess swimming will have to come first.”
“If it’s that important why wasn’t it part of the indoctrination?”
“Probably because you had to go through that in isolation and swimming is too dangerous for you to learn on your own. Need someone standing by in case you start to drown…and no, that’s not going to happen with you. We’ll start you with a breath mask…after we get through several weeks of other training. It’ll be a minor thing, your telepathy is what we want to focus on.”
“So you’re to be my Jedi Master then?”
“Yes, my young padawan.”
Octaviak smiled widely. “I think I’m going to like this.”
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“Back again?” Brad asked as he met Vortison’s dropship in the hangar bay.
“I’ve completed the work on the last three variants,” the medtech said as he walked down the ramp alone.
“Oh?”
“And you’re not going to like it.”
Brad frowned. “What’s wrong?”
“For starters,” Vortison said, stopping in front of him as they had the wide hangar deck to themselves, “the Yellows’ ability is poison injection.”
“Poison?”
The geneticist help up his palm and pointed just below the wrist. “A reservoir will grow beneath the skin here, unseen, and will be connected to a visible port here,” he said, tapping just below the center of his hand. “Retractable needle. Whatever they grab onto they can inject within a second.”
“That’s not good,” Brad agreed. “What type of poison?”
“A very potent kind that will kill most Human-sized organisms with a single drop. There’s a built-in immunity within their genome so they can’t kill each other with it…or themselves.”
Brad shook his head firmly. “We’re not giving them that.”
“Unless you want to wait another 50 years on a maybe, we have to with at least 1 person to get the Yellow activation key.”
“Can you reserve the process afterwards?”
“I’m still working on doing that with the Purples and I think we’ll be able to reverse their development soon, but it will require treatment in a medical station. There is no reverse process to access, so it’ll have to be a forceful rebuild.”
“How risky is that?”
“With a physical reversal…not very if I know what I’m doing. Taking the Reds back is something I’m not ready to tackle. Messing with the mind is infinitely harder.”
“What about the other two?”
“As we discussed earlier, the Whites have a significantly enhanced resistance to disease, infection, and an overall healing rate above standard, but the Blues have a hardening of the skin similar to their exoskeletal patches…save that it happens everywhere.”
“They lose their soft tissue?”
“It will transform into a much harder version, as well as losing its bioluminescence. The eyes will remain the same, but they’ll basically be a hard carapace that I doubt will have the type of agility you want.”
“So scratch that one too. Is it safe to assume you can reverse it as well for a volunteer?”
“I should be able to, but this is far more tissue changes than any of the other upgrades.”
“So we should hold off on that one for a while?”
“And the Yellows. I’m here to upgrade the Whites and will stay until we get the Yellows and Blues squared away. At which point we can start tackling the big problem.”
“Problem? What else did you find?”
“Just a metaphor, but you’re right. I did discover a massive amount of genetic memory modules in the coding…and I have a feeling they might be overrides.”
“Put the existing individual’s dormant or overwriting them?”
“I don’t know, but the more I look into the coding I’m seeing that someone wanted to not just upgrade the Protovic, but create an entirely different race. They’ll still be bipedal, two arms and a head, but beyond that they’re going to be something different, and I think the memory modules will allow them to become this new race in mind and culture immediately. I would not recommend having anyone go through with this.”
“A new race?”
“Or an old one. I only have bits and pieces of coding worked out but they’ll be unlike anything the Protovic are now, and my bet will be they’ll be far more advanced. This might be pandora’s box we’re opening here.”
“How close are you to blocking it?”
“Blocking I can do now. Removal of the coding entirely is iffy. We’re getting closer to doing that and it’ll solve the problem entirely, but with so many other Protovic colonies out there the reunification is bound to happen at some point.”
“Which is why we need to know what this new race is. Can you send the coding into a computer simulation?”
Vortison shook his head. “That only works with genetics we’re familiar with, and is basically structured guessing. There are too many unknowns with this, not the least of which is the compressed nature of the coding. I can tell you there will be an unspooling that happens when it is activated, and we’re not going to fully understand what this is until we see it and I can get some active genetic samples. Again, I don’t recommend doing this, but it’s the only way we’re going to get the answers we need.”
“Can you combine the activation keys in samples?”
“Yes and I intend to, but I already know they’re designed for a full organism. They won’t unspool in a few isolated cells. Whoever designed this is brilliant…perhaps a bit twisted, for that poison is not a good sign, but the coding is so complicated and dense I think it’d give the V’kit’no’sat some trouble analyzing.”
“Will this new race have the poison?”
Vortison sighed. “Guess work at this point, but I think each ability is a stepping stone to the new race. How each one is modified is a bit more readily readable, and I have confirmed that the poison glands will continue to exist after transformation, but their form will alter. I can’t give specifics, but I can tell you they won’t go away and they won’t stay the same. As for gaining the other 7 abilities I would guess so, but I am not sure how. I can tell you that the final version is identical for all of them. They will all become the same, exact race. Clones actually, for they’ll all have the same genetic code until they start breeding offspring.”
“Still egg sacks?”
“No clue. That hasn’t been high on my digging priority list.”
Brad put his hands on his hips, looking at the floor for the moment. “Alright, let’s get the White volunteers upgraded first and worry about the rest later. And an antidote to that poison would be nice to come by.”
“Already on my to-do list.”
  
“Oh, wonderful,” Kip said, kicking another chair away from the one he was sitting on in Brad’s office. “So we either get some poor bastard to try it or we never know what the hell is going on.”
“We’re not trying it, even if someone does volunteer,” Brad said firmly. “At least not until we have a way of undoing it.”
“And if we can’t find one?”
“We’re not sacrificing anyone to chance on this.”
“There’s got to be another way. Vortison has the full code now, can’t he read it given enough time?”
“He says yes, but there are some things we’ll only learn by watching it happen and studying the results…on a person. He says tissue samples won’t cut it.”
“By any chance is this ‘new’ race in the database?”
Brad stiffened slightly. “We don’t have their genetic code, unpacked anyway, to run a search for, but that’s a good question. What if this is an old race that wanted to hide itself?”
“So they created another as carriers of their true genetic code?”
“Plausible, though very grandiose.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” Kip muttered.
“Or it could be some Frankenstein creation never before seen.”
“Going by the rumors, the first seems more likely.”
“Ok, let’s work the piece of this that we can. We’d already decided that we weren’t going to suppress the variant upgrades, and find a way to work them into this faction…”
“And out the window that goes.”
“Do we even know of any race…check that, any talking race that has poison?”
“Not that we’ve encountered, but I think there’s probably a few in the database.”
“Say we find some of them, or a Yellow that’s unlocked…what do we do?”
“We can relock the Yellow, right?”
“Undo it, yes. But what about another race? You and I can kill just about anyone within two seconds if we chose, so saying the ability to poison someone is more lethal isn’t accurate. Do we ban it? And if we do how is that fair?”
“Compartmentalize,” Kip said, referencing the problem at hand. “Focus Star Force only.”
“Well that’s easy enough. No one in Star Force gets poison.”
“And if there’s a race we take as a ward, or one that wants to join that has it?”
“We engineer it out of them.”
“Good. That part’s settled anyway. Now, do we let non-Star Force races roam our territory with that ability?”
“Ugh,” Brad said, leaning back in his chair and looking at the ceiling. “I guess we have to.”
“We don’t have to do anything.”
“Kill someone with a lachar or with a poison needle…you’re in trouble with us either way, it’s just the type of weapon used that differs.”
“We don’t let a lot of weapons into our colonies,” Kip reminded him.
“Ok, here’s a scenario. Say we got a weak race whose only defense is a poison bite. Now, one of them is getting beat up and security isn’t there. Does he have to take the beating and potentially die, or can he defend himself with the poison, knowing that one bite will kill his attackers?”
“Ouch.”
“Exactly.”
“If it’s Star Force we can deal with that. If it’s an outsider…he’s got to be able to defend himself.”
“Agreed, but killing someone for punching you in the face isn’t acceptable.”
“Telling someone they have to take the abuse to protect their attacker is also unacceptable.”
“If this is inside Star Force territory…ah hell, that doesn’t matter. When you’re under the gun you use whatever you have to survive. No holds barred. That’s not the way we fight, but I’m not going to begrudge someone else for doing what they had to do when they weren’t in the wrong.”
“So,” Kip said, throwing another wrinkle at him, “if you’ve got some dumb Calavari picking on Mr. Poison and he doesn’t know the guy has poison and he tries to beat him up anyway, it’s fair to kill him in self-defense when he was just ruffing Mr. Poison up and not going to take it any further? He’s in the wrong, but should he have to die for that?”
“No, but he did bring it on himself.”
“What if Mr. Poison deserved an ass kicking?”
“Wear armor when you’re doing it,” Brad quipped. 
Kip smiled. “Good point.”
“Alright, alright. We’ve been down this road with the telepathy. The galaxy isn’t a safe place and we’re just going to have to face the threats as they materialize. Just because someone has the ability to do bad things doesn’t mean they will, nor should they be punished or confined because of it. We’re not going to use poison because we don’t fight that way and none of the rest of Star Force will either, but if someone else has it then we’re just going to have to deal with them as is.”
“So the dumb brute just gets killed for picking the wrong sucker to bully?”
“Life is a mine field. We can’t safe them all.”
“And if Mr. Poison decides to pick a fight?”
“If his only weapon is the poison, then that’s an automatic no. If he can only fight by killing, then he doesn’t get to fight unless he is under attack.”
“Ok, so no mandatory genetic alterations unless someone wants to join Star Force?”
“Agreed.”
“But travelers can still come and go with it?”
“That’s something we’re just going to have to deal with, like the telepaths.”
“Fine. So then we don’t need a separate maturia for the Yellows?”
“Crap. Blues too.”
“Well, we can either have advanced groups and non-advanced groups, or we can find a way to give those that don’t have any some copies.”
“Colors still won’t matter.”
“Is that important?”
“Aesthetically, kind of,” Brad admitted. “Everything needs to fit a master plan, and right now we’re just tearing more holes in the one we thought we’d worked out.”
“Ok, let’s work this from the other direction. Do we need Protovic subdivision? Really? Or are we just trying to make what we have fit?”
“They’re already different, once unlocked.”
“So what if we just relock them all, then they’re on the same playing field no matter what their color.”
“For future offspring, sure. But we’re not forcing changes on the people already here.”
“You miss my point. Do we need 8 different types of Protovic?”
“I’m worried that if we tried to give them all the abilities that would be too much for civies.”
“I’m kind of curious to see what would happen there, but you’re probably right. The upgrades need to be earned, but for the Oranges and Pinks it’s default right now.”
“I sense you have a suggestion. Make it. That’s why I brought you here.”
“Why can’t we alter their colors?”
“To do what…oh.”
“Exactly.”
“We’ll still have a couple left over…or one, if we keep one as mundane.”
“Maybe we’ll find something in the master code to keep later…although, we might want to keep the Orange enhancement default to give them a head start. Maybe even the Red.”
“No, not the Red. Keep that as earned. Orange…you might be right. That leaves us with 2 extras again.”
 “It can be a skill mark, or we might just not use them at all. It’s just window dressing.”
“But cool window dressing, and I feel like it needs to matter…aside from its original purpose.”
“Jedi apprentice bands were different colors,” Kip offered. “This can be a transitional process getting to full ‘adult’ status and make it whatever we choose. Those who want to go civie will just be stuck with whatever color they ditched the path at.”
“Whoa…wait a second. I think you just had a good idea.”
“Oh? What was it?”
“Non-traditional maturia. A very long one. If you leave you go civie. If you stay you advance up the ranks until you hit ‘Final Form.’”
“Bingo,” Kip said, throwing his hands up in the air like goalposts. “Final Form, that’s genius.”
“And just what we need. We just need to know if and when Vortison can make it happen.”
“So anything we learn from the coding packet will be extra?”
Brad nodded. “We need to get the Protovic squared away sooner rather than later. We can’t wait to see if we find a way of accessing that data.”
“And if we do we can always incorporate it into the later Ultra Maturia levels?”
“‘Ultra’ it is, and yes. I think we’ve got our base now, we just need to get it established and build on it.”
“That means relocking the Pinks’ offspring, for starters.”
“Until we get the ability to shut them all off and share them, we’re going to be in learning mode. We have a plan now, but I think we’ll learn a lot once the Pink younglings start working their way through the standard maturia. None of us were telepathic at birth.”
“So we take it slow, but we do have a direction to head towards?”
“I think we do, and I don’t think Davis will argue.”
“No, I don’t think he will. This is actually better, if Vortison can work his magic on it. But that still leaves the big question in play, and how do we go about dealing with it.”
“We’ll sit on that one for now. Hopefully something Vortison digs up will give us another option to play with.”
“My money still says someone has to go through with it.”
“My gut says the same thing, but we’ve got to have contingency plans in place if it eventually comes to that, and right now we’ve got no hold on that genie once we let it out of the bottle.”
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“You ready?” 
Memma nodded. “All I have to do is stand still, right?”
“And let the machine do the work, yes, but it’ll be your body that’s being altered. No clue what that will feel like after it’s done.”
“How long will I need to stay that way?”
Brad glanced at Vortison, who was standing behind the controls of the medical station. “If something bad happens we can reverse it immediately, but a few hours of study would be preferable. I’ll have you back into your current form inside of 3 hours, though there will be a loss of strength. I suspect it will be negligible, but there will be some restructuring of the muscle tissue and new growths are always weaker than seasoned tissue.”
“Sure you want to take the hit?” Brad asked.
“If it’s what you need, then yes,” the blue-skinned Protovic answered. 
“And given this is the first time we’ve tried this, there are no guarantees about anything.”
“I understand. Let’s do this before I change my mind.”
Brad shook his head. “Not good enough.”
Memma blew out a slow breath. “Sorry, just a phrase. I’m good to go, I just don’t like gambling. But if you think you can do this and it’ll give you what you need, then I’m willing to take the chance.”
“Better,” Brad said with a nod. “Step inside.”
Memma turned around and walked inside the chamber as another medtech sealed him in with a single bar across the entryway. “Put your hands on the sphere please and keep them there,” he said as he took a single step back from the device.
“How much is this going to hurt? I may not maintain contact if I flinch.”
“You will feel nothing during the transition,” Vortison assured him. “You’ll be numbed up.”
“Won’t I fall over?”
“No, you won’t. The machine will keep you more or less as you are now. All you need to do is maintain contact until you lose the feeling in your hands. After that just stand still and wait it out. There will be a considerable amount of tissue changes happening, so try not to freak out…but do tell us of any problems once you regain the ability to speak.”
“Ok,” he said, not fully understand how he was going to stay standing but he placed his glowing blue/green hands on the sphere as directed and looked ahead and slightly to the left at his patron trailblazer. “Do it.”
“You heard the man,” Brad echoed as Vortison began to press buttons. He saw Memma go a bit stiff, then his eyes rolled shut. “Is he unconscious?”
“Yes, I don’t want him awake for this.”
“You could have told him that.”
“Better to be on the safe side,” Vortison said as the glowing skin on the Protovic suddenly went dark. “This process is designed to take weeks and we’re speeding it up to a few minutes. Developing poison glands is one thing, but this is far different,” he said as the smooth parts of Memma’s skin began to pucker and split open, but without any blood loss, for they were growing callous-like patches to fill in the gaps.
“How much mass is he gaining?”
“Quite a bit, but his skeletal system isn’t altering. He’ll have an extra layer to his normal dimensions, but otherwise he should remain about the same volume.”
“His shoes?”
Vortison frowned. “Damn it, I forgot.”
“Will my Lachka bother the machine?”
“Shouldn’t.”
“I’ll get them then,” Brad said, loosening then pulling them off him one foot at a time as he lifted a leg up off the floor. His feet were already expanding, and as he removed the second shoe he saw his toes begin melding into one another. “He’s losing his toes?”
“Apparently so. I didn’t see that coming, but it makes sense. His entire surface is becoming hardened and small digits would be troublesome to maneuver.”
“What about his hands?”
“They should be the thinnest, and it doesn’t look like they’re melding together.”
“What about his eyelids?”
“I’m curious about that too. So far they seem unaffected…no, wait, now they’re forming. Looks like a second flap above that can lower in place. Double lids, actually. One armored one not.”
“He’s turning into a tank,” Brad said as the flash growth fed by the biomatter in the machine continued. 
“Those patches are of varying densities, but some are the equivalent of low level armor. I don’t know how he’s going to move though. I’m curious to see how they solved the problem.”
“You can undo this if he locks up, right?”
“Same method, only in reverse. It’s the telepathy that I’m still having trouble reversing.”
“What about the Reds?”
“There is no reversing that unless you want to wipe their memories in the process.”
“I thought you said it was possible?”
“Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately for them, it’s not an add-on like your Sav. That alone would be damn hard to reverse, given how integrated it has become into the rest of you, but the Reds’ upgrade takes their existing components and alters them. I can’t change them back without killing their functionality. They’d basically have to reset to defaults, assuming they survived the process. I could do it with the hardware alone, but the software they’re currently using would be incompatible with the lesser processors and I’m not sure exactly what would happen. It would be bad, I’d wager, plus we still don’t know how a person’s core is bound to their body, so that’s one area I’m not going to mess with if I don’t have to. Growing a bigger brain is one thing, forcing one to recede is fraught with problems.”
“What does that mean for the big transformation?”
“If it’s a knowledge upload like I suspect, that won’t be an issue…if we’re upgrading an unlocked Red. Anyone else and we’re in the same boat.”
“Because we’d be back to brain shrinkage again?”
“Essentially yes, technically no.”
“And you need the bigger brain to handle the extra knowledge?”
“Still unsure about that one. Hoping that these experiments will let me glean a bit more about their transformation code, but we’re still years away from the big prize,” he said as Memma went through his final changes and a grid-like network of crevices across his body began to glow blue, but with the rest of him being the same exoskeletal black, though those patches were now gone and replaced by the same lumpy material spread over his entire body.
“Damn, he did get ugly,” Brad said with a cringe. “You sure we need to wake him up?”
“Your call, but I’d prefer to get conscious data from him…as well as his perspective.”
“Take it slow. This is going to be a big shock.”
“Understandably,” Vortison said, adjusting the controls to begin waking him up. 
Brad made mental contact with him to ease the process, with his voice being the first thing Memma heard in his mind as he returned to reality. The Archon coached him through the process, while also warning him before his senses fully woke up.
His eyelids flicked open, with the same intense blue orbs being there like spotlights, but the rest of him was wholly unrecognizable. Brad thought he looked like a skinny, black version of The Thing from Fantastic Four. “How you doing?”
“Heavy,” Memma said, with approximately the same voice as before, save his lips moved differently and his pronunciation was a bit off. He looked down at his hands, seeing only the thin glow of the lines rather than the previous large patches of skin. Also the green was gone, with only those bits of blue remaining.
“We can knock you out again if needed,” Brad said, feeling Memma start to panic.
“No,” he said, focusing his mind. “I can do this. Take your scans.”
“We are,” Vortison answered. “All you have to do is stay within the chamber. You can raise your hands if you wish.”
Memma lifted one up and twisted it around in front of him. “So heavy.”
“Your body mass has increased by 12%.”
“Why is this a good thing?”
“A type of armor, I’d imagine,” Brad said, walking over to stand beside him just outside the railing. “Try a few stretches. See how much you can move, joint wise.”
Memma twisted at the waist, then flexed his arms wide, over his head, and behind his back. From Brad’s perspective he didn’t move much at all.
“Not good,” Memma said. “I am so stiff.”
“What about your sense of touch?” Brad said, sticking his hand inside and in front of the altered Protovic. “Grab my wrist.”
Memma did as instructed, feeling the Human’s arm with his fingers. Brad could sense the diminished feel, but he was still functional.
“Everything is dull.”
Brad pulled his arm back. “Can he come out for a minute or two?”
“Take as long as you need,” Vortison said. 
Brad pulled up the arm bar. “Walk out, slowly.”
Memma did as instructed, taking short steps until he cleared the machine and then began to hop in place experimenting with his new body. “Hit me…lightly,” he requested
“Here goes,” Brad said, stepping forward and palm-punching his chest. The shirt he wore still covered him, hiding the rock hard skin beneath until the Archon made contact with a loud ‘thump.’
“Barely felt that,” Memma said as he rocked in place. “Go harder.”
Brad smirked, gave him a warning, then put a good punch into him. Memma fell backwards, but Brad telekinetically caught him before he hit the floor and pulled him back up to his feet.
“I feel like crap,” Memma admitted, “but that barely hurt.”
“Hit me,” Brad said, pointing at his chest as he steadied himself. Memma stepped forward and swung his fist forward slowly, knocking Brad back a step.
“I have no speed,” Memma said.
“I noticed that, but those spurs on your hands hurt.”
Memma glanced down at his fingers. “I didn’t even feel it.”
“If you don’t mind, we’ll take a tissue sample now,” Vortison interrupted. “Then the sooner we get you reversed the easier it will be on your body and mind.”
“I can handle it if you want to put me through some fitness tests.”
“No, I think we know enough,” Brad said, not wanting to put him through much more of this. “I’m guessing you wouldn’t recommend this transformation?”
“Hell no.”
“Then let’s get the data and get you back to your luminous self,” Brad said, pointing back into the machine. “If we want armored bodies, we build it. We don’t grow it.”
“I 100% agree with you, Archon,” Memma said as he stepped back inside and put his hands on the sphere. “This is not an upgrade.”
“Not for us, but someone else thinks so.”
“Ancestor or not, they’re dumb.”
Brad laughed. “Perhaps, but they went to a lot of trouble to program this into your genome. I’ll wager they had some use for it. We, however, do not.”
“Can you show me what I look like?”
“Of course,” Vortison said, pulling up an auxiliary hologram and configuring it to replicate the live recordings being made. He projected it in front of Memma so he could see.
“Wow.”
“Yeah,” Brad agreed. “Quite the change.”
“Externally yes. Internally no,” Vortison added. “Almost all of the changes have occurred on the surface. Inside you’re still basically Protovic.”
“Good to know,” Memma said, “but I don’t feel like it.”
“We’ll get you back soon. Just hang on a little bit.”
“As ordered,” Memma said, shutting his eyes and just focusing on standing in place.
Brad could feel his distress, but he was weathering it well and taking one for the team. Maybe rushing the transformation had a negative side effect and a gradual process would not be traumatic, but there was no way Star Force was going to use this. Memma would be the one and only Blue that they were going to unlock, and once they had the activation key from him and all the data Vortison wanted they were going to permanently lock down the others so this couldn’t happen naturally.
The Protovic were going to stay Protovic, not turn into rock monsters.
  
7 months later…
  
Brad walked back into the medical station chamber, finding Vortison and a staff of Humans and Protovic crammed into the small space along with biocrates stacked nearly to the ceiling.
“Is this a bad time?”
“It may look chaotic but I can assure you it is not. Just step carefully, I need to show you something,” Vortison said from the control station.
“Excuse me,” Brad said, stepping between two of the Protovic while easing across the surface of one of the closed crates before he stepped up next to Vortison. “Trouble?”
“No, no…something else,” he said as the medical station was empty, but there was a full genetic profile before him. “I had them bring in some Red eggs along with the rest, just for analysis sake, and it turns out the mental augmentation has not occurred yet. Not even in a minimal way. I’m guessing that it will kick in down the road at some stage, but this is not an anomaly.”
“The Red eggs shouldn’t be unlocked yet.”
“Most aren’t, but a handful are.”
“How?”
“How do you think?”
“The only ones that are unlocked are in the experimental training units, and they’re forbidden from mating for the duration.”
“Forbidden isn’t the same as incapable. You should have mandated temporary sterilization.”
“Who?”
“We’ve traced a single individual that gave us 3 augmented eggs. It was an anomaly that we even found the first one, because I was only going to scan a handful of them. When we located the other two I confirmed my results. The genetics are unlocked, but they’re not formed yet in any of the three. They still have a ways to go before hatching, but we’ve got a window of opportunity here to remove the capability before it kicks in that I previously wasn’t aware of.”
“Noted, but how did this happen? Who did the eggs come from?”
“A civilian not involved in your exclusive group. I’m guessing the father is.”
“Can you determine who it was?”
“Given time, but you should be able to find out quicker with your psionics.”
“True, and I’ll get to that, but we have to find out if there are other eggs out there like these…damn it, there may be younglings already in the maturia if this has been going on for a while.”
“There’s another point worth noting.”
“How the father can pass on his genetics?”
Vortison nodded. “Typically anything that is binary defaultly reverts to the mother’s code, and aside from some genetic glitches everything Protovic is binary.”
“Except the augmentation.”
“We’ve had Oranges impregnate Reds before with no activation, so we didn’t think this was possible. But apparently Red on Red does transfer the unlocked code.”
“Because if a male unlocked first it would be waste,” Brad said, thinking out loud. 
“Your guys probably thought there was no risk in transmission and that the restriction was pointless.”
“It’s also about mental focus,” Brad said, thoroughly ticked. At least one of them had violated protocol to get laid, which they had been told could not happen under any circumstances while they were in the program. He’d told them that if they wanted to quit there would be arrangements made to shut off their reproductive capability so they couldn’t transmit the unlocked genetics. Maybe some of them didn’t like that, but it didn’t matter. They’d agreed to the restrictions and then violated it, resulting in what may have been younglings gaining access to the upgrade without earning it.
“I need you to scan all Red unhatched eggs, as well as run tissue samples from the younglings that have been born since the Red program started and give me numbers to work with. If they are in the maturia we need to pull them out and put them into a special version.”
Vortison waved a hand at all the crates. “What do you think all this is?”
“I’ll put an end to the wellspring, but we’re going to have new eggs to test for a while too.”
“Already prepping for it.”
“Have you ordered tissue samples taken yet? Or do you want everyone marched down here one at a time?”
“Samples, and I was going to let your people handle the collection. Just send them to my staff and they’ll get them checked. I’ve got more pressing matters to deal with, but this does mean that we can include all Red offspring going forward, so we no longer have a hole in our plan.”
“How’s the first batch coming?”
“I’ve gotten through 237 so far, and all are accepting the changes without incident. The egg shells remain unchanged, but internally they’re our new Protovic as soon as they come out of the machine.”
“How long does it take…and are there any developmental side effects on the horizon?”
“Unknown at this point, but I doubt it. They’re all accepting the Orange code and their latent mystery genetics are being wiped clean without incident. I think I can do the same with an adult now, but this is much easier.”
“How many variants have you gotten through?”
“Orange, Purple, Yellow, and just now Red. I’ve halted the process to begin scanning the rest of the Reds, but I don’t anticipate any trouble with the other four. Here, let’s run one now,” he said, turning to one of the Protovic maturia staffers. “Get me a Blue egg please.”
The Red Protovic walked over to a crate stack near the wall and opened the case revealing the sterile life support systems inside that were more or less unnecessary, for the eggs didn’t need to be given any fuel other than air access, but Star Force didn’t take chances with them and always stored them in a controlled environment…including during transport.
He pulled out a baseball-sized egg that was soft to the touch but not slimy. It was slightly oblong and blue in color, though not bioluminescent. The handler brought it over to the machine and set it inside a specialized crate that was hooked up to an interface port so biomatter could be added if needed. 
When he saw that Brad frowned but when he opened his mouth to ask, Vortison was already a step ahead of him.
“A safety precaution. If there is something wrong with the egg or the infant we can repair it or restock the internal fuel supply. The alterations don’t require enough physical changes to warrant a supplement themselves,” he said as he pulled up the live genetics readout from the Blue egg that was several months away from hatching.
“Basically point and click at this stage. The leg work has already been done in the lab,” he said as he began the mostly automated process with the hologram highlighting the code segments that were being altered. Some small bits were changing, from what Brad could see, with a chunk being added that he assumed was the Orange’s enhanced strength/speed code that all the new Protovic would be getting as default, then he saw what amounted to pages and pages of code being deleted and knew that was the mystery transformation that he had ordered removed from them. Vortison assured him he could put it back in if needed, but it was safer to have the younglings squared away from birth rather than leave this time bomb in place. 
If they were ever exposed to all the activation keys it would be of no consequence to them now, whereas the risk of having whole populations start transforming like a plague was not something that was appealing. If the mystery change was beneficial they could add it to everyone a person at a time here or in future eggs just like this, but for now Brad wanted a clean slate with the new Protovic only having the Orange augmentation and the potential for nothing else. The Blue armor modification had just been stripped away from this egg, so this female would never have to worry about going through that unwanted transformation if/when her internal clock ever got to the natural unlocking point, for it was now gone entirely.
“No anomalies detected,” Vortison said after the massive erasure was finished. “Growth sequence stable and unaffected. Easy enough.”
“And the bioluminescence?” 
“Already switched. I don’t want to puncture the egg, but if you put a microprobe through the skin you’d see the new Star Force glow.”
Brad put a hand on Vortison’s shoulder. “Good work.”
“That’s what I aim for.”
“I’ll leave you to it then. Right now I’ve got some skulls to crack,” Brad said, meandering his way through the crate stacks as he headed towards the doorway.
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“You’re back,” Octaviak said from her seated position within the meditative chamber as a Human approached the open doorway. Her eyes were still closed, but she could sense her Master’s familiar presence whenever he was nearby, even within a crowd.
“And you’re stronger,” Pel-9833 said as he walked into view outside his armor but wearing the telltale Archon white uniform with an identifying stripe down the sides. “I can feel it.”
“I do try,” she said, standing up smoothly and turning around to face him…with her eyes widening a bit. “Your stripe is different.”
“I’m a titan now. Level 3 at the moment.”
“I thought you were out fighting lizards, not training.”
“We always train. Taking planets doesn’t happen overnight, and there are opportunities to advance your skills if you know how to take advantage of them.”
“I thought most people stayed even at best and usually lost a bit of strength during lengthy campaigns?”
“We’ve learned to manage most of that, but it does happen. Less so for Archons than Commandos and Knights.”
“My congratulations, titan. To what do I owe the honor of your presence?” she said with a sarcastic little bow.
“Checking on my students,” he said, looking her over. “Why are you still green?”
“I’ve chosen to focus solely on my telepathy.”
Pel raised an eyebrow. “Curious on its own, but that doesn’t preclude you from taking on the Star Force blue.”
“I know, and in my heart I’m pure Star Force, you know that, but the ranking system is built for the younglings coming out of the maturias. I don’t fit in that advancement system because I already have telepathy, so if I took on the coloration of a level 1 I’d be both ahead and behind them. I don’t have the Orange upgrade, so it wouldn’t be a true representation of where I stand. I prefer my own coloration anyway. It marks me as a prior, which I am, rather than me pretending to be something that I’m not.”
“Then you don’t want the other upgrades?”
“No…well, a part of me does, but if I have to choose between pursuing them and furthering my telepathic skills, I choose telepathy. It sets me apart from nearly all others in the galaxy and I need to be as strong in it as possible.”
“You haven’t neglected your physical training?”
“Of course not. Mind balances with body, as you taught me, though I’m beginning to see more depth into it now. How long are you here for?”
“A few years at least.”
“Oh? Aren’t you needed back on the front?”
“The lizard systems are falling fast now, but they’re also becoming more difficult to take. Most of the easy ones are gone, leaving the more developed band around their core…on our side anyway. Over the past two years the amount of reinforcements they were getting have dropped off sharply. We think they’re hoarding them now to protect the core worlds, making naval invasion of their other systems far easier…yet those systems also have a great deal more  defensive infrastructure, both in orbit and on the surface, that we have to fight our way through. The victories are almost assured, so long as we don’t get sloppy, but there’s a lot of work to do in each location, for their anti-orbital defense networks are far more dense than we’re used to dealing with. We punch a hole, then have to work everything through on the ground else we lose far too many ships.”
“And you’re not needed for that?”
“We’re not in a hurry, and we need to cycle people back for many reasons. I need a breather and a chance to work on other projects…including you.”
“You’ve already taught me what I needed to know.”
Pel smiled. “I’ve given you the beginner knowledge. Time to amp it up a bit.”
“How so?”
“You’ve been focusing on solitary skills. Now that there are several of you sufficiently advanced, I’m going to teach you how to make use of interconnected telepathic elements.”
“Team telepathy?”
“Precisely.”
“I thought we couldn’t do that?”
“It’s not battlemeld like I have, but there are ways you can create a pseudo version. You have to be fairly skilled as an individual first, which was why we haven’t delved into this before. I think you’re ready now.”
“When do we start?”
“Now,” he said, turning and heading towards the doorway while raising a hand and curling his finger in a ‘come’ gesture.
Octaviak smiled and followed him out, eager to learn more Archon telepathy secrets. 
  
Brad walked into one of the new genetic alteration medical stations, separate from the one Vortison had set up long ago, with the line of Protovic younglings going wide-eyed when they saw him. All of them were 16 years old and knew of him through their lessons in the maturia, but none of them had expected him to show up here and now, nor had their handlers or the medical staff overseeing the alterations.
“How we doing?” he asked, looking at the lead medtech, one of the few with clearance to actually use the handful of these devices built for this specific purpose and placed within the newly built maturias. 
“Just about to start this group,” the Human asked, surrounded by a room full of Protovic. “Is there a problem?”
“No. I was just passing by and felt like dropping in to observe. This is a big day for you guys,” he said, turning his attention to the 14 younglings present. Unlike the handlers and some of the medical staff, these Protovic did not have green bioluminescence. Where the others had green patches, these had Star Force blue signifying that they were the new generation of the race. Where their other color would have been these younglings had dull black patches of soft skin in addition to the exoskeleton of the same color.
The blue/black heads nodded their agreement but said nothing, all staring at him with glowing blue eyes. 
“Are you planning to stick with the program or going civie once your basic training ends?”
“I’m staying,” one of the 9 males said. 
“Me too,” the female beside him echoed. 
Brad nodded. “Protovic maturia are now the longest within Star Force…not counting advanced training units. If you stick around until you make Final Form it’ll take a long time before you join the rest of the population. Think you can handle that?”
“We can’t come back?” another male asked.
“Yes and no,” Brad answered, crossing his arms over his chest. “If you choose to leave when basic is over, you can’t come back to this maturia. If you change your mind, say a day or even a century later, there will be another program you can enter that will complete your training. We never give up on anyone, but if you want to stick with your peers here you’re going to have to stay in the program and keep up. As I hear it, you 14 are top of your class?”
More heads nodded.
“Good for you, but be warned…even Archons do not advance at the same rate through every level. We go fast through some, slow through others. It all depends on the individual and where our aptitudes lie. You’ve done well to get here a little bit ahead of the others, but don’t assume you’ll always stay ahead or that they will always stay behind. Focus on your own progression and keep moving forward no matter what the pace, even if you get frustrated at times. For now though, you’ve earned your transition to second tier and it’s time you received your upgrades,” he finished, nodding at the medtech.
The Human pointed and one of the Protovic assistant medtechs, a Red, placed a glowing hand on one of the youngling’s shoulders and directed him into the machine where she sealed him inside with the arm bar and stepped back. The medtech gave him and the others basic instructions on what to do with his hands and not to move with Brad standing in the back and watching. The younglings’ attention was suddenly off him and onto their peer as the machine activated and they saw the soft black patches on his body come alive and start to subtly glow, getting brighter with each passing second until they were completely gone. 
The black exoskeletal segments were still there, but now all of his soft tissue was aglow with the previous blue now added to with streaks of brilliant white. When the youngling opened his eyes they too had changed color, no longer blue but likewise white glowing orbs.
“You’re finished,” the medtech said with a grin. “Congratulations.”
The assistant removed the arm bar and escorted him out a step to make room for the next conversion. 
“Feel different?” Brad asked.
“A little queasy,” the youngling admitted, with Brad and his glowing hands competing for his attention. 
“That’s the genetic upgrade,” the Archon explained. “Your immune system just got beefed up and it’ll take an hour or so for your equilibrium to reset. Some people feel it, others don’t, but it’ll go away soon enough.”
The youngling stepped further aside as his peers swarmed around him, some poking the new white spots and others giggling with excitement as the second one in line stepped into the chamber. Brad stood back, watching them and judging their reactions, both visibly and telepathically. These were amongst the first generation of the new Protovic to get the tier 2 upgrades. None were old enough yet to have reached tier 3, but the rest of the maturias with unaltered younglings were nearing their end with only a few years left before they all graduated.
When that happened the new ‘Blues’ would take over, in that they would be all the new populations coming forth. Even the eggs from the older greens would be altered prior to their hatching, meaning that their offspring would also be the new Star Force Blues, whose blue patches were opposite the original Blues that had a green base. Blue was the new base for these younglings and would be kept all the way through to their Final Form, separating them from the rest of the Protovic across the galaxy and drawing a distinct difference from even their Purple skinned ally.
These Star Force Protovic would also be far more powerful, given the Orange upgrade as a default then earing the other 5 with telepathy coming last. There would be three more color upgrades following that, as rank indicators similar to his golden armor, but with the telepathy they will have reached Final Form and their very long maturia process would come to an end. 
Most of that process was still theoretical, with only a small group of tier 2 Protovic ahead of these. Brad was watching their progress closely, wanting to troubleshoot any difficulties or new advantages as quickly as possible. For so long this faction had been in flux, even before they’d realized that the hidden transformation was within them, and he felt it necessary to get them cemented now, even before they had a chance to probe that mystery further. If they needed to add something later they could, at the end of the maturia phase through special training similar to how the Archons received their psionics after transitioning through the adept ranks, but Brad wanted the civilian base of the Protovic established and codified now so their future would not be in doubt.
As for the existing Protovic population, they were being given access to auxiliary training programs so they could earn their Star Force Blue if they chose, but many weren’t. Some of those were civilians and others were techs and military. That was fine with him, for they were different, in their origins at least, while these Blues were the future of his ever growing Protovic faction. One that would be more powerful than any other within Star Force if his expectations came to fruition. Not in size, but in skill and potential, even more so than Humans. 
Archons would still vastly outmatch them, but no other race would have this many abilities at their disposal, especially for a civilian population. The catch was these younglings had to stay in the maturia when they had the option to leave it. How many that would thin from their numbers he didn’t know, but he expected there to be far more Protovic telepaths than there were Archons in short order, and how that dynamic and their other abilities would change this faction he didn’t fully know. That was one reason why he was still keeping this system off limits to normal Star Force traffic and tourists, and it was going to stay closed until these changes worked themselves out. 
Then there would be the issue of how these new Protovic affected the rest of Star Force, especially Axius. Davis had been in regular communication with Brad over the changes going forward and brainstorming with him potential problems and advantages. While it didn’t look like much right now, this was going to be a huge transition for the empire down the road and one they had to stay a step or two ahead of at all times. 
But the other big thing with these Star Force Blues was that they didn’t have the mystery genetics within them anymore, so there was no chance of them being affected by whatever it was, good or bad. The fear of a faction-wide epidemic sweeping through the Protovic if one began to spontaneously change and spread it to others was no longer a concern for anyone with the Blue base skin, and as their numbers grew the potential problem would lessen. The Greens had already been altered so to not produce activation material, but they hadn’t had the mass of code removed. Doing so with an adult was still a bit tricky, but Vortison had managed it with a few people thus far.
The process was so lengthy that it wasn’t worth putting the full population through just yet. Plus they might need it later, because as Vortison had said, putting it back in was probably going to be harder than taking it out, and to date he hadn’t tried. 
Brad knew that Humans would never be given psionics as younglings, nor would the general population for that matter. That had been settled for a long time and this wasn’t going to change that. Protovic having an advantage over Humans didn’t both Brad either, for all of these younglings were pure Star Force, same as the Humans. They were brothers and sisters, and Humans didn’t have to be top dog in every category. As it was they were already punching bags to the Calavari, but Humans still made up the core of Star Force.
As time went on that was evolving a bit, for now there were much older individuals from other races rising through the ranks, both military and tech, that were taking their place in the upper cadre of Star Force leadership. Even a few Monarchs were now non-Human, and put in that position because Davis thought they merited it rather than misguided notions of ‘diversity.’ There had been complaints for a long time within the ADZ about Human domination, but those within Star Force knew there was no basis to the whining. The Humans were older and wiser, hence they held the leadership positions. Now a few others were working their way into that group, and rightly so, but Humans would always be top dogs.
And that came down to their V’kit’no’sat legacy. The Ikrid block was more important than anyone realized, and even with a lot of Protovic telepaths entering the population they wouldn’t be able to read Humans. Also, only Humans could become Archons, Arc Commandos, and Arc Knights. Brad knew they were going to have to develop a fourth category for the advanced Protovic that reached Final Form, but he was waiting on that until Vortison figured out what the mystery coding was and if there was any of it that they could use, but even then the Protovic would never be able to become Archons.
The new Protovic ‘ultras’ might be physically superior to Archon adepts, or even acolytes at similar ages, but there was no matching the raw power woven into the Zen’zat genetics and Star Force wasn’t going to give Protovic the title of ‘Archon’ if they couldn’t fully be Archons. They would find their own niche, and a powerful one if Brad’s speculation was correct about their potential, but the military leadership of Star Force would always be the Archons.
As for the Monarchs, Davis would always be tops and the generation that had developed Star Force along with him would never be superseded…save for the possibility of a Grand Admiral Thrawn type rising up through the ranks. If that ever occurred Brad would be very interested to see how that played out, but he knew that would be a rare individual and not a mass transition.
Humans would dominate the upper Monarch ranks for the same reason the trailblazers were still the top Archons…they got a head start on everyone else, and there was no replacing or duplicating the experience they’d gained building Star Force from the ground up. 
Other races would add to and grow Star Force’s population and strength, but the Humans…the elite Humans anyway…would always be the tiny eye in the center of the storm that guided everything else, while the hurricane that the empire had become was, and would continue to be, mostly made up of non-Humans.
But like with these younglings, they might not be Human but they were fully Star Force and his brothers and sisters. So there was no contention between them. Each had their strengths and their niches to fill, Brad’s niche just happened to be a very exclusive one. 
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“You sure about this?” Kip asked. “Last chance to back out.”
Nefron turned his glowing red eyes on the trailblazer a few steps shy of the medical station. “You keep repeating yourself. My mind hasn’t changed.”
“We can reverse the process at any time if needed,” Vortison reminded them from the control board. “Say the word and I’ll end it within 60 seconds of getting you back in the machine.”
“Be sure,” Brad told the Red-skinned Protovic volunteer, one of the oldest amongst the Protovic faction. “We still don’t know all that this will do to you. Your mind especially.”
“There’s only one way to find out, so let’s get to it.”
The two trailblazers in the room exchanged glances, then Kip shrugged. “He’s right.”
“Alright then, let’s jump into this,” Brad said, pointing Nefron into the station. When the green/red Protovic walked inside he telekinetically lowered the bar to lock him in, leaving the three other men outside with no one else here to view this moment. This medical station had been built specifically for this test with an adjacent sterile living quarters and small workout center for Nefron to be confined within during the transformation, for this was going to have to be a gradual one. The physical changes could be activated and rushed via the machine, but Vortison didn’t want to risk complications with the mental side, so they were going to see this process run its course naturally.
Vortison flicked a button and a blue energy shield cut off the medical chamber and the rooms behind it from the control station and the three Humans. Nefron would be of no danger to them, but once the process was activated the medtech feared he might be able to infect other non-Blue Protovic and trigger them to transform as well, thus this experiment had to be conducted in isolation.
“Releasing activation material now,” Vortison said, with a mist from seven special canisters releasing above his head and flowing down over top of Nefron. “Just stand still and wait it out, I want to monitor the process with the scanners as long as possible.”
“Take your time,” the Protovic said as he felt the cool mist drape over him. “I take it you two are watching my mind?”
“We are,” Kip confirmed. “But don’t hesitate to talk. We’re recording images and audio as well, so if there’s anything important, or even trivial that you want to mention, do so.”
“Nothing yet,” Nefron said as the mist plumes continued to fall onto his shoulders and then onto the floor where they were beginning to form a low cloud that extended all the way out to the energy shield.
“It’s already happening,” Vortison said in awe. “All slots have been filled and the prime code is activating. I can see it in progress.”
“I don’t feel anything,” Nefron said. 
“It’s prepping you for changes. I don’t know how long it will take before they actually begin to unfold.”
“What about the genetic memories?”
“Also prepping. I have some idea of what you’ll be transforming into, but I have almost no clue what the process will be or what timetable it will take. We’re just going to have to wait this out.”
“Should I…ah,” Nefron said, leaning slightly forward and putting a hand over his abdomen. “That’s new.”
“What?” Vortison asked.
“A sick feeling in my chest that’s spreading out through the rest of my body.”
Vortison studied the holographic displays for a moment, altering several until he found what he needed. “Transition material is being formed. It’ll soak up nutrients and other vital components you’ll need later like a sponge. It’s forming tiny tendrils right now through your entire body…microscopic, but it isn’t wasting any time.”
“Should I start eating now?”
“Give it a few minutes, I need as much data as I can get and the biomonitor is not nearly as effective as this device.”
“You still thinking this will take days?” Brad asked.
The geneticist nodded. “Yes.”
“I’ll take first watch,” he told Kip. 
“Alright. I’ll be around if you need me.”
“We should go opposite each other,” Brad added as Kip turned to walk out. “That way we’ll be less likely to miss something big.”
“I’ll get Terry to relieve you in 3 hours,” he told his fellow Archon, then turned back to look at Nefron. “Hang in there buddy. I think you’re in for a wild ride.”
“I’d be disappointed if I wasn’t.”
Kip smirked and threw him a two fingered salute as he headed out, leaving the medtech and the Archon watcher in place as they both monitored his transformation and would continue to do so round the clock going forward.
  
Twelve hours later Kip returned, finding Vortison still there along with Amy-12199. He was sitting on a stool watching his monitors while she was on the floor in a meditative pose with Nefron nowhere in sight, though Kip could sense him in a nearby room.
“Tag,” he said, walking up behind the mage. 
She stood up silently and turned around. “He’s in considerable pain, but weathering it well.”
“I can feel that. How long has this been happening?”
“The past 7 hours,” Vortison answered.
“How long are you sticking around before you need some sleep?”
“At least another 10 hours.”
“And then?”
“I sleep and get back here while my staff takes my place.”
“Where are they?”
“Working the data I’m sending them. We’re learning more by the minute than we’ve uncovered in years previously.”
“Enlighten me,” he said as Amy lightly touched him on the shoulder as she left.
“Both the physical and mental changes have begun, which is causing him the pain. They’re not advancing rapidly enough to incapacitate him, but they’re not moving as slowly as I anticipated. However, there appears to be a lot more going on than I thought so this should still take days to work its course.”
“Welcome back,” Nefron said as he appeared in the lab area again in response to Amy’s departure. “How do I look to a fresh set of eyes?”
Kip glanced at him, immediately seeing the changes in his skin. The red glow persisted, but the green had dimmed so far his skin almost looked black while his exoskeletal patches were actually shedding their outer layers. 
“Not good,” he said honestly.
“That’s about how I feel.”
“Any new memories popping up?”
“Just a sense of the importance in this. I feel like crap, but part of me says this is the most important moment of my life. Call it a destiny sense. Can you feel it?”
Kip concentrated, pushing his way through everything else swirling in his mind. “Just a touch. Your head is a mess right now.”
“Not so much a headache as a disconnect. Like I’m fogging over. I’ve stumbled a few times, but I can still move around if I focus.”
“Have you tried sleeping?”
“Hurts too much for that.”
“Running?”
“Did a little earlier and it helped, but tried again an hour ago and my insides complained mightily. I think I’m going into a cocoon or something.”
Kip raised an eyebrow at Vortison.
“A metaphor,” he assured him. 
“Need a break from the pain?” Kip offered.
“Amy was helping me a bit, but I don’t want to get reliant on you guys and then have it smash me in the face later.”
“A couple minutes…long enough for me to help you assess what’s going on internally?”
“Sure,” Nefron said, with Kip numbing out most of the pain the next second and the Protovic sucking in an audible breath. 
“You didn’t realize how bad it’d gotten.”
“I guess not,” he admitted. “Thanks.”
“Focus on what’s different and I’ll piggyback on your thoughts. Show me around inside your head.”
“I’ll try,” he said, grabbing the wall for support before he closed his eyes and poked around his own thoughts as he stood. Kip followed his mental course, poking around himself off tangents and beginning to get a grip on how much the alterations were affecting him. His entire head felt like soup, with a lot of the foggy areas covering the changes. Kip pressed into a few of them but didn’t have much better luck than he did, though he did pick up a lot of conversion issues.
“I think his genetic memory is unspooling and trying to interface with his language processors. I can feel a lot of back and forth going on.”
“The code is very active and adaptive,” Vortison echoed. “I think it’s looking for the path of least resistance to reduce the damage being done to him in the process. I expect his condition to get a lot worse going forward.”
“You still game?” he asked Nefron.
“This hasn’t licked me yet.”
“Good man. I’ll stick with you the next few hours and whenever you need a break let me know and I’ll numb it out. If you want to try and sleep an hour now I can hold the pain back for that long.”
“That’s probably a good idea,” Vortison suggested.
“Your range reach all the way to the bed?” Nefron asked.
“Easily.”
“Then I’ll take you up on that offer. Now that the pain is mostly gone I’m getting drowsy already.”
“Night night,” Kip said, pointing to the doorway.
“Wake me in an hour regardless, ok?”
“Deal.”
“Night then,” he said, disappearing into the other chambers, though Kip could still see him with Pefbar and was connected to him mentally.
“I’m getting a little worried,” he whispered to Vortison.
“I can reverse this and flash heal the physical damage whenever you give the word.”
“Why is the pain this bad?”
“Rather than upgrading his existing body, he’s growing a new one piece by piece and those pieces are incompatible with the old ones. The transitional tissue is holding him all together and keeping him functional, though I imagine it will disappear eventually. When this is done he will cease to be Protovic rather than being an upgraded version. You knew that already.”
“It feels like its tearing him apart from the inside out.”
“More true than not.”
“At least our ascensions happen quickly. This is approaching pure torture.”
“I think it’s a necessity due to the transition material. Leaving him in limbo for a longer period of time to reduce the pain might actually put him at more of a risk of death. He can’t be two races at the same time, and this tissue is cheating to keep him alive while he is. I think the programming is pressing him through the most vulnerable part as quickly as possible…and I think we’re just beginning to enter that phase now. Some of his organs are literally failing and being cannibalized into new ones while the transitional tissue takes over their functionality. Are you feeling it or just numbing it out?”
“I can feel it when I choose to, and it’s getting very nasty. What are your readings saying now? He just fell asleep and I felt a change.”
Vortison studied his displays, cycling through a few options. “Everything just sped up across the board.”
“That’s what I thought. Is that bad or less bad?”
“I’m not sure.”
  
Brad had been in bed for no more than 10 minutes when Kip’s mental contact slapped him awake, with him not being gentle about it. 
Get down here now. We have a problem.
What is it? he asked, shaking himself fully awake.
We screwed up and I need your help. Hurry.
On my way, Brad said, heading straight to the door and telekinetically grabbing his slip-on shoes as he ran. They flew onto his feet as he headed out of his quarters and darted through the hallway traffic in his white pajamas that weren’t all that different from their casual uniforms. Kip didn’t say anything more to him and he took that as a bad sign, running as fast as he could and using his telekinesis to move aside those ahead of him that weren’t responding to his telepathic warnings to clear a path.
He got back to the medical chamber within a few minutes, finding Kip and two other Archons seated next to the energy shield with Nefron standing on the other side looking at them, his glow gone from his skin and eyes and his shirt now removed, with Brad able to see his exoskeleton almost having completely flaked off, now replaced by several growths on his skin and a lesser wrinkling that was beginning to resembled the original Blue enhancement that had turned Memma into a living tank for a short period of time before they’d changed him back.
“Hello…Brad.”
“How you doing?” he asked, mentally making contact and being freaked out by the changes. There was a whirlwind of activity, with the mind that he’d previously known only being partly there…with something entirely new alongside it.
“I don’t…know. Can’t seem to…focus.”
“I screwed up,” Vortison said in a mortified voice.
“How?” Brad demanded, still looking at Nefron.
“I can’t change him back.”
The trailblazer’s eyes turned straight to the medtech. “What…” he said icily.
“I can change his body back, and I can remove the genetic knowledge being given to him. That hasn’t changed. But the coding is doing more than adding memories, it’s corrupting and altering his existing ones. It’s infecting them, so if I remove all the new material, physical and mental, it’ll rip out his old memories along with them. He’ll be a blank slate, not knowing who he is, or was…he may not even be able to walk or breathe. I can’t say for sure, I had no idea the coding could even do something like this, but if I try and change his mind back he will either die or become a vegetable. I’m so sorry, I missed this. I missed this,” Vortison repeated, and Brad could feel the anger the man had for himself.
“Kip?”
“We’re trying to slow the changes and isolate portions of his memory to preserve them, creating a bubble for him to function within. Help us.”
“How?”
Kip and the other two sent him an instantaneous battlemeld link and he accepted from all 3, forming a 4-way bond that answered all his questions immediately. Adding his considerable mental power to theirs he put down walls attempting to block the invasive programming and undoing the bits of it that were creeping in. So long as it was software they had a chance, though physical alterations were outside their ability to manage…but Vortison could handle that with the machine, though Nefron wasn’t standing in it.
“Vortison, we want to try something but we need your help. I’ll feed you the information as we go, but we need some physical blocks made or we’re going to lose him eventually.”
“Ready,” he said, wanting to do something, anything to fix this.
“Nefron, please step back into the chamber,” Brad said.
“My name…” he uttered, not moving and staring confused at the ground in front of him. “My name…”
“Move him inside,” Vortison urged.
“My name…” the transforming Protovic said as his mind suddenly shifted and a clouded piece of it gained focus, “is Radonon.”
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