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Demmcha walked through the hallways of the Star Force
colony in full armor, drawing mild attention from those he passed but not
nearly so fierce as his attention for them. Nearly every person in the colony was
Shanplenix, yet they weren’t. Where he had yellow patches of skin and yellow
eyes, these had red in exactly the same proportions against the base green and
black exoskeletal patches. These people were the same race as him, yet in all
his life he had never seen a Shanplenix of another color, nor knew that any
existed outside of the three systems they controlled.


Sure, there were always rogue individuals roaming the
spacelanes, but an entire civilization was more than he ever expected, let
alone two. Archon Paul had explained much to him initially, but when he’d
parted the Gvaris System it was with the escort of
another lower ranking Archon. The two ships had come here, whereupon another
peer of Paul’s had met him in orbit and they’d have a very long discussion
concerning everything Shanplenix…to which Archon Brad had added a great deal of
information about the ‘Protovic’ that left Demmcha with more questions than he
had started with.


But it was only now, walking through their city on
their planet did it all fully sink in…then he passed an oddball amongst the sea
of red and green, with the first purple-skinned coming into sight. Again, the
same patterns but a different color.


“What occurs when the two interbreed?” he asked Brad
who was walking beside him, via the translation software in the Shanplenix’s triangular helmet.


“The female’s genetics take priority as far as
bioluminescence is concerned. All other biological aspects are identical. You
may look different, but you are in fact the same race.”


“Very curious…” Demmcha mewed as they walked through
one of the main promenades until they got to a lift car that took them up into
the higher reaches of one of the Star Force buildings. He’d been learning a
great deal more about their empire as well, with it being more impressive than
he’d heard. The ability for them to incorporate so many races together was
virtually unheard of without a leadership matrix defining who had priority. The
Humans were clearly in charge here, but the more he learned it seemed they viewed
everyone as peers…to a degree.


This was the first Star Force world the Shanplenix had
ever been on, so he was having to reference information on the others. These
Protovic were a faction of their own as well as being part of another faction
called Axius. That one was a conglomeration of dozens, if not hundreds of races
split between two size categories, ostensibly so the larger ones wouldn’t be
stepping on and killing the smaller ones when they cohabitated. The Protovic
had been part of Axius for a very long time, the purple skins anyway, with the
red skins being a new addition via conquest of a quite unsavory civilization…if
Star Force’s information was accurate. One could never be sure of such things,
but Cal-com had vouched for them and for Demmcha that increased the likelihood
that the information was accurate.


The fact that Star Force had attacked and conquered a
twin race to the Shanplenix was disturbing and immediately set them at odds
within the delegation that had arrived here. They’d been told in loose terms
what had happened by Paul, but it was Brad’s detailed account of the invasion
that had almost put their accords into jeopardy…not that the Shanplenix were in
a position to wage any kind of war against Star Force. Weapon-wise it was about
an even fight, but size-wise Star Force was huge and had many client races to
pull soldiers from. What would have occurred was an ‘icing’ diplomatically,
though what stalled that was the accounts of what these Veliquesh were doing
and the fact that Star Force had gone to the excessive trouble of using stun
weaponry to take them all captive.


Typically when one conquered a race blood was shed,
but this had apparently been a clean invasion and that was what softened
Demmcha. Star Force hadn’t been interested in the Veliquesh’s
territory, but rather its people. The fact that most of the 3 trillion
population had died out in prison wasn’t a high note, but seeing those red
skinned individuals in person here and now, walking these corridors casually,
suggested that Star Force may have done them a favor if the rumors of their
living sacrifices were even remotely true. 


“How many are here?”


“This system holds the bulk of Star Force’s Protovic
population, though a significant number still exist within Axius. There are 4.7
billion here with a scattering of other races, skilled individuals that have
helped develop this civilization or those that have migrated here for similar
reasons.”


“You allow intermixing outside of Axius?”


“When the occasion merits,” the Archon said as they
stepped out of the lift car and began to walk through a large, elongated
chamber with various holograms situated on both sides depicting what he wasn’t
sure, but the individuals were not Protovic and mostly Human, involved in
various types of combat. “Travel is permitted with few restrictions throughout
Star Force, though this is one of a handful of regions where it is limited.
Those that can travel here cannot live here permanently, and therein lies the
distinction. The divisions do not exist for cultural reasons, but biological
ones. We have learned from Axius that there are both advantages and
disadvantages in living in close confines with varied races, and Star Force
aims to have enough diversity to allow for both options. Hence this colony is a
Protovic one.”


“Yet you, a Human, lead it?”


“That’s what Archons do for Star Force. All of Star
Force.”


“And are there any Archons that are not Human?”


“No.”


“May I ask why?”


“Because you cannot do this,” the Archon said as he
held his arm up and pointed his hand at Demmcha…then suddenly the Shanplenix’s feet left the ground and he lost control of
his body, floating in midair.


“What are you doing?”


“No, this is not a form of anti-grav,”
the Human assured him as the few Protovic passing by stopped to watch from a safe
distance. “This is what we call psionics. Archons have special powers that not
even all Humans possess. We are rare, and these powers are partly a reason why
we are Archons.”


Demmcha returned to the ground and the constriction
around his chest vanished.


“We are leaders and protectors,” he continued to
explain as Demmcha tried to get a handle on what just happened, “because we
have the ability. Those that do not cannot be Archons. I was tested a long time
ago to learn if I had potential, and only a very few Humans did. No other race
has the same abilities that we do, though a few outside of Star Force have been
known to have one or two.”


“What exactly did you do?”


“I created an invisible energy field that allows me to
manipulate matter. An invisible third arm, if you understand the metaphor.”


“Not completely,” Demmcha admitted. “What other
races?”


“Are you familiar with The Nexus?”


“Somewhat.”


“We know of one, and rumors of others that have
psionics. The Dsevmat have telepathy.”


“You mean they can read minds?”


“Yes.”


“I thought that was fiction.”


“I used to think so as well,” the Archon said as they
reached the far side of the holograms and two small doors pulled open. They
entered a lush indoor park that was lightly populated with only three Protovic
in sight, though with the greenery there could have been dozens more hidden
elsewhere. It was quiet though, save for the sound of running water, and the
Archon pointed Demmcha on a path to the right.


“Do Archons have telepathy.”


“Our abilities are not widely known, and we prefer to
keep it that way. But yes, we do.”


Demmcha took a half step, suddenly realizing how
vulnerable he was if that was true.


“You can relax. We are not your enemies. And had Paul
sensed any duplicity in you he would not have sent you here,” the Human assured
as he turned around and looked at where Demmcha had stopped. This was all
happening so fast and he wasn’t sure how to proceed.


“Let me fast track this for you,” the Archon offered.
“I am far more powerful than you. No, you can’t insulate your mind from me.
Yes, I can dig out memories if I wish. And no, you can’t keep secrets very well
if we get curious about something, but do not assume we are constantly
monitoring the minds around us, for we are not. The effort required is not a
small one, so we only pry when needed.”


“But you still pry.”


“It helps us spot the liars,” Brad said evenly. “And
allows us to build an honest empire.”


“And what happens to those that are not honest?”


“They are not trusted with responsibilities.”


“Yet you have prisons.”


“Mainly for those who insist on bothering others. Star
Force feels that individuals should be allowed a bit of respect and space to
live their lives as they wish. But if someone is insistent on interfering with and
hurting others, being able to read minds helps us determine the truth and take
action quickly. Which is why only those with these powers can become Archons,
and only Humans within Star Force have the potential.”


“Some would say you have too much power to be
trusted.”


“If one is trustworthy, the amount of power they have
is irrelevant. If someone is untrustworthy, then they are a threat no matter
how small their power is. Star Force doesn’t fear power. The more we have, the
more people we can protect…and rescue.”


“So you say,” Demmcha said, though he made his mind
obvious that he was not passing judgement on Star Force, merely not taking
anything at face value.


“Which is why you’re here,” the Archon said as they
passed through a bottleneck of bushes and came into a small courtyard with a wall-spanning
window that looked out onto the city with 8 Protovic standing in front of it and
apparently waiting for them to arrive. “To learn.”


Six of them were red skinned, with the other two being
purple. All wore Star Force uniforms save for one of the purple ones.


 “You and I have
talked a great deal,” the Archon continued. “Now it’s time for you to get
acquainted. Ask whatever you like, the more questions the better. You can lose
the helmet now.”


Demmcha reached up and hit the external releases, then
pulled the triangular helmet off revealing the green/yellow glow from his
facial skin, then the pure yellow beams coming from his eyes. The other
Shanplenix were visibly shocked when they saw him, but adjusted quickly enough.
They stared at each other for many seconds, speaking a language he could not
understand until he eventually put the helmet back on and the translation
software kicked in.


“Seven of them are Star Force,” the Archon said, then
pointed to the one in a different style uniform. “This one is not. She is from
the independent Protovic and another observer here, much like you. I believe
the two of you will want to have a separate conversation latter, but for now I
will leave all of you alone. I will return when you are finished, or wish a
break. There is much to discuss.”


“Yes there is,” Demmcha said as the Archon turned to
walk away, with him wondering how far his telepathic range was. If he picked up
on that thought he didn’t say anything, disappearing back through the path into
the bushes and leaving him with his oddly colored kin.


“Hello brothers and sisters,” Demmcha greeted them
with a shallow bow. “Do not be shy, and please tell
me everything. Then I will reciprocate to your satisfaction.”



 

“What?” Clark-066 said when walking into the genetics
lab behind Vortison and a handful of other high level medtechs.


“Sorry, did I interrupt your snack?” Star Force’s lead
geneticist quipped as he turned around from his holographic displays and looked
at the trailblazer.


Clark smirked. “What did you find?”


“Concerning that sample Paul sent back,” Vortison
said, highlighting one hologram to the room’s central display. “I still don’t
have nearly enough data to work with, but I have confirmed, to my satisfaction,
that this is a genetic locking device.”


“Suppressing what, exactly?”


Vortison shook his head. “Not suppressing. Whatever
this is, it does not exist in their genome. What each of these three races have
is an incomplete book, not in chapters but in letters. The original Protovic
have a full book but only every 3rd letter. Add in the Veliquesh variant and
you get the 5th letter, now the 2nd with the Shanplenix. That’s not enough to
read the words, metaphorically speaking. You’d need at least six or seven of
the eight components to be able to guess at the contents, but whatever this is,
it is huge, size-wise. I’m guestimating 13% of their
overall genome is missing, or you could call this an addition. I have no way to
know, yet.”


“Wait,” Clark said, holding up a finger. “You said 8.
I thought there were 7 variants.”


“So the stories from the nutjobs
said.”


“Right. What about the coloration? That’s not
dormant.”


“No, it’s not. They have different genes there, rather
than suppressed varieties inherent in all of them. We already knew this from
the cross-breedings, for the offspring only had one
genetic signature rather than carrying a latent second. It’s a guess, but I
think the colorations are to mark which piece of the puzzle each variant has.”


“Natural or genetic engineering?”


“My credits say engineering. On a level that rivals
the V’kit’no’sat.”


Clark’s eyes widened.


“No, it’s not their handiwork. The coding is
significantly different, which is why it’s going to be next to impossible to
guess at what it does without a nearly complete ‘book.’ I honestly have no idea
what the genetic sequences are for.”


“Genetic memory?”


“Some of it, perhaps, but not all of it,” Vortison
said, bringing up another hologram. “You probably aren’t going to recognize any
of this, so I’ll point and you can pretend.”


“Thanks,” Clark said sarcastically.


“You’re welcome. Here is one place where the puzzle
pieces will connect with their existing genome. We may not know what the pieces
are, but we can make some assumptions about the connections because we have one
side of them. Part of them are mental, as in software, while at least 60% are
physical hardware. I can’t say which section of the body, but the idea that
they just have a massive store of information woven into their genome is
inaccurate. They might have it, but they have physical changes as well.”


“Upgrades?”


“I hardly think they’d be downgrades.”


“For what purpose?”


“It’s not breeding. I know that much. I have a
suspicion that it will take all 8 variants located in the same place at the
same time to put the puzzle pieces together.”


“Together how?”


“Humans create pheromones, viruses, and a few more
exotic means of biological communication between individuals, and that’s not
uncommon in about 85% of races. The Protovic have receptor slots for something
they’re not producing, which is very odd. It’s possible that some other
stimulus will cause the ‘messengers’ to be created, then when all 7 match up
with an individual the magic happens…and I have no idea what it will be.”


“If it is genetic programming our Protovic could be at
risk,” Clark said warily.


“The idea of a faction of Star Force going rogue and
becoming an enemy is a nightmare that has kept me up many nights trying to make
out what this coding is. Now that I have the third piece I should be closer to
an answer, but I’m not. I need more tissue samples to compare, and presently we
don’t know where the other 5 are, correct?”


“Until now I didn’t know there even were 5 others. The
Shanplenix said they have no knowledge of Protovic beyond their own borders,
past or present. They’re not exactly close to the Veliquesh homeworlds,
but it’s odd that they never heard of them pre-lizards.”


“Actually it’s not,” Vortison said, adjusting the
hologram to another set of genetic codes that Clark only vaguely understood. He
wasn’t a newb as far as genetics were concerned, but
Vortison was operating on a level far beyond him and they both knew it. Trouble
was there had to be V’kit’no’sat even more knowledgeable than Star Force’s top
staff, and they were constantly trying to close that gap given the outdated
records they possessed, which were still more than they could fully grasp at
their young age.


“Geographically speaking,” Clark clarified.


Vortison raised a finger. “Behaviorally speaking,
there is an impulse to explore buried in their coding, similar to the sensation
of thirst when you’re low on water, but much more subtle. It is, however,
superseded by a stronger impulse to turtle up. A type of survival instinct, I
believe.”


“No reckless expansion.”


“Such things affect individuals rather than control
them. You’re evidence of that, for the sexuality programming in Humans is quite
strong, yet you ignore it.”


“Such programming has a strong effect on the weak
minded, and I can assure you that we are not weak minded,” Clark said firmly,
though he knew the masses in Star Force, Humans and otherwise, unfortunately
were. Maturia training helped with that, giving people an opportunity to grow
stronger, but once they graduated they were on their own and if they didn’t
have the will to improve they would stagnate and their strength would wane,
making them more susceptible to genetic programming…a much weaker version than
what guided/controlled the lizards. 


“Obviously,” Vortison echoed. “But when you’re dealing
with an entire race even the smallest nudge can have visible effects. I think
these variants were tasted to survive first, seek each other out second, so
that this genetic playbook could be assembled and implemented.”


“You think they did this themselves or someone did it
to them?”


“Unknown.”


Clark rubbed his forehead, imagining the variations of
disaster that this could turn into if it went south. “Is there a way to block
the puzzle pieces from coming together?”


“Yes, but to do it properly and not some butcher job,
I’d need to rewrite the Protovic genetic code to remove their section of the
playbook entirely. A stopgap would be to rewrite a smaller portion to block the
combination. Both would require skills that I am not confident in yet. The
V’kit’no’sat could do it on their lunch break, but I haven’t had the experience
needed and there’s no one with greater experience to ask for help. I’m
confident I can do it eventually, but right now I’m wise enough to know not to
try, else I’d risk messing them up, which I won’t do.”


“Let us know when you think you can. Make removal of
their playbook a priority.”


“As an option or a goal? If the changes are beneficial
we won’t want to strip them out…and putting them back in is far harder to do.”


“As our primary option. We’re going to find out what’s
going on, and when we do get all 8 pieces we’re going to put them together and
see what happens, either in a lab or with volunteers. If it goes badly, I want
the ability to inoculate our population in short order.”


“I understand,” Vortison said gravely. “Do you know
where to look for the others?”


“Not a clue. We’re going to have to go on a scavenger
hunt.”


“I have no idea how you would even begin to do that on
a galactic scale.”


“These three variants weren’t that far apart,” Clark
pointed out.


“As far as genetic diversity and insuring that all
puzzle pieces survive,” Vortison added, “I would assume there would be multiple
civilizations of the same variant, else this entire project, whatever it is,
could fail if one was wiped out. You might just find redundants
nearby.”


“I didn’t say it would be easy.”


“What is?”


“We’ve both got our challenges then,” Clark cemented.
“Keep us notified of your progress and we’ll see what we can do about getting
you some more variant samples.”
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July 19, 2969


Nexus Grid
Point 146


Parking Orbit



 

Trey-555 sat in the command chair onboard his Ma’kri-class warship as he looked at the
visual and tactical displays of the ship traffic around them. Most of the
thousands of ships were parked as they were, but there was a steady flow of incoming
and outgoing traffic on the single jumpline used to get to the neighboring star
system from the grid point, for its gravity was too weak to make an
interstellar jump from.


That said, it was the biggest space station Trey had
ever seen by far. Looking like a pair of sunglasses with two huge discs connected
by a thick stalk in the middle, the overall length of the construct was 4 times
the width of Earth, but it was very flat and didn’t have half its mass. It was
enough to make slow jumps off of if you knew where to look for it, with most
non-Nexus traffic wandering about the galaxy never stumbling upon its location.


Which was odd, given the traffic involved. This was
very much a public place, though one for only those in the know. There was
nothing here for anyone who didn’t belong, no planets, moons, or even
asteroids…just a massive construct and a flotilla of ships and other craft
nearby it. Some of those craft were stations supplying fuel and other services
to customers, some were defense stations, but most of the dots on the
holographic map were ships waiting for their turn to ride the ferry to the
other end of the line and deep into Nexus territory.


And to think this was only a ‘small’ grid point.
Others had more than 1 station, for each link operated like stargates,
save these were always activated. They made for one massive highway running in
a straight line, with bigger hubs having multiple ones coming in and out
requiring multiple constructs to generate the insanely large but stable
magnetic fields that the specially designed Nexus jumpships could use to
accelerate and decelerate far faster than gravity would ever allow. This was
the first time Trey had ever been to this location, and only the 4th time Star
Force had sent a ship. Typically involvement with The Nexus was facilitated by
the H’kar, but Trey’s mission was going to take him far beyond their borders.


Information digging within The Nexus was dicey, but
Star Force had made several inroads previously thanks to Director Davis’s
efforts that had allowed them to do a racial search throughout their massive
territory. The source admitted that The Nexus’s records were incomplete and
that they had not fully cataloged every star system within their domain, but it
had also noted that the database available to Star Force was not the full one
that The Nexus used for internal matters. It was enough, however, to give Trey
a location in which to seek out more wayward Protovic.


He wasn’t the only one on this chase, with Archons
pursuing leads across the ADZ and beyond, rifling through historical records
and stories trying to hunt down any mention of the Protovic and their variants.
As it turned out there were many breadcrumbs to follow, with Trey being
informed of 3 locations suspected of having Protovic. His was the furthest,
being located in the Perseus galactic arm and far beyond where Star Force had eeked its own quiet Tether out to. It was now beyond the
Orion arm in which the ADZ and lizards, Voku, and Preema domains existed,
having passed through the less dense star clusters separating the galactic swirls
and branched out quietly into systems within The Nexus dominion without making
any waves.


Those Tether systems were not all a secret, for some
had connections with the local star systems, but most were a private line of
colonization that Star Force was not making public back in the ADZ, nor were
most of the maps updated with their locations. If the V’kit’no’sat returned and
blew apart the ADZ, then Star Force needed somewhere to fall back to and
announcing the locations of your secret bases wasn’t a good idea, making the
few maps that the higher level Archons and Monarchs had at their disposal
closely guarded secrets.


Trey had access to one such monster map back in the
ADZ, but there wasn’t one onboard this Ma’kri and he hadn’t felt the need to
bring a personal copy with him. Still, he knew that where they were going on
this mission was far beyond the current tip of the Tether on the order of 8,000
light years. The galaxy on the whole was approximately 100,000 light years in
diameter, meaning this little field trip was taking Trey and his Ma’kri 1/6th
of the distance from galactic core to outer rim, which was only possible thanks
to The Nexus allowing them to use their grid point transit system…for a fee.


And it was no small price, but through the H’kar Star
Force had acquired access to The Nexus’s currency in lieu of bartering precious
resources and getting scammed in the process. The Nexus wasn’t totally insular,
allowing commerce with outsiders on a regular basis, but they often price
gouged them as a way of favoring member states rather than giving them a break.
Everyone had to pay for their ride on the interstellar ferry, just some paid
more than others. 


Star Force had been given access to the grid point
system a while back but rarely had cause to use it. It connected far flung
regions of The Nexus and unless you had business assets there it was far too
costly to use just for sightseeing. This mission had been given enough of a
priority for Davis to fund it, with Trey being given enough currency to move
about The Nexus at will rather than trying to huff it on gravity drives alone,
which would have taken years to make the trip rather than a couple months. 


Though that estimate might be stretched further if the
waiting lines were this long. The Nexus had a lot of Tilars, their name for the magnetic driven jumpships, each of which
was a spec compared to the construct but of whom some were so large they could
have carried a Star Force command ship. The one that Trey’s Ma’kri was assigned
was considerably smaller, and cheaper, with many of this model coming and
going, barely sticking around long enough to refuel before heading back out
again. They’d enter, braking against one giant disc, then launch off the other
to avoid collisions, and as Trey watched there were routinely tilars easing
into the center of the giant slingshot before disappearing with no fanfare. 


He’d been told that their turn was next, but he’d been
sitting on the bridge for the past 2 hours and was getting ready to say screw
it and head back to training when they finally got their go ahead. He had helm
follow the navigational prompts out of their parking orbit to avoid hitting the
other waiting ships then watched as they approached the massive tilar. They
weren’t all the same make, nor design, with this one being painted bright blue
and shaped like a crustacean with huge pincers that wrapped around the region
where the Ma’kri and other ships would be berthed.


Other tilars were fully enclosed, some looking like
sails, and enough oddity of design to suggest that there was more than one race
responsible for their construction. When the Ma’kri docked inside the assigned
tilar it didn’t interconnect with the ship itself, rather settling into
position within the IDF field and being gently nudged into a fixed state by
several soft tractor beams. They couldn’t stop it from moving if they engaged
their engines, which the Ma’kri had very little of aside from gravity drives
that wouldn’t work in the IDF anyway, but it would stop them from drifting into
each other or out of the docking perimeter through the gaps between the
pinchers.  


The loading took a remarkably short time, with Trey
thinking that while they made all their customers wait in the parking orbits
they weren’t going to delay the tilars one minute if they could avoid it, so
before long the Archon was watching the view through the gaps in the tilar’s arms as they and the other 14 ships were carried
out over the massive disc and into the directional magnetic field. As soon as
they hit the center of it the construct blinked out, with blackness replacing
the dull white hull plates.


“Easy peasy,” Trey
commented, seeing nothing outside the ship now that it had accelerated up to
such a speed that the tilar’s shields were blocking
any radiation from hitting its precious cargo and melting through the hull
plates.


“I guess the expense is the hardest part,” the Ma’kri
Captain commented.


The Archon smiled. “Mind the store, buddy. I’m heading
back to my workouts. Let me know if the neighbors get fussy.”


“Before or after I shoot them?” he said deadpan.


“Your call.”



 

29 days later…



 

When the Ma’kri arrived at their final destination
point on the network they were in the rimward half of
The Nexus and still had a few weeks of travel left to go, via the ‘slow’
gravity drives and bouncing from system to system. Using maps obtained from The
Nexus early, Trey ordered them to get underway immediately after easing through
the congestion around the grid point, though it wasn’t nearly as robust as two
of their previous stops. This location only had 1 construct, but it was more
congested with traffic than their starting point had been, underscoring how
remote The Nexus territory was within the edge of the Orion arm that it creeped
into…meaning Star Force and the ADZ were the sticks beyond the sticks as far as
they were concerned.


But once they made a slow jump to a nearby star system
it was back to solitary traveling. There was a bit of traffic around the
system’s star, but there was no inhabitation within the system. Bouncing across
new spacelanes and eating up fuel with every stop and acceleration, the Ma’kri
made its way out into territory that was considered to be unimportant to The
Nexus but technically within their domain. Some records of it were kept, but
very little interaction was facilitated other than by a few ‘connected’ races.
Most were simply denizens on The Nexus’s lawn and probably didn’t even know the
huge conglomerate even existed.


The system they were headed for had no name, just an
identification number. It had one populated planet, but nothing of interest for
The Nexus or anyone else to bother with. The natives matched the description of
the Protovic, and unlike the other two hits Star Force had gotten, these were
not purple skinned variants. These were said to be orange skinned, set against
the standard green streaks and black exoskeletal patches. Fortunately they
weren’t working off of rumor alone, with a few images having been filed that
seemed to confirm that they were Protovic.


The thing of it was, the pictures indicated that these
Protovic were technologically primitive, making Trey wonder what their starting
conditions were like. Did all the variants have access to the same tech and
knowledge, then expanded on/lost it over the course of time? There were so many
questions lingering that he agreed that this mission was worth the expenditure
just to get a little more data to work with, for right now they didn’t have
much to go on.


The Shanplenix had no records of their history prior
to their homeworld, and the same was true for the original Protovic. The
Veliquesh records, which Star Force obtained during the deconstruction of their
worlds after their removal, did have mentions to grandiose origins in the form
of myths and legends, but nothing concrete. It was said that they had been the
devolved form of their predecessors, split up into 7 variants to avoid a
horrific fate, only to one day in the future recombine and reclaim their
dominance over the galaxy.


Originally that seemed farfetched, and the ‘galaxy’
reference was probably hyperbole, yet here Trey was looking for Protovic in
another galactic arm, so he granted there might be a bit more to the legends
than they originally thought. That said, the Veliquesh had been crazy, so their
records had to be viewed with a skeptical eye.


All records were, in truth, for people had a tendency
to lie. Star Force records were the anomaly in that they were accurate, as far
as the recorder was concerned, though they might still have misunderstood or
mischaracterized something unintentionally. That was why it was always better
to view the subject matter first hand, and Trey didn’t know for sure what he
was going to find when they arrived, if anything. If this had been a wild goose
chase he was going to be ticked, then again these Protovic could also have been
wiped out since the records had been made.


There was no way of knowing until they arrived, and
when they did they found an empty system, as far as starship traffic was
concerned. They transited to the planet in question easily enough, then sat in
orbit taking scans of the entirety of the surface on multiple laps gathering
data on what was a very primitive
civilization.


Like mud huts primitive. There were no EM signatures
whatsoever, meaning these guys hadn’t even developed radio or TV, scary as that
thought was. Trey’s life would have been considerably different if he’d never
been exposed to The Simpsons, and he felt for these poor bastards in ways that
he couldn’t even comprehend. 


Scanning a planet wasn’t a simple point and click
procedure, so when they didn’t pick up any EM in the initial laps Trey ordered
a more detailed scan, region by region, trying to pick up any signs of real
technology, even if it just be a metal roof. As the bridge crew worked through
those orders Trey familiarized himself with the population distribution
patterns. There were settlements on several continents, with yellow seas
separating them. They were toxic, as far as Humans were concerned, but the
clouds in the atmosphere were water-based and raining pure down on several
sites, making for what looked like a wet planet aside from a few ‘burnt’
patches that were filled with sand dunes.


Trey’s face blanked as he took a second look at those
deserts…realizing they weren’t natural. The pattern was recognizable to someone
who had seen the results of orbital bombardment on numerous occasions
throughout the lizard war, and whatever had hit the planet here had been
ordinance on a far greater magnitude than what Star Force used. So it wasn’t
with too much surprise when the Ma’kri crew told him that there were subsurface
traces of technology beneath those deserts.


Without any more evidence he could already guess what
had happened. Someone had blasted the hell out of these Protovic and only a few
managed to survive, with their civilization regrowing
but in a very primitive fashion. When you lost your engineers, doctors,
scientists, and fabricators all your ‘common’ tech suddenly became out of reach
to the average person. Within a generation such things were lost from the
common cultural awareness, and when the originals died off the eradication of
the previous civilization was complete, leaving these roots to grow in whatever
fashion they could, in this case being a collection of small villages spread
across most of the planet but without even an attempt at a large city.


“Not what you were expecting?” the Captain asked.


“Another puzzle piece,” Trey commented. “And those
blast zones add another dimension to this mystery.”


“You think this was original damage or something later
on from the locals?”


“Good question. Whoever attacked here had one big boomstick at their disposal. Assemble a ground team and
keep constant scans going. I don’t know how long we’ll stick around, but I want
to give the analysts back home as much data to work with as we can.”


“I assume you’re going down as well?”


Trey gave him a dumb look, then pointed his thumb at
his chest. “Archon…duh.”


“With the collection team,” he amended.


“I may end up roaming, but we’re starting out together.”


“How big of a team?”


“Three dropships, with everyone that’s not ship’s
crew. I don’t think anyone wants to sit up here and twiddle their thumbs. They
came here to work, so let’s get to it.”


“As you wish,” the Captain said, turning around and typing
into a terminal attached to his own command chair. 


Trey raised an eyebrow, not sure if that was random or
a Princess Bride reference, then headed back to his quarters to grab his armor.
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Trey knelt on the surface of the planet feeling the
heavy gravity tugging on his muscles. 1.6g wasn’t something that was going to
stress him much, given the high gravity training that he was used to putting an
hour or two in at up to 5.5g, but his team he was worried about a bit. To that
end he put a time limit on their excursion and kept the dropships close by so
they could get a breather inside the regular gravity when needed. 


Dipping a hand down into the sand, the Archon ran his
fingers through it and got a feel for the magnitude of the weapons damage to
the planet’s surface. This wasn’t ground up rock as much as it was vaporized
material flash frozen into particulates. A few weapon systems he knew of had
this result, and none of them were common within the galaxy. Hit a target with
enough power and you essentially got a bowl of confetti as a result, and given
the 160 miles of desert that he was kneeling in this place had been hit by
either something massive or a lot of smaller things in repetition…which he
assumed was the case given the lack of a single blast crater.


“Archon.”


“What is it, Captain?” Trey answered the comm call.


“We’ve currently got our sensors focused on your
location and have discovered an anomaly. Approximately two miles to the
northwest there are deep residue of what appears to be structures. Not much
left, but they stretch for miles.”


“How deep?”


“A little over 4 miles.”


Trey frowned. “I didn’t pack a shovel that big.”


“No. We’d need a proper digging team to get down
there. I just wanted to confirm that there was more than mud huts here in the
past.”


“Thank you…is it all sand that deep?”


“One moment,” he said, followed by a long pause.
“Difficult to tell, but our best guess is yes.”


“That’s a lot of city destroyed.”


“Adding in surface features.”


“You reading anything more than foundations?”


“Impossible to say without a closer scan.”


“I need to know. Bring her in low.”


“How low?”


“Close enough for me to toss pebbles at.”


“Are you sure that’s wise?”


“The ship’s designed to do it.”


“But…”


“But what? Afraid the natives are going to shoot
arrows at you?”


“They have arrows?”


“No clue yet, there are none around here.”


“If we squash you, don’t blame me.”


“No promises,” Trey said, cutting the comm and standing up. A lot of naval officers didn’t like
bringing starships into atmosphere but Paul had proven long ago that it wasn’t
a big deal. The gravity at the surface was almost identical to that in orbit,
and unless you had hurricane-caliber winds or tried to descend too fast you
weren’t going to have trouble as long as you had a veteran pilot. Atmosphere
did cause random movements for a ship no matter how large where vacuum didn’t,
but it was more a fear thing than a real danger. Technically a seda could come
down and hover a meter off the ground if it wanted to, and a Ma’kri was much
more nimble than that.


What it did do was burn fuel at a constant rate. Not a
lot, but gravity drives were typically used in large bursts with lots of rest
time in between. Hover rates weren’t bad, but not knowing how long they’d be in
position left the crews unable to calculate fuel expenditure beforehand. The
Ma’kri had more than enough to accomplish this little shore visit, and getting
the sensors a bit closer to their target would enhance the accuracy, hopefully
enough to know whether or not a return trip with a digging crew was warranted.


“Archon,” one of the analysis team said, stepping up
beside him holding a satchel of equipment that was dragging on her shoulder
heavily. “The sand is partially organic in origin, but there are significant
traces of technological residue within it.”


“There also appears to be some foundations left buried
deep under the sand, according to orbital sensors.”


“Salvageable?”


“Don’t know yet. I’m having them take a closer look.
Anything on the weaponry used?”


“The damage is ancient, so we can only extrapolate,
but it appears to be similar to a vertron inhibitor.”


“Based on?”


“The crystallization patterns. There are defects that
time hasn’t completely washed away yet. This entire desert may have once been
lush forest, given the organic traces still present, but the more recent ones
concern me.”


“Oh?”


“There is non-crystalized organic traces, minute, but
probably from lifeforms inhabiting here after the planetary damage.”


“What kind?”


“The burrowing kind,” she said with a cringe, looking
up at his opaque golden faceplate. 


He remained silent for a moment, then a head twitch
brought his vision back on her. “There’s nothing in the immediate area.”


“The compaction rates are all wrong. This sand has
been churned over the years, I’m almost sure of it.”


“So a lot of burrowers?”


“Or environment turbulence. We’ll have to compare to
bedrock scans to be sure.”


“How much more time do you need here?”


“Another hour should do. We want to be thorough.”


“Alright. Take your time and I’ll watch out for worm sign.”


“What?”


“Never mind. How you doing with the gravity?”


“Getting my workout in for the day. That’s another
thing, the gravity should be compacting the sand more than it is.”


“Add another mystery to the list.”


“We might be able to figure this one out,” she said,
spinning a circle in the sand with her heel as she turned around and walked
back towards one of the sample sites spread around a quarter mile perimeter
from the dropships. 


Trey held position, watching with both his eyes and
his psionics to make sure his unarmored team came to no harm. They were
literally in the middle of nowhere with only some short dunes on the horizon
around them. The nearest village was over a hundred miles away on the outskirts
of the desert, leaving them alone on a cloudy day that would probably keep the
Ma’kri invisible despite its size.


Trey waited for it to come down, watching the
battlemap and his team for the moment when the clouds pushed down above them
like a wall of cotton candy headed for the ground. They never got there, with
the hull plates of the dark grey Ma’kri forcing the white puffs aside as the 6
kilometer long warship appeared to pancake the ground nearby them to the
immediate west with almost all of his team physically jerking as the sudden
arrival spooked them.



 

When they were finished collecting their samples the
Ma’kri had already returned to orbit, having confirmed at least a few levels of
infrastructure buried deep beneath the sands. What condition it was in was
unknown, but Trey hated to leave without finding out what it was. Coming back
on a second trip just for this might be a huge waste of time or a vital
discovery, he couldn’t be sure, but digging down to that level by hand wasn’t
going to happen either.


The three dropships stayed together rather than
splitting up so Trey could keep an eye on everyone,
which amounted to a 63 man team of techs and a couple of commandos. They could
have babysat the other dropships but right now the Archon didn’t want to let
anyone out of his sight until he got a feel for the planet. Primitive
civilizations weren’t the same as being safe, and he didn’t want to risk harm
to any of his team from unknown factors just yet. Once they got a feel for what
the planet had in store for them they’d split up, but right now they needed
eyes on the locals and at least one tissue grab.


To that end he had the dropships skim the surface
behind a ridgeline all the way up to a nearby village where they were going to
land out of sight and head in on foot.


“Wait,” he said before they’d gotten to their landing
zone, a couple of kilometers out. “Full stop,” he ordered the pilots. “There’s
someone below us. Hover here until I say otherwise and open the rear hatch,” he
said, leaving the cockpit in a rush. Trey pushed by the others in the ship’s
corridors then ran out the hatch before it was even fully open, dropping a
dozen meters down into the treetops and letting the supple branches slow his
fall. He hit one not so supple one and tipped head over heels as he was
crashing through the leaves, but he managed to create a telekinetic ‘crash bag’
beneath him that cushioned his landing and let him twist over to land a knee on
the moist ground, sinking in a couple of inches before he was gone in a flash,
running through the forest in pursuit of the mental signature he’d detected.


It was also running, probably scared out of its mind,
but Trey figured the first meet and greet would go better with a single
individual than with a crowd whose paranoia could feed off of each other’s.
Running in the high gravity slowed Trey a bit, but he was surprised at how fast
this individual was moving. Terror-inspired adrenaline aside, they weren’t
letting the Archon catch up as rapidly as he hoped, with him having to
eventually use his Ikrid to get the person to slow down before they made it all
the way back to the village.


He’d hoped to just cause a sense of fatigue, but given
the distance and his own physical effort apparently he doped the person up too
much, for they fell down and didn’t get back up. That allowed him to catch up
quickly, but it wasn’t what he intended. 


When he did finally get to their position the person
still wasn’t moving, and he began to sense pain before he got within Pefbar
range and could see through the brush. The person was on the ground with their
ankle wedged between two roots. Rather than burst through the leaves and freak
them out even more, he put the person to sleep then walked up into view,
pushing a branch aside and seeing a glowing orange/green Protovic female
dressed in a short skirt and bandoleer top…with her ankle bent in an unnatural
angle.


“Ah crap,” Trey said, walking over to her in his
golden armor and using a combination of fingers and telekinesis to pull the
roots apart and release her foot that was wrapped up in a sandal that was more
straps than anything. Definitely not a running shoe, which made her speed even
more impressive.


Trey disconnected his left glove, taking it off and
making skin to skin contact with her ankle. Hacking into her nervous system he
got a better feel for the injury and was able to confirm a broken bone. More of
a crack than a clean break, but not good regardless. Feeling like a moron, he
checked the perimeter and ensured that they were alone, then focused on a
seldom used psionic that had been a pain in the butt to acquire called Haemra. 


Kip had been the first one to achieve it, and it
hadn’t been training related. The ascension prompt only triggered when one was
trying to heal an injury, so whenever someone wanted to share the ability with
another they had to give themselves at least a long, nasty knife blade cut on
their arm or plasma burn. Then while healing it they had to get to the proper
ascension prompt that would trigger the other person in the ‘share’ to ascend.
And while that was bad enough, if you missed it the first time you had to
repeat injuring yourself until they got it.


It was a Tier 2 ability and not that catastrophic with
regards to cascade issues. Trey had got it on the first try and only missed a
day of training. He made that choice rather than put Aaron through an extra
injury to share it with him. Hurting yourself like that was basically against
everything that Star Force operated off of, but since this was a cheat process
they couldn’t blame the V’kit’no’sat for it. Sharing had never been intended,
so the Archons made the gruesome choice to inflict the injuries in order to
share the ability that was a much more powerful version of Sesspik. 


Haemra could be used on yourself for rapid healing, as
Aaron had done when he’d triggered Trey’s ascension, or it could be used on
someone else to heal them in a lesser fashion. Skill work was huge with this
one, and if you weren’t getting injured or helping with other people’s injuries
you couldn’t train it. That said, it was extremely valuable to have and Trey
was glad for it in this circumstance, otherwise he would have had to take this
native all the way back up to the Ma’kri for several days to get this break
healed up properly.


Using the physical contact, Trey took control of the Protovic’s body and essentially ordered it to start regrowing in the proper places. Since she wasn’t Human the
control was less, because Trey was less familiar with their physiology, but
they were among the closest to Humans out of all the races Star Force had and
he was able to trigger the necessary grow process…which was incredibly painful
at the rate he was pressing it. It was a form of flash tissue growth, like his
own ascensions, though slower and in this case not much additional material was
needed to reseal the break.


That said, it was preferable that she be unconscious
during the process…else it’d feel like he was doing anything but fixing her
ankle. 


It took him and his feeble skills more than half an
hour to fix her up, during which he ordered the dropships to set down nearby
wherever they could find a gap in the trees. One of the medtechs came out and
took a tissue sample from the woman, several actually and Trey healed the not
so small one on her arm. He glared at the tech who’d taken it, but didn’t say
anything as she retreated back to the dropship. Another 8 minutes and that bloody
spot was healed up and he brought her back to a semi-conscious state,
attempting to get some information from her mind before waking her up entirely.


The rest of the analysis team was restricted to the
dropships for this meet and greet, but Trey did have one commando with him
watching his back while he did his mind meld thing. He wasn’t surprised to find
that these natives didn’t speak any language that he was familiar with, so he
was going to have to try and piece together some form of communication starting
with mental assurances that he wasn’t an enemy.


He kept his hand on her wrist as he woke her up, then
felt her jerk physically and mentally when she saw his gold helmet beside her.
She tried to run but he held her firm, all the while sending the telepathic
calming urges that did little to quiet her paranoia. After a few seconds of her
flailing around and finding her vocal chords weren’t working, he went ahead and
froze her body in place too, only allowing her head to operate under her own
power while he had a lock on the rest of her.


“Viron, take your helmet
off. I can’t calm her down.”


The commando took a step forward and knelt before
where she was sitting on the ground, then he hit the release on his helmet that
had it pull back from his face to a knot on the back of his neck, revealing his
purple/green glowing Protovic face.


“I doubt anything I say will matter,” the commando
said, looking straight at her and smiling, but talking to Trey.


“Just let her hear your voice. I can use that.”


“Alright then. Relax sweetheart, we’re not going to
hurt you.”


“I didn’t say hit on her.”


“Why not if it’ll calm her down?” he answered dryly.
“I hope you’re watching the surrounding area. I’m surprised she hasn’t screamed
yet.”


“I’m stopping her from talking, and only somewhat
watching. This is taking a lot of brain power.”


“You holding her body too?”


“Have to.”


“Release a bit if you want her to calm down,” he said,
holding steady and just looking at her scared face as he talked.


“I’ll try to keep her to a whisper, but I’m not sure
how well this is going to work,” Trey said, loosening her speaking ability
enough that she began babbling rapidly, but quietly. Viron
talked to her, though neither understood the other, but Trey began to pick up
on a few connections that allowed him to send thoughts into her mind that she
recognized. Concepts, not words, and after more than an hour she relaxed enough
that he was able to release his hold on her. 


That was a mistake, for when he did she saw his hand
and freaked out again when she realized he was an alien. Trey mentally froze
her and glanced at the commando. “This is going to take forever.”


“Not my fault you’re ugly,” he said with a smirk. “Can
she still see and hear me?”


“Not right now, I’ve got her in popsicle mode.”


“Let her see me again…after you do a quick check of
the perimeter.”


Trey pushed out his Ikrid while maintaining his hold
on her, looking for other nearby minds.


“No one has left the village yet. I think I better
keep my helmet on though,” he said, with the woman suddenly back awake and
babbling like she’d never stopped.


Viron waved a hand in front
of her in a calming gesture, then stood up and took a step back. His armor peeled
apart and he walked out of it, knelt down again, and took her other hand in his
own, raised it to his lips and kissed it.


“Oh brother,” Trey commented.


“Work with me on this,” Viron
insisted, lowering her hand but maintaining a grip on it as her eyes flicked
from him to the alien and back again rapidly. “Do you need to hold onto her?”


“It increases my ability.”


“Can you let go for a few minutes? And just keep her
voice in a whisper, let go of everything else.”


“Alright, we’ll try it your way. If I have to I can
knock her out again remotely.”


“Do it,” Viron said, with
the woman suddenly getting control of her body back as the alien released her.
She scrambled away from him but Viron still had hold
of her hand and pulled her over to him, dragging her onto her feet and away
from the Human where he held her in a firm, but polite embrace. 


“Relax little beauty, you’re among friends.”


Trey rolled his eyes but went along with it, for some
reason it was working and starting to calm her down again.
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November 11, 2969


System 39282


Planet 7
(Protovic Civilization)



 

Over the past month Viron
had made quite the impression on the single village that the expedition team
had made contact with. He couldn’t speak their language, and vice versa, but
that didn’t diminish the effect his visage had on them. With the help of some
linguists that Trey had brought with him, and a whole lot of psionic influence,
they’d established some basic words but most communication occurred through the
Archon in the form of thoughts and feelings. He was being used as a translator
more than the translators as the villagers wondered who these magical visitors
were and word spread to the nearby settlements, with pilgrimages being made by their
neighbors to come see the rumored miracles.


The fear in the villagers was now gone, and that had
taken some doing. It wasn’t brainwashing technically, but a lot of emotional
correction on Trey’s part to get a few of these Protovic to the point of being
comfortable around him and especially Viron. Like a
snowball, once he got it rolling the sentiments spread and any new arrivals got
an education from the others in that there was nothing to fear, especially when
Trey was healing up a number of small injuries they had. Word of that was
beginning to spread as well, with a few badly injured individuals being brought
to him from surrounding villages in the hopes of him healing, or in some cases,
saving their lives.


He didn’t try to work on all of them, deferring to his
medtechs and letting them treat the Protovic with equipment from the dropships
and eventually, once they were trusted enough, they’d landed one of them right
in the middle of the village to use as a makeshift medbay.
The cultural exchange continued from there with his team moving around freely
taking samples and adding to their very limited linguistic database. Some of
the villagers helped out, but most were just watching in awe. Trey was now able
to remove his helmet without sparking fear in the Protovic, for now they saw
him as a great healer and asset rather than a threat.


Fortunately they didn’t know how much of a badass he
was, otherwise they never would have calmed down.


He’d dispatched other small teams across the planet
taking samples from uninhabited regions and doing the boring legwork of digging
up data for analysts to use later while he got to play Doctor Who with the
villagers, with his psionics working as well or better than psychic paper. He
just hated not being able to have a meaningful conversation with them…and the
fact that they were living in horrid conditions.


He’d seen worse, by far, but they were so primitive
and ignorant that it hurt, yet they were eager to learn despite the road bumps.
Cultural clashes were occurring every day, but after Trey got to the root of
the problem and literally jumped into their heads to wash away the resistance
they began to learn and learn fast…so much so that new arrivals began to turn
on the locals for violating their cultural protocol.


That was when Trey had to step in, pulling a Vader on
the first beating he observed and telekinetically grabbing and holding aloft
the outsider that was issuing the appropriate response based on their local
culture…or whatever other excuse you liked. It was still unacceptable, no
matter what the circumstances. When the locals saw the magic that the Archon
was capable of, above and beyond the healing, the obvious protests stopped but
he could still feel the searing looks of those that considered this whole
village to be heresy. 


“Where have you been?” Trey asked Viron
when he came back up into the dropship where the Archon was sitting chewing on
a snack bar while the crowd outside stayed a respectful 4 meters back beyond
the line he had drawn in the sand as he had instructed them to do. They were
not to come into the dropship or even touch it without permission, and so far
there hadn’t been too many violations of that edict.


“Impregnating some locals,” the Commando said deadpan,
walking in out of armor. Dangerous as that was it had become imperative that
the villagers interact with him on a more personal level than the hardened
battle plates allowed. “What’s up?”


“How do you feel about a camping trip?”


“Here or somewhere else on the planet?”


“Here. I want to bring down supplies and send the
Ma’kri back for support. We need a digging team and…a lot of other things.”


“And you don’t want to leave?”


“I’m worried about what will happen if we do. Take
away our protection and I get the feeling that some of the outsiders would
torch this place and everyone in it.”


“I have been getting some strange looks from them, but
I’m not in their heads like you are. You think a fight’s coming?”


“They’re too afraid with us here, me in particular.
But if we leave I’m not sure what will happen, but I fear something bad.”


“You want more time to work on the other villages
before we pack up for good?”


“Not exactly.”


“We can’t stay here forever. If a fight’s coming we
can only protect them to a point…unless you want to take these villagers with
us back to the ADZ.”


Trey tapped a finger on his own head. “Now you’re
thinking…but too small.”


Viron looked at him for a
moment, then his glowing purple eyes widened. “The whole planet?”


“Why not? We can’t fit them on the Ma’kri, but after
processing 3 trillion Veliquesh the 428,000 on this planet will be a piece of
cake.”


“Just like that? We take them away from their homes
without even asking them if they want to go?”


“Annexing this planet is out of the question. Too far
away and we’d be dependent on The Nexus grid point system.”


“Not what I meant.”


Trey sighed and gestured out the open dropship hatch to
the villagers standing there watching them talk but unable to understand their
words. “Look at their living conditions. They’re dying from injuries and
illnesses that we can squash with a single medpack.
Their huts are sturdy, I’ll give them that, but they’re little more than crude
tents. Their food supply is partly meat, which is unacceptable, and pathetic
beyond that. Leaving them here would be cruel.”


“I can’t argue with that, but it is their world.
Shouldn’t we at least ask them?”


“Feel free to explain what Star Force and the ADZ are.
And even if you convince some of them to go, what about the rest that are too
scared or stubborn to come. More importantly, what of their children? Should
they have to live like this because of their parents? And what of those yet to
be born? We were lucky being born into Star Force. These people weren’t, but we
can fix that problem right now…or in a handful of months anyway.”


Viron shook his head. “I
don’t think stunning them is the way to go about it.”


“For the grumpy ones it will be, but yeah the rest
will need to be handled differently. You’re their favorite, so…”


“I still can’t talk to them, so what do you want me to
do?”


“I’d like you to volunteer for a follow up
assignment…noncombat.”


“This isn’t exactly combat, you know. What do you have
in mind?”


“A friendly face to walk them through indoctrination.
Even if they want to go it’s going to be traumatic to them.”


“Do we have facilities to handle them?”


“If not they can be built quickly enough for this
small a number. The travel lag will afford that. I’m putting together a report
to be sent back with instructions. The return convoy won’t come until
everything is set in motion, though the digging crews will come immediately. I
want a look at those ruins before we pack up shop.”


“How do I babysit 400,000 people?”


“For those who want to come, personally. For all the
rest via recordings. Better to have you speaking their language than a Human or
even another Protovic. The more familiarity the better.”


“You’re right about this, but it’s still going to be a
punch in the gut that I hate to give these people. They don’t deserve that…some
of them anyway. A few I wouldn’t mind punching the old fashioned way.”


“Do you know a better way?”


“Other than claiming this planet and upgrading them
here, no. How much would it cost to do it that way, as a transition, with us
abandoning this world eventually after they adjusted?”


“Time.”


“Time?”


“No matter how we handle this there are going to be
transitional pains. Do we let the newborns of the next month be raised in these
conditions or do we send them straight back to the ADZ or a twin maturia built
here? Either way their parents are going to throw a fit. If we camp out here
and do it the slow way we’re holding back the next generation in favor of
easing the transition of those that are already here. If someone has to take
the hit, better it be the adults.”


“True, but something about this still sucks.”


“We didn’t put these people in this situation, and
they’ve done well to just survive whoever attacked them here. If you get a
thorn jammed into your foot it needs to come out, but pulling it out is more painful
whereas leaving it in is less so.”


“Healing doesn’t always feel good,” Viron agreed, “but it has to happen regardless.”


“There are so few Protovic here that we can evacuate
them all straight back to the ADZ. In this case, their primitive state is to
their advantage, because we can’t do this with the Shanplenix or other more
advanced Protovic civilizations.”


“Because they’d shoot us if we tried?”


“Pretty much. And on that point, when the day comes,
I’d put your armor on. Those arrows they use aren’t plasma rifles, but they can
still do damage.”


“Ok, bigger question…what about our workouts?”


Trey cringed. “Makeshift setup here. Lots of running,
sparring, and making do until the Ma’kri gets back.”


“You’re willing to put up with that?”


“To bring these people back with us? Yes.”


“Alright then. Consider me volunteered.”


“I figured you would…if only to spend more time with
your girlfriends.”


Viron glanced outside. “I
will admit, I’ve never been this popular before.”


“And you’re going to get a whole lot more popular when
the rest of the planet gets to know you.”


“Yeah, but then they’ll be integrated into Star Force
and realize there are a lot more handsome Protovic out there.”


“Enjoy it while it lasts,” Trey said, finishing his
snack with a swig of water from a bottle. 


“So ordered,” Viron said
with a smirk as he headed back out of the dropship to mingle with the natives
and continue adding to Star Force’s limited database of their language and
culture. They were going to need all they could get if they were really going
to try and create an indoctrination program for these people in a matter of
months. He knew there were experts for that sort of thing, but mastering their
language was going to take time no matter how many Archons they had to help
them with their psionics. Telling someone to do something was totally different
than explaining concepts, and to do that you needed to understand the finer
details of the way these people communicated.


It was those finer details that were totally lost on Viron now, but he’d been teaching these Protovic some of
his own words and gestures. That wouldn’t work for the entire planet’s
population, so whoever Trey called for was going to have their work cut out for
them. If they wanted him to be their mouthpiece so be it. He’d do what he
could, if only to make the transition a little less traumatic on his new
friends.


 


“Got a package for you,” a junior tech said, walking
into Vortison’s research chamber. It was a private
room with more displays than actual experiments, but there were numerous racks
of canisters containing tissue samples from every race in Star Force, the ADZ,
and as many outside it as they had collected to date, including the more recent
ones from the Shanplenix. 


“Oh?” the geneticist said, turning away from his
holograms and looking at the box she was carrying with both hands.


“Number 4,” the medtech said with eagerness as she set
it down on a nearby table and let him open it. 


When Vortison pulled the lid open he saw dozens of
smaller canisters that held tissue samples, along with data chips stacked in
racks beside them. 


“Where did this come from?”


“An expedition into The Nexus.”


“Which variant?” he asked as he pulled out several
canisters and took them over to an empty rack on the wall.


“Protovic Orange, I’m told.”


“Orange? Do we have a map location?”


“I assume it’s on the chips.”


“Begin downloading them and find it for me. Have
Jenson and Melly help you. I want it prepped to our
purposes as soon as possible.”


“On it,” she said, scooping up the data chips and
heading to another room in the lab. 


“Alright, Orange,” Vortison said, holding up one of
the tiny canisters in front of him and looking in through the clear cube at the
spec in the center. “Let’s see what secrets you hold.”



 

“Wait, say that again?” Clark insisted, holding up a
finger in front of him for emphasis.


Vortison cringed. “I…was…wrong.”


“See, that’s what I thought I heard. But that can’t be
true, you guys never make mistakes.”


The medtech sighed. “Not so much as a mistake than I
was looking in the wrong places and making unwarranted assumptions. Label it as
you like, but I’ve learned that the 8 variants are not identical copies with different
easter egg puzzle pieces.
The physical attributes of the Orange variant are too high for gravity alone to
account for. Once I realized that I began reassessing previous data on the
others and found some minor, but significant differences.”


“Kind of counterintuitive there.”


“They’re ‘minor’ until they become ‘significant.’ I
think, and be aware I could be wrong again, that they’re a timelock. The Orange
variant samples that I was sent indicate that their lock has been opened, thus
activating physical upgrades. The Purple and Red variants have not been so
unlocked, but I have been able to identify that they are there and they are not
strength upgrades. Purple has a latent sensory package and Red has a higher
cognitive level akin to your Sav. Not anywhere in
that magnitude, but similar in structure. It’s hard to say without actually
having active samples to analyze, but the coding is similar enough to your
psionics tissue that I’m fairly certain I’m interpreting it correctly.”


“You’re saying they’ve got a suppressed version of
psionics?”


“On a much lesser level, yes. And each variant has
something different. Orange has increased strength, speed, flexibility…not
exactly a traditional psionic but somewhat similar to your Kex.”


“Not mine. You haven’t found the trigger for that one
yet,” Clark pointed out.


“Your in the
plural. They’re similar to V’kit’no’sat psionics in that they are enhancements,
so you might want to refer to them as such going forward.”


“What about the Shanplenix?”


“They have one too, but it’s too unfamiliar for me to
isolate…yet. It’s there and locked down, but I need more time to figure out
what it is.”


“And you’re sure it’s different from the others?”


“Positive.”


“Are these ‘enhancements’ shared once all the puzzle
pieces come together?”


Vortison shook his head with a rueful smile. “That’s
the curious thing. I have a hunch that the transformative code will give an
individual all of them in addition to other things, but as is they do not
factor in to it. This is code that is complete and present in each variant as
of now, and thanks to some of the medical scans made of the Orange variant I
can conclude that the enhancement comes along with the activation key.”


“Activation key?”


“Remember when I said that even if all the variants
came together there would have to be a means of sharing their code?”


Clark frowned. “Timelock or earned advancement?”


“An interesting point. Whatever the case, Orange has
achieved it and is spreading a virus-like key that will transfer to all other
Protovic that come in contact with them.”


“Do we need a quarantine?”


Vortison bit his lip as he thought. “No, I don’t think
so. Even if we had all 8 variants the transformation can’t trigger without them
all being active. Only Orange is so far, and we only have 4 of the 8 located.”


“Any problems with integrating Orange in with our
Protovic faction?”


“Other than them being stronger and faster than
average? No.”


“How much superior are they?”


“I don’t have enough data to say for sure, but I’d say
they might have 50 or 100 years head start on other Commandos if they chose to
train in that discipline...where base stats are concerned. Skills will be
unaffected, unless they have a greater aptitude. I’ll need training data on
them as soon as you have any.”


“You’ll get it. This mystery keeps getting deeper the
further we dig.”


“We’ve got something big here, Clark. Maybe not
V’kit’no’sat big, but in the ball park would be my bet.”


“Big good or big bad?”


Vortison shook his head. “There’s only one way to find
out.”
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Aphat System (Bsidd
Region)
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Brad-050 sat in his tower-top office with his feet up
on his desk looking out the panoramic windows at the Protovic planet. It’d been
117 years since he’d taken on the task of building a Protovic faction within
Star Force, and in all that time he’d never left them. It had been his job to
get them started, but unlike the origin story of the other factions this one
had seen him continue to guide the Protovic forward personally rather than from
afar, such as Larissa had done with the Bsidd. They were pretty much
independent now, though she kept tabs on them and helped them out from time to
time.


The Protovic had developed quite far over the past
century, but Brad still felt like they weren’t out of the woods yet, and not
because of any lingering problems with the Veliquesh. That civilization and
culture had been destroyed completely, but his Protovic were still young
compared to the rest of Star Force and he never felt like he could leave them
on their own. He’d grown more attached to them than he had his own Clan Beyond,
which was about the same size to date. Unlike the Bsidd or Kiritas, the
Protovic didn’t reproduce annoyingly fast and the vast majority of the 3
trillion Veliquesh that were rescued and imprisoned in the Broj
System had never left there, dying out within the prisons when they refused to
earn their freedom or attain their self-sufficiency.


Some that did had went to the ADZ, into Axius rather
than to Aphat and the new Protovic faction. None that
he knew of had gone to the independent Protovic, for they had wanted none of
the Veliquesh to coexist in their society given the horrors that had occurred.
A good number were still in Broj, on the Axius colony
on Onyx where the prisons had been built and then slowly dismantled as they were
no longer needed, leaving Brad with a far smaller population than most people
thought given how many Veliquesh had been captured and brought back from that
war.


Clan Beyond currently had a mixed population of 5
billion and was one of the midlevel Clans as far as numbers went. Clan Star Fox
was the true juggernaut, with over half a trillion members at present and
rising fast, made up mostly of Kiritas, while the overall Human population in
Star Force had only risen to 23 trillion. They were still the minority within
the empire, with the Kiritas outside the Clans numbering 189 trillion, the
Kiritak at 237 trillion, Axius at 431 trillion and the Bsidd at 598 trillion,
who were growing more rapidly than any other faction with resources from across
the empire being funneled into creating the infrastructure to hold them all.


Growth within the ADZ had been moving at a furious
pace the last 200 years for both Star Force and others, with a decent
percentage of that still being made up by immigrants fleeing the lizards and
other dangers. How Davis had managed to keep the cities building fast enough to
hold them all was still a mystery to Brad, but he knew that the Kiritas/Kiritak
populations, along with the Bsidd, were handled in a nonrandom fashion, meaning
that all reproduction occurred under controlled situations and the number of
eggs fertilized was the exact number that Star Force wanted, else those two
races would have spread beyond the empire’s ability to feed and house.


Other populations like Humans, Calavari, and the
Protovic reproduced randomly. All infants, or in the case of Protovic egg
sacks, were taken into maturias but no population control was in effect. Sexual
excursions and the choice of individuals wanting to reproduce dictated those
numbers, meaning that Brad’s Protovic population 4.8 billion wasn’t going to be
expanding rapidly. They weren’t a powerhouse in the empire and wouldn’t be in
the foreseeable future, definitely not population wise, but Brad wanted to
carve them out a niche of their own and still felt like the task was undone,
hence his staying in direct control of them longer than even he had initially
anticipated.


But today he was glad he was still here, for there was
an issue on the horizon that required a trailblazer’s touch. Trey had reported
back the situation the Protovic civilization he’d found in The Nexus was in and
that he wanted them all moved into Star Force. 428,000 wasn’t a small number,
but given the populations both he and Star Force were used to dealing with it
was almost an afterthought. Fortunately not all of the facilities in Broj were dismantled, and he’d already ordered some of them
to be prepped for the incoming ‘Oranges’ but with a different indoctrination
program that he was still in the process of making.


These Protovic weren’t prisoners, but they did have a
culture that needed eliminating…that being of the primitive mindset. Without a
full linguistic write up that Trey had said would be forthcoming it was going
to be difficult, if not impossible to fashion a full program, but he knew from
his experience with the Veliquesh what the first few necessary steps would be.


Instead of isolation, these Protovic were going to be
kept together in small groups for the duration of their indoctrination, save
for those labeled troublesome. Brad was keeping some of the isolation wings as
is in case they needed to be sent there, for he wouldn’t have one person
holding up another’s progress if they proved disruptive. That said, if a group
was committed to making the transition it would sometimes be preferable to have
them move through the process together…in theory anyway. That was something
he’d never been able to experiment with during the Veliquesh indoctrination,
though in their case it was more about unlearning what they’d already learned.


For these Protovic primitives he figured it would
mostly be a matter of teaching them what they’d never been exposed to and Trey
said efforts to do that on site were already going well with a good portion of
them, so he’d let them keep familiar faces around while they learned of Star
Force and the way they lived, for that was what indoctrination was. Without it
they’d be fish out of a barrel if they were just thrown into the Protovic
society here on Nym. 


Brad was willing and a bit eager to get his hands on
another group of Protovic and to meet the challenge of bringing them into the
fold, but it also opened up a larger question, and that was about their race in
general. He’d been following the discoveries and questions flowing out of the
research being done in Sol but the biggest question for him was whether or not
they were going to start collection Protovic from across the galaxy and
bringing them into Star Force?


Groups like the Shanplenix weren’t joining, though a
small delegation had been sent to learn about Star Force via becoming residents
in an Axius colony. More like obvious spies than anything, Star Force had
welcome them in like many other refugees but Brad had no doubt they’d be filing
reports about everything and everyone Star Force had access to and filling out
more regions on the Shanplenix maps than they’d had to date. 


That wasn’t a problem, for Star Force and the ADZ in
general was an open society where information wasn’t withheld, but as of yet
there were no actual migrations coming from the Shanplenix and he didn’t think
there would be going forward, though he hadn’t written it off entirely.
Immigrants from the independent Protovic had come over to join the Star Force
faction in a continuous trickle of numbers, some coming through Axius first,
but others specifically requesting to be allowed to join his people here on Nym.


They all had their own indoctrinations to come
through, even those coming out of Axius that already were part of Star Force.
What Brad had built here was unique, as was each faction, so he had a playbook
already written as how to send people through their indoctrination cycle and
get them up to speed so they could hit the ground running when they arrived
here. All indoctrination facilities were in other systems, mainly Broj, and he intended that to remain a constant, meaning
that only full Protovic citizens were allowed on Nym
so there would be no ‘newbs’ around to slow things
down.


He didn’t know how long it would take for these
Oranges to get here, but he was certain they would and any stubborn ones would
be accommodated elsewhere. They would not be confined to the prisons that most
of the Veliquesh had lived out their lives in, but if there were some Oranges
that didn’t want to become part of Star Force he’d make sure they lived better
lives than they had back in their primitive villages. Brad would consider them
a ward of the Protovic faction and leave the door open for them joining the
rest of them on Nym at some point if they later made
the choice, but he expected most of them to be eager to learn, based on Trey’s
reports, and that meant a whole new avenue for population growth might be
knocking on the trailblazer’s door.


As the search for more Protovic continued Brad was
being fed the intel coming in even though he wasn’t
handling any aspect of the searches and he knew that the Protovic colonies were
starting to pop up like weeds on the map. There were at least rumors all the
way from the home Voku territory out to beyond the Preema, and the deeper they
dug, with currency rewards made public for any tips that resulted in a positive
find, the more they were beginning to realize that there were Protovic spread
all across this arm of the galaxy shotgun style.


Should they be inviting them to back to Star Force?
They certainly couldn’t extend their borders out to them, at least not without
creating supply problems. Yes, Star Force colonies were self-sufficient by
design, but Davis kept them reigned in for a reason with the exception of the
Tether. Star Force colonized regions rather than an individual system here and
there, and Trey’s planet was a good example as of why. It was located within
The Nexus’s domain, and Brad agreed they didn’t want to get into a potential
conflict out there with no backing. Bringing these Oranges back was a good
idea, but what about the others?


Should they offer it as an option? If they did he’d
have to come up with a much more robust indoctrination program, for he couldn’t
just let them move in here and make this into an Axius for the Protovic. That
would undo a lot of what he had built, for they were a single unified faction
with no exterior ties. Axius was a mix of more races and agendas than you could
count, though after living there long enough they all tended to gel together, due in no small part to the enforced maturia
system. Parents couldn’t raise their own offspring and pass on their bad
habits, so long term problems tended to dissolve within Axius.


Brad didn’t want any of those problems coming here,
but the more he learned about the Protovic the more he realized that they had
been genetically engineered specifically to be reunited someday down the road.
They still didn’t understand the particulars of that, but something big was
going on here and he was sure that each of these long lost Protovic colonies
were a seed put down to build or regenerate something very important sometime
in the future.


Star Force was going to find out what that was, no
matter how long the search took to find the other 4 variants. But even then,
what he did with the Protovic faction was another matter, and it was days like
today that he just sat in front of his office windows thinking for long blocks
of time trying to figure out what the best way forward was, and what he wanted
the Protovic to become within Star Force.


Right now they weren’t specialized. They had achieved
economic self-sufficiency for the most part. Arc elements, Solari, Corovon, etc were still having to be shipped in, though he was in
the process of locating a nearby system where he could put down a corovon mine.
There were a few sites available, but he was still looking for the
concentrations he wanted. There was none to be found on Nym,
and only the barest of traces elsewhere in the system. Too small to be worth
picking up, so he was going to need another source.


Right now he was importing it from the rest of Star
Force and exporting very little. He’d wanted to go broadband and built up
naval, aerial, mech, aquatic, and commando units of decent size from the get-go
and had done the same with their industry. They were a ‘jack of all trades’
right now with nothing special about their faction, save for the robust
commando tactics that their exoskeletons allowed. Other than that the rest of
the factions did everything better than them, making the Protovic the backup
band rather than a headliner.


Brad wanted to find them something to latch onto, but
so far he hadn’t discovered it. Whatever these upgrades were could be their
defining moment, but he wasn’t counting on that. It could also be something
nasty that Star Force would need to wipe from their genome, so he was looking
at it as a possible bonus rather than something he was planning on. Interesting
to no end, but he still wanted to build up the Protovic in another way that he
hadn’t quite put his finger on yet.


But regardless of what that path eventually became for
them, he did need a higher population. He’d been tempted to offer incentives
for reproduction, but didn’t want to reward such things. Getting laid and
giving birth, even if it was to a fleshy egg sack, wasn’t exactly something of
merit, just a function of biology. An important one for any civilization,
granted, but with all of Star Force geared towards earning advancements the
idea of giving rewards for reproduction didn’t feel right so he had never gone
down that path. One needed to train to improve themselves in order to achieve
and maintain self-sufficiency, not turn their body into a baby factory and
wreck it by pumping out too many too fast and precluding any long training
blocks. 


Cloning was always an option, but one that Davis had
warned against. He’d stated that Star Force was going to allow natural birthing
procedures rather than trying to automate it, and they’d held to that with the
development of each faction. For the Bsidd that didn’t mean much, for they laid
eggs and that was the end of their natural procedure. In the case of Human and
Calavari they carried their young internally until they were fully developed,
then gave birth to functioning, albeit marginal, individuals.


The Protovic had the same procedure, only it was
halved. They carried their young through the first phase of development, then
gave birth to the egg sacks that operated independently through the final
phase. Cloning, in this case, would involve bypassing that first stage and
creating artificial wombs to grow the egg sacks in and, like Davis, he didn’t
have a good feeling about that even if their biotech was to the point where
that was possible.


But the more Protovic that he brought in from outside
sources would mean more egg sacks that would then be fed into maturias, in
addition to the individuals that had to go through indoctrination to enter.
That would certainly help the Protovic’s population rate
increase, but there was something appealing about the idea of gathering up the
scattered remains of ‘lost’ colonies and rescuing them from their plights.
Because, let’s face it, sending out or setting up colonies across space and
letting them fend for themselves against who knows what was just plain cold. 


Trey’s notes had said that these Oranges had once been
a highly advanced civilization that had been blasted back into the stone ages.
No one had come to help them, and the few that had survived had spawned the
primitive people that he’d found and come to be friends with. In his gut Brad
knew he wanted to bring in everyone like that they discovered, but what about
the others?


He still wasn’t sure, and their independent Protovic
ally wasn’t about to join Star Force. That had been established long ago and
they were basically brothers sharing the same dorm room that was the ADZ. More
than neighbors, but they weren’t going to be annexed into the empire. How many
others out there should be, or would want to be? For that matter, how many of
them were out there in the first place?


Brad had more questions than answers at this point,
but the first Oranges should be reaching Broj within
a month and he was curious to see how well they adapted and hoped he could
learn enough from them to build a larger program to help reunite at least some
of the scattered Protovic, regardless of whether or not they were able to
collect a full-colored deck. 
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Nym



 

Brad watched from the side of the sparring ring as one
of his senior Protovic Commandos was taking on two of the Oranges in hand to
hand combat and having a tough time at it, but moderately prevailing. He was
the stronger of the three, but not by as much as he was used to. These Oranges
were only a few years out of the maturia and yet the pair were giving him
almost as much resistance as he could handle, with only his experience allowing
him to take advantage of their coordination issues to let him get the best of
them.


Undaunted, every time one of the Commandos in training
were knocked down they’d spring back to their feet like a veteran, save for the
fact they weren’t. Such reflexes and agility were typically reserved for those
who had put in a century of solid training, but as Brad had seen for himself
throughout their maturia development the Oranges were different from the rest
of the Protovic and he was glad that he’d kept them all grouped together rather
than mix the maturias, else there would have been problems.


All Protovic used the same standards, but he’d had to
constantly revise the maturia program for the Oranges to take into account
their physical superiority. Integrating them into the rest of his civilization
was less of an issue, for there were other Protovic stronger than them but at
the cost of years. A lot of the Oranges were leaping ahead in the Commando
division because of their advantage, though the other segments of the military
and society overall didn’t focus selectively on the physical skills were only
moderately affected. More of a nice bonus to the skills they had to learn and
develop, but with the Commandos there was an inequity involved that was
resulting in the development of egos. 


All of Star Force was predicated on earned
advancement, which these Oranges were essentially skipping in the early stages.
That gave them a false sense of superiority that Brad needed to quash while his
Protovic civilization was still young. Give it enough time to develop some
depth and this wouldn’t be an issue, but with very few veterans that could
surpass the Oranges at present there was a lack of understanding on their part
when they weren’t being given equal assignments and being treated like the
younglings they were.


So Brad had brought the top 50 Oranges here for a
lesson, beginning with his veterans showing them that they were still ahead of
the newbs with orders from Brad to expose as many of
the Oranges’ weaknesses as possible, both as a cure to their ego and as a way
of making them solid enough that he could entrust them with some of the
leadership positions. Right now Makron was doing a
good job of proving that he could handle not one, but two of them at once,
though what he was reading in the Oranges’ minds that were watching the
sparring match and waiting their turn was not what he wanted.


They were finding excuses where they didn’t exist,
lying to salve their egos…and those had to be removed, one way or another. 


When Makron was finished
with this pair he took a break and another veteran, this one a Red, went one on
one with an Orange. Hadrick was younger than Makron, but still one of their top Commandos with more than
4 decades of combat experience against the lizards. He was part of a small unit
that had fought in the Gvaris System alongside the
Clans and was thoroughly ticked at the attitudes of some of the Oranges…which
he was taking out on them now, though he couldn’t handle a 2v1 like Makron could. 


He did take on three in a row, then one of the Oranges
that hadn’t fought yet walked up to Brad and stared him down.


“If the point of this is to show that we’re not the
best, you’re wasting your time, Archon. We already know that.”


“Do you?” Brad asked quizzically as the 50 Oranges, 12
Purples, and 6 Reds took notice and started taking a few steps closer as they
listened.


The Orange, Benthral,
nodded. “Yes we do. We’re close, but not there yet, though it’s only a matter
of time.”


“Your advantage is a head start,” Brad corrected him.
“Do not assume you will level up faster than the others.”


“But we already have,” Benthral
countered. 


“No, you passed through levels that you only had to
work on a few skill areas to complete. Only now are you reaching levels where
nearly everything requires an enhancement to achieve. I’ve seen nothing to
indicate that you will level up through those any faster than the others,
Protovic or other races alike.”


“We’re better than them,” the Orange insisted. “It’s
just a matter of time until we hold all the top slots.”


Brad sighed and shook his head. “You think you know
better than me?”


“I am wondering why you are missing the obvious,” he
said respectfully.


“The Commando rankings, along with all others within
the military, are designed to mark what you are capable of here and now. They
are not determined by past actions, nor by future predictions. A level 10
Commando is the same as all other level 10s regardless of how many years it
took them to get to that position. They measure the destination, not the length
of the journey.”


“Our journeys are starting off on a more rapid pace
that will continue past them,” Benthral said,
pointing to the Protovic that had just finished defeating the other Oranges.


“You assume,” Brad insisted. “You may be right, you
may be wrong. Do not count on anything or you will find yourselves in a world
of trouble,” he said, addressing them all. “I have seen many Commandos, Archons
even, advance rapidly through the levels to a point, then they plateau until
they can find a way past it. Upgrading yourselves is not automatic, nor can you
do the same things repetitively and get the same results. You constantly have
to adapt and adjust to the challenges before you, and because of that you never
know what tomorrow will bring.”


“But I can see words are mostly pointless right now.
Your minds are made up. You are better than them, despite the fact that they
just kicked your asses. Perhaps the level of ass kicking needs to be higher in
order for you to absorb the lesson in it,” he said, pointing to the ring. “All
of the Oranges, now. The veterans get to stand by and watch this one.”


There were several questioning glances on both sides
as they moved, some away from the ring and others into it, packing it full of
Oranges whose collective ego was stifling. Brad wanted to beat it out of them,
but that wouldn’t work here. He had to embarrass them in order to get them
self-analyzing.


The trailblazer walked to the side of the ring and
stopped just outside it. 


“Your mission is simple. Knock me to the ground and
you win,” he said, then stepped inside and hesitated for a moment, raising his
left hand and beckoning them forward with only his middle finger. 


Before they could even register the insult he moved in
a flash to his right and drove a palm into one of their chests, punching him
backwards and into two others before playfully hopping back to his starting
position.


“What? You don’t want to play? Or am I just too fast
for your superior reflexes?”


One of the Oranges smirked, finding the sarcasm funny,
and jogged towards Brad for a few steps…but the Archon didn’t respond to him.
Instead he sidestepped him entirely, darting over to another Orange that was
standing still and knocked his legs out from under him with a lightning quick
leg sweep that came up into a stiffened knee that knocked another Orange onto
his back with a blow to the chest.


“Come on guys, or are you just going to sit there and
wait your turn. If you really think you have superior skills, then impress me.”


Egotistical as they were, these were still Star Force
Protovic and they relished a challenge, suddenly reorganizing themselves into
attack groups and communicating with hand signals to try and get a good angle on
their opponent. It was rare when they had a chance to spar against a Human, let
alone an Archon. The chance to go up against a trailblazer was rarer than rare,
and he could sense they figured they had a chance if all 50 of them worked
together.


He didn’t bother telling them in words that they didn’t,
knowing that this was a lesson they had to learn directly through experience.


Making a conscious choice not to use his psionics,
Brad gave a taunting laugh and hurled himself ahead and to the right, taking
down three of the Oranges so fast the others barely had time to respond, then
the Archon moved off and paused just long enough to laugh again, then he zipped
to his left and knocked another down, ending with a slow, theatrical twirl that
left him standing like a statue in partial bow.


“I’m getting bored, fellas,” he said as his face was
down towards the ground, then he darted to his right and knocked down another
pair, one with each hand as he drove palms into torso so fast and so hard they
couldn’t have stayed on their feet even if they’d had time to prepare. “Any
time now.”


That last taunt and his dance-like twirl with his
hands spread wide spurred all 50 of them into a frenzy, coming at him from
multiple directions. He responded with a yawn, covering his mouth with his left
hand before whipping it around and grabbing the neck of one of the Oranges. He
used the leverage there and tossed him across his body and into two others,
knowing that his exoskeleton would keep his neck from snapping in the process.
From there Brad made several sharp movements, dodging some of the incoming
blows and landing a few of his own that spurted a body or two out above the
crowd as the veterans looked on from out of bounds with varied expressions of
humor and satisfaction.


The trailblazer would fight in a flash, then find a
brief hole in their group and take a micropause long
enough to throw another taunt before returning to fighting. He did it again and
again, laughing while he was dodging and doing it literally right in their
faces so much that the Oranges were starting to get mad. All 50 of them
couldn’t even land a single blow to his body, let alone take him down to the
ground or force him out of bounds. The spectacle continued for several
gratifying minutes until he knocked several of them back long enough to give
himself a bit of a podium to speak from.


“Enough,” he said, holding up a hand to keep the
others back, then pointing to the spectators. “Let’s give you younglings some
help, though I doubt it will do much good. All of you come at me, and remember
this as the day you almost caught Captain Jack Sparrow,” Brad said before
lunging back into the Oranges and bowling a dozen of them over before offering
another taunting laugh as he danced over their bodies and back into a gap in
the crowded ring.


“Oh great,” Makron said,
heading for the ring. “We are so going to get our asses kicked.”


“Probably,” Laantrel agreed,
“but there’s only one of him. Try and grab an arm or leg when he hits you and
we might get lucky.”


“Worth a try,” Makron said
as he ran into the ring along with the other 17 veterans, making it a 68 v 1
with Brad continuing to laugh and taunt even though there was virtually no room
left in the ring for him to hide in, yet he still found a calm moment here and
there to gesture in mocking fashion.


“Come on, you fight like Gnar,”
he said between ducking and dodging several attacks without hitting back. “Are
you guys fast or what?”


Two of the veterans ran towards him with their arms
interlocked into a clothesline…the best attempt yet, but he ducked underneath
it by dropping down to his knees in a short slide, then kicking back at one of
them to launch himself into a handstand that he immediately flipped out of.
Acrobatics aside, the longer one spent inverted the more vulnerable they were,
especially when he wasn’t using Pefbar to augment his situation awareness.


Brad dropped back to the mat with his butt kissing his
heels as three arms swung above him, missing his head and giving him a good
counterpunch opportunity, but he passed on it. He didn’t need these guys
disoriented from body blows, he wanted them thinking and hearing his insults
clearly, so he rolled out between two of them and ran a couple steps, avoiding
their tackle so quick and smooth he barely brushed against their bodies on the
way out. 


“You…guys…are so…damn…slow,” he said, weaving in and
out of them despite there being no visible room to maneuver, then he got to the
side of the ring and almost comically knocked two out of bounds. “Oops…sorry,”
he said, ducking back in and maneuvering for moments to utter a word or two
between whiffs, “did you…want…to stay in?”


The two Protovic that got knocked, one a Red and the
other an Orange, glanced at each other as they sat on the floor, both perturbed
by the mocking, and got back up and moving into the ring again this time
focused on getting the Human. Their rivalry temporarily forgotten, they worked
together with hand signals they all had learned in their identical training and
began to organize what had quickly become a rabble. 


The coordination and sentiments spread quickly, with
the veterans implementing some strategies the Oranges hadn’t thought
of…including sending several bodies down to the floor before the Archon knocked
them down to act like land mines, trying to trip him up with kicks or grabs as
he hopped over and through them. One got hold of his left leg for a split
second, turning Brad around but he just spun out of it and danced over the
roadblocks.


“Whoa…that one was…close. I’m…getting…worried now,” he
mocked, and continued to do so for more than 20 minutes. Over and over he
evaded them, never once using his psionics and relying only on his speed,
agility, endurance, and strength, showing up all the Protovic no matter how
hard they tried. During the sparring match he kept getting glimpses of their
thoughts and emotions, letting him judge when and where to push his taunts.
When he felt them finally coming around to the mindset of a proper beatdown he
gave it another minute or two then switched tactics…going from evasion to
offense and knocking them down with blows so strong that they literally took
the wind out of the Protovic.


And he was hitting them on their exoskeletal patches
every damn time, jarring them considerably without damaging them, but giving
them the knowledge and fear of what would happen to their bodies should he miss
and hit a ‘soft’ section. He never did, and before they realized what was
happening they were looking at each other on the ground as the Human was
prancing around the ring above them knocking down the last few so hard they had
to catch their wind before getting back up again.


“I think you’ve had enough,” he declared with disdain,
standing still and raising his arms above his head in an obvious stretch. “As
for me, it’s time to get my workouts started. Thanks for the warmup.”


The Protovic…Orange, Red, and Purple…sat there gasping
from the impacts and their fatigue as the trailblazer hop, skipped, and jumped
his way out of the ring over their downed bodies and left them there,
disappearing out a side door whistling as he went.


The Oranges sat there looking around at each other and
the Reds and Purples, feeling a newfound kinship centered around
anger at the Archon. The disrespect hadn’t been faked, nor had it been
sarcastic. He had insulted all of them over and over again, with them being
completely unable to lay more than a fleeting hand on him.


Eventually they all picked themselves up and went
their separate ways, but even the veterans harbored a mild disdain for him
following that day. Where they had been teammates before, now there was a bit
of adversarialism present, and not from the sparring. That was just a part of
being Star Force and one could get beat badly and just walk it off as a
training exercise. This was different, because the taunts were personal and
obviously meant to be that way. The Archon had shown a side of himself that the
Protovic didn’t like, and though that didn’t mean they didn’t respect him
anymore, it did mean they weren’t going to be so amicable going forward.


Before now he had been more of a wise mentor teaching
them things they needed to know. Now he was that, but also a bit of a jerk,
with that putting some iciness in their demeanor any time he was mentioned or
they saw him in person.


But what they didn’t realize was that in the process
of him becoming an adversary, all those that had gotten insulted and beat up
were now on the same side rather than being rivals. The Human had become an
overarching rival, so much so that the lesser divisions between them were
gradually forgotten…which was exactly what Brad had intended. Makron understood that, having been around the trailblazer
more than others, but some of those verbal stings didn’t fade away even for him


He put that down to the Archon’s skill in taunting,
amongst other things. He had a knack for making the insults stick, and going
forward a little wink or gesture here and there would bring that resentment
back for all those who had been involved in that fight, like a healing wound
that got a knife blade jammed back into it just as the pain was about to fade
away.


Brad kept the wounds fresh, becoming the rival they
needed in order for them to gel and stop focusing on besting each other. A few
more sparring sessions with other Protovic and some ‘in your face’ spectacles
of skill were enough to eventually solve the Orange’s ego problem. When being
logical, honest, and friendly didn’t create common ground to bond people
together, sometimes you need an enemy to rally around, with your common ground
being your pain, insults, and inability to defeat them.


The trailblazers had learned that lesson well from the
Black Knight, and Brad was more than happy to whip out that technique whenever
necessary to help his Protovic…though the insults were more of an Archon flare
that he’d added on. Vermaire was more the ‘silent and break your bones’ type.
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January 31, 3011


Deeran System
(Benoid)


Wexfa



 

Jarod-896331 slid to the right half a step to allow a Nevvan past him, for the lumbering quadruped could barely
fit through the walkways on the Star Force station without bowling people over
as it was. The waystation was on the interstellar link between the ADZ and Voku
home territory that had become a huge economic boon, not only to the two
empires but everyone else along the way. In fact there were far more non-Star
Force races passing through than one would think with an occasional, but not
too rare, Voku adding to the widespread mix of faces and limbs that the Archon
cohabitated with on a daily basis.


Jarod was a level 96 acolyte assigned as security to
this massive pancake-shaped commerce station in orbit of Wexfa,
one of the member worlds in the Benoid, which was a miniaturized version of the
ADZ situated between that huge bulk of worlds and the distant Voku territories.
It was situated out in the middle of nowhere and the main watering hole on the
trade route between the two and other branches heading off into the surrounding
regions giving Star Force at least a small presence out among the mostly
overlooked stretches of this galactic arm that had not yet encountered the
lizards or the Skarrons.


There were no major powers out here, but a lot of
lesser races that were using the Star Force infrastructure to strengthen
themselves and their economies. This commerce station sat next to the original
that had been built in this system and was now woefully inadequate. Dozens of
others had also been built in orbit, but this was the largest and the primary,
linked to a number of starports that would facilitate any travel down to the
planet, but most people weren’t here to land on the surface, merely passing
through or conducting business on the station.


It had become the economic watering hole for many
nearby races and a stop off for travelers passing through, so it wasn’t unusual
for Jarod to see new races popping up now and again. Whenever he did he made a
note to check the database with his helmet cam recordings or, when he was
without his armor, pulling up the hallway monitors so he could familiarize
himself with everyone who was visiting his station. He was chief of security,
in fact if not in name, and he wanted to be kept aware of what all their
visitors were capable of just in case he had to take action.


Normally that wasn’t necessary, but now and then you’d
get people here who weren’t familiar with Star Force and their protocols and
he’d have to break up a fight or stop someone from killing someone else. That
was one of the hazards of dealing with the masses coming in from the wilderness
to get a taste of civilization and why this station was here…to screen out
people who didn’t belong from accessing the planet or other orbital
installations, making this the hotbed of activity and warranting a pair of
Archons onboard in addition to Star Force security.


After letting the bulky quadruped pass, Jarod stepped
back into the traffic and made his way out onto one of the main promenades that
circled the station’s center like concentric rings. These were much wider and
had hundreds of people passing each other every second, coming in and out of
kiosks and making for a chaotic, yet mostly tranquil intermixing of races.
Jarod was making a patrol, just out walking the grounds to let his armor be
seen and to get a feel for what was going on while security manned all the
checkpoints and monitoring stations. Jarod was backup, but could take the lead
whenever he wanted while his partner was busy training, soon to switch
positions in a few hours.


As he walked through the crowd scanning them visually
and with his Ikrid, he sensed so many minds so fast that his first days here
had given him headaches, though his skill had increased so much in response
that his Ikrid levels were now well beyond the rest of his marks. He wanted to
make ranger bad, though was one of the slower developing Archons. He prided
himself on the fact that his Ikrid was all the way up to ranger level 77, for
before coming here it had been one of his weaker areas. 


Walking through the crowd he picked up a mind that was
unusual, given that he didn’t see many of them out here. There was a Protovic
somewhere in the crowd that he couldn’t see, and he made a point of heading in
that direction and easing through the traffic to get a look and pull a tighter
mental scan. He could just be a lone individual on private business, but Jarod
wanted to know if he was Star Force or maybe from the independent Protovic
nation, for so far they’d had no business correspondence this far out on the
other side of the ADZ from their territory.


Seeing his mind before his clothing, Jarod soon
realized that he didn’t think in English. That was a telltale sign that he
wasn’t Star Force. Expecting to see an independent Protovic he was surprised
when he spotted a robbed figure where the mind was coming from. Rather than a
dark interior beneath the hood there was the glow of light typical of their
race. Many preferred to wear fully body armor so as not to attract attention,
and this one wearing robes made sense. It also wore gloves, leaving only a
narrow slit between the dark red cloth to see through, but
the light coming out made Jarod frown. The telltale green was there, but
something wasn’t right.


Casually walking towards him but seeming to be going
about his business, the Archon got in front of him and tried to look within the
folds, having to use a little telekinetic tug to get them to part enough that
he could see his face.


When he did an alarm bell immediately went off, for
this Protovic was not from the independent nation nor any of the other colonies
that Star Force had discovered in past years. He let the man pass him by as
they walked separate directions, then he turned off into a kiosk where he
paused, getting on his comm and contacting security
so they could begin to set up a quiet trace on the individual.


They needed to know where he had come from and where
he was going, preferably without stopping him and asking, though that was next
on Jarod’s to-do list if they couldn’t scrounge the information via other
means. He’d obviously arrived here by ship, so they just had to track down
which one it was before he left and begin following the breadcrumb trail from
there. If he didn’t speak English it might be difficult to interrogate him
directly, though if he was here he probably spoke something that some of the
locals did.


Jarod didn’t know many of the native languages out
here aside from a few phrases and a decent amount of Vi’tol,
but there were linguists he could recruit to the task if need be. Right now he
just needed to get the ball rolling and not let this Protovic slip away, to
which end he circled around after his comm call and
began working his way through the crowd until he picked up the mind again with
a little direction from the monitor watchers in the control room giving him
directions.


He stuck with that mental signature and quietly tailed
him, for he knew Star Force was looking for more Protovic out in the uncharted
regions and he was pretty damn sure that none found to date had blue skin.



 

It took another three years for an expedition to be
mounted and for the results to make their way back to Brad on Nym, for this Protovic civilization was located within
Skarron territory. Fortunately they hadn’t been targeted for conquest, as a lot
of systems within their domain were likewise spared/ignored, and this one had
been riding out anonymously within a pocket of a massive nebula that only allowed
two jumplanes in, one of which was too long for most starships to make
accurately. 


Their world was called Knalll,
and while they had spacecraft they hadn’t spread beyond a pair of small
colonies on the planet’s moons. These Protovic were essentially hermits,
participating in trade with a few of their neighbors but otherwise remaining in
place and doing…nothing. As Brad read through a summary of their history it
seemed that there was a great catastrophe in the past that had essentially
scared them into a status quo state where they were extremely reluctant to
experiment or expand. He hadn’t dug into the ample material that had been sent
back to him far enough to find out what it was yet, but the notes suggested
that a minority on the planet did not take to the seclusion and chose to leave
on their own merits to explore the galaxy.


Brad saw both genetic imperatives at work there, woven
into the Protovic how long ago he wondered? And this was yet another example of
what was probably a more advanced colony suffering a degrade. How many Protovic
civilizations had been seeded out there? And how many had been wiped off the
map over the years?


There had to be a lot if this long term plan had been
thought through carefully. To date they’d found some 14 different Purple
colonies out there, along with 2 Reds and 3 Yellows. Only one Orange so far,
and this made the first Blue. He wondered what the distribution pattern had
originally been and how much spreading had occurred after that point. Also, who
had done the seeding? Were they still out there and the 8th variant that the
Veliquesh hadn’t known about? There were a lot of questions popping into his
mind that he still didn’t have answers for, but with this new find came
something else of importance…another origin story.


This one didn’t specify how many variants there were,
but it was said that the Protovic had been split apart long ago and destined to
be reunited. The Knalllie had read that to mean all
they had to do was wait and survive until they were found rather than trying to
make it happen on their own. In fact, as Brad read through the notes further,
that was the driving reason behind their world. To simply exist until that day,
fearing that anything more would be wasted in that it might not match their destiny
when it was revealed.


Tissue samples had been recovered, he saw, and were
being brought back to Sol via a separate route than the…observers. 


Brad read further in the notes, compiled by the second
gen titan that had been dispatched to handle the first contact situation. It
seemed the Blues were eager for the reunion to take place and had actually
requested to send representatives to the communal Protovic world. Allysa-527
had agreed and was bringing/sending 72 of them here. Apparently that was a lucky
number for them, and Brad should be expecting them within 3 or 4 months.


The Archon sat back in his chair and blew out a slow
breath. This wasn’t the first tour he’d given to Protovic civilizations, but
typically they only sent a handful, 6 or 7 at best. Sending 72 of them was
overkill, not to mention it was a long journey for them to make. He expected
they’d want to stay a while, though others had not. They’d been here to look
and then go, but from the continued summary Allysa
had sent it seemed they were not only interested, but hell bent on making this
connection.


That could be a problem, because Brad wasn’t going to
incorporate them into his faction as is. If they wanted to join up he’d take
them, but they’d have to go through indoctrination and that wasn’t a friendly
process from an outsider’s point of view, for it didn’t hold them to be equals
until they earned that status. If these Protovic wanted to be included in the
community it wasn’t going to happen their way, and the more he read through
both her notes and the historical files he got the sense that they held a
certain amount of disdain for non-Protovic and were planning on using Star
Force as little more than a conference room while they negotiated with the
other variants of their race here.


Allysa made a point to
mention that they were referring to the Humans as ‘intermediaries’ and Brad
could see the writing on the wall. Another reason for sending 72 of them was so
they could maintain their pack mentality and not be absorbed into their new
surroundings. Safety in numbers, so to speak, and it also suggested that they
weren’t here just to look around but to make their presence known. 


Going through their historical records over the next
month, he also got the feeling that their ambition and dive hadn’t been eradicated
by what had been a biological disaster on their world. They’d been
experimenting with viral research and had accidentally wiped out 83% of their
population. Since that day they’d instituted the ‘good enough’ protocol,
keeping their civilization stable and intact without the risks inherent in
attempted advancement. But that genetic imperative, in addition to any
ambitions they had of their own, was lurking underneath and now had an avenue
for release.


Brad got the feeling these 72 planned on doing a lot
more than just observing, and he made a note to keep them away from the other
long term observers here. There were 17 of them from 12 different
civilizations, all of which had not wished a reunification at the drop of the
hat. Some, Brad knew, were looking to develop closer ties with the Star Force
Protovic without going so far to join them, while others were here to learn and
report back, something that Brad allowed freely so long as they obeyed certain
rules regarding their conduct. They basically couldn’t do anything other than
look and listen, while having to put in at least a tiny workout each day to
earn their right to remain here. 


He’d argued that to understand Star Force, and this
faction of Protovic, you had to understand training. So sampling it was a
non-negotiable requirement for a long term observer post, which for some had
already stretched into multiple decades with them becoming sort of ambassadors
to the Protovic here rather than maintaining diplomatic connections with Star
Force overall.


Brad was not going to allow the Blues access to them.
He was going to have to come up with something unique to deal with them and
size them up. Allysa’s notes aside, he wasn’t really
going to get a feel for them until he could pick their minds, so he needed a
chance to contain them for a while before settling on a final course…and he
only had a matter of weeks to figure it out and make the necessary arrangements
before they arrived.


Another little challenge in this overall mystery, and
one that he was more than willing to take on. He’d freed other Protovic from
cultural shackles and ignorance before, so this would just be a new variation
on an old practice…but the trick was that no culture was identical to another,
and by that measure new forms of stupidity could blindside you very easily.


Logic was predictable, for there was an inherent
reason to it, but stupidity was quite random and almost impossible to predict
unless you’d witnessed a particular version before. With new cultures you never
knew what to expect, but with Allysa’s notes Brad
hoped to be able to get at least one step ahead of them and then take it from
there. 


With the knowledge that the Blues also knew of the
other variants and the reunification idea, Brad finally accepted that this
Protovic recombination, whatever it was, was going to occur eventually
somewhere, somehow. And if that was the case he wanted it to be on Star Force
terms, meaning that there was going to be a cultural war taking place, and one
that the Blues looked eager to start engaging in. 


Whatever the hidden genetic material contained, Brad
knew he needed Star Force to be in possession of it. If it was half as
important as he guessed, let some other group attain it and you could end up
with a very powerful enemy if the lesser physical enhancements of the Oranges
were to be taken as a sign of things to come.


Whereas before he’d wanted to reunite the Protovic for
sentimental reasons, now it was clear there was a greater reason to do it. He
had to be the driving force behind it, utilizing Star Force as the medium and
collection point, and not let the various civilizations call the shots. To that
end his Protovic faction had to stay pure, without bringing in any fresh bodies
without them first becoming part of Star Force.


Play ‘nice’ and just let them all co-mingle here and
he’d be inviting a disaster. This had to happen on his terms or not at all, and
to that end he realized he needed to keep the Blues isolated immediately upon
arrival…and even before that.


He sent a message out to the rest of Star Force,
wherever the Blues’ transit point may be, and instructed that they not be given
access to any other Protovic under any conditions. They were to be isolated for
the duration of their visit until he said otherwise.


Brad knew it was possible that they had already met
some, but he doubted they had run into any non-Star Force Protovic yet and he
wanted to keep it that way. If the Blues didn’t want to play ball with him then
they’d remain anonymous as far as the rest of the galaxy was concerned, and
they could sit quietly alone on their world for as long as they liked. They
weren’t here to pass judgement on Star Force, but rather the other way around
and he knew he had to make that point immediately upon arrival.


To that end he began drawing up program plans,
allowing for multiple contingencies prior to his first meeting them and getting
a sense of how much resistance they would put up to Star Force philosophy.

















 


 

8



 


 

March 18, 3054


Aphat System (Bsidd
Region)


Nym



 

“You busy?”


Brad glanced up from his short holographic displays on
his desk and locked eyes with the glowing red orbs of Jadren,
his one and only naval Admiral. “Always. Need something?”


“Just wanted to report that the fleet is ready to
leave.”


“Then you have permission to depart. Happy hunting.”


“Why aren’t you going?”


Brad sighed. “Someone has to stay back and mind the
store.”


“The other trailblazers are out fighting the lizards,
but you haven’t been since before I was born. I know your naval skills far
surpass mine, so why aren’t you leading our fleet, or your Clan Beyond, or a Mainline fleet out to conquer more lizard worlds and push
towards their homeworld like the others?”


Brad touched a button and made the holograms
disappear. “Worried you’re not up to the task?”


“Perhaps a bit, but more confused as to your
priorities. Is there something more important for you to be doing?”


“We each take on the missions we choose, and if I felt
you weren’t up to the task I wouldn’t be sending you or our fleet. But the mission
already has a mage commander and Aris is more than up
to the task of picking off some small lizard systems with your help, so my
presence is unnecessary.”


“But you could be going after some of the bigger ones
like the others are.”


“I could be. Right now my work here is more
important.”


Jadren pulled a chair over
and spun it around, sitting down and resting his arms on the backrest. “That’s
the part I don’t understand.”


“There was a great deal you didn’t understand when you
first came out of the maturia. Now you do. But there are a great deal more
things that you do not know, and are not privy to, that I have to deal with.”


“Anything we can do to help lighten the load?”


Brad snorted. “You are the load.”


Jadren frowned, but the
Archon held up a hand to forestall any reply.


“By that I mean that the future of the Protovic is not
as assured as you might imagine. There’s still a lot in flux that I have to
manage.”


“We seem pretty solid. Is there a problem I don’t know
about?”


“Challenges heading into the future rather than
current problems.”


“Is this about that colony of Whites that were brought
back?”


“Yes and no. How close have you been paying attention
to our rosters?”


“I watch the active lists, but I don’t know who all
you have tucked away going through indoctrination.”


“Let me share that with you then,” Brad said as he
brought up a series of holographic lists and maps, not in the sense of
geography, but in the designs of the Protovic faction. The 5 military divisions
were listed, along with all the civilian branches, and then there was a section
off to the side that was labeled ‘Indoctees’ that Jadren had never seen before. 


“As you can see, there are quite a few Protovic that
want to join us but aren’t ready yet.”


“That’s more than a few,” the young Admiral said,
looking at the demographics. The Whites that they’d discovered on the very
bottom of the galactic plane were there, all 8 billion of them that they’d
transported back here leaving nothing behind but an empty pair of planets. Then
there were a small number of Purples coming in from either Axius or one of the
independent Protovic nations. The one that actually bore that name had been
supplying them with a steady stream of volunteers, while the others saw bunches
coming over at irregular times. Some wanted to join Star Force, others wanted
to get away from their previous lives, but no one was allowed straight into
Brad’s faction without proving themselves first.


Others were going into Axius, where there was no extensive
indoctrination gauntlet to run. They were allowed to live there and adjust as
needed, mixing in with the rest of the varied races and literally being
overwhelmed by it all for Axius was so large that a million refugees could be
lost within it easily and Star Force made a habit of splitting up large
incoming populations between different planets and systems rather than to allow
any group to stake out a bit of a colony as their own. If they were going to
live in Axius then they were going to be part of Axius, not a rogue entity
competing with the rest of the faction.


But the Protovic were different, and Brad had made
them that way on purpose. They were unified in purpose and working together
more like a Clan than a faction. There was a civilian aspect to them, but it
was much more diminished than in other factions. Axius had the largest civilian
wing, while the Protovic had the smallest. There was no mandatory work, as such
was forbidden within Star Force, but most Protovic were interested in helping
their faction grow rather than pursuing solely personal agendas.


And besting Canderous in that category was no small
feat, as Brad had noted previously. No, the Protovic were the hardest working,
most on task faction within Star Force despite their small size…which was why Jadren didn’t understand why their trailblazer was
constantly watching over them rather than going out and fighting like the
others were.


“I didn’t realize there were so many waiting in line
to get in.”


“Not in line,” Brad clarified, “for each is on an
individual program. Most of these groups are undergoing isolation protocols in
order to speed up their indoctrination. Only a few are on the slower group
plans. Mostly by choice, because they want to get here as soon as possible.”


“I didn’t realize we were that popular amongst the
other Protovic colonies.”


“It depends on who you’re talking about. A lot of them
just want to be left alone, officially, but when there’s a means for
individuals to make a choice and travel here we get a steady flow of the
curious. As for their governments, the Whites are the exception.”


“What made them all want to join?”


“Part of it was because they feel a kinship with the
rest of you. The other part was because one of their worlds was dying. Their
moon was in a descending orbit, and that rid them of their sentimentality.”


“So they came here because they had no other choice?”


“Actually we offered to give it a nudge, but they
still requested to join us.”


“Did you give it a nudge?”


“No. That would have required building some
considerable infrastructure on the surface.”


“Really? If it was a gradual deterioration wouldn’t a couple
of command ships have been enough to push it?”


“Yes, but we would still need to build a device that
would allow the necessary force to be transitioned to the planet rather than
burying the ships into the surface. Big as they are, the command ships would
punch right through the planet’s crush given enough sustained thrust.”


“Interesting…I hadn’t considered that.”


“Because we normally extend IDF around whatever we’re
hauling.”


“And we can’t do that with a planetoid.”


“Not that big. Not yet, anyway.”


Jadren looked at him with a
raised eye ridge. “Pet project?”


“Not that I know of. But I am familiar with the seda
gravity drives and their planet-like dimensions.”


“Well then,” the Admiral said, sinking a finger into
the holographic data. “What does this have to do with your staying here?”


“For your ears only.”


Jadren nodded.


“The variants are not just a curiosity that we’re
pursuing. They’re deliberate.”


“How so?”


“I’m not going to tell you everything just yet. The
time isn’t right. But there is a genetic impulse imbedded within all Protovic
to seek each other out and bring the variants together from across the galaxy.
This is why I think so many individuals and groups are coming to us and willing
to go through the pain in the ass indoctrination to get here. There’s a subtle
tug on their subconscious tipping the scales of their priorities, whether they
realize it or not. We’ve been keeping the Protovic in Axius split up for the
most part so this reunification can’t occur there, though we are seeing a few
individuals seek each other out regardless of the geography. It’s not much
right now, but I have observed that the more Protovic there are in one place
the greater the drive becomes.”


“What kind of ‘drive’ are you talking about, exactly?”


“To seek each other out, or more specifically, to seek
out other colors. Genetically something will occur when all 8 variants are
gathered together and some special criteria are met. This is going to happen
soon or later, and if it is going to happen I need to be the one guiding it so
it happens on our timetable and on our turf.”


“Whoa, wait a second,” Jadren
said, standing up from his chair. “What is going to happen?”


“We don’t know for sure.”


“You’re worried it might be something bad…or
dangerous, that you don’t want falling into the wrong hands. Or something
dangerous that could harm the Protovic themselves outside of Star Force?”


“All of the above and more.”


“Did you say 8 variants?”


Brad nodded. “We’re still missing one. The Whites were
number 7.”


“I thought that makes 6,” Jadren
corrected him.


“Check again,” he said, pointing at the indoctee lists. “There’s a small group of 600 or so Aquas that we discovered a while back, or actually the Voku
did. They were all in a Menqwel prison. We brought
them back here and I have them in a full prison isolation similar to what your
ancestors were put in and few came out of. These Aquas
have a small chance, if they work hard and long enough, of earning their
freedom. I don’t know if any of them will make it, none have seemed too
inclined as of yet to fully commit, but there were a handful of eggs collected
from them and those 18 Protovic Aquas are currently
nearing the end of their maturia days.”


“Why didn’t I know about this?”


“None of them are here yet. When the first one arrives
I was going to let the rest of you know.”


“So we’re missing one puzzle piece…for what? What are
you worried about happening? Are we in danger? You said genetic, does that mean
our offspring or that we’ll actually, physically change?”


“Until we get genetic samples from all the variants we
can’t be sure, but we think there will be a physical change in any Protovic
affected, not just future offspring.”


“And you don’t know what this change will be?”


“Not yet, no.”


“So everything we’ve built could be in jeopardy?”


“Possibly.”


“And how does your staying here help solve that
problem? I assume that’s the reason you’re not off kicking ass.”


“The problem is twofold,” Brad explained, choosing to
trust one of his most loyal Protovic with more information than any of the
others knew yet. “The genetic transformation is an unknown, but we know it will
only happen when all 8 variants are assembled, along with some other things
that have to take place. It seems each variant has to undergo an upgrade prior
to them all combining. The Oranges have already underwent theirs, which is why
they have a physical head start on the rest of you.”


Jadren stared at him for a
moment, putting those two pieces together. “And you didn’t feel like telling us
this before?”


“We’re going to figure this out before it can cause a
problem,” Brad promised him. “We’ve got the appropriate people on the
taskforce, so telling the rest of you would just give you cause to worry
without the ability to help. Better to keep you all in the dark until there is
actually something to do.”


“So why are you telling me now?”


“You accusing me of being a slacker. Can’t have that,”
Brad said sarcastically.


“Seriously.”


The Archon glanced down at his desktop for a moment.
“I don’t know how this is going to play out, but so long as the Protovic are
following an impulse to gather I want them gathering here and adding to our
strength. But it has to be as a part of Star Force. In some ways I see them all
as family, in others I recognize the threat they pose. When the Blues first
came here they wanted to call the shots and they were quite vocal about not
being able to. They tried to turn some of you away from Star Force and begin
assembling a different type of union before we sent them packing. Those that
have come back are doing so on our terms now and as you can see there are a lot
of them.”


“You’re worried that there’s more than just a genetic
imperative to assemble,” Jadren surmised. “You think
it might be something cultural as well. Something that would erode us from the
inside out.”


“No matter how much genetic impulses one has, you always
has a choice. Sometimes you just don’t realize it. A strong mind guides itself.
A weak mind follows and is ruled by the genetic impulses. Star Force trains all
of us to develop into strong minded individuals, so…”


“You’re trying to counter a potential threat by
bringing as many of us into the fold as possible.”


“And at the same time further develop our little piece
of the empire. The changes that this reunification will make may very well be
beneficial. Time will tell, but if it is something undesirable we’re going to
rewrite your genetic code to make you immune to it.”


Jadren straightened, sensing
another layer to Brad’s reluctance to leave the Protovic. “You can do that?”


“Not yet, but we’re learning. And the more variants we
find the more data our medtechs have to figure out what’s going on and how to
deal with it.”


“You’re trying to save us from a potential doomsday on
the horizon.”


“If there is one, I need to shield you from it before
it happens.”


Jadren looked down at his
glowing hand, striped in both green and red bioluminescent bands that were
mostly uniform amongst all Protovic, but always slightly different per
individual. “Is this a natural thing or engineered?”


“I can’t say for sure, but the going theory is
engineered. There have also been bits of mythos collected from the various
civilizations that refer to a reunification and the glory that will follow.
Stories that they have had before they had contact with other variants.”


“As if someone had told them what was coming…and
scattered them?”


“Something went down. Right now we have mostly
guesses.”


Jadren was silent for a long
moment, with Brad peeking in on his thoughts as he sorted through all this.
“What’s the last variant color?”


“We don’t know, nor did we know any of the others
prior to finding them, save for some rumors, some of which turned out not to be
true.”


“And you don’t know how many civilizations were out
there originally?”


“We’ve found evidence of some that have since been
destroyed, so we assume there were many of each variant. We have also found a
genetic imperative, stronger than the assembly, that
urges you to turtle up and survive. We think this is why a reunification hasn’t
occurred yet, prompting each civilization to err on the side of caution before
reaching out to group with others.”


“By design?”


Brad nodded.


“So someone put our ancestors out there in danger and
told them to survive, and you know that a lot of them didn’t make it?”


“That seems to be the case.”


“And it makes you worry that whoever started all this
were dishonorable bastards?”


Brad looked him straight in his glowing red eyes.
“That thought has occurred to me.”
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November 1, 3056


Aphat System (Bsidd
Region)


Nym



 

Brad stood waiting on the edge of the landing platform
as a dropship came down through the overhead shield dome that was keeping bugs
and birds out of the city’s interior while maintaining the open air approach.
The higher mass of the ship easily punched through the weak shield that was
designed to dent rather than lightly crunch anything hitting it and flew in to
the otherwise empty pad reserved for special traffic. The Eagle-class dropship lowered its boarding ramp and a trio of
medtechs walked out with a host of cargo pallets following them, each pushed by
techs wearing dark green uniforms that had black stripes, indicating that they
were handlers for precision and sensitive equipment. Computer hardware fell
under that category, but Brad knew that’s not why these were here.


Of the three medtechs dressed in their aqua-colored
uniforms, most prominent among them was someone he truly had never expected to
see anywhere outside of Sol, with the other two being his support staff, he
assumed.


“I’m surprised you came here yourself,” Brad said as
he walked out to greet Vortison.


“If something goes wrong I can’t fix it from Earth,”
the geneticist argued. 


“Have you even been outside of Sol before?”


“Twice. This makes the third. You have some place for
us to set up shop?”


“Are you sure you can do this without a pyramid trip?”


“Our tech is sufficient. It’s the manipulation that is
the question mark…which is why I’m here in case onsite improvisation is
needed.”


“Alright then, follow me. You have enough guys to move
everything in one trip or you need some extra hands?”


Vortison glanced over his shoulder, with Brad’s glance
being directed to one of the techs. 


“There’s a lot more where this came from,” she said. 


Brad reached out telekinetically to one of his people
in a nearby control facility and requested assistance as he looked at the other
two medtechs. “Should I know you two?”


“Only after today,” the man said. “Name’s Brenson.”


“Tahiri,” the other said,
offering the Archon a nod. 


“They’re here to relieve me of some of the mundane
work,” Vortison explained, “and to catch any mistakes I make before they can be
implemented.”


“Does that happen often?”


“Like never,” Tahiri
muttered.


“This is too important to take chances with,” Vortison
insisted.


“Agreed,” Brad said as a handful of Protovic emerged
from a nearby door. “There’s your extra hands. I want everything moved
together. It’s a bit of a hike to get to your lab.”


“I assume you have volunteers,” Vortison said plainly
in the otherwise empty hangar bay, for they’d come down into what amounted to a
private facility within the Protovic city and not one of the primary
spaceports. 


“I do.”


“Purples I assume?”


“Of course. You can do this, right?”


“I believe so. If I can, do you have a plan for how it
will be implemented within this society?”


“Yep. That’s the easy part.”


“How so?”


“We already do it for Archons.”


“Hmmn. I expected a bit more
widespread distribution.”


“We can always expand later.”


“True,” Vortison said as more crates on hover sleds
came down out of the dropship hold. “I’ll leave that to your judgement then.
Get me to my lab and we’ll make this happen.”


“How long are you staying?” Brad asked as he turned
and walked side by side with the man towards the landing bay exit into the
city’s interior corridors.


“As long as necessary. Perhaps longer if a few
subsequent inquiries pan out.”


“You’re getting close?”


“Closer. I have been able to formulate some guesses
though, which we’ll get into later. Right now we need to get this equipment set
up.”


“How long?”


“Two hours tops,” the hardware tech answered when
Vortison deferred to her.


“How soon do you want the volunteers?”


“About 15 minutes later.”



 

Prentha and four other
Protovic stood next to Brad in a medical lab off limits to the rest of the
colony as a handful of medtechs worked their various devices setting up for the
first trial run…which was to be him. Previously he and the others had been
recruited in a pool of some 500 that they had to earn their way out of. All of
them were high level veterans within the Protovic faction of Star Force and the
competition had been fierce. Prentha was surprised
he’d been one of the five to make it through, then he’d been brought into the
trailblazer’s office for a private conversation in which he was told what this
program was about.


He’d been asked then if he wanted to continue, with
Brad noting that four others had declined when asked. That meant Prentha may have been in the top 9 rather than top 5, but
that ultimately didn’t matter. However the candidates shook out, he’d been
selected for an experimental biological upgrade that was apparently only
applicable to Purples. The other four with him were the same, and they’d been
told what was actually happening was an unlocking of some dormant genetic code,
so even the medtechs and the Archon didn’t know what would happen…hence the
potential danger.


Knowing that this was the first time they’d ever tried
this made him unbelievably proud, as was the presence of the Human medtechs
that had come out here all the way from Earth. He’d never been to the Star
Force capitol before, nor had anyone else he’d known. Travel there was highly
restricted, more so than the other factions. Axius had open access, but like
this world Earth was off limits to general tourist traffic, as was the entire
star system. One had to get permission to go there or have a free pass ID that
he did not have, so whenever someone that lived and worked in Sol came here he
knew they were on a special mission.


How long Nym would be closed
to outsiders he didn’t know but other factions, including the Humans, had some
worlds where travelers could come and go, Star Force citizens or not. Thus far
the Protovic had been shut off completely, with rumors that that was going to
change in time, but all the factions kept some worlds exclusive to themselves
and Earth had always been the most secluded of the Human worlds. He didn’t know
what it was like there, but all the most important people in Star Force had
ties to it. If there was a problem that couldn’t be solved, you sent it to
Earth…or had people from Earth come out to solve it, including the Archons.


The fact that they had a trailblazer of their own on Nym running and growing their faction was impressive
enough, but now that these medtechs had come out it meant something big was
going on and he was glad to be a part of it. Star Force had taught him that no
one, anywhere, at any time was ever completely safe, so if there was extra
danger in this procedure he was ok with it. The experts from Earth were here
and so was Archon Brad. If he couldn’t trust them, he couldn’t trust anyone. 


“Prentha, you ready?” the
Archon asked.


The Protovic nodded. “Still not sure what this is all
about, but ready and willing to dive in head first.”


“We’re not sure either, hence you five are the
prototypes. Step into the machine,” he said, pointing to the slightly altered
copy of the V’kit’no’sat medical station that Star Force was now using in a few
exclusive locations. It wasn’t quite as advanced software wise, but they’d
finally been able to replicate the hardware and had fashioned a duplicate
device built to Star Force design specs and using their own altered version of
the advanced tech.


Prentha walked over to the
booth-like chamber and stepped inside. One of the medtechs pulled a mechanical
arm down across the entryway completing a thin ring around him waist. “What do
I need to do?”


“Put your hands on the sphere in front of you and keep
them there until I say otherwise,” one of the medtechs instructed.


“Alright,” Prentha said,
placing both of his glowing green/purple hands onto the cool sphere. 


“You may feel a slight numbing sensation. Do not be
alarmed,” the medtech said a moment before he lost the feeling in his hands…or
actually he could still feel them he just couldn’t move them. He wasn’t trying
to, but it felt like he was firmly rooted in place. 


“Connection made, now just hold still. You’re going to
have tissue changes in your body occur at a rapid pace. There should be no pain
involved, but your senses might get disoriented. Try to remain still and
standing for the next few minutes.”


“Will do,” Prentha said as
the slight numbing sensation began creeping up his arms and into his torso,
spreading throughout his body.


“Why is this taking longer than us?” the trailblazer
asked.


“Because we wrote this program and it hasn’t been
polished over the millennia.”


“How much tissue?”


“A fair amount. Judging by the uptake rates he’s going
to gain a couple pounds.”


“So he’s active now?”


“Yes. The timelock has been removed and the growth
rate of the new tissue is being ramped up slowly. Without a base to work off of
this is unexplored territory and I don’t want to force the rates as fast as the
equipment is capable of doing. Right now the…”


The medtechs words blurred out from there as the
outside world got foggy as far as Prentha was
concerned. Soon he lost his concept of time and was awash in disorientation
that passed without him knowing how long he had been incapacitated. The numbing
retreated from his body faster than it had taken over and he found himself
standing with his hands on the sphere like before, save his legs had
repositioned into a wider stance. 


“How you doing?” Brad asked, his voice sounding a bit
odd.


“I’m fine…whoa.”


“What?”


“Everything sounds weird. I can…I don’t know how to
explain this,” he said, looking down at his hands. 


“Take your time,” the medtech urged. “Tell us what you
can but please remain inside the machine. You can remove your hands from the
sphere now.”


Prentha pulled them off and
flexed his fingers, feeling a rush of adrenaline. “I can feel everything.”


“Try to be more specific.”


“I can feel what I’m looking at. Its dimensions. I can
even feel what’s behind me. I can taste the air and smell…it’s like my nose
just opened up. My hearing is like everything is super loud and distorted. Is
this supposed to happen?”


“I believe so. The data we’re getting from you now is
promising, but for the next few weeks you’ll need to wear one of these
biomonitors.”


“Here, take this one,” Brad said, but didn’t move a
muscle. A weird sensation prompted Prentha to turn
around where he saw a tiny circular device floating in the air behind him.


“Proximity sense confirmed,” the medtech noted.


“It goes on your forehead,” Brad said, floating it
over to him and attaching it with a telekinetic press. “It’ll transmit data
back to our systems wherever you go within the city.”


“You can step out now,” the medtech said as the other
stepped forward and raised the mechanical arm. “Number 2 please.”


“Ileen, you’re up.”


Prentha passed the female
Protovic on the way out, brushing arms with her and getting a huge emotional
surge.


“Whoa…you’re a lot hotter than before.”


The trailblazer and medtech exchanged glances, but it
was the medtech that spoke, more to himself than anyone else. “You’ve received
a sensory package upgrade. Biologically speaking, sexual attraction is tied
into one’s senses as a software add-on. This could have an effect on that.”


“Do you mean we’re going to get more
horny?” Ileen asked, stopping a step outside
the machine.


“A small possibility,” the medtech admitted. “This is
probably just a reaction to the new senses. Give it some time to sink in and I
think your sexuality will adjust accordingly. You might have a period of heightened
incentive during the transition though.”


“We’re not permitted to mate, right?”


“Not for the foreseeable future, no,” Brad confirmed.
“Prentha, think you can control yourself for a
while?”


The Protovic laughed. “I’m not that bad off, I’ve just
never seen a girl look this way before. Use your Archon superpowers and see for
yourself.”


Brad was silent for a moment and Prentha
didn’t feel anything different while he was, but that wasn’t news to him. It
was well known amongst the Protovic that the Archon could read their minds, and
they often made weird or rude thoughts when passing him just to test whether or
not he was taking a peek inside, some of which he responded to in hilarious
ways. His level of sarcasm was not to be underestimated, and rather than feel
violated the Protovic had come to welcome him looking over their shoulder, so
to speak. They had nothing to hide from him and resented anyone who did.


“You’re right,” he said at last. “She is extremely
hot.”


“For real or an illusion?” Ileen
asked, accepting the compliment with skepticism.


“He’s got more information about you than before. As
if you were looking at a colorless sensor feed and suddenly the color returned.
You’re in ‘color’ now, as is everything else, so all the other chicks probably
look just as hot.”


“Thanks.”


“When you’re finished with your transformation you two
can stare at each other over in the corner,” the trailblazer offered, then
glanced at the lead medtech. “I think we can confirm they’ve got spidey senses. How much so we’ll have to figure out through
training, but Prentha can feel things in proximity.
He didn’t react immediately though, so I don’t think this is on Pefbar level.”


“It’s not,” the medtech said, looking at a monitor.
“But it’s also more than that. There are upgrades to all of their existing
senses plus the addition of the ‘proximity’ tissue. I’m not detecting any
anomalies in the flash growth, so let’s get the other four through and start
with the testing.”


“You still up for this Ileen?”
Brad asked.


“I was until the ‘horny’ part. Promise me you’ll
restrain me if I get the urge to jump one of these guys?”


“I promise.”


“Then I’m good to go,” she said, stepping inside the
machine and placing her hands on the sphere. “Zap me.”



 

“And?” Brad asked hours later in Vortison’s
temporary office as he was pouring over the biomonitor data.


The geneticist shook his head slowly. “I thought I
understood this before, but reading code and seeing it implemented is
considerably more different than I allowed. This is the first time I’ve ever
dealt with a complete unknown. Every other code sequence I knew what it would be
in physical form from previous experience or from database entries. Individual
aspects always crop up leading to unexpected variations, but this is far beyond
that.”


“Is that your way of saying there’s a problem?”


“Not with these 5, as far as I can see. My predictions
as to what the other upgrades are are now suspect,
because I didn’t get these right. What the big score will be is now in even
more doubt if I can’t interpret the smaller bits of code correctly.”


“How close are you to the other bits?”


“Reds will be soon. My staff back on Earth are still
working on it and are close to finalizing. I thought about delaying until we
had both, but decided it was best to run this trial before risking the Reds. I’m
glad there were no anomalies and they’re all unharmed, but my faith in my
abilities had taken a serious hit in the foresight department.”


“You’re still missing a variant anyway, so I never
expected a complete picture.”


“But I’ve been able to come to some conclusions, and
not all the ones I informed you about previously. Now I have cause to second
guess them all.”


“Meaning the only way we’ll know for sure is to turn
it on and see what happens?”


“Yes…though it won’t turn on without our say so. The
biomonitors are confirming that these five are not transmitting activation
material. We were able to turn it off successfully. Hopefully that’s permanent,
but only time will tell.”


“Can we do the same for the Oranges?”


“In theory yes, but I’d like some more time to study
this case before we start widespread implementation of the genetic blocks.”


“You’re blocking or removing the activation material?”


“At this point deactivating so they’re not produced,
but the mechanisms to produce them are still in their genome. I’m not close to
being confident in our ability to strip them away entirely without side
effects.”


“Even more so now?”


“The more data we get the better I’ll be able to make
predictions, but right now my confidence in that department is lacking. These
sensory upgrades are different than I expected, in multiple ways, and I’m not
sure why yet.”


“Different good or different bad?”


“Nothing is bad as far as I can tell, it just works
differently than I assumed…in some places. Others did come through more or less
as expected. That is even more annoying, because if my method of prediction was
flawed it should render them all incorrect. A partial success is more
problematic.”


“Ultimately I don’t need predictions, just results.
And for the record, we don’t always predict lizard strategy correctly. They
adapt well, and have caught us off guard on more than one occasion.”


“Thank you, but I doubt you’re very happy when that
happens.”


“We don’t let it get to us. It’s a challenge and we
just focus on working the problem in round 2…or 2,000 at this point.”


“But you don’t do the harm if you’re wrong, they do.
Working with genetics is me risking other people’s bodies and lives on me being
right.”


“Try attacking a city and only shooting the bad guys.”


“All the lizards are bad guys.”


“We don’t only fight the lizards, and I’m still
waiting for the day where we find a lizard that doesn’t want to fight us. If
and when that happens how do you think we’ll feel
about all the cities we’ve razed from orbit?”


“Unknown strangers versus people I’m looking at face
to face, though I suppose both situations hold unique perils. I just don’t want
other people to pay for my mistakes.”


“Same here.”
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Aphat System (Bsidd
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“What are you going to do?” Kyp
asked Brad as they both stood in an observation post high above one of the
larger advanced training centers on Nym where the
‘enhanced’ volunteers were going about a variety of training drills. It was
little more than an elevated platform, but the windows were energy shields that
only allowed light in and looked black to those on the outside. To the pair of
trailblazers they had an open air perch to watch the calisthenics, sparring,
and running drills across the park-like terrain, though the entire facility was
indoors.


“The Oranges already have their enhancement unlocked,”
Brad reminded him. 


“Have any left this planet for Axius or elsewhere?”


“Not yet, but when they do the females will spread it.
Possibly beyond Star Force boundaries. These aren’t psionics, but they’re
abilities that the general populations of the galaxy do not possess. I have the
feeling that if we let this get out we could be grooming more powerful enemies
than we already have.”


“These timelocks are going
to expire anyway.”


“Eventually yes, but Vortison said they’re more than
just a countdown. Experience factors in, with whatever this group of Oranges
went through advancing their timetable. He thinks it’s
skill related. Those that prove themselves worthy by some internal gage are
shoved ahead on the path…or it might be a safety mechanism designed to insure
that those who are opened to the big prize aren’t pond scum.”


“The tests we did of the independent Protovic suggest
it will be millennia before their timelocks expire,
and they all seem to be on the same clock as far as we could tell.”


“Did you tell the Chancellor?”


Kyp nodded. “He wants to
know what’s going on as much as we do.”


“Does he want the upgrades?”


“He’s worried about unknowns, but the sensory package
is very appealing to them. Fear of what they might unlock had kept him from
making a direct request. Right now he just wants information.”


“I’m more worried about the Reds,” Brad admitted. “We
handpicked the volunteers to make sure they were loyal, but their intelligence
has spiked considerably. Give that to someone with less than adequate scruples
and they could cause a lot of damage.”


“How close are you to the others?”


“Vortison is back on Earth working on it, though he’s
complaining about the back and forth and even teased about setting up here
permanently.”


“So not long then?”


“He’s close with the Aquas.”


“You only have a handful of them anyway?”


“Very few, and a lot of them are still in prison.
We’ve got full maturia batches coming through the system now, thanks to some
volunteer surrogates, so by the time Vortison figures it out we should be able
to find at least a few viable candidates.”


“Why the tinkering? All you really needed was a tissue
sample.”


“To chase the big prize, yeah, but I want uniformity
in the maturia classes. The Oranges have had to have a different program and if
we end up going that route with the others they’re all going to need to start
out with peers.”


“So you are thinking about unlocking the general
population?”


Brad cringed. “The Oranges aren’t so bad. They’re
stronger than other Protovic but weaker than some of other races so it doesn’t
stand out. Other than making them hard to sneak up on, having the sensory
upgrades in the Purples doesn’t strike me as a bad idea across the board. It’s
the others that worry me.”


“How are the Oranges blending with the others post
maturia?”


“They have an advantage physically, but one that is
matched with years of training in the others. Now that we’ve got sufficiently
advanced veterans that supersede the Oranges coming out of the maturias it
isn’t an issue, but before it was.”


“You’re thinking it might be better to keep all the
variants on the same page and only upgrade individuals?”


“That or break them up into Clans.”


Kyr raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


“There’s a reason we don’t have Humans and Calavari
training together, save for some special situations. If the Protovic variants
differentiate enough it could cause rifts to form out of necessity, in which
case it would be better to restructure this faction into subunits that worked
closely with one another rather than trying to force a single system on the
whole.”


“And for that you’ll need a lot more aquas down the line?”


“Call me sentimental, but I want them back with the
others. Not just a few stragglers that managed to survive.”


“I thought there was another reason,” Kyp said, crossing his arms over his chest as he looked
down on a group of oranges running on one of the dirt trails and making decent
time. “Normally we leave reproduction alone.”


“I only got 612 to work with initially, all imprisoned
for a lot of nastiness. To date two of them have reformed and joined the
general population. The others came from their offspring and had to be mixed in
with a Red maturia. That worked alright, but I hate the lack of color
coordination.”


“Ha. There’s the real reason, you OCD freak.”


Brad smirked. “Haven’t heard that term in a long time.
Glad we got rid of all those pseudomedical bitchings along with old Earth.”


“No problems with the surrogates, I assume?”


“Nah. Just a little egg swapping. When the Aquas’ numbers get high enough we won’t need it anymore and
we’ll let the civilian population dictate the numbers.”


“How serious are you about this Clan idea?”


“I don’t know,” Brad admitted. “Part of me wants them
to get the upgrades on the whole while another says to keep them restricted to
an ‘earn only’ group. If the Oranges weren’t already unlocked I probably
wouldn’t even be considering this, but right now I’m not sure which way to go.”


“If we encounter other Protovic that are unlocked,
then the choice is simple, right?”


“Yeah it would be, but right now only the one group of
Oranges is. Every other wayward colony is still timelocked.”


“Have we found other Oranges?”


“Just one, about a decade ago.”


“Are any of them here?”


Brad shook his head. “Nope. We did the meet and greet
but they weren’t interested in sharing. If they were closer or in lesser
numbers we’d take them by force, but right now it isn’t a good option.”


Kyp looked at him
quizzically. “Did I miss something?”


“They’re out on the far side of Preema space and none
too nice, about 200 billion of them spread across 4 star systems with a big ‘to
conquer’ sticker on their foreheads. They’re not quite up to Veliquesh
depravity but they’re bad enough. So no, none of them are here.”


“Did we get a tissue sample from them?”


“Yes, and they’re still timelocked
as well.”


“For how long?”


“I’d have to check the records, but no one that we’ve
found is close to upgrading. Why our Oranges already made it is still a
mystery.”


“How much of this have you told our allied Protovic?”


“Nothing that I haven’t sent through you, though some
of their observers here might have picked up something from casual
conversation. I don’t interact with them and they pretty much pretend to be
furniture taking notes.”


“Do they have different colored data tags?” Kyp joked.


“I haven’t paid that close attention. Should I be?
I’ve pretty much let them run under the radar.”


“The Chancellor is trying to keep information away
from the public as long as possible. He’s worried and uncertain about where all
this is going. His mind is split between holing up and reaching out to the
nearest colonies. The Shanplenix have offered a hand of friendship that he is
cautious to accept. Right now they’re in wait and see mode.”


“Worried about what exactly?”


“Beyond the transformation? They don’t want to lose
their cultural identity in a wash of newcomers, which is why their borders have
been closed to Protovic immigration since we conquered the Veliquesh. They’ve
got a good thing going with their empire right now and they don’t want to wreck
it. If there is value to be gained from the others they know we’ll ferret it
out, so they’re keying off of us even if they won’t admit it publically. I
wouldn’t worry about their observers here, though I would keep an eye on the
others you’ve let in.”


“I already do. A group of Blues is getting kicked out
next week. Those idiots just don’t know when to stop playing politics.”


“Again? Why’d you let them back in?”


“If I can get them to just sit and take notes like
your buddies then some good may come of it. We’re still getting a steady flow
of immigrants from them that are willing to go through indoctrination to get
here, so I’d prefer to keep the lines of communication open. Their government
observers will be sent back and they’ll have to wait another 10 years before
they get another chance. I’ll keep playing the game until they learn if only to
keep information going back to their population, from which we may get more
immigration.”


“Why do you care?”


“Because for some reason they all feel like family. We
still don’t know how they got spread out or how many of their colonies were
killed off, but I hate the idea of people being prisoners of their own society
and if I can keep the doors open to allow them to move freely I prefer to do
so. We do the same with other races, and have for a long time.”


“We’ve also told a lot of races where to shove it,” Kyp added. 


“Something else is going on with the Protovic, and
until we figure out what it is I don’t like cutting any of them off. The more
that are here learning from us the better.”


“Is that why you let the Chancellor’s observers camp out?”


“I know they’re not joining us, but they’re allies and
just next door anyway. We can look after them if needed.”


“You’re going to need a second star system soon if you
keep growing like this.”


“We’ve got plenty to choose from, but right now I want
everyone here where I can monitor them. I’d rather not have to bring in Human
Monarchs and right now I don’t have any Protovic Administrators that I feel are
up to the promotion yet. They’re still keying off me and my staff and we need
to keep it that way until we sort out all these changes. Once we get our
identity stabilized we can branch out, but right now we’re still in a lot of
flux.”


“Is that why you wanted me here?”


“I need a fresh set of eyes on the problem. I keep
feeling like I’m missing something right in front of me.”


“Well, from what I can tell of your elite class
they’ve got a decent skillset. They’re obviously still newbs,
but they’re showing isolated strengths beyond what we typically see in Humans.”


“That lopsided nature has made creating training
programs for them a bit tricky.”


“How similar are the Purples to Pefbar?”


“A poor comparison, but they do have a light perimeter
sense in their cocktail. Low level energy field that varies from half a meter
up to about 4 when they’re focusing on it. More like a spidey
sense than Pefbar.”


“So your notes said. And the rest of the ‘cocktail?’”


“Ask a Knight.”


“Just an increase in the rest of their senses.”


“Yes, but there seems to be some tie-in. When combined
they seem to accumulate into a very vivid image, based off the mind reads I’ve
done.”


“Nightvision?”


“Better than us, not quite up to Knight level. Pitch black they can’t see any more than us…save for
the fact that they glow.”


“A double-edged sword there. Apparently it can be very
annoying, according to some of the stories I’ve heard. The full body garb our
allies wear isn’t just a fashion trend, but a practical necessity that they
developed after several problems they had.”


“Such as?”


“I was told a story of attacks where the civilians
were hunted down even when they fled because they couldn’t hide their glow. Add
in pursuit, and especially ambush, are all but impossible when your head is a
lightbulb. Their glow became a cultural liability, so they just adopted the
practice of hiding it completely when in public. That’s been relaxed some after
seeing our Axius Protovic roam with free skin, but it’s still a sign of worry with
them more than prudence. That pesky survival imperative again.”


“How did the Chancellor take that revelation?”


“That was one bit I did not share with him.”


“Any particular reason?”


“They’ve got enough to take in as is. Telling them
they’re puppets that some ancient power is pulling the strings of isn’t going
to help their mindset right now.”


“A bit harsh. We have genetic imperatives too.”


“Ours are natural…as far as I know.”


“I doubt the V’kit’no’sat would approve of tinkering
in that aspect. If needed it would scream inferiority.”


“Yeah, well, the idea that we might have some Clone
Wars era inhibitor chips woven into our DNA has crossed my mind more than once.
Our medtechs haven’t found anything, but you never know.”


“Honestly, that thought had never occurred to me,”
Brad admitted. 


“I don’t think there’s anything there or we’d have
found it by now, either in genetic analysis or in the database records. But
sometimes you gotta wonder what’s all programmed into
us. The Zak’de’ron hid coding from the rest of the V’kit’no’sat concerning Tier
4 psionics and battlemeld, so who knows what else they slid in there.”


“If they put in a kill code I’m going to be pissed,”
Brad said half-jokingly.


“Fortunately our bad guy overlords have an ego, else
they could very well have done so. If you ask Kara what they’d think of a
rebellious Zen’zat she’d probably laugh.”


“Yeah, not looking forward to taking on one of them
hand to hand. At least they’re not out to wipe us from existence.”


“Kara got on their good side,” Kyp
said, knowing well that there was more to it than that. “How are your guys’
reflexes?”


“Partial improvement with the Purples. Beyond that
Protovic standard.”


“And the Oranges?”


“Their speed is faster, but reaction time is the
same.”


“And the Reds?”


“They’re damn clever. Not up to Archon standards, but
they’re definitely thinkers rather than followers.”


“We don’t want followers,” Kyp
reminded him. “We’re in the right, so why should we fear thinkers?”


“They’d make really good serial killers.”


“Their ancestors did well enough in that regard
without the enhancement.”


“True,” Brad acknowledged. “Think I’m worrying too
much?”


“The V’kit’no’sat don’t worry about such things
because they can solve any problem that arises by beating the crap out of it.
We’re Archons, we can do the same. You said you were short on Monarch
candidates. How do these Reds stack up?”


“Too soon to tell, but Davis has one of his people
here looking into it.”


Kyp glanced at him. “Did you
request that?”


“I should have. He saw the possibility before I did.”


“That guy has his fingers into everything.”


“Lucky us,” Brad said as his earpiece chirped. He
mentally turned it on and heard the voice of one of his command staff giving
him a priority update. He remained silent, listening for a long bit as Kyp saw a twitch in him.


“Copy that,” Brad said, shutting off the earpiece with
another thought.


“What?” Kyp asked, sensing
something important.


“We just got a message packet in from one of our
scouting teams. They’ve found the 8th variant.”


Kyp’s insides twisted up with
a mix of excitement and trepidation. This was the last piece of the genetic
puzzle they’d been searching 90 years for. “What color?”


“Pink.”


Kyp snickered, but when Brad
didn’t reciprocate he sensed something was wrong. “And?”


“And they’re unlocked. They have telepathy.”
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