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February 28, 3092
Aphat System (Bsidd Region)
Nym
  
Kip telekinetically picked up Nefron and pushed him inside the medical station cage, lowering the arm and holding him there as the Protovic struggled to retain focus as a wash of memories and new mental programming began to take hold.
“Follow my lead,” Brad said as he began sending Vortison mental images and cues as the four Archons fought a losing battle inside Nefron’s mind to ward off the changes being made to his existing memories. He played communicator while Kip took the lead, deciding where to make physical changes as if laying sandbags ahead of a flood. 
“This could make things worse,” Vortison cautioned. 
“Don’t focus on quality, just get the blocks in place as fast as possible,” Brad said as one of the mages took the physical restraint away from Kip and allowed him to focus totally on the mental war as both of the mages and Brad helped him where they could by disrupting new programming and causing it to have to rewrite itself multiple times. No matter how many pieces of it the Archons undid, it would regenerate itself and continue to spread. 
Kip knew they weren’t going to be able to shut that down, so his strategy was to try and isolate a piece of the Protovic’s mind physically like an island, and to do that they needed tissue changes of their own. The structure of Nefron’s mind was changing far less than his body, due in no small part to the fact that you couldn’t tear his brain down and rebuild it without killing him. With the Red’s neural enhancement already in place there were only minor changes being made to the hardware…in addition to new brain tissue being added, but the corruption was being done via software so Kip figured they had a chance of preserving a bit of him if they could get a capsule formed.
“We have to lock it down entirely,” Brad explained as he continued to feed Vortison position data for within the Protovic’s mind as he rapidly grew physical components that were forcing the transformation to seek out new routes into the region they were attempting to protect…and losing fast. “Make it think there’s nothing left of his mind to convert and it might shut itself down.”
“I’ll try,” the geneticist said as he rapidly pressed buttons and the machine made the changes in biology just as fast. “But this is going to be crude as hell.”
“Let us worry about that, just become our tool and forget about the big picture right now,” Brad said as he blanked another tiny segment of the new coding like he was wiping away a rain drop, only to have another one immediately fall in its place. He could continue doing so indefinitely, blocking further corruption, but there were only so many places he could manually control and even with the other three Archons doing the same there was just too much brain for them to cover. Focusing on the sections that they knew to hold reasoning and judgement programs, they drew their no-go line there with Brad having Vortison physically sever inroads so the transformation couldn’t reach it.
That also meant that from Nefron’s clouded point of view he didn’t have access to it either. The Archons were disconnecting a piece of his brain by making the physical blocks, but Kip had no other choice rather than just sit by and watch the Protovic being consumed by the transformation programming. As they worked he had Lina-10388 numbing some of his pain, for the transformation of his physical body wasn’t slowing, but the rest of their focus was so intense that they didn’t even feel Amy come into the room until she offered them a battlemeld prompt. Adding her strength to theirs they continued to wipe away as many new tendrils of corruption as they could while Brad and Vortison added more sandbag blocks around not a physical piece of his brain, but rather a section that held specific programming.
That meant it was stretched out across several areas, with each needing to be encapsulated with the blocks. They focused on the major inroads first, but left themselves access points that they guarded the heaviest. Little by little they held their lines, having drawn them conservatively at first and been fighting well beyond them in a losing effort to buy time for Vortison to throw up the blocks. The more that went in the less ground the five, and soon to be eight Archons once more arrived, were able to firmly hold the rest of the openings until they were no longer in jeopardy of being overwhelmed.
At that point Kip let them continue while he searched other places looking for regions not yet infected…which was when he began to feel the new tissue being grown and coming online. It wasn’t just more brain, but with it was coming the memories, skills, and powers of a very strong telepathic race he’d never encountered before…and it was happening within Nefron. There weren’t two people in his mind, but two customizations…one of which was being repurposed and converted, ostensibly so this new race wouldn’t be clueless as to what was going on in the galaxy and helpless at the outset.
It would know everything that Nefron knew, save for the piece they were walling off, which wasn’t much, but it was all they could do for him. Already Nefron was becoming another race, in mind and body, with very little Protovic left in him. 
“You cannot stop this,” he said after several hours of silence being held in place inside the machine, startling everyone in the room with his reverberating voice. He was speaking English, but it had a definitive accent to it that wasn’t there before, being produced on vocal chords that were no longer Protovic. “I am becoming what I was always destined to become, I can feel it happening, and no amount of genetic manipulation is going to stop it. As you already have doubtlessly learned, the transformation is redundant and will continue to make alterations until I am complete. Try to delay as you will, but you will not succeed.”
“What are you?” Brad asked, realizing he was talking to Nefron, but a Nefron who now thought he was someone else. 
“I am soon to be Chixzon. A race far older than your memory. We made an error once that nearly destroyed us, forcing us to disappear from the galaxy until we were but myth. Now we are returning, first I, then many more to come.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“Yes, I know you Brad. Your powers are impressive, far more than any we’ve encountered before, and I know you are in my head. All of you are in my head,” the peeling black creature said as the growths on his skin continued to bump out into nodules. “I do not have the strength to resist you, so there is little point in deception. Your abilities, that I know of, make you very powerful, but know that I am more so. Not in raw physical strength, but the Chixzon on the whole are superior. I know you will not believe this, and even now you are conflicted with concern for me. Do not be. I am in a great amount of pain, that is true, but this is who I was always meant to become.”
“This wasn’t part of the plan.”
“No it wasn’t. You were to learn and then return me to my inferior form. Now you are learning that is not possible, for this is not an upgrade, rather a return to former glory. We had to diminish ourselves in order to survive. An abominable task, but necessary. None of those living at the time were able to do so, only subsequent generations were able to be altered prior to birth. Though I have no way of knowing for certain, it was assumed that all Chixzon would be hunted to extinction. The fact that you have no knowledge of us reinforces this prediction.”
“Hunted by whom?”
“Our enemies, of which there were many. You do not have to be one. The Chixzon will never serve Star Force, but we can coopt you. We can find a place for you to service us. A recompense for hastening a unification to which there was no guarantee. We owe you enough to endow a privileged position…and while your first reaction is to deny, in time you will learn. I will not hold your ignorance against you. You will keep me imprisoned while you search my mind for answers. Until I am strong enough to resist such intrusions I will not attempt to slow you. Learn from me what the Chixzon are and realize that you are better off with us than against us.”
“Is there no other option?” Brad floated, trying to make this an intellectual discussion even as his insides were twisting up in disgust at how Nefron was being hijacked. 
“You have grown too large, and developed skills too powerful to be ignored. Your only options are to join with us or be destroyed by us…and killing me will not prevent this. I am not in a position to make demands, but know that our seeding of what you call Protovic occurred throughout the entire perimeter of the galaxy. You only have access to a shred of it, and even your ally The Nexus is not so large as to possess the ability to search out and find all of our wayward seeds. Sooner or later you will encounter us. Better it to be here and now while you have time to make a wise choice rather than as an outsider that must be contended with.”
“Galactic domination is your end goal then?”
“No. There is far too much galaxy for us to control, nor do we wish to do so. We cannot, however, ignore threats. Foremost among them are the core plague known as the Klamensh, of which you have no knowledge. Fortunate, that is, for we feared they may have spread this far out over time. There are…no, you have seen them,” Radonon said, seeing a twitch in Brad’s facial expression. To test that theory he used what was there of his own telepathic ability to transmit the basic knowledge of the Klamensh to the others in the room.
They had the same reaction, a visible twitch, and one of understanding.
“You do know the Klamensh, but by another name I assume. Tell me how far they have come, for you have not made their existence public knowledge. Are they close? Tell me, for I cannot reach into your minds. They are so strong my limited skills are blocked entirely from access.”
Guys, he’s finishing for information, Brad told the others, Vortison included. Finish plugging the holes but do not speak to him. Let me handle the interrogation.
Good idea, Kip said, trying to push that recent revelation out of his mind so he didn’t slip up on the last few necessary holds while Vortison finished creating the capsule.
“You know far more about us than we do you, so it is you that we will focus on.”
“Information shared may garner you favor,” Radonon offered loosely.
“What sort of favor does being your slaves hold?”
“Servants and slaves are not the same. As I previous inferred, the galaxy is vast and we do not wish to hold firm control over most of it. We seek to find and eliminate threats before they can harm us. We failed to do so previously, the same mistake will not be made again. In this form we are vulnerable, and until our empire is rebuilt your assistance can be immensely valuable, for which we would allow you to maintain most of your current holdings and expand upon them with our blessing and guidance. If you align your objectives with ours it can be a great advancement for Star Force, rather than the penalty that your words infer. In this language the term ‘subordinate associates’ would be more accurate.”
“And if we refuse?”
“Then you will probably kill me, but that will not stop our eventual return.  While there are no guarantees, we placed many seeds to counter statistical improbability. And the fact that two of the eight segments had already achieved second state before your beneficial intervention tells me that the time is nearing for others to unify. You may have another million years, but eventually my brethren will come to this part of the galaxy, seeking out potential threats, for which your considerable abilities will take our notice. Better for your empire to be an ally before that happens, for we do not take chances any longer. If there is doubt we will destroy you. No malice intended, but we cannot linger in indecision. You will either join with us or not. Time will not be granted to you to develop a means of battling us.”
“As someone else did?”
“My head is still awash with transformation. Can you not find the answer to that yourself within it?”
“Trying to gage our skill level?”
“Would you not?”
“I’m more interested in why you do not think you are Nefron anymore.”
“Because I am not. I am Radonon, first of the Chixzon to return.”
“How do you know you are the first?”
“My name says so. When I encounter another I will pass on the transformation code along with a temporal marker. When he wakes he will have a different name, based on what number he is.”
“What happens if you encounter many at once?”
“It will sort itself out. We are telepathic, and even though I cannot read your mind I can sense it there. Likewise we can sense each other, as can our code, and it will appropriately name us all, and from those names we will know our purpose.”
“And yours is what?”
“I am to do what you will not allow me to do. Find other ‘Protovic’ and fulfill their destiny to become Chixzon. Because you will not allow this I must negotiate an adequate alliance first. You are in my mind, so you should know I am not being duplicitous. Any agreement made here will be honored into the future, and not just with my faction, but any others that venture into this portion of the galaxy. We act as one, and an agreement made will be honored by all, so when you speak with me you are speaking with the whole of the Chixzon.”
“I’m not impressed yet,” Brad said dismissively. “What are those growths on your body?”
“Additional limbs. We had to disguise our physiology in a somewhat compatible form else our seeds would have been discovered and eradicated. The Protovic physiology is what you would consider to be our base, while we have many additional add-ons…which the medtech is no doubt now realizing.”
Brad raised an eyebrow in Vortison’s direction, but mentally told him not to respond and keep working.
“Enlighten me then.”
“We are quite skilled with biological manipulation, and have altered our own over the course of time to meet our needs. My primary limbs you see here, what are growing off them are secondary ones.”
“And from your back?”
“We share a bit of familiarity with your Bsidd. They are mandibles that have weapon caliber endings.”
“Poison tipped?”
“No, these are physical weapons…with an armor piercing modification. It is so strange to be talking with someone who has access to my own memories, for I can hide nothing from you. Even amongst ourselves there are limits, to which I know you can breach even if I was fully formed. I’m beginning to understand just how much you’ve hidden from everyone else, but tell me, you did not engineer such things. I know this because your biological skills are inferior. Is this truly a natural development? Our telekinesis was not.”
Another twitch from the Human, which Radonon noted…and that he knew the Human knew he noted.
“We can play games as much as you like,” the Chixzon said as another piece of black skin flaked off and fell to the floor of the medical chamber, “but given that I can hide nothing from you let us just speak plainly. Or rather I will, your secrets you will keep until a time that you choose otherwise. Right now you do not understand who and what we are, so the idea of an alliance is ridiculous from your current point of view. You are dominant here and you rightly should not give it up lightly, but know that I can solve your lizard problem with much greater ease. Theirs is a primitive problem solved most efficiently through spreading contagion that will target their biology specifically. Given that they are annihilating every race they come into contact with rather than picking and choosing wisely, they are a plague that must be eradicated by us, so I have no qualms with building the weapon for your use.”
“You should know we don’t fight that way.”
“I know, but you are also calculating and keen warriors. If the lizards are to be all killed, why not use a more direct method. Offer them surrender first, and then when they refuse bombard their planets with canisters. I can assure you only they will die, and it can be made into a numbing death. We typically do not care about such things, but allotments can be made to fit your methods.”
“No,” Brad said flatly.
“Then what do you wish of me? My transformation will require additional time, but soon I will be complete. You no doubt want information from me and my body. Will you kill me thereafter or will you preserve me while you study the…problem? Long enough for you to fully grasp my offer. I am patient when needed, so there is no rush. Mistreatment will be held against you, though I know that is not your way.”
“It is also your way.”
“My protoform, perhaps. My way is that of the Chixzon, and I can feel it returning to me like waking up from a long, suppressive dream. I am becoming myself, I know you can feel this in me. This is who I am supposed to be, do not allow yourself to believe otherwise. As for your neutered Protovic Blues…you may keep them if you wish. Without their true nature buried inside, they were merely empty vessels and no longer seeds.”
“But you want the others?”
“We can negotiate that. As you already know there are other seeds out there, some that did not wish to partake in this unification. I can wake them up and leave Star Force as is, if that is what you wish.”
“Generous…or cold, I’m not sure which.”
“I was not myself until moments ago, and I am not fully there yet. The Protovic are not Chixzon.”
“Good to know.”
“You would not say that if you understood. Perhaps when the turbulence within my mind settles you will be able to learn from me more quickly.”
Done, Kip said after conferring with Vortison to make sure the capsule was holding. There’s not much of him left elsewhere to save, but the corruption is taking a while to fully unfold. We’ll have to wait and see if the capsule holds, so we need stay here and monitor.
“You need food?”
“My physical transformation will delay until I have sufficient resources, yes. You should know you cannot stop it without starving me to death, so yes, I need more food in larger amounts than previously. I’m guessing you didn’t account for my additional limbs?”
Brad telekinetically lifted the arm up, knowing that there would be more data collection inside the chamber but right now it was a moot point, for they were going to make damn sure no one else went through this transformation.
“Have a seat. We’ll bring you additional foodstuffs while we chat.”
“Thank you, Brad,” Radonon said as he stepped out, his bare feet clicking on the floor for the first time as the stubs of claws or talons were beginning to show. “We do have a great deal to discuss, and I won’t be fully able to answer your questions until my mind is complete. The knowledge is unspooling as I speak.”
“Food first then,” Brad said as he spun around and headed for the door, then hesitated and half turned his head back. “You won’t go anywhere?”
“Yes, we do have a sense of humor,” Radonon said, picking up on and answering the reflexive probe. 
“Probably helps make up for the ugliness,” Brad said, glancing at Kip as he walked out. This one’s not dumb.
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March 2, 3092
Aphat System (Bsidd Region)
Nym
  
Kip walked into the visitor ‘gallery’ outside the containment shield where Brad and a couple of mages were sitting. Vortison was nowhere to be seen, nor were his typical replacements. Brad knew he had to take breaks, just as the Archons, but he usually left someone else here to actively monitor the data feeds coming in from the biomonitor still attached to Radonon’s head, though it’d slipped off numerous times during the physical transition that was now complete.
The Chixzon was sitting on a stool on the opposite side of the energy shield with its tail wrapped around the vertical pylon, the tip of which was twitching rhythmically against the solid floor and making a dull ‘thud’ every time it hit. It was colored black, but transitioned into splotches of dark green halfway up. Its legs were likewise colored, with its solid torso being blank. Apparently the splotches were badges of merit and would augment the standard ones that were emblematic of their civilization’s achievements once Radonon earned them. 
His arms still had hands and five fingers, but coming off the elbow there were spine-like limbs tucked into niches on his forearms that he could pull clear and use whenever he wanted. He had more on his upper arms that ended in telescoping talons while the lower ones were blunted and much thicker, intended to be used for movement rather than attacks. The talons doubled as poison injectors in addition to the ones in the palms, though they each had different types of poison, not all of which were lethal, that could be customized as needed depending on the target race and whether you wanted to debilitate or even just stun your opponent, giving the Chixzon an easy way of taking prisoners when they so wanted.
Radonon’s head no longer looked Protovic, for it had elongated out into a skull twice the size that accommodated the additional brain tissue by stretching out into a cone tapered backwards, leaving the facial structure more or less the same. His nose was covered with a nubby spine that was only a little more dense than the rest of his light armor-caliber skin, and like other segments of his body it was black with dark green splotches. Gone was the Protovic exoskeleton and bioluminescence, replaced by a ghastly and intimidating visage of a being that was almost entirely black save for the green patches, but the most prominent feature was the two limbs coming off his back.
Situated like wings, the two bendable limbs arched up behind his head like ornamental brackets and could bend forward into much larger versions of the talons on his arms. They had enough reach that he could shoot them forward in a stabbing motion or twist them around to do the same in just about any direction, giving the Chixzon a bit of StarCraft’s Kerrigan in his body shape. They did not have poison, but rather armor piercing capabilities in the form of an energy coating that worked like a dull lightsaber blade. They were strong as metal and sharp enough to do damage on their own, but once activated they could tear through just about anything given enough time. 
They were the only bioluminescence that the Chixzon had in addition to the eyes, both of which glowed green but could be triggered at will. When not active, both the back spike mandibles and the eyes appeared pitch black, matching the majority of the rest of its body coloration, including the toe talons that were built more like cats’ claws than anything else. They could do damage but were mainly for grip, with the Chixzon being impressive jumpers and would bound more than run from place to place.
Right now that wasn’t being tested, for Radonon was still confined to his private quarters with at least 2 Archon guards stationed here round the clock so he couldn’t tear his way out through the walls or use his limited telekinesis to otherwise escape. He’d made an attempt earlier, right in view of Brad so he knew he wasn’t serious about an escape…then was appalled when he realized that the Human had the ability to disrupt his own telekinesis. 
Radonon was learning from them while they were learning from him, but Kip knew he wasn’t going anywhere, as did the Chixzon. But as long as he was stuck here he might at least gain what information he could, with the hopes that Star Force would come to the conclusion that it was better to side with the Chixzon than against them, though Radonon was truthfully allowing a long exploration period without taking offense to insure the Humans and their empire knew what it was that they were being offered…and threatened with.
“Morning sunshine,” Kip said as he sat down next to Brad, though his comment was directed at Radonon. It was hard not to think of him as such, for the Nefron he knew seemed to have been completely replaced by a new person, though he knew that wasn’t technically correct. Visually, and even mentally, he was totally different and didn’t identify himself with his past, with his memories having been converted into useful data while his Chixzon manufactured memories were what he clung to as his sense of self. 
“Is it? I seem to have lost track of time. How long then before you let me do some real workouts? The hamster wheel you’ve got in here is insulting.”
“Do you even know what a hamster is?” Brad asked.
Radonon thought for a moment. “I don’t believe so. It’s just a phrase I learned from others. You know well that I have nowhere to go. Even if I broke free and spread the transformation to the rest of the Protovic on the planet you would act immediately to control the situation. There is no hope of success there, so why will you not believe me when I state my intentions? You can confirm them directly, so why not let me have a proper facility to use?”
“One is being built,” Brad answered. “Have to keep the air clear, and we don’t feel like dispossessing others to accommodate you.”
“Or do you intend to withhold it in exchange for my assistance?”
“You should know us better than that,” Kip floated as one of the mages got up and left. 
“Farewell, Weyni,” Radonon said, waving a hand at the departing Archon. 
“Nefron,” she replied evenly before disappearing.
Radonon made a chirping sound with his teeth clicking together that Kip could sense was a sign of frustration. “Outdated moniker,” he commented, but otherwise let the name drop pass. “So, Kip. What shall we talk about today…or would you like to spar? If your armor has corovon elements my cutting edges will not be able to penetrate it quickly, so there will be no real threat to you.”
“Trying to gage our strengths?”
“The more we understand of one another the better…plus this body is new and needs calibration, so we would both benefit from it. I can promise I will not hold back, so you can accurately ascertain my current strength.”
“Not today,” Kip dismissed. “What were you discussing?” he asked Brad.
“It seems they have learned to create biological starships.”
Kip raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” he said icily.
“Constructs only,” Radonon assured him. “They had a similar reaction of distaste. They are not living beings, nor do we rely upon them. They are merely one element in our concord, but one that most other races cannot comprehend.”
“Used for what purpose?”
“Many. We do not build as quickly as Star Force. Your material collection and processing rates are astounding. You should truly be proud of that accomplishment.”
“Lose the patronizing,” Amy said.
“We are superior, so you misunderstand my tone. Until you come to accept that, many things you will misinterpret. You build faster than us, but not better. Our technology is far superior, and a good portion of that is what you would call biotech. Our word for it is ‘Hamjat.’ It will continue to function where mechanical elements will not.”
“Such as when they detonate a certain weapon,” Brad added for Kip’s benefit.
“Ion cannon?”
“More or less,” Brad answered, sensing that Radonon didn’t catch the reference. “The Chixzon don’t always go for the brute force approach. They come at you from the sides whenever possible, and are used to winning that way. I don’t think they do well in a straight up fight.”
“If we are mismatched, why would we fight in such a manner? You should not begrudge us this given your aversion to losing troops.”
“Paul would eat them alive navally,” Brad said, eyeing Radonon.
The Chixzon did an approximation of a smile with his rock-like lips bending ever so slightly. “I remember his reputation, but I am curious to meet him. Is that to ever occur?”
“Not on the schedule at the moment,” Brad said as he sensed another person approaching.
“Ah, the master manipulator is back,” Radonon said a few seconds before Vortison entered the doorway, having sensed him approaching. “Still failing to find a way to do the undoable?”
“I’m fairly confident now,” he said, ignoring the Chixzon and addressing the Archons. “But I can make no guarantees.”
“A new attempt?” Radonon asked curiously but laced with sarcasm and boredom, for he knew there was no undoing what had been done. The Chixzon had made sure of that in their programming, for this had not been a hasty measure. They had fought long and hard to give their scientists enough time to get this right and spread the seeds before they were presumably wiped out in one final grand push, with the surviving Chixzon going to their deaths and hoping to take as many of their enemies with them as possible to create a more fertile future galaxy for their seeds to grow within.
“Do we need to throw you inside or will you walk?” Brad asked evenly.
“I trust in your ethics,” Radonon said, uncurling his tail from the stool and standing up, his claw talons clicking on the floor as he shuffled his way over to the medical station with his tail riding a few inches off ground level and oscillating behind him. 
“But don’t share them,” Kip added.
“You are predictable at least, if not fully competent,” he said as Brad lowered the arm bar to seal him in. “That you have accomplished this much is testament to your potential, which with our help you could fully unlock.”
“Still trying to sell us that deal?” Kip asked.
“Attempting to open your eyes to the logic of it, yes,” Radonon said as he placed his black hands on the sphere. “What are you attempting today?”
“Your transformation is complete, correct?” Brad asked.
“It is.”
“And what of your transformation mechanism. Is it still active?”
“If you are attempting to grow additional brain tissue, it will not be affected. Now that I am fully Chixzon the transitional programming has eradicated itself and only exists within other seeds. There is no need for me to carry it any longer.”
“Software too?”
“The full process is complete,” Radonon reiterated. “I carry nothing of the seed.”
“So I believe,” Vortison echoed, “but I’ve been wrong before.”
“You can do a partial?”
The medtech nodded.
“Make it small,” Kip said, giving him the go ahead.
“Am I to guess?” Radonon asked.
“No, you’re to stand still and shut up,” Brad quipped.
Radonon huffed once, but decided there was no point in arguing and did as they wished. A few seconds later he was unconscious and standing within the device like a statue.
“He’s out,” Vortison said, looking at Brad. “I have no idea how this will interface even if it works.”
“Bit by bit then and see what happens. We’re not in a rush.”
Vortison closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply. “I suppose I am.”
“Don’t blame yourself. None of us expected this,” Kip said, guessing at his thoughts even though he couldn’t read them.
“He was my responsibility and I failed him. There is no getting around that.”
“Let me rephrase then. Don’t distrust your judgement, for it did not fail. We stumbled across something much larger than we’d ever imagined and it took us all by surprise. It wasn’t lack of skill that created this situation, it was lack of understanding.”
“I still screwed up.”
“Don’t do so again by rushing or second guessing yourself,” Brad said stiffly. “This was our idea too, and Nefron is also our responsibility. If we can’t return him to his original form that is our failure, but we’ve let it go now. We’re not going to abandon him, but we’re going to work the problem for what it is rather than trying to get back to what cannot be. This happened, we lost, now time for the next battle.”
“I’m not getting sloppy,” Vortison promised. “I just don’t like him having to live like this.”
“It’s done…and you didn’t do it. The Chixzon did with their hidden programming. You just didn’t find it in time. They’re to blame, not you. We did screw up, but we’re not the one who caused it. Now we have a lot of work to do to make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else, starting with trying to get a little bit of the Protovic back.”
“I don’t need a lecture. I need results.”
“Then let’s get some,” Brad said, gesturing to the control board. 
Vortison started working it, with the master holo enlarged enough that the three Archons could follow along, more or less. The capsule that they’d created earlier was being altered, with a tiny portion of it being walled off from the rest with a new barrier being grown. When that was complete Vortison began to slowly remove impediments from that section, allowing it to reconnect with the rest of his now Chixzon brain, though the biochemistry was virtually identical, save for new subsections had been grown to add to what had originally been there.
That allowed the two tissues to match up functionally, and when the first impulses began to travel between the two Vortison saw a spike in mental activity…in the negative. It was a compatibility issue that was essentially grinding his mental gears, but the corruptive flood that had been present previously was no longer here. The exposed bits of the Protovic section were not being compromised, but rather accessed by the rest of his mind and attempting to integrate. Up until now the puzzling functions of Radonon’s mind had been absent, and the Archons had tested as much. The additional brain tissue hadn’t replaced them, leaving him only with the ability to act and remember rather than reason.
He could still do a fair amount of deduction, but the parts of his mind where learning would occur was what the Archons had fought so hard to preserve, and the first bits of that were now trying to integrate with the rest of his Chixzon mind.
“It’s rough, but taking,” Vortison reported, not expecting the Archons to be able to fully interpret the holograms. “Far rougher than I’d expected, but it’s working itself out. If we progress very slowly this might work. Go any faster and I can’t even guess at the problems that could result, but it would be bad.”
“System crash?”
“I don’t know.”
“Segments or do this in one long haul?” Brad asked.
“Having him fully awake with only pieces of this programming would be a bad idea and could cause further complications. I’d like to keep him out until it’s fully accessed then bring him slowly back to consciousness and troubleshoot as we go. We’re talking hours, minimum.”
“How’s he set with food stores?”
Vortison brought up another hologram, imputing multiple commands until he got the scans he wanted. “He needs to eat again soon, but I can supply what he needs through the machine enough to get him through the delay. His digestive systems are still raw and need food to adjust, but that’s a low priority right now. I’d prefer to get this all done first then let him fully acclimate.”
“Do you need anything from us?”
“Just your protection. Even now I’m detecting faint telepathic activity, which is another stark sign that I do not fully understand their biology, for he should be fully unconscious and unable to actively use his abilities. My guess would be this is something automated, but I have no idea what it is and I don’t want to speculate. If his telekinesis also becomes active I’ll need you here to shut it down before someone could get hurt.”
“We’ll stay here permanently,” Kip promised. “The new facility will have insulated walls so you don’t have to worry about that.”
“Which he can tear through?”
“We’ll keep a guard on him to make sure that doesn’t happen either. We’ve got your back then and now. He’s not going to misbehave and get away with it. Count on that.”
“That’s what I was hoping you’d say. Proceeding with the gradual activation,” he confirmed aloud as he started drawing another line of tissue across the capsule in prep for the next reveal once the first eventually got stabilized. 
Kip and Brad exchanged a few thoughts, then excused Amy so she could get some training time in as the pair of trailblazers stayed with and mentally monitored their sedated friend…who had unwittingly become their enemy. 
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Radonon’s eyes slowed opened, with his mind not far behind them. He looked down at his hands on the sphere then out to the pair of Archons and the medtech. “You rendered me unconscious. Why?”
“The procedure took some time,” Kip explained. “You can step out now.”
The arm bar lifted but the Chixzon didn’t move. “What have you done to me?”
“Feel different?” Brad asked.
“I am not the same, but I do not know how.”
“We’ll let you figure that out with time, but for now let’s continue with our chat while you eat.”
“What have you done to me?” Radonon demanded.
“We’re not saying,” Kip said firmly. “Still think the process is undoable?”
“It is, of that I have no doubts. Other alterations can be made, and you have definitely done something.”
“Have a seat,” Brad said, pointing to the stool with a tray of foodstuffs set beside it on a portable tabletop. “One way or another.”
“Our discussion is over until you tell me what you’ve done.”
Brad raised a hand for emphasis, then telekinetically lifted Radonon off his feet and flew him out of the medical chamber and over next to the stool where he dropped him a few inches onto the ground.
“If we have to dig the information out telepathically we will, but as you’ve already pointed out, you have nowhere to go and you cannot stop us, so let’s make this civil.”
“And what harm is there in telling me?” Radonon challenged.
“It’s a puzzle. We’re assessing your abilities in self-analysis, thus we can’t tell you when you have to figure it out yourself.”
“Testing our superiority?”
“You could call it that.”
“Have you damaged me?”
“Not by intent,” Kip promised.
“Yet you are making alterations in a physiology that you do not understand,” Radonon complained as he twitched his head for the third time. “Or is it physical? Perhaps you have done something to my mind.”
“You tell us.”
“Experimentation is beyond the limitations of your scruples, thus you must have a direct purpose. A biomonitor chip buried within my body?”
“We don’t like implants,” Brad said, nixing that idea.
“I feel unbalanced, so a sizeable alteration has been made,” the Chixzon said as he stood in place, twitching his head fractionally to the side again as if trying to reset his thoughts. “Why am I still here?”
“Meaning what?” Kip asked.
“In this room. You know I have the ability to cut through most materials, so why am I not in a fully shielded cell?”
“You’re not doing anything with us here,” the trailblazer said confidently.
“Such a declaration implies an unnecessary risk. You seek to solve most problems through infrastructure, yet you do not now in favor of a personal guard that could potentially lapse in a moment of opportunity for me.”
“You have nowhere to go,” Kip reiterated. 
“But I could still cause damage, even kill one or two of you. The medtech perhaps.”
“Only if we get sloppy.”
“But keeping me here is sloppy. That is not your method of operating. You cover your weaknesses, not leave them arrogantly open…unless you’re hoping I’ll attempt to break out.”
“Would we risk our people for that?”
“No, you wouldn’t,” Radonon said, glancing at the floor but Kip could sense that his mind was going elsewhere. He was distracted and trying to ‘blink’ himself back into focus. “Which is why I do not understand your recklessness. If you are readying another facility you could keep me sedated until it is complete, just like you previously did.”
“Maybe we think you’re mostly talk with little skill to back it up,” Brad offered.
“You may be ignorant of us, but you are not dumb. Do not expect me to believe so under any circumstance. You are working another angle.”
“Feel free to figure it out,” Kip taunted, tossing his hands up and to the sides in an innocent gesture.
“Eat up,” Brad suggested. “Your body is low on fuel.”
Radonon looked at both Archons, not willing to let go of the problem at hand, but in agreement as to his physical needs. He sat down on the stool, wrapping his tail around it again as he picked a sugar stick up and smashed half of it into his small mouth opening before biting it off. 
“Taste the same?” Kip inquired, but the Chixzon didn’t respond.
“Is your superior patience beginning to run thin?” Brad asked.
“Perhaps,” he said, taking another bite and fighting a mental war with himself, the source of which still eluded him.
“Well then, how about we discuss a topic of your choice?”
“Your origins.”
“What about them?”
“You’re hiding something. I didn’t realize how much until just now. Your abilities and aspects of your tech don’t add up. You’re siphoning off of something.”
“We’ll discuss anything that we would with the Protovic,” Brad said evenly. “Certain secrets we will still keep.”
“What did you hope to gain from my transformation? Your current powers are far too advanced, and your understanding of genetics far too simplistic. If you had a handle on your own genome you wouldn’t need me to upgrade the Protovic, you would have simply designed what abilities you wanted to give them. You were looking to gain from a mystery when you already have something far more valuable. How is that possible?”
“We did not add our abilities after birth,” Kip said, throwing him a bone. “We were born with them.”
“Then why does he not have them?” Radonon asked, pointing a black finger towards where Vortison sat. 
“We only want those who have earned them to have access to them. So yes,” Kip said, reading his thoughts nonstop, “that makes us biologically superior to you.”
“You have an advantage, we have others. Do not assume superiority.”
Brad lifted the tray of foodstuffs off the tabletop and floated it to the side. Kip took control of it as Brad lifted the table a few inches off the ground then used his Lachka at full force and crushed it down into a ball over the course of three seconds. He continued to compress it even further, then dropped it at Radonon’s feet.
“You were saying?”
Both Archons could feel the wheels moving inside his mind with the analysis portion that was still Star Force developed being pulled on heavily. The more doubts they fed him the more it differed with the limited propaganda that had been downloaded into the rest of his mind. There wasn’t much, for a race as advanced as the Chixzon couldn’t be too deluded or they’d cease to function and self-destruct, but everything about them was tinted with a slight deviance that didn’t exactly match up with the truth. 
All of Nefron’s memories had been altered accordingly so they were useful but didn’t conflict with his new culture and knowledge…but the learning portion was untainted and still remained Star Force, developed through all the years spent in the maturia and then further with advanced training and even combat against the lizards. Nefron had been one of the oldest Reds in the Protovic, and the higher level of wisdom that he had accumulated over the years was now fighting with the much older and polished doctrine in the few places where it didn’t match up, with the Archons trying to give him as many corners to peel back as possible.
“You’ve never seen telekinesis that strong,” Kip said as Radonon stared at the ball of twisted polymer. “In fact, you didn’t even consider it possible. Yours is far too weak to ever attain that level, used primarily as a tool. A precision tool for when your fingers are too large.”
“An upgrade we created,” he admitted. “Built to mimic one naturally occurring that we discovered. It was somewhat stronger, but not on this level.”
“Just one?” Brad asked.
“Telepathy may not be widespread, but it is not exceedingly rare. Telekinesis was a myth until we encountered one race that had it.”
“Which you destroyed?”
“They…”
“Deserved it?”
“They would not yield.”
“They were not a threat to you,” Brad continued, pulling more data from his mind as the subject matter floated to the surface. “They had something you wanted. Something you feared not having, so you took it from them then killed them so only you would have it. I can understand your fear now, especially because you can’t get inside my head to see how it works. You must be terrified.”
“Do not mock me. It is a weak tactic that will not work.”
“I mock your cowardice, which I will admit is not your own, only now inherited in memory. The Chixzon destroyed an entire race out of fear, not necessity. Their telekinesis was not strong enough to truly threaten you, it was just something they could do that you could not. You couldn’t stand that. How pathetic.”
“And inferior,” Kip added.
“Perhaps you are correct,” Radonon said, his head complaining against that admission, “but we are not in the habit of leaving potential enemies at our back. Your track record in that is hit and miss.”
“Meaning?”
“You do not pursue the Skarrons. You left their empire intact.”
Brad and Kip exchanged glances. “You do know how big it is, right?”
“No larger than the lizards.”
Brad laughed. “Are you serious?”
“He doesn’t remember,” Kip said with a smirk. “I think he never paid attention in the maturia to that portion of the map.”
“Or did we not give them that much of a map?”
Kip hesitated for a moment. “Good question. Maybe we didn’t.”
“If you withheld knowledge, I am not to blame for that,” Radonon pointed out.
“Well then, let me bring you up to speed,” Brad said, telepathically sending the size and scope of the known Skarron Empire to him while making sure not to include anything else.
The Chixzon visibly flinched, and as he did so Kip could feel his analysis programming digging into it and working all kinds of new angles…and in the process, it was very slowly augmenting the rest of his altered memories and knowledge to bring them into line with logic and reality. That caused even more mental friction, but it was like trying to cut down a tree using a pad of sandpaper…very ineffective, but what wood was scraped away wasn’t coming back, and given enough time and effort the tree would eventually be felled.
Which meant it might take years, or even centuries, but if they could keep exposing Radonon to stimulus that required him to learn rather than just remember and repeat they could undermine the Chixzon in him. They couldn’t bring the Protovic back, but maybe they could free his mind enough for him to chart his own course going forward.
That was the hope, at least, and it hadn’t been squashed by the transformation programming reasserting itself and wiping clean the bit of Protovic now exposed within him. Yet, anyway, with Vortison closely monitoring his mental status in case they needed to yank him back inside the chamber for another quick alteration if some new surprise thwarted their plans, but for the moment it seemed they had a crack in the Chixzon stranglehold on his mind and it was already beginning to widen as the alien imperative to remain in the know and gain the upper hand was actually prompting the analysis and working against itself.
Now it was just up to the Archons to feed that fire and see where it went.
“Their empire did not exist previously,” Radonon said warily. “For them to have grown so large with such inferior capabilities is both alarming and impressive. The Brijderat used to inhabit that region of the galaxy, a part at least that we allowed them to, and they were far more advanced, as were others. What transpired to wipe them off the map? Something major. I know a great deal of time has passed, but there are too many races missing. You know what has occurred. Tell me…or at least confirm that you know and it’s amongst your list of secrets.”
“Why do you assume the forces set against the Chixzon didn’t continue to fight and destroy others?” Brad asked, getting back to a limited point that they’d explored previously.
“They were weak, and only wise enough to exploit a major flaw in our strategic alignment. We relied on the Uriti too heavily, to our gain for such a long time, but their weakness was not one that we could counteract. The Alliance against us could not destroy them, but they did neutralize them…and with that single tactic shattered our entire plan. Our conventional forces were not developed enough to hold their inferior forces back, nor did we have time to augment them. We were running too low on population and could not quickly correct our mistake. Our enemies were far greater in number, but they did not have the power to overtake others that we had previously held under our suppression. No, something else has occurred.”
Kip frowned. “They didn’t destroy the Uriti?”
“They could not, and I do not believe they have found a way to this day, though I have no way of being certain.”
“What did they do?”
“They found a way to pacify them. Attack them and they would undo the restraint.”
“Any chance the Uriti are still out there, or do they have an expiration date?”
“To our knowledge the Klamensh do not expire with time, and when we created the Uriti we did not see nor anticipate that changing. Only two Uriti were ever destroyed, both of which required extreme and unpredictable circumstances. It is most likely that our Uriti are still out there imprisoned, though they are useless to us until we find a way to counteract the sedative.”
“What of the original Klamensh then?”
“I do not know. The sedative did not work on it, and we never discovered why. If the facility that held it was destroyed it is most likely that the Klamensh was released. Hopefully it destroyed the attackers in the process and exacted a small mote of vengeance on our behalf.”
“Didn’t you guys kind of have it coming?” Kip asked, not ignoring the magnitude of what they were just discussing, but not wanting Radonon to pick up on any reaction from him. “I mean, come on, when you go around wiping out entire races for the fun of it, you’re not exactly being the good guys.”
“It was never for fun, Archon. If you are truly in my mind you would know that. Every one we destroyed was out of necessity…” he said, cutting off with a bit of hesitation even though his thought was complete.
“Even you can see the lie in that. Your telekinetic grab didn’t require their extinction.”
“Leaving a weapon such as that for others to find and copy would have been foolish.”
“Oh, so you plan to backstab us later on if we agree to side with you?” Brad asked.
Radonon looked at him and flashed the green in his eyes. “We do not break agreements. Serve us and you will not meet the same fate.”
“Don’t lie,” Kip said, even though he detected no deception within him. “Our abilities are too advanced for the Chixzon not to try and steal from us. Even if you personally did not, the others would eventually. You’d need to find a good way to do it, since we can kill you rather easily if we wanted, but do not deny that the Chixzon would try if they had an opportunity, agreement or no.”
“We are far too dangerous to leave alive,” Brad added. “You would betray us eventually. It’s in your nature.”
Radonon’s mind was in flux again, almost to the point of a headache as he tried to reconcile the actions of his remembered past and the logic thread the Archons were weaving…without success. The two were incompatible, not on their face, but other tenets of Chixzon culture clashed with the facts, most of which the Archons didn’t even know about yet.
“I will not betray you if you are loyal,” Radonon finally said. “And the others are genetic copies of me. We all think and act alike. Our agreements will hold so long as you do not break them.”
“Unless necessity dictates,” Brad reiterated.
“An advanced race cannot exist without some commonality, some binding tethers to give it structure. Chixzon hold to one another and to our word. We may lie as a tool, but when we make a formal agreement it is fixed, we do not alter it unless the other party does first.”
“Has that always held true in Chixzon history?”
“Yes,” he said, though both Archons picked up on a flinch.
“In reality, or rewritten history? Remember, you didn’t observe any of it. You only have manufactured memories. You can only speak for yourself, not others that you have had no actual contact with or knowledge of. You were Protovic, and carry the memories from Star Force, the knowledge you’ve gained, the skills you’ve learned. The others, present or future, will not have that base. If they come from cultures that were deceptive, would the Chixzon in them hold pure or would it be inclined to loosen the loyalty where necessity demanded?”
“As you know, I can only speak of myself and what I know. And what I know is that we hold to our agreements. Join with me and I will honor whatever bargain we strike.”
“But you can’t honestly guarantee, 100%, that any other Chixzon will,” Kip said firmly.
Radonon didn’t answer that for a long moment, but in his mind both Kip and Brad sensed the doubt creeping in…and how the analysis section of his mind fed off it.
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December 26, 3092
Solar System
Earth
  
Amy-12199 walked up the circular staircase and into Davis’s office to find the Star Force Director and Greg waiting for her. She paused for a moment on the top stair, stretched her arms behind her back and twisted her neck to the side, rocking her curtain of red hair as she let out a long sigh.
“That bad, huh?” Greg asked from his chair.
“Kip and Brad didn’t want to leave, so they sent me to fill you in,” she said as she walked up and grabbed a seat next to the trailblazer and across from Davis. 
“What’s Nefron’s condition?”
“Uncertain. His telepathic ability is increasing, but not to the level where he can block us out so he has no option of duplicity. That said, we’re not totally sure everything he thinks is on the level. If he’s convincing himself to believe and play along now he could change his mind later.”
“He’s cooperating?” Greg asked.
“Yes, if only to inform us of the superiority of the Chixzon so we’ll ally with them. Kip thinks that’s a ruse for himself to give him the option of cooperating with us. I can’t be sure, but there is a lot of internal conflict within him that’s only growing with time. He’s unlearning what they’ve drilled into his head, but it has to occur one tiny piece at a time. We’re driving him on with training that he’s agreeing to go along with, but for every tweak he makes to himself he runs the risk of plateauing. If he’s ever to break free of this programming it’s going to be a very long, cumulative process that I’m not sure he has the will to pursue. Brad and Kip are planning to drag him there if they can, which is why they’re not leaving Nym.”
“But that’s not why they sent you back?” Davis guessed.
“No. They’re still holding out hope of saving Radonon from himself, and we owe it to him to keep trying, but they could have informed you of that process by message. I’m here to discuss what we can’t put into messages.”
“Start by assuming we know nothing,” Greg prompted, “and give us a full summary. We’ll pick at it from there until we get up to speed.”
Amy sighed again, blowing out a long breath that she channeled into a silent whistle. “We can’t get a firm lock on the timeline, but we do know that the Chixzon empire existed prior to the V’kit’no’sat. They controlled most of the galaxy outside the inner half, with what they call the ‘Klamensh’ being a plague on the interior. We’ve confirmed that they are Hadarak, and that the Chixzon did capture one that ventured too far out. They were lucky more than anything, in that it nearly destroyed the fleet sent to battle it.”
“We can’t draw a crude map of the Hadarak territory, for like the V’kit’no’sat database pointed out, the Hadarak don’t stick to borders. They pushed out in tendrils, destroyed and fed off systems almost at random, then retreated back towards greater gravity wells to spawn. The Chixzon knew not to mess with them, but one day a single one made its way out and attacked their third most important system in the galaxy. They were obligated to defend it and only succeeded in saving less than a tenth of the population, but at the end of that battle they had wounded the Hadarak to the point where it couldn’t leave the system.”
“They tried to finish it off and failed, having to call for additional support from their scattered strongholds across the galaxy. Their travel capabilities were subpar so they got really stretched out, and it took some time for even the closest outposts to send them aid,” Amy said, throwing sporadic mental images she’d gotten directly from Radonon at Davis and Greg while she narrated. “When they finally got there a different decision had been made in the interim. They didn’t try to kill it, instead they damaged it further to the point where it was not able to do them much harm, then they corralled it and began to study it as it rapidly healed.”
“They built their prison facility faster, keeping it bottled up but always having to keep it partially injured. They knew what it was capable of, and that it could call for help, so they continuously destroyed various components as it regrew them. Their hope was to find a weakness or to coopt its abilities into their already significant biotech wing. They use machines for the most part, then trick them out with biotech where advantageous. This project was the first true diversion from that, in that they eventually figured out how to force the Hadarak to spawn.”
“They lost all of the offspring numerous times before they were able to get them to survive in an artificial gravity well. When they did they killed them and began to experiment with making alterations. It was a huge project, but they knew it would cement their dominance over the galaxy if they could even partially succeed. At the time they had systems scattered around the galaxy, but no brute force capability for domination. They had negotiated and tricked their way into the forefront in most occasions but for a lot of races that wouldn’t work, so the Chixzon just ignored them inside their borders…much like The Nexus is doing now.”
“When they got their first successful Uriti it was no longer a Hadarak. They’d altered its genetics so much that most of its strengths were gone, but they’d added other things to it. Most important of which was the minion reproduction. Hadarak minions were not effective enough for what the Chixzon wanted, so they altered them to produce what amounts to conventional forces of a biological nature. Fighters, mechs, infantry. The Uriti are sterile, so they can’t reproduce, but they can spawn minions and, more importantly, factory-like independent growths that can then produce more on their own.”
“Colonies?” Greg asked.
Amy nodded. “The Uriti could fly between stars like a Hadarak, and with its resilience could go basically anywhere and plant the seeds of an invasion force. If those seeds weren’t found and destroyed they’d multiply exponentially, creating an army of minions that would do the Chixzon’s bidding upon arrival even if the Uriti wasn’t in the system anymore. It was with those minions that they sought out and conquered the races they feared the most, plucking them from the galaxy one at a time while giving the core a wide berth. They had no intention of ever attacking the Hadarak, merely skirting them and their somewhat predictable incursions into the outer rim. They feared the Hadarak would continue to spread to one day consume the entire galaxy, but they too were choosy and didn’t blanket systems in their path like the lizards do.”
“Radonon was most interested in the current state of the Hadarak. We didn’t tell him of the V’kit’no’sat, but he feared a more widespread presence than there is now. He doesn’t know how long it’s been either, but we’re estimating that they found and captured the single Hadarak at least 12 million years ago, with their eventual defeat no sooner than 5 million.”
Davis whistled. 
“That’s why the V’kit’no’sat don’t have any records on them,” Greg added.
“We think there may have been some overlap, but with the blanket of Hadarak covering the core the Chixzon never explored there. They seem to do almost everything out of fear. Not an irrational fear, but a bit of paranoia. The V’kit’no’sat dominate out of ego, while the Chixzon seem to have been motivated by removing threats before they could kill them. They would have destroyed the Hadarak had they a method of doing so, but without one they chose to keep clear of them whenever able rather than embrace the challenge the way the V’kit’no’sat founding races did. There’s no shortage of ego with the Chixzon, but it’s geared towards survival through preemption and subterfuge. The Uriti were the first time they had a blunt force approach, and they used it to conquer the outer rim all the way around the galaxy.”
“Population?” Davis asked.
“We don’t have firm numbers, but from Radonon’s sense it is something less than the V’kit’no’sat. They lived in clusters of systems situated in about the size of the ADZ that could support one another if attacked, and they had thousands of those clusters spread across the galaxy, from which they sought out and eliminated anything they thought was a threat. They also acquired biotech from other races, then destroyed them to deny the abilities to anyone else. This is how they got telekinesis, though their version isn’t very powerful. They didn’t know of anyone else in the galaxy that had it, in any form.”
“Explain these Uriti further,” Greg asked.
“Smaller than Hadarak, but still miles wide. Each one is different, another upgraded version of the previous and often in different shapes. They could only grow one at a time and they needed resources from across the galaxy to do it, but often one was enough to use as a hammer to subdue whomever they wished. The threat of it alone was the equivalent of a Death Star, for they could only unleash it upon a planet. The first model they had almost no control over, and had to stay clear of it when active. They engineered a recall and submissive mode, but when it attacked it basically destroyed everything around it.”
“How many did they have?”
“According to Radonon there were 118 produced, two of which were destroyed by their own error. Both were early models and they threw them against enemies that were too powerful. They did their job in destroying most of their targets, but they were killed in the process. After that the Chixzon were more cautious about their assaults and they never lost one during the culling period that lasted for at least 500,000 years. They basically went around the galaxy knocking off every major power one at a time until there was no one of sufficient strength to actually kill a Uriti.”
“When they had the big players eliminated they used the minions to focus on grabbing more control over their territory. They knew better than to overreach and grow too large, but they bullied and threatened other races into working with them, mostly in terms of tribute that ironically went to growing more Uriti. They’re corovon hogs, like the Hadarak, but there are a number of other very select resources needed to accommodate the skills they built them with…not all of which are the same. Different models different attempts, but they’re all build to be a strong point the enemy cannot destroy and will gut their attacking fleet against if they try.”
“The minions aren’t that strong, not even close, but they use flood tactics like the lizards and with each additional model the minions were also being improved upon. Their most advanced versions were able to conquer whole swaths of territory without even a Uriti supporting them, merely going around and planting them in a location and letting them grow to sufficient numbers. Then a Chixzon command force would come in and assume control, dictating them as they saw fit. It was this reliance on the minions that kept the Chixzon from growing their own forces large enough to make up for the lack of the Uriti when a means of sedating them was discovered.”
“It was a group effort of races that hadn’t been deemed dangerous enough to be tagged for elimination during the culling phase, which meant they had their hands full with just the minions and a very long war took place. Sedating the Uriti was not a simple nor easy process, but once one was locked down the Chixzon’s enemies defended it as a prize and would not let them recapture and wake it. One by one they plucked them from the lineup until they had only a handful left guarding their homeworlds. For fear of them being taken they didn’t send them out, altering their plans for further galactic conquest into survival mode.”
“They fought through a retreat with the minions being churned out at home while they looked for other avenues of attack. Many were tried, all ultimately failed on a grand scheme though massive damage was done to their enemies, which continued to grow as more races joined them in a populist crusade to overthrow the Chixzon. While buying themselves time, the Chixzon worked on many backup plans, including the one that they eventually settled on. It was last ditch, but the only viable option at escaping their enemies. Others were tried and assumed to have failed, though Radonon doesn’t know for sure. He thinks that if they had succeeded the Chixzon would already have rebuilt and returned to glory by now, hence he is fairly sure all of them were hunted down and destroyed.”
“There was a push made at the end, after the Protovic had been quietly seeding across the galaxy, meant to convince their enemies that in one last massive counterattack the Chixzon were finally wiped out. They hoped their enemies would disperse and be destroyed themselves over time by either the Hadarak or events beyond prediction. The split nature of the Protovic genetics was meant to act as an inhibitor to ensure that a massive amount of time passed, with the unlocked varieties responding directly to development, which they also used as a sort of internal clock. They did not want to return so soon that their enemies would be waiting for them. They wanted to disappear from memory, then return to a new galaxy that might not even have record of them. A fresh start, or at least a resetting of the playing field.”
“Radonon expected the Hadarak to still be a scourge on the galaxy. Apparently the idea of someone actually fighting them successfully hadn’t occurred to the Chixzon.”
“Who does he think did it?” Davis asked.
“We left him hanging on that, but gave him access to bits of map to gage his reactions and to spur the analytical circuits in his head. The more he has to learn new things the less hold the programming has on him. It’s pretty much a fool’s errand, given how much Chixzon there is controlling him, but its theoretically possible that he could recover to a semblance of Star Force standards…but it will almost all be new to him. He’s going to have to learn a second time, if it comes to that. Kip and Brad aren’t hopeful, but they’re fighting this one regardless and digging intel out in the process. They insist that the Protovic cannot be allowed to become Chixzon, even if we have to fight a few wars to remove these genetics from the colonies out there.”
“Uriti aside, they’re that dangerous?” Greg asked.
“Very. They won’t hit you in the face, they’ll stab you in the back, misdirect you to jump off a cliff. They come at you sideways and are as sneaky as a Teemo. The Uriti gave them a much larger presence in the galaxy than they were used to. Normally most of their power wrangling occurs quietly, and they don’t have a problem with using biological warfare. Radonon has already offered to build a weapon for us to kill the lizards, citing that they have to be destroyed due to the fact that they’re wiping out everything in their path. If the Chixzon don’t have to do it later so much the better, so he’s more than willing to make it happen.”
“Like hell it is,” Greg scoffed.
“We pretty much said the same thing.”
“These Uriti,” Davis asked warily. “Were they killed after they were captured?”
“No,” Amy said firmly. “They were sedated. Attack them and they wake up. That’s why they had to be guarded as prizes. The Chixzon’s enemies couldn’t destroy them. They’d already taken out those who could long ago, and without the sedative being developed and a lot of gritty war to follow the galaxy would still be in their hands.”
“I think the V’kit’no’sat would have had something to say about that,” Greg added.
“It’s a fight I’d be curious to see play out,” Amy admitted. “But do not underestimate the biological knowledge the Chixzon have. Kip and Brad are confident that it’s superior to the V’kit’no’sat, probably because they’ve never had cause to develop it in that direction. The Chixzon have even less scruples, so they’ve delved into scientific regions where the V’kit’no’sat have not gone and gained a formidable arsenal from it.”
“Not applicable in space battle,” Davis commented.
“No, it’s not. Which is why they come at you sideways.”
“‘Come at you sideways,’ is that a quote from somewhere?”
“Some movie, I don’t remember which,” Amy confessed. “But the metaphor fits.”
“Serenity,” Greg supplied.
Amy frowned. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen it. I must have picked it up from someone else then, but I assume you take my meaning?”
“I do,” Davis said, seeing some of the images of the Uriti as Amy sent them to him and feeling the awe and terror that they invoked…especially when he had a wealth of V’kit’no’sat knowledge on the Hadarak to let him know just how dangerous these things were. “And you’re saying that these Uriti could still be out there somewhere waiting for the Chixzon to come back and free them?”
“After so many years there’s no way to know what happened to them. Maybe they got loose and returned to the core with the other Hadarak. The V’kit’no’sat have no record of them, so it’s possible they’re still out here somewhere.”
“Does Nefron know where to look?”
“No, but there is a short range recall they can use.”
“Define short,” Greg asked.
“Depends how much power you put behind it, but we think no more than 80 lightyears. It seems the Chixzon were able to wake up some of them in this manner, which is why their enemies eventually spirited them away to presumably safe locations.”
“And if one is woke up now, by someone other than the Chixzon, what will it do?”
“It depends greatly on which one is woke up,” Amy emphasized, “but expect it to kill whoever it wakes up and then begin to create minions that will attack everyone they come in contact with. That’s how the Chixzon programmed them in the end as a failsafe. If they operate on intuitive drives then there’s no clue what they might do, though seeking out the Hadarak is a possibility.”
“Would the Hadarak accept them?”
“No clue.”
Davis and Greg exchanged glances. 
“What?” Amy asked.
“I think it’s time we worked on our own biological weapon,” Davis said, to the mage’s dismay. 
“Without Radonon,” Greg added. “We need to be able to infect Protovic populations with a biological weapon that will delete the primary coding.”
“Can we do that?” Amy asked.
“I don’t know,” Davis admitted, “but we’re going to figure out how...”
“…before these bastards pull a Zilean and come back,” Greg finished. 
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Radonon dipped down a few inches, prepping his muscular legs for a split second before launching himself up and over the 2 meter wall, then dropping arms spread for a moment before hitting the floor and sprinting ahead with his tail smacking the ground on landing as it usually did. His sprint wasn’t a run, but a triple step forward into a horizontal jump/dash that repeated continuously as he moved down the obstacle course towards the turret ahead. 
It didn’t fire on him until he passed within the circle outlining it at a distance of 55 meters, but he had to go right by it for the corridor didn’t allow him any other options. The tiny projectiles being fired at him splattered when hit, imbuing a stun effect if he was careless enough. The first three he redirected away from his body with his telekinesis, then as he launched himself into another dash he had to stop one cold in front of him, overstressing his limited power enough that the next two he couldn’t fully deflect.
One bounced off his head, brushing his thick and useless skin. A tiny bit of the stun bled off even though the ‘stinger’ didn’t break, but the one that hit his right leg did. A splotch of ugly yellow paint marked the epicenter of the stun effect that passed right through his bioarmor. His leg went partially numb, but he could still walk on it. Jumping was out of the question, so he hobbled forward focusing on his telekinesis to protect him as he headed straight for the meter high cylindrical turret. The single barrel it held was still firing at him nonstop, but the rate was low compared to the much harder training challenges he’d gone through as a Protovic previously.
The difference was those turrets fired stun energy, not physical goo pellets. He knew the alteration was due to the fact that he now had telekinesis that the Archons wanted to help him develop if only to thoroughly test his abilities, but what was worse was the fact that Brad had gone through this course when he’d first shown it to Radonon and he hadn’t even needed to use his much more powerful ‘Lachka.’ He had been able to dodge the stingers, something that Radonon should be able to do, but now after getting hit that wasn’t going to be possible.
His anger boiled over and he just charged the turret, deflecting a few more stingers wide of his body and tanking two of them. They stunned his chest to the point he felt like he couldn’t breathe, but his limbs still worked and he covered the last few meters up to the turret, taking one more to the throat that sent his head awash with disorientation.
With a frustrated yell his shoulder spikes glowed neon green on the tips and jutted forward on either side of his head, hitting and sinking into the turret’s armor casing like it was made of nothing more than paper. He pulled both tips down through the material and crisscrossed them, eviscerating it only to pass through the ammo pouch. When he did he lost the feeling in his mandibles and the numbness quickly shot down into his torso, with him blacking out a few seconds later.
  
“Hey genius, that’s not going to work,” Brad’s voice said in Radonon’s head as he suddenly began to wake back up. His senses returned to him enough that he could see the Archon standing beside him and the trashed turret, having just delivered the destunning serum that marked yet another failure on his part. “You have to evade, not crush.”
“You enjoy flaunting your superiority,” the Chixzon grumbled as he slowly stood up.
“At least you admit it now,” the trailblazer said, standing a meter away but with no protection or armor between him and Radonon. That had become standard in recent months, with the Archons making it obvious that they weren’t afraid of him. They still kept him separate from everyone else, but with their skills and ability to monitor his thoughts it was unlikely that he could successfully attack one of them. Plus the fact that even if he did kill one he would end up dead soon thereafter. 
He didn’t want to do that though, and not just because of his past association with them. They hadn’t mistreated him since his rebirth, aside from the confinement. He granted that in the reverse position he would have done the same at the minimum, so he didn’t hold it against the Humans. They were even assisting him with his aims to ‘take over the galaxy’ as they called it, offering him bits of current intel on the state of affairs in the galaxy in exchange for training milestones. If/when he completed this course he’d earn another nugget, allowing him to very slowly pursue his genetic imperatives.
“Your anger is untrained,” Brad added. “Emotions are weapons and must be honed. Yours is raw and a hindrance. Your transformation took you backwards in that respect. You’d mastered your Protovic emotions long ago. Can you not remember the process by which you did that?”
“I have the memories, but the emotions are not the same,” Radonon said, kicking aside a piece of the turret that he’d destroyed. “I think you’re prodding them intentionally to force me to learn to control them.”
“Control doesn’t mean restrain.”
“I remember that much.”
“And what do the Chixzon teach about emotions?”
“We operate out of a position of dominance. We are unaccustomed to dealing with failure.”
“You kill the failures?” Brad asked, sensing a memory surface.
“Perhaps that is a long term weakness,” Radonon admitted. “We don’t permit large scale failures to endure, so we never learn from them…personally. We do analyze and learn from others’ mistakes.”
“Can’t do that with emotions, and a great many other things.”
“So I am learning. Do you have another turret?”
Brad smirked. “Get back to the starting point. It’ll be ready before you are.”
“You anticipated this?”
“Yes,” Brad said simply, summoning a hidden door in the hallway to open and pointing Radonon towards it. 
The Chixzon flexed his newly destunned muscles and thumped his muscular tail on the floor twice before walking out, with Brad following and studying his mandible spikes closely.
“How long does it take for those to get fatigued?”
“A very long time. If you want to give me a lot of targets I’ll indulge you in finding out.”
“In exchange for another data packet?”
“Of course.”
“Perhaps later. Though I think you just feel like tearing stuff up right now.”
“You shouldn’t have to ‘think,’” Radonon reminded him. “You know well how to frustrate me.”
“It’s something all of Star Force has to learn to deal with. You know that,” Brad said as they came to an intersection that required them to go different directions, Radonon back to the start and Brad to the observation post.
“I am no longer Star Force.”
“Yes you are,” Brad said flippantly. “You’re just in denial.”
“I am not responsible for your ignorance.”
“Nope, just your own. Now get going…and this time, try to focus your aggression into actions beneficial to the task of completing the course.”
“No promises,” Radonon said, walking off.
Brad let him go, suppressing a smile. ‘No promises’ was something Nefron used to say, and this was the first time Radonon had ever chosen to use that Star Force phrase. 
  
Several days later Radonon ducked under a wall, squeezing himself through a narrow gap between it and the floor only to have it fall down upon his back and pin him to the ground a few meters away from the finish pedestal. This was the first time he’d ever laid eyes upon it, but he knew he wasn’t going to make it. The rover chasing him was only seconds away from shooting his lower portion that was still behind the wall. 
A sense of inevitable failure saturated his frustrated mind, but he chose to resist it. Channeling his frustration into anger and focusing it into physical action, he pressed down his arms, legs, tail, and spike mandibles into the floor and forced the wall back up a few inches. He wiggled a knee down for better leverage then let the wall drop slightly as he jutted further through. Repeating the process he got his hips under it and lifted it further, then jumped through just as a pair of stingers hit his tail.
The wall dropped down with a thud as he tripped ahead of it and in the clear. Standing up with an eagerness he hadn’t felt in a long time, he took a step towards the finish pedestal as the wall suddenly lifted up behind him to give the rover a clear shot.
Shit, he though, being off balance with his tail no longer functioning. He leaned forward and made an awkward jump onto the finish pedestal, falling on top of it as he was carpeted with stingers. He got one black hand on top of the button and pushed it down…with the incoming fire ceasing immediately.
The Chixzon slumped to the ground, most of his body not responding to his brain but he didn’t care. He’d made it, challenge completed, and that was all that mattered.
He sat there in a pile of numbed body parts until Brad appeared beside him and injected him with a specialized probe that could get through his thick skin. Radonon didn’t know how that worked, and it was just another slight nod towards what he was realizing was a considerable technological superiority masked beneath a shell of ineptitude that Star Force apparently hid within well. 
“About time,” Brad scoffed, then extended a hand to him. “Good work.”
Radonon looked at it, getting his head to stop spinning more than anything, then he grabbed his hand flesh to flesh with his poison injector literally touching the Human’s skin. He didn’t know if this was a test or if the Archon had some defense against it, for all it would take was a very fast impulse without any real thought to inject him.
Radonon looked him at him, knowing his thoughts were in the open for him to see, then decided to accept the gesture for what it used to be and let the Human help him to his feet. With a very powerful yank Brad pulled him up then looked him in the pure black eyes. “Grip the wall and pull yourself through next time rather than crawling under. It’s faster.”
Radonon released his hand undamaged. “You’ve found a counter to our poison.”
“Long time ago,” the Archon said with a smirk.
“And these?” he asked, raising and activating his spike mandibles over his head and pointed towards Brad. They glowed green, as did his eyes, but the Archon didn’t move. 
“Ready for another lesson in true superiority?” he scoffed.
“I’d prefer a straight answer.”
Brad sucked in then blew out a slow breath. “Hit me with one.”
Radonon hesitated. 
“Just once,” Brad assured him. 
“If this is a test to see if I will…”
“Not a test. Consider it an order if it will help.”
“You think your Lachka can stop them in time?”
“I won’t use Lachka, now stop bitching and hit me.”
Radonon growled. “Very well,” he muttered, then jutted his left spike towards Brad’s shoulder.
The Archon knew he redirected it away from the easy target that was his head and noted the caution, but it was unnecessary. A pale blue energy shield snapped into place around his body and stopped the spike with a very loud crackle/hiss as the two different types of energy canceled each other out.
Radonon took a step back. “You are not wearing armor. Is this being projected from elsewhere?”
“Nope. It’s a bioshield. Jealous yet?”
“Very,” Radonon said on reflex, then hesitated when the Chixzon in him didn’t approve. 
“Unless you catch me off guard, you can’t hurt me,” Brad said, eyeing the still glowing spikes. “You can put those away now. Don’t hit me again.”
The two stiff snake-like limbs lost their glow and retreated back behind Radonon’s head like ornamental brackets. “I remember a rumor from long ago. I hadn’t given it consideration because I assumed it was your telekinesis at work. Bioshields are…something I’m curious to see how you manage. That technology is unknown to us.”
“It’s one secret we’re going to keep, sorry.”
“Yet you reveal its existence.”
“Only to let you know how superior we are so you can make an informed choice,” he mocked.
“To join your empire?”
“You’re already a part of our empire, you’ve just forgotten.”
“I have forgotten nothing. I have simply remembered who I truly am.”
“And which empire is superior?”
“Apparently you haven’t been studying my memories as closely as I assumed.”
“We have,” Brad assured him. 
“If I am correct in that you have access to technology that you have not created yourself, your strength is partially an illusion. Ours is not.”
“No, you just stole a lot of yours.”
“We learned from others and mastered it. Have you mastered it? I think not, else you never would have permitted my transformation to run its course. Your biological abilities are superior to ours, but they are not your own creations.”
“Still hoping you’ll get to steal them from us some day?”
“It’s high on my priority list,” Radonon admitted. “Though I doubt I’ll ever be able to so much as inform the others of their existence. You’d kill me first.”
Brad raised an eyebrow.
“You would kill me if needed, but perhaps not when perpetual imprisonment would suffice.”
“That’s better. Though you’d lost your head for a moment…say, do you guys ever do that? Cut your own heads off with those?” he said, looking directly at his shoulder spikes.
“No one deserving of the name Chixzon.”
“So some dumbies have jabbed themselves,” Brad said with a satisfied smirk.
“Only the ends cut, which makes it difficult to hit yourself…though some have succeeded,” Radonon said with a bit of irony that was yet another inkling of his Protovic self. The Chixzon in him condemned those individuals to nonexistence and mentally ostracized them rather than just labeling them ‘stupid idiots.’ 
“I don’t think any race is without morons, though I suppose in some rare cases it could be a plausible accident.”
“Have any of you telekinetically ripped out your own organs on accident?”
Brad stared at him with a gruesome look. “No.”
“Then perhaps it is a good thing that the general Human population does not have your abilities.”
“Eew,” Brad said, thinking that through. “Has that ever happened to the Chixzon?”
Radonon smiled…or at least his stiff faced equivalent, and Brad realized it had nothing to do with the question at hand. 
The Archon inclined his head slightly. “Well played.”
“You’re hard to get information out of,” he added, being gracious in his small victory.
“So you can’t affect anything you can’t directly see?”
“Or feel behind us. You can penetrate matter then? Your powers continue to grow more impressive.”
“Our powers remain the same, your understanding of them grows. Consider it a bonus for the obstacle course.”
“More likely it’s due to the fact that you did not know how telekinesis could be line of sight restricted. Have you not found any races with a similar power?”
“We haven’t come into contact with any telekinetic races, other than you.”
“Good,” Radonon said, accepting that Brad wasn’t going to talk about their knowledge of the rest of the galaxy so freely. “Then we both preserve our advantage. We worried that being out of the loop so long might see the galaxy become stronger than before, with worse threats springing up than before we culled it.”
“The Hadarak are still out there,” Brad reminded him, using the Star Force word for the Klamensh.
“In them we have a common enemy, at least,” the Chixzon said as a random thought struck him. “A request?”
“Ask.”
“Substitute whatever packet I earned for a genetic sample from the lizards. If you will not pursue a bioweapon I may still be able to provide some insights that your Vortison has missed. I’d prefer to be of some use to the galaxy rather than a total spectator, and they are another common enemy.”
Brad studied him and his mind closely, then nodded. “Granted.”
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“Have you seen this?” Vortison asked as he barged into Brad’s office, holding up a data pad.
“If that’s the overview Radonon provided, yes, I’ve skimmed through it,” the trailblazer said casually. “Was there something significant that I missed?”
“What’s not significant?” the medtech said, pulling up a chair and sliding a chip into Brad’s desk so they could get a fuller view with a meter high hologram popping up in between them as the nighttime cityscape was splayed out behind Brad through the wide window. “First off the length.”
“I only looked through the summary,” Brad admitted. “Too long?”
“He practically wrote a book detailing lizard genetics…and one that the V’kit’no’sat could learn from. A lot of this is over my head, but I’ve learned more in the past 9 hours about their coding than I have in the past 9 centuries.”
Brad raised an eyebrow. “Useful then?”
“As in developing a superweapon against them, no, but in understanding their coding. The genetic stranglehold on their individuality is plain as day to me now. Unfortunately there’s nothing we can do about it once they’re developed…short of cutting out chunks of their brain, programming wise, which Radonon spelled out how to do. We technically have a way to free them from it, but at a loss of a significant portion of their knowledge and abilities. They’d still be functional, not a vegetable, but I don’t see how that’s of any use to us. My point is I can see it now, and I can vouch for the Chixzon’s biotech superiority. They are far more dangerous than I had given them credit for.”
“Did he give us anything practical to use?”
Vortison frowned. “You still don’t get it. He gave us everything about them. They’re an open book now, granted a very complex one.”
“But can we use any of that knowledge in the short term?”
The geneticist sighed. “Militarily…I don’t know, but as far as advancing our understanding of genetics he just gave us a very valuable addition to our database that we will be learning from for centuries to come. It may not help you when you invade their core worlds, or maybe it will. There isn’t a weapon I can give you now, but when you want to do something in the future, something specific, well, let’s just say we have a lot more options now.”
“He also outlined the bioweapon,” Brad added.
“Actually,” Vortison said as he reached across the desk to the trailblazer’s side and sifted through the holographic menu until he found a specific list, “he created, or perhaps recreated, 7 different bioweapons that could be used against them, one of which would render them in a coma-like state.”
“I didn’t see that.”
“We can’t use it…or at least I didn’t think you’d want to. If we didn’t recover those infected they’d starve to death while asleep. You said something a long time ago about what constitutes an ‘honorable’ death, and I’m pretty sure that doesn’t apply.”
“No, you’re right,” Brad agreed. “If we have to kill them it’ll be in battle. We’re not going to starve them to death. So your point is Radonon did us a big favor?”
“Yes.”
“With booby traps?”
“The knowledge is so advanced I’d be lucky to find them if there are any. What I’ve read through so far appears genuine, and even if it’s not there’s enough revelations in it to advance our understanding considerably. He actually helped us, and in a big way.”
“You’re wondering if this is Nefron coming back?”
“You tell me, you’re the one that’s in his head every other day.”
“He’s playing along, and he knows I know it. We can’t trust him, but at the same time I think it’s also giving him an excuse to explore possibilities that his mind was restructured to ignore. The crack we preserved in his mind is allowing him to learn and augment the Chixzon programming, not undo it. Luckily Star Force isn’t based on a lie, so as he goes through the logical progression of subjects he’s essentially changing himself into our model. He’s never going to be Protovic again, but he’s starting to become a Star Force Chixzon in the smallest of ways.”
“You said he was playing along?”
“He has no choice, and it allows his internal priorities to be satiated as he works things through. If he just sat and did nothing he’d go crazy. The genetic imperatives are very strong within him, and despite our prodding it’s to his own credit that he’s been able to create some wiggle room. That takes a very strong will.”
“But it’s not enough?” Vortison asked, sensing something in his tone.
“Enough for what?”
“To break free of the Chixzon programming.”
“Too early to tell. Right now it’s a matter of whether he wants to or not. Or more specifically, if he has a reason to. The more holes we can poke in their culture the more opportunities we give him to make a choice. The problem is their empire isn’t based on lies as much as it is self-interest. As you’ve already noted, they have a great deal of knowledge and that doesn’t occur with delusional people. We’ve got to show him a better way, and so far he’s allowing himself the leeway to consider alternatives. The Chixzon are supposed to be superior, which means verification isn’t avoided.”
“It’s been a year. How long do you think this process will take?”
“It’s not a process, it’s him charting his own course. The Chixzon already have him on one, one that we’re all but denying him. The overlap is something Kip and I are monitoring closely to give him the necessary ‘permission’ to learn while furthering his imperatives. Basically we’re improvising day to day and seeing progress, but he’s nowhere close to earning our trust, let alone his freedom.”
“I know this may sound cold considering what’s happened, but what he just did is probably more valuable to Star Force than the sum total of his entire life as a Protovic.”
“Doesn’t make up for the mistake we made.”
“That I made.”
“We,” Brad emphasized. “But your point is taken.”
Vortison reached into the desk and pulled the data chip out, with the holographic display disappearing. He turned to walk out then hesitated, twisting halfway back. 
“If this is still the Chixzon in him, why would he give us something so valuable?”
“Does it help us fight them?”
“It advances our own genetics capability considerably…at least once we absorb the lessons from it.”
“But they’re still far superior?”
“Yes.”
“Then the answer is no. It doesn’t help us defeat them.”
“But why help us at all?”
“Information.”
“How so?”
“He gets to see how we react, and is cagey enough to use it to ferret information out of us, sometimes when we don’t even realize it.”
Vortison considered that. “Then it’s probably best that I don’t speak with him concerning this?”
“Do you need to?”
“Not if it could be used against us, no. I can figure this out with time.”
“But a conversation could advance your timetable?”
“That was my thinking.”
“I agree. Don’t speak with him. We can’t let him know about the V’kit’no’sat or our connection to them, and he’s already deduced some of it.”
  
“Hello there,” a new voice said as another masked mental presence walked through the entryway into Radonon’s fortress of solitude. 
The Chixzon looked up from the isolated computer console that he was using to further study the data on current events that Star Force had provided him and saw another Archon, another trailblazer, but it was not Kip or Brad. 
“Are you here in response to my previous request or for another reason?”
“Bit of both,” Paul said as he walked inside and the airlock doors closed behind him, severing his telepathic link with the outside world for the entire chamber was insulated from it, though he could still see the guards outside with his Pefbar. “I was on my way back from the front and figured I’d stop in and say hi.”
Radonon extended a black arm towards a nearby chair designed for the Humans. “Sit…and ask your questions.”
“Do you get bored in here?” Paul said, looking around the spacious quarters that had been redesigned per Radonon’s requests…to a limit. They weren’t going to allow Chixzon cultural alterations, but given his tail some alterations had been made.
“Quite. I believe it’s incentive to do workouts.”
“You would anyway.”
“The body must be maintained.”
“Just maintained? You’ve forgotten much.”
“My priorities lie elsewhere.”
“Lifespan?”
“Unlimited while maintained.”
“But you don’t press training to gain advantages, you engineer weak tissue.”
“Weak?”
“Undeveloped through experiential adaptation. Your telepathy, for example.”
“Yours is obviously stronger by default.”
“And enhanced via training…a great deal.”
“So I’m learning.”
Paul finally sat down, with Radonon pivoting slightly on his stool to face him. “Relearning.”
“Actually no. What I learned from Star Force previously was…inadequate. Now that I have a proper mind I am seeing it for the first time again.”
“Again,” Paul noted. “And what are your second impressions?”
“You have no philosophical mandate. You simply look for what works.”
“Restricted by...?”
“An abundance of caution.”
“It works for us.”
“That it does.”
“But?”
“You are intolerant.”
“Of?”
“What you refer to as the ‘darkside.’”
“What I know of your history makes that comment hypocritical.”
“I wasn’t speaking of the Chixzon, only Star Force.”
“Yet you infer that tolerance is preferable.”
“It is necessary for coexistence.”
“You still don’t want us destroyed, but rather coopted?”
“I do.”
“Why?”
“You are not a threat in the conventional sense. You seek to protect rather than destroy, and your conquests are geared towards eliminating threats. We hold a similar philosophy, though we take it to its logical extrapolations.”
“You’re sloppy,” Paul said flatly. “You judge a race to be unfit and do not take into account the individual.”
“Rather than risk our security, yes. Chixzon lives take priority.”
“We don’t prioritize, save for whom we may save first.”
“You don’t embrace sacrifice, and I admire that in you. It is shortsighted and restricts your capabilities, but it also gives you focus and within your restrictions you are…professional.”
“You would have us pacify a region for you,” Paul said, reading his thoughts. 
“That is one possibility. We do not seek to possess all star systems. Such an endeavor is folly. The galaxy is too large.”
“Understatement of the millennia. What was your specific interest in me?”
“Your naval skill is unmatched.”
“Liam and Roger would contest that.”
“You have an edge on them. I’ve seen it in your battle records.”
“Elaborate.”
“You can read your opponents well, and make use of inferior forces to overcome dominant ones. You alone are more valuable than entire fleets.”
“It’s not the size that matters, but how you use it.”
“Innuendo?”
“You remember.”
“Yet accurate. Our own dominance does not come through a direct approach, but rather creating and exploiting opportunities. You can enter a disadvantageous fight and find a way to come out victorious. We are envious of this.”
“We?”
“The Chixzon have always wanted to afford a direct approach. Logic dictated that we avoid them.”
“And the Uriti?”
“Our first endeavor, though it was not our own forces. Had we wielded them better I do not believe we would have fallen. Can I assume you have read the information I have given the others?”
“Some of it.”
“The recounts of naval battles.”
“Lacking without actual data, but I thumbed through them.”
“I wanted to ask you a question.”
“Could you have won?”
“Yes.”
“You could have survived by deploying the Uriti defensively, but in order to utilize them as you wished you had to expose them to the thickest of your enemies, and so to the sedative. You should have preserved them, rather you spent them as disposable resources.”
“They are not destroyed.”
“Are you certain of that?”
“Nearly.”
“Could you find them now?”
“I could, but I will not help you do so.”
“Why?”
“You might be able to destroy them.”
Paul leaned back an inch in his chair. “You think we’re superior to your previous enemies?”
“Post culling, yes. I would say that’s a fair bet, though only in certain elements. Across the board you are not.”
“And you think we would kill the Uriti?”
“If released, you would have no choice.”
“I make a habit of finding choices where others see none.”
“You cannot communicate them. Our kind are outside their realm of influence.”
“Then how did you direct them?”
“We engineered an avenue, but we never truly controlled them.”
“Control isn’t the issue. Are you saying they are too primitive to communicate?”
“Quite the opposite. They are too advanced. Not in intellect, but in sheer magnitude. Their minds dwarf our own, and as such their perspective is different. We inhabit the same galaxy but view it from different angles. Communication must utilize common ground.”
“Did you ever try?”
“Their telepathic presence is too dangerous for direct connection. The slightest shift could kill us with feedback.”
“So you build transmitters to insulate you?”
“More like a prod to get them to respond in a predictable method. We imprinted those responses into their coding. Communicating with the Klamensh is impossible.”
“Perhaps you were never interested in doing so.”
“You know a way?”
“We have never encountered one to try.”
“I would recommend against it.”
“Therein lies your problem. You ask me to tell you if you could have won, but you do not understand your own weapons. I’m not talking about the Uriti, but your techniques. The darkside is not a fictional element, nor a metaphor. It is a set of tactics and strategies that have some advantages, as you well know since you utilize them…but they also have disadvantages. The lightside is the same. You say we are restricted, and that is true when your objective is to kill someone. Ours is not to simply kill, but do the right thing. In that there is no restriction. And when one holds to the lightside, to doing the right thing, there are unique techniques afforded to us that darkside users cannot possess. Given our lightside advantages, I could easily have found a way for the Chixzon to not only survive, but prosper.”
“You are inferring that our darkside techniques restricted us, channeled us into a no-win scenario?”
“I don’t believe in the no-win scenario, but yes, I think your successes with darkside techniques made you additional enemies. Star Force has many enemies, but far fewer because outsiders see us and judge us by our actions over time. The come to realize that we are honorable and trustworthy…predictable. They know what is required to avoid our wrath, and most usually do rather than fear us. Were we to give them reason to hate us our enemies would multiply greatly and our powerbase would weaken. Do not underestimate the power of the lightside. It is often the indirect methods that it works through, while the darkside takes the easy and obvious direct path to achieving short term goals that sacrifice longevity.”
“Intriguing perspective. I’ve never heard it put that way before.”
“For your situation, I would say that true superiority doesn’t come from killing your rivals, but in growing beyond their ability to harm you.”
“Unfortunately we do not always have that luxury.”
“It is not about luxury. Darkside users are easily enemies of one another, but with the lightside there is a commonality even between those who have never met. By holding to the lightside you are joining a universal team, whereas darkside leaves you with temporary and deceitful alliances at best. Defending yourself is not dishonorable, how you go about doing it can be. Sometimes if you are worthy of saving a stranger will bail you out…if you’re lightside. Not always, and sometimes you do find yourself in untenable situations, but you have to ask yourself what is the utmost priority. Staying alive, or something else…”
“Something else?”
Paul nodded.
“Another test of my intellect?”
“This isn’t something you deduce logically. You have to also feel it out. Trusting in the conscience that genetics do not create.”
“What you call the core?”
“What do you call it?”
“We do not have a name for it since we cannot identify it. We know it exists through inference, not observation. It is simply the individual, or person.”
“Life for the sake of life is not the priority, but the means to continue working towards the priority. You can’t win the game if you’re not in it, but throwing the game in order to prolong it is illogical.”
“Which begets the practice of sacrifice.”
“No, it doesn’t. It’s totally different.”
“I fail to see how.”
“Yes, you fail…”
Radonon’s eyes glowed for a brief moment, barely a dull flash, but it was obvious when the black orbs altered. “You really want me to believe that we were defeated because we were not lightside?”
“I don’t fight using darkside techniques. I fight against opponents who use them, therefore I’m familiar with them and their effectiveness, but I don’t use them. Star Force doesn’t use them. With the skillset we have, and your aforementioned technology, it would not have been overly difficult for the Chixzon to survive, but to exert dominance over the galaxy. Klamensh included.”
Radonon looked at him warily. “I suspect you are lying, yet I know your kind do not without purpose…and I am failing to derive a purpose.”
“I’m not lying. Using the darkside came back to bite you. The short term gains you made with it sacrificed your long term survival.”
“Star Force seeks to challenge the Klamensh?”
“If it comes to that. We don’t back down from a challenge.”
“Then you are ignorant to their true power.”
“Feel free to enlighten me, but from everything we’ve learned from you and others, they are a powerful opponent, not an unbeatable one. You are proof of this.”
“We defeated a single one that mistakenly isolated itself. We would have had no chance at surviving three of them, no matter if we had our full galactic fleet at our disposal.”
“As you have noted, I make a habit of turning what looks like unwinnable fights into victories.”
Radonon slightly smiled in what Paul mentally recognized as a smirk. “I was hoping you would say that.”
“My knowledge will do you little good so long as you utilize darkside methods…and you can’t change back and forth at will. 
“Relations aside, I fail to see why not.”
“And that’s why you have much to learn. Darkside techniques are not just different from lightside, they’re also easier because they’re lower level. Mastering lightside requires true superiority…something the Chixzon apparently never even approached.”
“If there is any truth in that, I wish to know. Thus far you have not been hesitant to teach.”
“I just got here.”
“I meant ‘you’ in the plural.”
“You should have said ‘us.’ We wouldn’t be having this conversation if you also weren’t Star Force.”
“Was,” Radonon corrected halfheartedly.
“Once you learn the truth, you don’t unlearn it. And as you said, we’re built on the truth. You’ve just had your memories messed with, leaving you with incomplete pieces.”
“So all of you seem to believe.”
“Like you said, we focus on what works. You’re Nefron with a different name. Different body, altered mind, but same core.”
“If you had been born a Chixzon, your core wouldn’t have mattered. You’d be Chixzon.”
“Perhaps. Would I still have my naval skill? It’s not genetic. They checked.”
“You know I can’t answer that.”
“I can.”
“And?”
Paul smiled. “I’m a badass, no matter what race I was born into. I just got a sweet deal landing as a Human in Star Force. You…kind of went the other way.”
“Speculation.”
Paul shook his head. “Intuition. The same way I learned how to fight warfleets.”
“Intuition can’t be taught.”
“But it can lead you to knowledge that is teachable.”
“And you think by teaching me you will undo the Chixzon in me?”
“Augment. I know there is no way to remove the memories. You may be Chixzon, but Star Force isn’t about races. It’s about the individuals.”
“Are you trying to coopt me?”
“Trying to return you to form, perhaps a better one given the benefits the Chixzon have given you.”
“Once I learn lightside techniques?”
“You’re the one who asked.”
Radonon looked at the flat, white ceiling and the likewise bare walls around him. “It seems I have time to kill. If there is wisdom in your techniques, show it to me. I will judge.”
“It only works if you’re willing to learn.”
“I will not block knowledge for the sake of tradition or cultural structure. We were destroyed once for failure. We cannot allow a misstep or oversight to doom us a second time.”
“I’m not going to be here long term, so I hope you learn fast,” Paul said, telekinetically adjusting the console and opening up a new keyboard for Radonon and triggering a second console to rise up from the floor, with him having to move his chair to the side.
“What is this?”
“Best way to teach you is to kick your ass, so we’re going to spar, navally, and I’m going to explain in detail why the Chixzon lost.”
“You anticipated my request?”
“Yep,” Paul said, bringing up the program list and giving Radonon access to it via a temporary code. 
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March 19, 3094
Aphat System (Bsidd Region)
Nym
  
Radonon stood in a handstand alone in his quarters, save his was a tripod on each arm. That gave him far more stability than a Human or Protovic, allowing him to hold the position for long periods of time. Chixzon didn’t meditate like Star Force did. Theirs involved mantras and other active components, whereas Star Force meditation was just a formal way of saying one quieted their senses and became passive, eliminating unnecessary distractions to provide potential new insights otherwise missed.
Which accomplished nothing. The mantras were necessary to realign the mind, which was what meditation was for. However, as he was meditating in an inverted position keeping focus was a bit more difficult, and to his shame he had picked up a habit of drifting off and finding himself lost in thought. His words would end and his mind would quiet with him slipping into a Star Force meditation and today was no different. Ever since Paul had come here to school him on why the Chixzon had been defeated, Radonon’s mind was plagued with running calculations, variations on what they’d done and not done, seeking to find a way to do what he said was not possible with their ‘darkside’ methodologies.
He couldn’t help himself, so as he was holding his handstand his mind drifted there again but this time it branched off to other thoughts, almost as if he was in a daydream and not in full control of his mind. The chanting would have prevented that from happening, but with the importance of finding the fault in their history overriding everything else he’d stopped uttering the words and allowed himself to become lost in thought.
Radonon couldn’t retrace much of his thoughts in a state like this so he never knew where he’d end up, but something happened this time. Something that shocked him to his core. For a moment he wasn’t Chixzon, and his view of their history, his time as a Protovic, his personal assessments of everything happening in the galaxy today…all of it shifted, as if coming into alignment. It chilled him to the bone, but then it was gone just as fast. 
He tumbled over, getting his feet on the deck but not standing up. He sat in a crouch, searching himself in an attempt to determine what had just happened. He was Chixzon again, but for the briefest moment he hadn’t been. He remembered an anger at the Chixzon that he now couldn’t comprehend…but it had happened. It wasn’t a dream or mistake, though he was losing his limited memory of it already. Within a few seconds it was gone completely, leaving him with a mystery to solve that he would not ignore.
Something was wrong and he couldn’t just brush it off. He’d found an error, meaning that everything that seemed in order now was a lie. Something was hiding within his mind and there was no tolerating it…but how to find it again?
There were no Archons here. He was sealed inside his isolation chambers where even they couldn’t sense his mind. He’d learned the walls were made of a material that blocked telepathy. How that functioned was beyond the Chixzon, but yet another item on his ‘to obtain’ list. That meant they hadn’t seen it and could offer him no help. This was something he was going to have to track down on his own. 
After several minutes of mental sifting he had no answers, so he did the obvious thing and put himself back into the handstand, hoping to recreate the same situation. To that end he didn’t chant, but tried to think of the same things he had vaguely remembered considering before…which was how to use the Uriti to poke an enemy rather than smash, and what kind of alterations would be needed in their coding to give the Chixzon the necessary control over the beasts.
He tried hard, which was possibly the reason why he failed to encounter the anomaly again. He remained in his pose for the next four hours until the door opened and he righted himself, feeling only a minor head wash from the long time being inverted.
“Busy?” Kip asked sarcastically…then his eyes narrowed, obviously picking up on the Chixzon’s thoughts. “What’s wrong?”
“A mental disturbance that I am unable to recreate, thus I cannot analyze it. I am annoyed.”
“What happened?”
“A shift in perspective is the best I can describe it. My memory has fogged in the aftermath.”
“I sense nothing beyond your vexation.”
“I anticipated as much.”
“If brute force won’t recall a memory, taking your mind off the subject may allow it to resurface.”
“I can’t let this go. It is important.”
“Why?”
“It is dangerous. I cannot leave myself with a weakness.”
“If you have a better idea you would have tried it already. So where does that leave you?”
“I do not know.”
“A superior mind would find it.”
Radonon’s black eyes flashed green for a moment. “Which is why I cannot let it go. Come back tomorrow. I must pursue this.”
“Good luck,” Kip said, oddly not offering any resistance or redirect. He simply turned around and walked out with the door shutting him into his solitudes again. 
Radonon stood there for a long moment, considering going back into his meditation or trying something else. He compromised, wanting to maintain his inner search but choosing a different physical stress…one with greater difficulty that might loosen his mind. To that end he left the ‘guest’ room and went down a short hallway that led to his person training sanctum. He went straight to the track and began hop/running laps and attempted to lose himself in thought and time.
Round and round he went until his muscles started to become warm and a bit numb. By then his thoughts were lost again, moving away from the mysterious glitch and back to conquering the galaxy. Most of the thoughts were repeats, with him going down the same mental paths as before and getting the same simulated results. It vexed him that Paul’s analysis seemed so flawless, but that meant the Chixzon were doomed to possibly repeat their own demise if they were faced with a similar situation. They needed greater power, but the darkside techniques they employed were wholly inadequate.
The most obvious solution was to find a way to inoculate the Uriti or future creations against the sedative, but extensive work had been done on that before and there were zero viable options to work there. Radonon didn’t discount that possibility entirely, but even Paul had covered in detail how he could have defeated the Chixzon even with the Uriti holding the same immunity that the Klamensh did, for the same sedatives were not effective against them. It was in the alterations that the Chixzon had made to groom them into weapons that gave the Uriti their weakness, but it had become clear that the Uriti were not the Chixzon’s ultimate solution.
They had to use ‘darkside’ techniques, for they were too useful not to. What Radonon had to discover was a way to access more advanced versions or perhaps repurpose the ‘lightside’ tactics that Paul had proved were effective when conducting galaxy-wide empire building. Trust and predictability were key, and Radonon had to admit that the tendency to backstab others out of convenience undercut that. He had to find a way to work what Paul did into the Chixzon’s lexicon of tactics, despite the Human’s openness and mocking of the Chixzon. 
Part of Radonon’s mind knew that was because Paul was right and that darkside users wouldn’t be able to access lightside techniques, but the rest of him would not accept that, with him getting lost in logic loops like this often as he repetitively searched for a way to accomplish that task. Falling into that familiar exercise, Radonon kept making laps and having no more luck solving the riddle than he had previously.
When he wasn’t thinking about tracking down the anomaly and barely paying attention to his hop/jumps he had a sudden and uncontrollable flash that caused him to nearly trip and fall. Radonon coasted to a halt and knelt down on one knee, seeing things clearly again and trying desperately to hold onto the sensation. It lasted a few seconds, long enough for him to realize the magnitude of what had happened to him. All of his memories were still here, but they’d been altered. Like they’d had all the color from them removed, then further distorted to make them fit Chixzon culture. 
Whatever had just happened, his mind was seeing them clearly again, while at the same time seeing all the Chixzon memories and knowledge from an almost disconnected perspective. He could see the Star Force in him and the Chixzon, with his mind finally coming to grips with the fact that he had been seeing things incorrectly. What he had been learning from the Archons now made full sense, and allowed him to judge the Chixzon in that moment and see them for what they really were…more than the Archons ever could, for they could only sample his thoughts and memories. He was the only one that truly knew.
He also remembered that he had lost this last time, so he held his crouch and tried to hold on to his true self and cement this clarity in place for at least a few more seconds. He didn’t know what was happening, and neither his old Star Force knowledge nor his excessive Chixzon intellect could make sense of this, but from his perspective it seemed like he was waking up from a long dream and now everything was making sense…horrific sense.
He held still and soaked it in, with more revelations hitting him with each passing moment…but that wasn’t important. He had to hold onto this. Even if he lost it again he needed to make mental notes that he could use later and hopefully retrace his mental steps.
Except that he didn’t lose it, not yet anyway. Feeling as if he was breathing again after being smothered with lies, he took the opportunity to work through things now that seamed painfully obvious, including his most recent vexation. Paul was right because…he was right. The Chixzon were the enemy and rightly so, not victims of bad luck or misfortune. Their methods had served them well in many regards, but they’d also doomed them. Rather than build true strength they sought to destroy those who were stronger, making the Chixzon defaultly ‘superior’ without enhancing themselves.
It was a loser mentality. Knocking others down rather than building yourselves and your allies up. The Uriti were an abomination, a forced Klamensh alteration and deployed like monsters to destroy whatever was in their path while the Chixzon hid and reaped the rewards afterwards, often finishing off opponents when they truly were no longer a fair match. They preyed on weakness and engineered it to happen rather than fight an opponent straight up. They had been effective in what they’d done, with the lost list of the superior races that they’d killed attesting to that, but the Chixzon were scum…and with his Star Force memories and his sanity temporarily restored he could see that and desperately wanted to chisel it into stone so he couldn’t forget it again.
But when this passed he knew his mind would alter again, so at best he wanted to leave himself some bread crumbs to follow back to this moment of clarity. He spent several minutes just looking at the floor, then when the inevitable cloud didn’t immediately fall back upon him he jumped into a run and headed back to the guest room, punching open the comm button.
“Brad, Kip, one of you get in here now,” he said, not knowing how much time he had. “Hurry.”
“Is something wrong?” a guard’s voice answered.
“I need one of them in here immediately. There’s no time to explain. Contact them even if they’re in training. This is extremely important,” he said, trying to freeze up his mind and maintain this until they could get inside his head. “Tell them my name is Nefron.”
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A handful of seconds later the door opened and Amy rushed in, apparently having been posted outside. “What’s going on?”
“Help me,” Nefron insisted. “I don’t know how long I can hold this.”
“Hold what?” she asked, searching his mind. 
“My mind is clear, but I can feel it starting to slip. Help me hold onto it as long as you can.”
“I don’t know what help I can be if I don’t know what’s going on,” she said, diving into his mind aggressively and ready to make changes as needed. “Define ‘clear?’”
“I have the Chixzon knowledge, but my thoughts are Protovic.”
Amy blanched. “How?”
“I don’t know, but I’m fogging up again. Do something. Anything.”
“Here goes nothing,” she said, comparing what his mind felt like now to what her experience with him previously had been. There wasn’t much difference, but he wasn’t the same either, that much she could tell. “Keep talking and explain as much as you can. Don’t go passive.”
“I can see the difference between what I’m told to think and what really is. It’s a very subtle alteration that happened unexpectedly. This is the second time, the first was a brief moment. This has lasted a few minutes.”
“Are there any alterations we can make to assist?”
Nefron thought about that, then shook his head in a gesture that the Chixzon never used. “I don’t know what’s happened. The shroud is there and creeping back in, but I do not know the actual source. This was not supposed to have been possible. The genetic rewrite either takes or does not immediately. There is no lagging effect.”
“Theoretical or actual?”
“Theory only. There was no trial run…” he said, pitching forward and dropping to a knee, suddenly out of breath as a wave of thoughts flooded into his mind coming from Amy. 
“Culture war,” she guessed. “Use mine as a counter point. If it’s perspective you need you’ll have to fix yourself, but I can counterbalance the Chixzon a bit.
Nefron’s mind was now awash with two distinctive feels…one being Chixzon, the other Star Force Human and neither being his own, but they did press against each other and leave him a disoriented spectator rather than Atlas trying to hold up his world through might alone. The Star Force in Amy was close enough to his own that he got an echo from it, as well as the relief, and that immediately began to stabilize him…but it also pushed him further into his past than he had been on his own, effectively gut punching him by pulling the Chixzon effect back so much, so fast.
He hadn’t realized how much of an effect it had had on him until now, leaving him a fatigued weakling in the eye of the storm that was surrounding him. He knew his time was limited, so he tried to catch his mental breath and put himself back together as much as he could, but fearing it wouldn’t be enough he instead focused on her request. Was there anything he could tell them to do that would help him fight this?
“How you doing?”
“I’m here.”
“Are you losing ground?”
“Not at the moment,” he said, still taking a knee on the floor and trying not to move or do anything to jostle the precarious position he was in.
“I think I can keep this up for a while. An hour at least. Make use of the time and collect yourself.”
“I understand. Thank you.”
“I can’t read much while transmitting, so most of your head is your own right now,” the Archon said as she basically bypassed her own Ikrid block by continuously sending him a copy of her own thoughts moment by moment. “Kick this thing’s ass.”
“I wish I knew what to do. I don’t think I’ll be able to resist it if it comes back.”
“Then breathe the fresh air and store up as much of it as you can. You’ve broken through on your own now, you can do it again later. Plan for the long game and try to construct some advantages for yourself later on. Don’t fall into panic and waste your seconds.”
“Hard not to,” he admitted. “The Chixzon programming sucks the reality out of life. I can see, do, and remember but it’s all tinted. I don’t feel it correctly.”
“But you do now?”
“Yes, more so now with your help.”
“I’m just making counter noise. You’ve managed a disconnect. I don’t know how.”
“You mean you don’t know why I didn’t a long time ago.”
“That too,” she said, realizing he was picking that up from her own thoughts. “Is the programming active or passive?”
“Passive.”
“Then you can fight your way around it…again. Learn to see the truth and remember. It may be like digging yourself out of a snowstorm, but if the snow isn’t actively falling it’s just a matter of time and effort. So pull out your shovel and dig.”
“I’ve never actually done that, but metaphor taken.”
Suddenly Amy’s memories of that activity flooded into him, giving him the proper context to see what she fully meant. “Dig. Find the pieces that are the thickest, the most unlike the Protovic, and start hacking them down to size.”
Nefron pushed his way through his fear and focused on the Chixzon knowledge, hoping that doing so wouldn’t suck him back in faster. Seeing it in the clear now he looked for the points of contention, thinking and analyzing each briefly as he looked for the biggest ones…and when sacrifice came up he knew he’d hit a major sticking point. The Chixzon weren’t quite the lizards, for they didn’t hold to sacrificing themselves so readily, but they didn’t have any reluctance to do so with others if it furthered their goals. 
There was no sense of the common good, of right and wrong…only survival, dominance, and subordination. They were essentially hollow and seeking to rewrite the galaxy to fit their assertions rather than facing the truth head on and trying to work the problem. His own imperatives had been skewed to suck away the influence of his conscience. He knew from the Chixzon knowledge that the conscience wasn’t something genetic, but residing in a person’s core. Its effect was known and had to be countered along with any other imperatives that the Protovic form had that differed from Chixzon.
 In order to avoid detection, they’d had to create the Protovic to be different in body and mind so that their true destiny could not be guessed at. In order to make the transition into Chixzon, everything that the Protovic were or became had to be altered within well-defined parameters that made the Chixzon Chixzon. Their race had no sense of a conscience because they wished to have none. 
Focusing on those memories given to him, he pushed further down that logic thread now that he could think clearly, guessing at the cause and finding it. 
The Chixzon, like all people, did have a conscience, but it was engineered out of them, or rather their connection to it was stifled…first with genetic inhibitors self-imposed long ago to give them the ‘steel’ to do what was necessary for survival. They wanted to see the galaxy as a numbers game, resources, assets, and threats that needed to be managed, culled, collected. The idea of non-Chixzon being ‘people’ was an impediment to doing what was required, but once suppressed the Chixzon tested had become solitary, losing their connection and concern for their fellow Chixzon. To counter that they added loyalty imperatives to bind them together into an efficient race that knew no equal, had no division, no backstabbing. 
They operated as a single unit, much like the lizards, but on a far greater level…and that wasn’t Chixzon arrogance speaking, for with his mind free now Zefron could come to grasp the sheer magnitude of what the Chixzon were and capable of, while at the same time seeing how they had several blind spots.
Focus on the blind spots, a voice boomed in his mind, and it wasn’t Amy’s. See what they can’t see and it will break the mold. You’ve nibbled your way this far, now bite off a chunk.
“Do you know what is going on? What did you do to me that first day?”
“We preserved a piece of your mind,” he said as he jogged through the open door and up beside Amy. “Encapsulated it until the transformation subsided, then reconnected it with the rest of your mind. There was conflict from the beginning, but now you’ve finally broken through to see a glimpse of the truth.”
“What piece?”
“Analysis and learning.”
When he said that, Nefron’s memories of the past 2 years suddenly crystalized into understanding. That had been the missing piece of the puzzle, for his own mind wasn’t working as it should have been according to the Chixzon’s design and the Archons had never told him what they’d done. Now that he knew he could make a fresh analysis of everything that had happened and was able to size himself up within a matter of seconds.
Kip could feel him gathering his strength, then after a few more moments he stood up and looked at them both with glowing green eyes. “Slowly stop transmitting. I will take it from here.”
“Are you sure?” Amy asked.
“This is my fight. I need to take it head on.”
“As you wish,” Amy said, reducing her mindstate transmissions over the next ten seconds before dropping them off completely after that. Both she and Kip felt him shudder, with the weight of the Chixzon back fully on his mind. Rather than resist it he attacked it, with a whirlwind of conflict stirring up that blinded both Archons from being able to see much of what was happening to him.
Nefron knew the truth now…which is what he had been lacking before, not just because of the Chixzon, but because he hadn’t known about the alteration. Now that he did he was able to correct mistakes and have them take, resetting his mind bit by bit without erasing the Chixzon, which he was not able to do. Knowing a lie and being ensnared by it were two very different things. Seeing its inconsistency and inaccuracy made one doubt, but knowing exactly where it was wrong was what freed one’s mind and he had a lot of material to work through, though with each chunk that was corrected he could feel his own strength growing even as his fatigue increased.
This is your last chance, a very loud voice boomed through the storm and made its way inside to Nefron, which he instantly remembered from one of his favorite Human movies. After this, there is no turning back. You take the blue pill…the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill…you stay in Wonderland and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes.
“Red always was my favorite color,” Nefron said pithily in response to Brad’s bit of help and recognizing the imperative in it. He needed to go all in and tolerate this no longer. Truth couldn’t be watered down or compromised on. He had to root out these lies once and for all or fall victim to a hybridized prison for his mind…and the truth would never be so fresh as it was now. If he delayed he could numb up a bit again, and he couldn’t afford that. He was Nefron, not Radonon, but he was Chixzon and he needed to assimilate his new race on his terms, not theirs.
Removing the lies hurt, like pulling out shrapnel from his physical body. His mind had to heal and reset itself with each epiphany, but as he did so his connection to reality grew stronger and the risk of relapsing became less and less. He knew he wasn’t going to get through every single bit of memory in him at one time, but he needed to kill the juggernauts and let himself sweep up the rest as an afterthought in the coming days, so he sought them out and forced himself to look at things from an angle his programming resisted. It was raw effort and gave him a monstrous cumulative headache, but he welcomed the pain over the numbness. It was real, not imposed. 
His green eyes continued to glow brightly, looking in the direction of the 3 Archons but not seeing them. His eye line remained steady, almost as if he were a statue for the better part of an hour before his spike mandibles suddenly sparked to life and went as green as his eyes. They reached back behind him in coiled positions as his arm struts deployed and fanned out. He raised his head towards the ceiling and yelled…a cleansing reverberation connecting all the mental alterations to his physical form and blasting away the storm in his mind with the effort.
The sound of his voice was low and menacing, but with so much power behind it and his mind that it was evident that this was not a Protovic at all.
When his yell ended he turned sharply and jutted out his glowing spikes into the computer console that he had spent so much time studying trying to figure out a way to ensure Chixzon domination over the galaxy. He slashed through it twice, then pulled back his mandibles and went about beating it into a pulp with his fists, breaking it down into pieces and finally stomping on them with his hardened feet and talons, taking out what seemed like a lifetime of torturous frustration on the device before he casually stood up and walked a couple steps towards the watching Archons.
“My name…is Nefron. And that isn’t going to change.”
Brad, Kip, and Amy were all smiling, and he could feel each of their presences within his mind. Barely wisps of thought, but he could feel them none the less…which they also noticed. 
“I am not Protovic,” he said firmly. “And I am not going back. My body could return to its former attractive glory, but this brain won’t fit in my old head and I don’t want to lose the knowledge and capabilities I have now. Not after what it took to get them. I can help you far more as a Chixzon, even teach you a few things you don’t know. That’s such an odd feeling talking to Archons.”
“Welcome back, buddy,” Brad said, making it official. 
“Hugs are not necessary,” Nefron said warily. “Don’t want to accidentally poison you. Is Vortison still here?”
“Yes,” Kip answered.
“Get him. I need these poison glands removed. Even the nonlethal ones. I don’t want them at all. We don’t fight like that.”
“And your glowsticks?” Amy asked.
“No…I kind of like those,” he admitted with a weak smile. “If that’s ok with you guys? I’d also like to get out of this box, sanctum or not, and breathe some fresh air.”
“Actually,” Kip said, thinking. “I have an idea. Come with me.”
  
Vortison sat in his lab as he did most days, just having come back from a workout and wanting to get to the most recent batch of simulations he was running. What had happened to Nefron had been his fault, and until he found a way to change him back, impossible as that was, he wasn’t going to let it go. He knew better than to let himself become obsessed with it, but the truth was that studying the Chixzon biotech was at the top of his to-do list anyway, with other high level Star Force work being delegated to his lesser peers as he committed himself to exploring and potentially solving the mysteries revealed to them here. 
He had a suspicion that the Chixzon, with all of their genetic knowledge, could have undone what they did to Nefron, so he held a little hope that if he assimilated enough of their knowledge that perhaps he could one day undo his mistake…and right now that meant studying the lizard genetic code and notes that Radonon had provided him and learning from it.
To that end he was running various simulations based on that work, some with lizard code and a few with others applying similar principles, all accomplished via computers and not live experiments. Star Force never experimented on those who could not give their consent, let alone torturing them to gain insights. That sort of thing prompted Star Force to conquer races that did, with more than one example in their history to that point.
“I used to think you were so smart,” a deep voice said behind Vortison, causing him to flinch and turn around suddenly…then jerk backwards and fall off his chair as he saw Radonon standing behind him. 
“Now you’re just a newb,” the Chixzon said as Vortison saw Kip standing behind him at a distance and smiling.
“What’s going on?” the geneticist said, retreating around the other side of his work station and out of range of those spike mandibles.
“It’s ok,” the Chixzon said, staying put. “It’s me. I’m back. I’m Nefron again.”
Vortison stared at him coldly for several seconds, then his eyes flicked to Kip, who nodded. The medtech frowned and looked at the Chixzon again. “How?”
“Not entirely sure, but my mind is back to…somewhat normal. I still have the Chixzon knowledge, which I think you’ll be very interested to investigate. That rundown on the lizards is just an appetizer. I’ll teach you the good stuff, given time. There’s a lot of prerequisites I have to get you up to speed on first.”
“Is this for real?” he asked Kip as Brad and a few other Archons came into the lab.
“Just happened,” the trailblazer said. “And I can confirm that he’s back.”
“Mission accomplished,” Nefron said. “Took longer than we hoped, but I’m here, now, and fully Chixzon.”
“Can you show me how to turn you back into a Protovic without gutting your mind?” Vortison asked, still very reserved.
“I could, but I’m not going back. I have too much valuable information, plus the cognitive upgrades are considerable. But I can go back, and I’ll show you how to do it later, but right now I need you to make the alterations to remove my poison glands. I don’t want them anymore. Afraid I might jab someone on accident.”
Vortison cautiously walked around his workstation and up to Nefron, looking at him closely. 
“It’s me,” he promised. “A whole lot uglier, but like I said before, I’m willing to take one for the team.”
A single tear bubbled up beneath the medtech’s right eye, but he kept the emotion out of his voice. “Alright then. Let’s get to work.”
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May 29, 3094
Aphat System (Bsidd Region)
Nym
  
Nefron walked into the hangar bay carrying a duffle of personal gear hooked over his right spike mandible to find Brad and Kip waiting for him at the base of his dropship’s boarding ramp. The two Archons were talking with each other as he walked up to them along with some of Vortison’s medtechs that were carrying their own travel kits in addition to pushing some hover crates of more sensitive equipment that was going back to Earth, along with him.
“Is something wrong?” Nefron asked.
“Nope,” Brad said reassuringly. “Just wanted to see you off.”
“Any last orders?”
“You’re on your own from here, but I do want constant updates.”
“You’ll get them,” he promised as Vortison came into the hangar behind him along with the rest of the passengers headed back to Earth.
“You are leaving me someone, right?” Brad asked across the bay.
“You have three medtechs that I’ve cleared to make the alterations to the eggs. I assume that’s sufficient.”
“Take care of your apprentice,” Kip said, talking to Nefron. “He’s got a lot to learn.”
Brad snickered, but Vortison didn’t share their amusement. “Yes, let’s get back to a proper facility where we can be left to our work in peace and you guys can get back to doing your…thing.”
“Thing?” Kip objected, knowing how peeved Vortison had become with his own lack of understanding of the science that Nefron had been exposing him to. 
“You do improvise, so ‘thing’ seems a suitable term.”
Brad shrugged. “Can’t argue with that. Is there anything you need from us here, data or otherwise?”
“Just periodic updates as usual until the completion of the program. I don’t anticipate any anomalies but we need to be thorough.”
Brad nodded. “Thank you.”
Vortison cracked a small smile. “That’s what techs are for.”
“You’re welcome,” Kip added.
“For what?” Vortison asked.
The Archon pointed dramatically at Nefron.
“That wasn’t your doing,” he scoffed, turning and headed up the boarding ramp. “Come on, Nefron. Time to get you acquainted with a far smarter peer group.”
“Which he’ll be teaching,” Kip spat back.
“And learning from.”
“Your medical technology is impressive,” Nefron offered. “It’ll open up some new possibilities that the Chixzon never had access to. I’d still prefer to be fighting rather than doing tech work, but I’m looking forward to this, and not just because I get to see Earth and the Director.”
“He’s an Archon too you know,” Kip said, looking at Vortison who was half turned around on the ramp. 
“He is?” Nefron asked.
“Yes, and you can ask him about that when you arrive,” Brad said, raising a fist towards Nefron. “See you later.”
The Chixzon raised his own hand and lightly fist bumped the Human so not to hurt his soft flesh. “Later,” he echoed, then offered the same to Kip before following Vortison up the ramp and towards an exciting new chapter in his life. Both Archons retreated a few steps then waited while the dropship lifted off and exited up through the open ceiling port and into the planet’s atmosphere through the energy shield.
“He’ll be fine,” Kip said. 
“I know.”
“No, you’re worried about a relapse.”
“If I was I wouldn’t have let him go.”
“But you’re still worried.”
“The knowledge is still there, but he’s owning it now.”
“Yes he is,” Kip said, eyeing him as the dropship moved off laterally and disappeared from view as it made its long trek up to orbit. “So what’s bothering you?”
“There could be Chixzon out there somewhere in the galaxy right now.”
“Our Protovic are getting inoculated, so unless they show up really soon we’re not going to have to worry about it.”
“Thankfully no, but these guys were beat once. I don’t think they’ll make the same mistakes twice.”
“They’ve got the V’kit’no’sat to deal with this time.”
“They could just avoid them and push into the rim again.”
“I’m more worried about them using biological weapons. The V’kit’no’sat can kill Hadarak, so what do you think the Chixzon would do to take them out?”
“I don’t think they can.”
“That’s what worries me. I don’t think they can conventionally, but they’re good at finding roundabouts. I’m not sure how we prepare for that.”
“With him,” Kip said, gesturing at the sky. “He knows everything they know…unless some of the originals survived.”
“I don’t think so. These bastards got wiped out a long time ago.”
“Maybe the V’kit’no’sat finished them off.”
Brad laughed. “That would be ironic, but I doubt it. Core and Rim. They never came out this far. I think the Chixzon were destroyed, and are going to give the galaxy a big coming back party in their own way. And the damn thing is we can’t stop it from happening outside our little slice of the galaxy.”
“We’ve got time. If the galaxy is as rough elsewhere as it is here, the other colonies are probably turtled up trying to just survive…by the way, are we still going to bring in any more that we find?”
“Yes. Same indoctrination program and we’re going to keep looking for more to inoculate anyway. Any that we can bring back, we will. Our population is large enough to absorb them without issue now.”
“Will they do the same?”
Brad considered that. “I’m not sure. Nefron said they didn’t need to, but if there’s a large population of Protovic I don’t see why they wouldn’t convert them all.”
“But will they seek out all the colonies or just leave them be unless they bump into them?”
“You’re thinking that if the Chixzon return, the first we’ll see of them is the Protovic colonies quietly disappearing?”
“Possibly.”
Brad nodded. “Something to look out for, to be sure. I get the feeling they’ll keep a low profile until they’re ready to strike. There could be some records of them out there, and I don’t think they’d risk a backlash they can’t withstand right away.”
“I’m curious as to where these Uriti are.”
“I’m still not sure they’re around. If the V’kit’no’sat never encountered them then…I don’t know. The idea that they could still be sedated after all this time seems farfetched.”
“If Nefron thinks they could be, I’m not going to argue.”
Brad put his hands on his hips in frustration. “That is worrying me. It’s a loose end that doesn’t fit. Plus, where are the races that beat them? There’s no record of any of them in the database. I get the feeling we’re missing a big chunk of the timeline.”
“Maybe we are, but that doesn’t affect the Protovic anymore, does it?”
“You mean our Protovic?”
“Yeah.”
“I suppose not. If you’re asking about any more upgrades the answer is no. Their telekinesis is intriguing, but we can’t copy and paste it anyway. Besides, I don’t want to give them any more powers than they’re going to have, and we don’t know how that will all shake out yet anyway.”
“What about special teams?”
“We still don’t know how many final form Protovic we’re going to get. They may end up being our special teams.”
“Nefron said he could do it, in time.”
“Give them telekinesis?”
“Yes.”
“How much time?”
“He didn’t know. I’m sure he could put it at the top of his priority list.”
“No,” Brad said, shaking his head. “He’s got enough to do right now and we’ve got to get the Protovic established as Blues. Maybe someday down the road we’ll look into that with a program similar to the Arc Commandos, but right now we need to get this faction’s identity fixed. There’s been too many changes happening.”
“Sounds like you’re going to be camping out here forever.”
Brad smiled. “Seems like. Don’t need you anymore…save for some advice time to time, but we can cover that via comms.”
“You kicking me out?”
“No, just giving you permission to leave. The big mystery is solved and we’ve got a plan in place for the Blues. Still a lot of micro tinkering to do, but I can handle that on my own. What’s next on your to-do list?”
“Some Clan work. Need to do a little personal overhaul there myself, then I’m going to the lizard front. Not the core worlds, but either up or down on the galactic plane and pick off a bushel of their smaller systems.”
“Dodging the hard stuff?”
“Making do with less ships than others would so they can be used elsewhere.”
“I hadn’t considered that.”
“I’m not counting on the Preema or even the Voku to get the job done, and we can’t afford to let the lizards spread into new areas while we hit their bigger worlds. We need a sweeping team, and I’m going to volunteer myself to that.”
“Want to take along some Protovic units and get them some experience?”
“Definitely. I’m going to be using Clan Protoss and whatever bits and pieces I can scrape up so I don’t put a dent elsewhere. Gonna hit up some of the wards too.”
“Want a few veteran Beyond units thrown in?”
“If you’ve got some that you’re not planning on using elsewhere, yes. Please.”
“What did you mean about the Voku?”
“Just a gut feeling.”
“About?”
“They serve the Zak’de’ron, so you never know what they’ll do since they’re not making their own decisions.”
“You think they’re going to bail?”
“No. I think this is our war to win, with or without them.”
“Our half anyway.”
“Yeah, I still don’t like that, but it can’t be helped. And we’ve got a whole lot of work just to clean out this side of the line.”
“At least Morgan’s doing a fine job of marking it.”
“That she is…and keeping the systems for herself.”
“Suits her.”
“It does,” Kip said, glancing around the hangar. “Any last bits you want me to help with before I head out?”
“No, dude. You’re free and clear.”
“Alright. In that case I think I’ll head out now. No point in delaying. Keep up the good work.”
“Go kick some lizard ass,” Brad echoed, with both Archons fist bumping as they headed for the hangar exit. When they got there they walked down a bit of hallway side by side then went their separate ways. Kip to his quarters for a quick pack before hopping on a dropship and commandeering a ship in orbit to take him back to the ADZ, while Brad headed back to his oversight duties and the continued building of his Protovic faction.
It would be years more until the first of the Blues reached final form, and once they did he’d have to figure out how to fully integrate them into the already existing culture…not to mention the quitters who left the maturia at various stages. There was a lot of balancing work to be done, as well as the construction of new cities, ships, and programs to bring the Protovic up another notch within the empire. They still had a long way to go, but Brad was proud of them and what they’d accomplished thus far, not to mention their potential going forward.
As for the Chixzon and their programming, soon it would be erased from all the Protovic on Nym, and then the ones in Axius and everywhere else in the ADZ, including the independent Protovic whom Brad had already been in communication with. From here on out things should settle down and normalcy resume…at least as much normalcy as there was when building an empire within an empire, to which Brad was going to need to add another system soon.
Details, details, and training in between. That was his path for now and he was comfortable with it. He was going to miss having Kip around, but that’s the way the trailblazers operated…going where they were needed and often on a moment’s notice. He’d get back to doing that one day in the distant future, but for now this was where he was needed. So this was where he was going to stay.
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July 19, 3096
Ittaru System (Shanplenix territory)
Plentrin
  
Kara fell into the upper atmosphere of the planet like a bullet, further braking against the planet’s gravity and slowing constantly after having spent more than an hour drifting through space at high speed after being shot off from the Ghostblade Ma’kri that had quietly snuck her into the system. The Shanplenix’s technology was considerably advanced, but there were no sensor systems in the outer half of the system where the Ma’kri had entered. After that it was just a matter of staying away from the inhabited planets and keeping the cloaking shields running, turning the ship into a giant black spot save for a few tiny exceptions where sensors were located.
The ship had gotten Kara as close as it dared, then accelerated for a short stint to give her the propulsion she needed. The honorary trailblazer had flown out of the hangar bay and into the black with the ship decelerating and retreating behind her while she drifted in shadow mode down to the spec of a planet far ahead. 
Now that she was here, she was having a hard time bleeding off all the speed with her limited gravity drive, but the calculations were easy enough to make and she knew that she’d get her descent under control within the next 23 seconds, though her friction in the atmosphere was leaving a tiny visible streak. She didn’t care about that or she’d have approached slower, knowing that the Shanplenix weren’t going to be able to track her once she got to ground anyway. They might think she was just a falling rock from orbit or ignore the anomaly altogether. That didn’t matter, nor would it hinder her mission. 
As the turbulence abated the view of the varied world became clear in the cloudless skies. The portion that she was descending towards was a barren savannah that separated four large cities, but nothing the size that Star Force typically built. The Shanplenix kept theirs limited and dotted across the planet giving Kara plenty of wilderness regions to come down in, with the Archon eventually choosing a basin that was covered in high grasses that hid her sensor-stealthed black silhouette when she finally touched down…and sank well below head height until her feet finally hit dirt. 
Glancing up, she realized that the grass was at least 4 meters high and barely thicker than a straw. The planet’s lower gravity may have factored into that, but she’d never seen any varieties this tall before. 
Using her Pefbar and armor sensors she got a feeling for what was immediately around her then scanned the sky, looking for pursuit. After she was satisfied that there was none she took flight again, rising up just above the top of the grass that was swaying in the wind then began skimming it as she headed towards the nearest settlements outside the cities. It took her more than two hours to get to the first native on the planet, seeing an isolated outpost on a hillside. 
Deeming it too small she flew by it and continued on until she got to a decently sized village. Approaching quietly she settled back down into the grasses and went in on foot, sliding into the clear cut perimeter and daylight behind several buildings and out of sight of the hundreds of people she sensed on the other side. Moving as a shadow in daylight wasn’t exactly stealthy, but with her able to feel where everyone was she could evade and play whatever tricks were needed to avoid detection.
She isolated one of the yellow-skinned Protovic and took control of her body, walking her around a corner and right to Kara. The shadow disappeared revealing a red armored monster that peeled back it skin to reveal the supply pack that held the numerous doses of the virus Star Force had prepared. Kara pulled out one vile and loaded up the handheld injector, finding a patch of soft glowing skin between the exoskeletal patches on her arm and quickly administering her first inoculation on this planet.
With her mental remote control still working, she spun the Protovic around and returned her to the original course she’d been walking before releasing her hold on her mind. The Protovic stumbled a bit, shaking her head and wondering why she’d blanked for a moment, but was otherwise unaware that anything had happened.
Kara repeated the process with a few dozen more people in this village, knowing the virus would spread quickly to the others but wanting to make sure it had a good hold on this group in order to start the planetary spread. From there Kara flew into the nearest primary city and inoculated a few more, then hit up several more positions in this section of the planet, exhausting her supply before she finally flew back up to orbit, summoning as much speed as she could once beyond the atmosphere, then waiting out the long coast until she got far enough away for the Ma’kri to risk coming in to pick her up.
Deciding to take a nap with her proximity sensors on, Kara just floated on her ballistic course out from the planet hoping that the virus was as impressive as she’d been told. A single inoculation should have been enough to start the spread across the planet, though it had to be from person to person, at relatively close range. Once inoculated, the dormant coding that would change an individual from a Protovic into a Chixzon would be isolated and deleted from the genome thanks to a combination of techniques from the V’kit’no’sat and the considerable knowledge that Nefron had contributed. 
There shouldn’t be any visible effects of the virus and it should go unnoticed while being ever present, infecting more Protovic years from now when these crossed their paths. In theory, a single inoculation could spread through all 3 Shanplenix systems given enough mixed travel, but Star Force wasn’t playing those odds. Kara was going to visit each planet they possessed and spread a bag full of goodies out amongst them to get the ball rolling quickly. 
One other addition to the virus’s attack and destroy code alterations was the poison upgrade within the yellow genome. These Protovic hadn’t developed it yet, and better that they don’t going forward. Should the virus find its way to one that already had, then it was programmed not to undo that upgrade and just delete the primary coding. With the hidden imperative to assemble present in all the Protovic it was possible that these would be seeking out others later on and would spread the virus to them, further inoculating more and having a chain effect going forward. That was the hope anyway, though Kara and others were going to be visiting every known Protovic colony that Star Force had located to date, with her taking all the difficult ones.
They weren’t going to tell anyone about this, let alone ask their permission. No, they were going to quietly nip this in the bud in this region of the galaxy and potentially see it spread beyond over the course of time. The Chixzon had put down Protovic colonies all the way around the galactic rim, most of which were beyond Star Force’s ability to reach or even detect, and Nefron hadn’t been given knowledge of their initial placements since his transformation had made their existence superfluous…had it fully worked. His ability to overcome it was due, in hindsight, to the isolation of a piece of his mind. Without that he and the others had declared, without exception, that any Protovic transformed into a Chixzon would be beyond their help.
They were a threat that couldn’t be reasoned with, for according to Nefron they did not care about anyone beyond their own race and their ‘allies’ were merely tools for them to utilize. They did hold to their word, mostly, but if they had to go back on it they would, just not for trivial things. The transformation coding was so heavy and well crafted that there was no way Nefron could have worked his way clear of it without the little bit of his mind that had been preserved, and even then it had taken him 2 years with a lot of trailblazer handholding.
Given the importance of making sure the Chixzon did not return, Kara had volunteered to go on as many of these quiet inoculation missions as needed. This was one threat they could stop before it happened, at least here, and the virus gave them the possibility of doing so far beyond their borders if/when the other Protovic did begin to assemble on their own merits, so there was a tiny chance that they could end up inoculating the entire galaxy…though no one actually expected that to happen. 
When Kara had drifted far enough her proximity sensors woke her to the sight of the Ma’kri rushing in towards her. Its bay door wasn’t visible, nor was most of the ship aside from a small marker that allowed her to pick it up. Seeing it she was able to get the dimensions of the ship, and vice versa, allowing it to come get her without running into the tiny spec that was the Archon. Still a shadow but for her own marker, the Ma’kri saw it fly around to the back side of the ship where the hangar bay was open and exposed, yet facing away from the distant planet where no one else could see inside.
Kara flew through the atmospheric containment field and landed into a jog that took her across the deck as her armor retracted, revealing her casual uniform beneath and the clear jewel on her left wrist where the red scales had retreated into. She kept jogging out of the hangar and into the ship’s corridors, headed to the nearest restroom to relieve her full bladder before hitting the sanctum and getting some training in before heading to the second planet on her mission list.
  
Paul stood onboard the starport in Venus orbit, looking over the entire Solar System from the command nexus there as he watched the fleets assemble. Gone were the old drones, now replaced with new models that had Dre’mo’dons from destroyers on up. The cutters, corvettes, and frigates had a new weapon system known as a Bri’mart. It wasn’t something the V’kit’no’sat used, but was something that was built from knowledge in the database. One of the races they had conquered had developed it and it along with the rest of their culture and technology had been thoroughly cataloged before, during, and after their destruction, then relegated to the mass of data the V’kit’no’sat kept around in case it might ever be of use in the future.
The Bri’mart were going to be very useful for Star Force, because they were a low powered system that operated like a shotgun. Not useful at all against advanced shields or armor, but very good at chewing apart lesser tech. These weren’t to be standard weapons for Star Force, but dedicated solely to the lizard war…at least until they could find a way to further shrink their Dre’mo’don designs. 
Gone were the maulers and even the Ta’lin’yi. Sammy anti-missile functions were likewise history, replaced by baby Keema batteries that also doubled as long range weapon systems. There were no rail guns or missiles, just a streamlined duality meant for a single purpose…destroying lizard cruisers as fast as the enemy could throw them at you. 
In addition to the standard drones there were specialties…shield ships, dedicated missile boats, IDF traps, etc, but this was the first time they were going to reveal their new tech to the lizards. They’d been producing the old models while slowly ramping up production on the new ones and building up their numbers here in Sol, along with the production of upgraded warships, the newest Mk. 78s, and even a handful of brand new command ships, though a lot of others were being brought in to augment this invasion fleet.
Ever since Star Force had cut apart the lizard empire the enemy had been conserving its resources. They still fought and resisted the Star Force advance, but not in the numbers that they could have. Scouting missions had revealed that they were pooling their cruiser fleets at their core worlds in an attempt at a last stand, or maybe a counterattack. With the new Dre’mo’don-equipped drones it wasn’t going to matter, so long as Star Force built enough of them and they didn’t get ambushed with unbelievable numbers…which Paul expected them to. 
There had been a considerable amount of traffic heading out of the lizard core systems and across the growing gap to the other half of their empire. It was under continuous attack by the Preema and the Skarrons, but what limited intelligence Paul had on that region said that the lizards were growing as fast as they were losing systems, while the rimward half was shrinking fast on the coreward side. Star Force was now on the doorstep of the core systems while the lizards still had a humongous stretch of territory on the far side that ran all the way out to The Nexus’s H’kar border. 
Paul and their allied H’kar fighting partners weren’t going to target those weaker systems, rather they were going straight at the core now that they had it exposed. If/when they defeated the strongest of the lizard systems they could begin sweeping up the others, but so long as these remained, with their orbital ring shipyards pumping out more ships every hour of every day, they would meet heavy resistance. Take out the heart of their empire and the rest would fall much easier, though it would still take centuries to complete, given how many systems had fallen to and been colonized by the lizards. That couldn’t be undone quickly, but it was going to happen one way or the other…and he had a feeling that other parties would be more inclined to jump into the fight once the lizard homeworld fell.
The Preema were not going to help Star Force assault the core worlds, that had already been made clear, but they were still cleansing systems on the spinward side and opposite from Star Force territory. Paul was thankful for the continuing help, even if the Preema were dodging the heavy fighting. The less systems the lizards held the less they could spread, though he knew that completely eradicating them from the galaxy was going to be virtually impossible.
This fight was personal anyway, all the way back to when they first invaded Corneria. Star Force had beat them off with the help of the Hycre, otherwise they would have lost the planet and probably Earth…save for a patch of Antarctica. Their ally had come to save them at a very critical point, with it being fitting that Star Force was now the stronger and had returned all of the Hycre’s captured worlds to them. Their empire was now lizard free and it was the Humans that were leading their multi-racial empire on a crusade to destroy or capture the lizards…with the ‘capture’ part still never playing out, even when the lizards knew they were going to die they never accepted the surrender offers, and Paul didn’t expect any different with their core worlds.
Right now Paul was just waiting to board his new flagship, which right now was officially the beastliest command ship in existence and barely 4 years old. It’d been sitting in Sol undergoing upgrades almost the moment it came out of the shipyards, then was kept here while a proper crew was assembled, both to man his command ship as well as the new warships. This wasn’t a hastily thrown together fleet going off to the front, it was a specially designed one built to be a core world buster…and it wasn’t the only one.
Two others were likewise being assembled, one in Epsilon Eridani and the other in Rotunna. Those were being built up of a combination of old drones/new drones and were drawing from the industrial capability of multiple systems to fill them out while Paul’s was exclusively coming from Sol and tailor made to his wishes under Davis’s care. 
The fleet in Epsilon Eridani was going to be under Roger’s command, while the even larger one being assembled in Rotunna going to Liam. The three of them were going to hit the lizard core worlds simultaneously, forcing the enemy to choose where to reinforce and keeping them from throwing ships from all their systems into one to meet them. If they did that the other two fleets would push on from one core world to the other, not even bothering to mount ground campaigns but focusing on destroying the massive ring shipyards. 
Paul knew there was an advantage to building ships in space but there was also a disadvantage, and in this case it meant that the Star Force fleets wouldn’t have to fight past ground defense batteries and shield generators to get to them. 
But there would be, he suspected, even larger fleets than what the lizards sent to Gvaris guarding those rings. They were the key to the lizards’ only advantage over Star Force, and with the Dre’mo’don-equipped drones that his fleet had it didn’t matter, not to Star Force anyway, but it did matter to the other systems out there that were just coming under lizard attack. Taking out the rings not only helped protect Star Force warfleets going forward but it also protected the anonymous civilizations out there that Paul might never even know about. Deny the lizards their ability to make more ships and you shielded far more people than you could ever count, so they were the prime target and Paul was in the prime slot.
Roger’s and Liam’s fleets were larger than Paul’s, but not as strong. His was to be the primary knifeblade into the core worlds and the other two naval specialists hadn’t objected. They liked the challenge of using the ‘older’ ships to get this done, and were more than eager to get at it. Even though they wouldn’t be in the same system at the same time they were most definitely going to be working as a team, with each invasion fleet bringing a mobile comm relay so they could coordinate with each other. 
That amounted to bringing a specialized seda in with each fleet, as well as positioning a few others in nearby systems to add links in the chain, but when they entered combat they were going to adapt as needed, even if it meant abandoning their target system and moving to another if there was an opening to do so, for this wasn’t just an assault on 3 systems. This was to be the first move in a campaign to take out all the core worlds, including their homeworld.
Paul had been fighting the lizards for a millennia, basically his entire life, and finally it was down to this. It wouldn’t end the lizard empire, for they were beyond the coreward no-go line and out of their reach, but this was the seat of their power, the implacable enemy that everyone else fell to or ran from…and he was about to go up on their porch and punch them in the face. 
He wasn’t sure how this was going to play out, and he was fairly confident the lizards would have a few surprises waiting for them, but as far as karma was concerned this had been a long time in the making. 
The trailblazer looked out through the nexus, seeing every ship in orbit of every planet, every space station, every bit of infrastructure that Star Force had in this very clogged system. The strength of the fleet he was taking with him was a mere fraction of the firepower situated here, most of which was defensive emplacements rather than warships, but the irony of it still amazed him. They’d come very far in a millennia, and were now the dominant faction. With that came responsibilities, primarily to not sit on one’s ass while others were getting theirs kicked, but there was a great deal more to it than that and all the trailblazers realized it. They weren’t just leading Star Force anymore, but this entire region of the galaxy, small as it was on the full galactic scale.
And that was going to remain the status quo unless the V’kit’no’sat came back. Paul’s never-ending nightmare was still on the periphery of his mind, but right now they were the dominant power and it was time they loudly proclaimed that. 
A ping on the nexus system told him that his dropship was loaded and ready to depart, so Paul disconnected and powered down the station. He locked it away behind sealed doors then made his way across the massive starport that was off limits to tourists. Venus was still a ‘work zone’ and reserved for people that had actual Star Force business here, so everyone on this station was one of the busy bees building or outfitting his fleet and many others. 
When Paul hit the hangar deck there was no fanfare, no well wishes or goodbyes. This was just business as usual, though a piece of him felt the significance riding underneath the surface. What they were about to do was going to send ripples across this galactic arm, and if there was ever a shout to the galaxy that could reveal themselves to the V’kit’no’sat this was it. But the only other choice would be to let the lizards spread and consume everything outside Star Force territory and just stand by and watch them do it.
That was never going to happen, and even if they did just turtle up the V’kit’no’sat could still come for them. No. This little chunk of the galaxy was theirs to dominate and protect, regardless of what would or would not happen with the V’kit’no’sat. Better to go down fighting for what was right than live in apathy.
But Paul intended for neither to happen, and even if the V’kit’no’sat did come back they had plans to deal with them. Plans that he and the others had been working on their entire lives. The odds were not in their favor, but at least they’d have home turf.
Paul walked up into the dropship and gave the pilot the go ahead to take off, sliding into the empty copilot seat and riding over to his command ship there as he got to see with his eyes the array of ships in orbit that he was about to take out of the system once they were fully equipped. It was a full naval fleet, no ground troops, though those ships were being assembled as well under the command of others. 
Paul was an Archon and fully comfortable with leading any of the five divisions of Star Force, but he still preferred naval above the others. His peers knew this, which was why they’d politely taken the other duties on themselves and given him the most badass fleet Star Force had ever built. He was to be the tip of the spear in this campaign, and like his nickname stated, this was what he was practically built for.
Grand Admiral Thrawn was now a newb in comparison, and Paul was more than ready to show the lizard core worlds what a true Admiral could do.
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