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    “How long this time?” Paul asked as Cal-com helped him sit up as his entire body was even more sore this time after waking up. 
 
    “6 hours. Your lapses are getting shorter. Whatever is happening, you might be adapting to it. Can you walk?” 
 
    “I can try, but I don’t think I’ll get very far.” 
 
    “Then I must leave you to get supplies,” Cal-com said gravely.  
 
    Paul nodded, then worked his jaw around as it objected to the movement.  
 
    “What do you feel like this time?” the Voku asked his smaller friend as he sat on the floor of their partially sand-covered tent as the wind whipped at the flexible material protecting them from the outside environment. 
 
    “Painful, as if I’ve been in combat and getting my ass kicked. My body is getting worse, not better.” 
 
    “Something is happening to you. Your genetic code is altering with each blackout. Do you have any new insights…or dreams?” 
 
    “Not that I can remember. I’m sleeping deeper than I have since I was very young. My body shouldn’t require this much, even before my Saiyan upgrade.” 
 
    “And somehow you are falling further behind?” 
 
    “Funny, isn’t it?” 
 
    “At least your mood is improving.” 
 
    Paul looked down at his arms, which had gotten noticeably smaller with the muscle atrophy…and something else. “I should be freaking out about this, but it feels…necessary. I don’t know why, but I need to see it through and I don’t think it’s going to end soon. I need supplies, and I don’t want moved. Anyone near me right now is a threat, no matter how puny,” he said, looking up into his friend’s blue visor that protected his three tiny eyes.  
 
    “I understand. Do you wish me to return by vehicle for increased speed?” 
 
    “Not if it means letting someone know where I am. I know we’re not hiding from sensors, but nobody around here has really good ones and…” 
 
    “You need as few variables as possible,” Cal-com said, cutting him off. “Eat now, then I will leave.” 
 
    Paul picked up a couple of food cubes with his fingers, knowing somehow not to use his telekinesis or any of his other psionics. His jaw objected mightily the first few bites, then began to loosen up as he downed a few gulps of water out of one of their few remaining full bottles as he found he had little saliva to work with.  
 
    “I don’t want to go back,” he said abruptly after downing his 14th food cube enroute to the 15th. 
 
    “You don’t have to. I am going to get enough to last us a few weeks out here.” 
 
    “I don’t mean the settlement. I mean back to the way I was. Something in my head has cleared up, and I’m scared to look backwards. It’s like I was suppressed before and didn’t even know it. I can’t go back. I know that now. I won’t have any defense against it.” 
 
    “You operated quite well before. What scares you about it?” 
 
    Paul shook his head, despite the soreness in his neck that it elicited. “I don’t know. I’m totally in the dark here, Cal-com. But I’m open. I think I was blind before, with the illusion that I knew what was going on. I feel like a total newb now, and my body is agreeing with that sentiment. I have no control, but I can’t go back. I have to go forward and I don’t know how. I’m fumbling around, but as long as I can hang onto this clearness of mind, I’ll work it out. But I can’t go back. I can’t…” 
 
    Cal-com could sense his fear even without having to use his telepathy. His body language was screaming it.  
 
    The Voku put a hand on his small shoulder and steadied it, not wanting to use any telepathy that might disrupt whatever was happening to him. “If this is a natural upgrade and not destruction, I am confident you will find your way through it. My job is to keep exterior threats from taking advantage of your momentary weakness. I will be quick, but there will be a period of vulnerability. You need to wear your armor until then.” 
 
    Paul jerked, and Cal-com could tell he was emotionally raw beyond measure right now. 
 
    “That makes logical sense, but my gut is saying no way in hell.” 
 
    “Claustrophobia?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Use the shields then.” 
 
    “No…I need the air. I know that makes no sense, but I need to be free and exposed. I feel like I’ll suffocate inside armor or shields.” 
 
    “Then relieve yourself now so you do not have to leave the tent later, unless you wish to use your gauntlets to draw the waste material out of you directly?” 
 
    “Can you give me a wind block?” 
 
    “Done,” Cal-com said, standing up and opening the door as the blowing sand tried to get in, but the Voku’s mass blocked most of it as he went outside…then the turbulent air disappeared over the entrance, but was still hammering the rest of the tent.  
 
    Paul crawled painfully to his feet, but found his footing to be more reliable than he expected as he stepped outside amidst a daytime storm that Cal-com was acting as a barrier against, using his own armor to produce a shield wall upwind of the entrance so it wouldn’t knock Paul over as he slowly walked out with tiny, unsure steps to a few meters away where he undid his pants and began to pee into the sand, with the dryness eating up the moisture as soon as it landed.  
 
    His bladder was full again, and just releasing it felt beyond good, almost as if it was the first time he’d ever done it…which was ridiculous…but everything seemed new now that his head was ‘unstuck,’ and he didn’t want to lose a moment of his newfound freedom, for his past was lurking like a giant monster about to strike and he was desperately clinging to a sanctuary that might evaporate at any moment. 
 
    Paul finished and walked back inside, with Cal-com sealing up the tent but not going in. Instead he fully activated his armor and took off running into the blowing sand, disappearing from view within seconds as Paul sat back down inside and tried to hang onto consciousness as long as he could, though he was already sensing the next blackout coming… 
 
      
 
    Cal-com ran through the storm at the best speed he could manage, knowing time was not his ally. Paul was vulnerable when blacked out, and it was questionable whether or not he could fight if need be when he wasn’t. He did a perimeter check telepathically and with sensors as he left, finding nothing but sand, sand, and more sand, but the universe was not predictable and every second he was away from his friend he was in danger…but starvation would kill him for sure, and carrying Paul on his back or telekinetically right now was not advisable, though doable.  
 
    Yet whatever it was they’d come out here to chase inside Paul had been found, and jeopardizing it could be just as deadly. Cal-com didn’t know what moving him would do or not do, for the better or worse, but if Paul felt he needed to face this out here away from everyone else, then that’s how they’d play it…yet they were going to need a lot more supplies. Fortunately Cal-com was far larger than Paul, so he could carry more, and after all the mundane walking his body was itching for a challenge anyway, so he made a point to fight the wind and sand as if it was a workout, gaining as many seconds as he could all the way back to the cliff wall that separated the Sand Sea from the less dry desert beyond. 
 
    Cal-com kicked in his anti-grav when he got near the base and flew up to the summit, dropping back down on the firmer sand and continuing to run, saving his power for when he needed to jump over dunes rather than trying to fly straight to his destination. Both his and Paul’s armor had ample power cells, but they weren’t unlimited. Low level activity would recharge them in a trickle fashion, and Cal-com didn’t want to risk his dropping so low that he’d have trouble later.  
 
    Paul could just fly on his own biological energy, which was far more efficient than the tiny anti-grav units woven into the already densely packed armor, but Cal-com could fly if needed. Right now he had no pack to carry, so it was best to run and save the flight energy for the trip back, though it wouldn’t last the whole way.  
 
    Cal-com ran for hours, using his own muscle and not using the armor enhancement to save power, eventually coming back to the New Luminance outpost that was sunken into the desert. He forced himself to become a pedestrian again when he arrived, because creating a commotion might delay his return more than walking would, so he made himself be patient and shopped in the most efficient manner possible, ending up with 18 smaller packs full of supplies roped together into a massive bundle so large that when he strapped it on his back bystanders had to move aside or get knocked down given how wide it was.  
 
    He ignored the questions and complaints, heading across the chasm and up to the city rim on foot, then he immediately started running, finding the movement very difficult given the weight, awkward shape, and the sinking sand under his feet. Cal-com kicked in his anti-grav and began to fly low to the ground, monitoring the onlookers and watching for pursuit, but he didn’t take an evasive route to hide his destination. A straight line was the quickest way back to Paul, and he didn’t want to waste more time away from the vulnerable Human. 
 
    So he flew…and flew…until his power cell was getting dangerously low, then he reluctantly dropped down into the very slick sands and began walking through it. He found he couldn’t run given the weight and conditions, but he was only a few kilometers away from the tent location and already well out into the Sand Sea. Fortunately the storm was now gone and the sky clear…which made it even hotter with the direct sunlight beating down on his armor, but that absorbed into it and gave it a little bit of an extra recharge trickle as he remained cool inside the skintight protection. 
 
    Cal-com used a few bursts to get over tricky dunes, but otherwise muscled his way back to the tent, finding it intact as he dumped the bundle of packs down, feeling his back thank him for the relief as he looked through the walls of the tent with his Pefbar and confirmed Paul was still inside…except he was sitting up in a cross-legged position, meaning he wasn’t blacked out at the moment. 
 
    Cal-com pried off one of the packs from the bundle and brought it inside, seeing his friend oddly sitting with his eyes closed in a meditative pose.  
 
    “Paul?” he asked after a moment of no response. 
 
    The Human blinked, apparently unaware of his arrival, then he fully opened his eyes…which did not look right, but apparently Paul wasn’t aware of the change.  
 
    “Back already? I thought you left a few minutes ago?” 
 
    “More like hours. How many times did you black out?” 
 
    “Three, but they felt brief. No more than seconds, though now it seems that was an illusion. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Your eyes have changed.” 
 
    Paul frowned. “How?” 
 
    “They’re green now, but they also have an extra ring visible,” Cal-com said, producing a clear shield square in front of him coming from his armor, then he made the shield reflective to create a mirror for Paul to look into.  
 
    “They’ve never been green before,” Paul noted, inclining his head back and forth as he looked at his reflection. “That ring looks like an ocular enhancement,” he said, glancing to the side and staring at his pack on the floor next to the wall. He squinted, not seeing any difference, then he played around a bit randomly, trying to get something to happen in response to him adjusting his focus in and out…then all of a suddenly everything zoomed in on a piece of his pack and occupied his entire vision. 
 
    “What the fuck…” he said, still staring at his pack. 
 
    “What is it?” Cal-com asked as Paul remained distracted.  
 
    “Somehow I can now zoom my vision.” 
 
    “Second lens?” Cal-com guessed, kneeling down next to him and using a bit of his remaining armor power to activate his Regenerator and scan Paul’s new eyes…as well as the rest of him. 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s creeping me out. My situational awareness is horrible like this,” he said, bringing his vision back to normal, then zooming in again.  
 
    “These are not Human eyes. They’re…for lack of a better term…super human.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that…” 
 
    “But the source of the change is still unidentified,” the Voku said. 
 
    “I think I have a partial answer on that.” 
 
    “Another vision?” 
 
    “No. Not that I can remember anyway. Whatever’s going on in my head when I’m blacked out I can’t recall. But I think I know why my body is so sore. It’s not from damage inflicted, but from updates processing. Some of it, at least, I think is from Delayed Training Effect.” 
 
    Cal-com knew what that was, though it rarely happened. When the body went through really hard and long workouts, a significant adjustment was made afterwards, usually while sleeping. If there was a delay in the downtime, the body would try and make some adjustments on the fly, but it couldn’t make all of them. If one had a multi-week excursion that was intense throughout, such as in combat, and it produced a significant training effect rather than just damage, the adaptation to it would occur in bits throughout as needed to keep moving, but the rest would essentially be stuck in queue until the body could get into a rest state. 
 
    When it finally did, it would often update in stages rather than one long rest if the accumulation was great enough. The process was not usually peaceful, with the adjustments coming in chunks that produced instability, and sometimes pain, in the transition. Whereas normal adaptation…where you had rest breaks often…occurred in smaller ‘jumps’ that were less traumatic. In either case, the body’s genetic code rewrote itself in tiny ways, and some of those ways…if significant enough over time…would be passed onto the offspring in the genetic code merger of conception, mitosis, or whatever other method was used.  
 
    “I can’t confirm that, but you’re still changing in waves. Cellular structure is getting tighter again. I think with more food in you you might put on more mass for the same volume.” 
 
    “I feel too light.” 
 
    “Your weight hasn’t dropped much. I think your body is reorganizing and scavenging from where it can. Do you feel up to binge eating?” 
 
    “No,” Paul admitted. “If I eat too fast I start to get queasy, but if I stay awake long enough I think I can slow charge. What do my levels look like?” 
 
    “Fat is almost nonexistent, and blood sugar is low. Everything in your stomach is…” 
 
    “Is what?” 
 
    “How long ago did you eat?” 
 
    “As soon as I woke this cycle. My sense of time is obviously off, so I can’t say for sure how long it’s been.” 
 
    “Your digestion rate is very high. I’d guess you’d eaten 10 cubes a few minutes ago?” 
 
    “I got down 18, but not the big ones. Their taste is too tart, and I have to nibble.” 
 
    “Delayed Training Effect from what?” Cal-com asked, getting back to the original subject matter. 
 
    Paul’s new eyes narrowed, with the gesture being identical with his annoyed/serious look that he only showed when he’d made a mistake. 
 
    “We messed up with the Saiyan genetics, I think. My head fog might be part of that, maybe not all of it, but I’m fairly sure it’s part of the problem.” 
 
    “Lack of rest?” 
 
    “We thought we didn’t need it, but if some of our adaptation wasn’t processing and has been building up over all these millennia…I might be letting it through, since I can now sleep.” 
 
    “Your eyes?” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s connected, but who knows.” 
 
    Cal-com held up his arm again, this time producing a solid shield plate rather than the mirror. On it he produced a variety of colors. “Spectrum check.” 
 
    Paul stared at the lines, seeing the wavelengths clearly measured, then his eyes went wide with shock.  
 
    “I can see UV and a bit of Infrared, but I can also see Gamma. Run a check with other races. See if there’s a partial match.” 
 
    “I already did. Unless it’s not included in the Regenerator database, there’s no exact or partial match. Similarities yes, but this appears to be upgraded Human genetics…to the point that it’s no longer registering as Human. Did your Saiyan genetics affect your eyes?” 
 
    “Just the color, and we added that separate.” 
 
    “Are you close to blacking out?” 
 
    “It’s starting to build, but I’m not close yet. Give me some water. I used the rest earlier.” 
 
    Cal-com passed him a fresh bottle, and Paul downed all of it, motioning for another that he half drank…then he stretched out his legs and laid back on the ground, staring at the tent top. “Check my water burn rate.” 
 
    The Voku grasped his wrist again, with the Regenerator tendrils lightly drilling into his body briefly to get the necessary sensors where they needed to be.  
 
    “Elevated. Your metabolism is far higher than Human or Saiyan, in spurts. If it was constant you’d be dead by now.” 
 
    “The numbness to the universe. The focus on the mission. The need for something to do. That’s the way we are during workouts. Not when we’re resting.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t fully rest,” Cal-com said, seeing the connection. “You were hyped up so much that your senses got numbed without you realizing it.” 
 
    “And we advanced so much that none of our skills went backwards, they improved, so we didn’t notice the negative. We’ve been permanently in workout mode since we made the transition…and it’s gotta be worse for the others that went Saiyan 2 and 3. Ginsi went 4, so I have no idea how bad it is for her, but I bet she doesn’t even notice. We got too mission focused, and we forgot to notice our surroundings where they didn’t apply. And when we couldn’t slow down and rest, we had to have another mission or we’d go nuts. We were blocking some of our own abilities, the type that we couldn’t mechanically measure.” 
 
    “And you succeeded.” 
 
    “Which meant we forgot we’d lost anything. The zoom on my eyes just hammered that into my head.” 
 
    “When you’re focused your situational awareness diminishes, and when your situational awareness increases your focus lapses. You have to rotate between them periodically, and you inadvertently prevented yourself from doing so.” 
 
    “That’s my guess. Whatever else is happening to me undid the lock, now I’m catching up rapidly…and it hurts because of the speed of change.” 
 
    “Can you sleep before you black out?” 
 
    “Not gonna try. The more I’m aware the more my head defrags. It’s my body that needs the blackouts.” 
 
    “And the more you process the less you have remaining in queue?” 
 
    “If I’m right, these bouts will get shorter and shorter until they end. After that I may need to sleep a lot, maybe not. But I think the worst is passed.” 
 
    “But your pain is increasing.” 
 
    “Cumulative effect. I can handle it, but for the others it will be worse. A lot worse.” 
 
    “Yet these other changes may be ramping up.” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Paul said, feeling his head start to go loopy again. “I’m fading out, but I’ve got a foothold now to work from. And once processed…these upgrades aren’t going backwards again. There is…no going back,” he said, with a hint of a smile as his new green eyes closed and Cal-com’s readings indicated that he was on the boundary of unconsciousness…but lingering there for the moment rather than the rapid crashes Paul had had earlier. Perhaps he was doing something to smooth the transition…that wouldn’t surprise Cal-com, but regardless, a few minutes later he was out again, leaving Cal-com as his bodyguard out in the middle of the Sand Sea with nobody around save for the occasional speeder in the far distance getting across the wasteland as fast as possible. 
 
    They had their privacy here to figure this out, and a few weeks of supplies to do it. But while Paul was more content, Cal-com still knew the root issue eluded them. What was causing his initial changes? Where was it coming from? And what did this vision connection have to do with it? 
 
    Cal-com wondered if they weren’t alone here, but despite his constant checks he could find no trace of anyone or anything.  
 
    “Rest, my friend. A partial answer is victory enough for now,” he said, withdrawing the Regenerator tendrils and sitting down next to the prone Human as he began inventorying their supplies and telekinetically bringing the new packs in one at a time through the open door flap that gave just a hint of a breeze in the otherwise tranquil, yet blistering conditions outside.  
 
    Fortunately Paul’s body didn’t seem to be bothered by it, nor did Cal-com’s so long as they stayed in the shade. Other than the fact they were losing water faster in this environment…but he’d accounted for that, and most of the weight he’d carried out here had been water…plus a moisture vaporator that he pulled out of one of the packs and set just outside the door to collect some of the moisture coming out of the tent so they could use it again later. 
 
    It would give them some additional time out here, and right now Cal-com had no idea how much Paul would need, but he was going to insure he could stay put as long as necessary to go through this metamorphosis and survive it, which wasn’t assured at this point, so Paul needed every advantage…or more truthfully, he needed everyone and everything out of his way while he dealt with this internally. The real story was going on inside him, and Cal-com was going to make sure nothing on the outside interfered with it... 
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    Paul had spent the next 3 days continuing to black out periodically, but the length of the blackouts decreased to only a few minutes before ending entirely. The past 2 days he’d been sleeping heavily, but at a time of his choosing. He could feel the life draining out of him and the incessant need to sleep, but it was no longer overloading him to the point he’d collapse. 
 
    The changes to his body were continuing, but slowing. He still didn’t have any answers, but the Archon was gaining a better sense of himself. His mind was continuing to clear up more with each cycle, and the great darkness of the past was diminishing in his memory, to the point it was almost a fiction that he couldn’t believe he had ever fallen for.  
 
    Paul stood outside their tent on the sands, his lengthening hair blowing in the gentle wind as another storm was approaching in the distance, with him punching the air in front of him three times so fast it looked like one blurred attack. He alternated between arm attacks and leg kicks on no enemy or object. He was just shadow boxing, loosening up after so much stagnant time and testing his new body to see what the differences were…but even these limited movements were draining his energy fast, and he knew he’d need another nap in a few minutes else he’d risk pushing himself to the point of blacking out again, and that was something he didn’t feel like playing with now that he’d gotten limited control of it. 
 
    That said, every phantom attack he threw made him feel better. His movements were smooth and clumsy at the same time, for his natural speed had increased. Not up to Saiyan level, but about halfway there. Previously he’d transformed into the hyper mode just to make sure it was still there…and it was…but he couldn’t stay in it more than a few seconds before getting so tired he could barely make it back to the tent. Since then he’d chosen not to touch it again, and was instead exploring his normal ‘base’ form, and somehow part of his Saiyan speed had been incorporated into it.  
 
    Yet a large part of the Saiyan speed was the mental processing, and he wasn’t having trouble keeping up with his own body. In fact the reverse was true, as if his mind had been sped up even more than his muscle cells, making his increased speed seem easily trackable. Each punch he threw he could see with his eyes clearly, as well as feel the position of his arm… 
 
    Paul stopped, then began posing in various positions with the transitions between them shortening. It looked like he was dancing at first, but then the air around him began to churn as he twisted and turned too fast for it to remain stable. His body began to object with a wave of fatigue, but Paul kept at it, trying to accomplish the same speed with less force, as well as seeing what his sensitivity was, bringing his arms and legs closer and closer together, almost touching as they brushed past one another at dizzying speed. 
 
    “Ka!” a voice shouted, shocking Paul into a twirl away from the sound as he took an extra step of distance as he spun down and focused on the source…seeing a Zen’zat in full armor standing before him. “Jo negga af keev.” 
 
    Before Paul could say anything the image fizzled out, disappearing as if a mirage, leaving the Archon standing there with a weird tingle running down his spine…along with a wave of fatigue that would have grounded him if his combat instincts weren’t blaring louder.  
 
    He stood there in silence for what felt like forever, checking his senses and blinking his eyes trying to figure out if that was real or a hallucination. His Pefbar had never connected, but his senses were so well refined that a hallucination would have been vague and patchwork, given the fact that it wasn’t real and had to be produced by the imagination. This Zen’zat had been in crystal clarity, so unless his imagination had also undergone an upgrade…which it might have…then it wasn’t a hallucination. 
 
    “Paul, is something wrong?” Cal-com asked as he ran across the sand from the other side of the tent where he had been doing his own calisthenics, but the sight of Paul suddenly going as still as a statue had caught his eye. 
 
    “It happened again,” Paul said, blinking his eyes to keep the sleep away. “I saw a Zen’zat, briefly.” 
 
    Cal-com did a quick check of the area with his senses and sensors. “There is no one here but you and I.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Paul said, suddenly taking a knee but refusing to go down completely. “Now I’m drained again. Not just from the training.” 
 
    “Did this Zen’zat say anything?” Cal-com said as he lifted Paul up and began dragging him back to the tent in an upright position with his friend as limp as a rag doll.  
 
    “It spoke in V’kit’no’sat…and warned…me to stop…pushing.” 
 
    “Your body is depleted of resources again,” the Voku said, hacking into him with his armored shoulder plates melting into tendrils that connected to Paul’s body. “The original vision parameters are a close match. You need foodstuffs before you sleep again.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Paul said as Cal-com laid him down inside the tent with his back resting on a stack of packs in what had passed as a lounge chair the past few days, but with the Human’s butt still sitting on the tent floor.  
 
    “Good,” Cal-com said as Paul chewed up one of the cubes, despite seeing his eyes roll multiple times as he fought to stay awake. “Keep eating. I will review your memories and discuss this when you wake. Get as much down as you can,” he said, handing him some water as well. 
 
    Paul sipped at it, then crunched another food cube before drifting off seeing the side of the Voku’s hand on his head. Only a moment seemed to pass, then then fatigue faded partly, enough for him to eat some more at least. 
 
    But the tray of foodstuffs was no longer sitting next to his right leg…nor was the bottle of water. Cal-com wasn’t here either, and Paul wondered if this wasn’t another vision taking place. 
 
    He looked around, then pulsed his telepathy and found Cal-com’s mind nearby. A moment later the larger biped came back into the tent with an apologetic look on his otherwise stoic face. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I did not expect you to wake yet. Your mind was deep in sleep a moment ago. What woke you?” 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “8 hours.” 
 
    Paul frowned. “I blinked a few times. I don’t remember sleeping at all.” 
 
    “Well you did, but very few upgrades this time. I think the drain came from somewhere else, but I can’t physically locate a source. The choice of a Zen’zat is curious. Why not impersonate me again?” 
 
    “You think it is someone?” 
 
    “Either someone else, or a part of you manifesting in this way. You were over pushing…as typical for Archons. Especially trailblazers.” 
 
    “Then it wasn’t a part of me,” Paul said, sitting up and feeling a different type of sore this time. “Because I was going easy compared to what I wanted to do. You said some changes were made?” 
 
    “Nothing noticeable, but some subtle recoding was done. Far less than your current trend.” 
 
    “This all began with me taking a break, so maybe it is linked to resting rather than training.” 
 
    “I’m worried too,” Cal-com admitted. “Perhaps you should let it play out before you attempt to harness whatever changes have been made.” 
 
    “I’m sorer than before. The same way I was the first vision. It’s like a power drain.” 
 
    “A mental hallucination would not affect the body.” 
 
    “True. I think we’re dealing with something new.” 
 
    “That is obvious.” 
 
    “No, I mean something beyond our current senses, and beyond Essence, because I can’t detect anything.” 
 
    “Nor can I. Do you have any new insights?” 
 
    Paul sighed, searching his mind and ‘looking’ with his newfound clarity to see what had been uncovered that was previously foggy.  
 
    “More of the same. My purpose is right here, though I can’t articulate it. I’m on the path. I can feel that. I just can’t identify it. But these changes are part of it.” 
 
    “A necessary part or an optional upgrade?” 
 
    “It feels like I was lost, but this transformation is a choke point on the path and I was drawn back to it because of it. I have to figure it out before I lose the scent of it again, but for the moment I’m where I need to be.” 
 
    “No combat. No lives to be saved. No universe to carry on your shoulders,” Cal-com ticked off from previous conversations. “What about now fits your path?” 
 
    Paul looked at the ground oddly, as if his mind suddenly took a journey to somewhere unseen. “The path is within.” 
 
    “Your personal advancement?” 
 
    “No…not totally. It’s…” he said, looking up at Cal-com suddenly. “I have a piece of it.” 
 
    “Explain, if you can.” 
 
    “The circle of life,” Paul said, standing up and cringing with each muscle movement. “Birth, youth, adulthood, reproduction, then downward cycle into death as the next generation rises to replace you. It was called the circle of life in a movie…not an important one, but one from long ago. It was stated that it was meant to be that way. Continuous cycling. My path is to break free of it. Break the circle.” 
 
    “You’ve obtained self-sufficiency. Is that not breaking the cycle?” 
 
    Paul huffed. “You’re right. I said that wrong. I broke free of it long ago, but the point is the answers…the path…cannot exist on the circle. It’s the training wheels that keep everything functioning on a base level. To find the path you have to rise above it. Break free of it. Then you have a path that doesn’t boomerang back to the beginning and start all over again.” 
 
    “The first vision spoke of this, did it not?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Paul said, nodding and immediately regretting it as he rubbed his jaw. “How does my face hurt? This makes no sense.” 
 
    “Does anything not hurt?” 
 
    “It is kind of body-wide, but spiking in odd places with movement. Don’t get me off topic. I need to nail this before it leaves me.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Growth…must occur away from the newbs. The more you grow the further distant you get. Circling back around to train them pulls you away from the path, unless there is a cross connection that leads you to something new. New. The path will always be new, Cal-com. I sensed this before but I didn’t understand. New things aren’t a luxury. They’re a sign that you’re on your path. If everything is familiar then you’ve stopped moving or circled back. We can use automated training like bread crumbs for others following similar paths, that way we can help them without hindering ourselves.” 
 
    “That has already been implemented in Star Force,” Cal-com pointed out. 
 
    Paul waved him off with a hand. “I know, I know. I just didn’t see the reasons for it. We’ve been doing stuff accidentally right for other reasons. I can see it better now.” 
 
    “And your path?” 
 
    “Is not in naval combat on a regular basis,” he said with finality as that bit of his search ended. “From time to time, when there is a need. But sitting in a ship is not moving me along the path. I must pursue it where it goes, which means I have to be untethered,” he said, huffing a bit of a laugh that Cal-com could see was also painful. “A Jedi must have no attachments.” 
 
    “Something else accidentally right?” 
 
    “It seems so.” 
 
    “Are you going back outside?” 
 
    Paul looked down at his feet and where he was standing. “No. You’re right. I do need to let this play out, then train to master it latter. So how do I rest without going completely nuts?” 
 
    “Sleep as much as you can. The balance you need to explore.” 
 
    “I just woke up, so let’s go exploring.” 
 
    “The storm is nearly here.” 
 
    Paul then noticed the tent quivering slightly, something he should have picked up on as soon as he woke if he hadn’t been distracted. He walked past Cal-com to the door and poked his head out, seeing squalls of sand in the distance. 
 
    “That looks bigger.” 
 
    “It is. I was in the process of digging us some terrain to hide behind when you woke.” 
 
    Paul looked around and saw the trenches to his left that were feeding a large mound behind their tent on the opposite side of the approaching storm. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “A ring around the perimeter to force the air up and over us, and a trench beyond to catch the blowing sands so they don’t pile on top and bury us. If our tent could handle that I would do so myself, but it cannot handle the weight no matter how I augment it. We’ve been getting an automated recall warning from the nearest beacon.” 
 
    “They want everyone to come in?” 
 
    “The storm predictions are beyond what the equipment they sell can handle.” 
 
    Paul smirked. “Challenge accepted.” 
 
    “How can we augment the tent to survive this? Or should we deconstruct it and ride it out in our armor?” 
 
    “Neither,” he said, pulling the door open enough for him to step out into the wind. He walked a few steps to clear the way for Cal-com to follow, then he knelt down and placed his bare palm against the thin, soft sand beneath him.  
 
    Paul held still, but the sand did not, blowing every which way until the bits around his fingers began to pull in as if being sucked into a black hole. They almost disappeared beneath his hand, but his palm rose ever so slightly as the material built up beneath, eventually forming into a brick a few inches wide and as along as Paul’s forearm. When he was finished he grabbed it with his other hand and tossed it up to Cal-com, who caught the remarkably heavy construct in both hands as the weight surprised him into a short-lived fumble.  
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Alchemy combined with Essence. The composition of the sand makes it easy. I shouldn’t know that without testing, but I can feel it. The molecules are almost beckoning to be remade.” 
 
    Cal-com used his armor to analyze the brick, with his total shock evident on his face when the results came in.  
 
    “This is a corovon alloy. How can you do that with no Corovon in the sand?” 
 
    “The building blocks are there for it. I can’t explain how, but I can feel them.” 
 
    “That’s subatomic, Paul. And something even our Mastertechs haven’t figured out how to do. Are you fatigued?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t have to deposit energy, just set up a natural chain reaction. Barely a touch of Essence was required, and my psionic use was moderate. I just gave it the necessary push and it realigned because it wanted to. It’s pathetically simple, but if I had to draw it out I’m not sure I could. The sense is fleeting, and if I try to think of it academically I’m afraid I’ll lose it.” 
 
    “Can you do more?” 
 
    “Many more, and it will allow my body to rest. Two problems solved with one task.” 
 
    “Can you do enough in time?” Cal-com asked, glancing at the approaching dust swirls that were eating up the horizon. 
 
    “One way to find out. I’ll forge, you engineer. Plan wisely. I can’t make this go any faster,” he said, starting to create another dirty white-colored brick slightly lighter in shade than the sand itself. 
 
    “Challenge accepted,” Cal-com echoed as he began reviewing possible structural designs to find one strong enough but with the least building material needed. 
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    Wilson stood in one of the many control centers for the training courses in Atlantis, linked into the biomonitors that all the trailblazers were wearing. When they weren’t going at it in team matches, he had them doing work on obstacles courses, mostly solo runs. The difference now was their Essence use. He had them split into groups, with one using Essence as normal. Another only using their own Essence and forgoing the Uriti-charged Magicite rings, with a third using no rings and pulling only from what was in their body currently. 
 
    The fourth and final group were forbidden from using Essence at all, and they hadn’t been thrilled about it. Every time a person used Essence it increased their total personal reservoir a tiny bit, and the trailblazers had gotten in the habit of using it all the time to take advantage of this aspect, but Wilson wanted to see what happened when they avoided it. He’d done similar experiments with lower ranking Archons, but none of them had the size of Essence wells as the trailblazers did, so he was hoping he’d get some useful results. All the other experiments seemed to reflect the same basic truth. 
 
    Essence use had no negative effects on the body or training unless you went so low to risk death. 
 
    Wilson crossed his arms over his chest as he watched Greg-073 jumping through a series of hoops spaced 16 meters apart and elevated 3 meters in the air. This course was a ‘no fly’ course, and the trailblazers didn’t have a problem restricting themselves from using certain psionics on the obstacle courses. It was in combat when they had an opponent that adjusted to them that they found it hard to hold back.  
 
    Greg leapt easily from floor to hoop to floor over and over again, making his way to a slide that carried him up via a reversed gravity column, then he was swinging from monkey bars across a disqualification chasm that didn’t prove any real threat to him. This run was about speed, for the course was familiar, and unless he really screwed up there was no chance of not making it to the finish.  
 
    They’d gone over this course hundreds of times each in the past, with dozens more on this group arrival to Atlantis, and as always they were trying to improve their times. That meant their marks were already pretty high to begin with, but they were chipping away here and there without any significant improvement. Without being able to use Essence or their Saiyan modes to boost their speed, all they had was their psionics, muscle, and rhythm to work with. And once you’d hammered that out, squeezing every advantage out of the course that you could, what did that leave? 
 
    No room for accidental advancement. If they were going to adapt and grow to it, it would show. If they did not, they would plateau at or near their current level. Wilson needed a wall like this to hammer them on in order to analyze the more subtle aspects of their fitness, and the results he was getting so far were not useful. 
 
    Not if his gut feeling that Essence use held a disadvantage was true.  
 
    He was watching more than just Greg at the moment, with monitors on Kerrie-057, Ace-095, and Logan-036 off to the side, but they were all behind pace. Greg was flickering with a new record, so he’d brought him and his stats up center screen to see if there was anything different going on with him…especially since he was in the ‘no essence use’ group.  
 
    Many people mistook the trailblazers for slightly different looking clones of one another, but each of them had their own peculiarities and strengths, and Wilson had split the teams up as evenly as he could, with Kara and Davis thrown in as extras. Both broke the mold in different directions, but at this point he needed any and all data he could get, and so far he was totally dry in that regard. At least as far as any data suggesting his gut feeling was accurate.  
 
    Greg had no visual timer, which was meant to focus them on the feel of the run rather than let them calibrate to the clock. Normally that’s not how you worked a timed course, because you needed to see where you were gaining and losing in order to adapt, but Wilson wanted them blind on this, hoping that they’d stumble on something he’d missed. They were good at that, and throwing them at this was his last hope at the moment. He didn’t know where else to look, but he was sure there was something wrong with Essence use. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, his instincts told him to stay on this. 
 
    A barely audible ping sounded, but in the silence of the control room it was loud. Wilson’s eyes went to Greg’s biomonitor data, seeing the source of the notification. He raised an eyebrow, then focused on Greg’s motions as he moved with liquid grace through a series of tiny pillars that he had to step on very carefully to avoid falling…all below a short ceiling that kept him from jumping across them. 
 
    His coordination was impressive, but the ping was the result of something Wilson had discovered long before Essence. It was a state of concentration where one stopped thinking about past or future and became one with the moment. All movements were intuitive, almost as if you were not in control of yourself and moving so fast you didn’t know how you were doing what you were doing, but you just ran with it.  
 
    Some called it ‘in the zone,’ others had given it the moniker ‘liquid gold,’ but there was one type of phenomenon within the category that he had labeled ‘Ultra Instinct,’ and Greg had just slipped into it.  
 
    And as a result, his speed had increased ever so slightly…not due to his muscles pushing harder, but to his coordination and course chosen being smoothed out and more accurate, with less wasted movement. Wilson had felt this a number of times in his life, but could never do so on command. It just manifested at odd times, and he knew that when it did you just went with it. Thinking would undo it, for it was experience without planning, and often happened in new situations.  
 
    Doing so in familiar ones was very rare, but it did happen. And this was usually when records were broken that could never be gotten back to later…at least not without a lot of training advancement to close the gap. 
 
    Greg finished out the course within the next few minutes, all the while staying in ‘Ultra Instinct’ through the finish line. Then he took a few extra breathes and tilted his chin up slightly to address the monitoring equipment he knew was on. 
 
    “Sorry, Wilson. Took that one a little easier. Didn’t feel right pressing too hard, so I tried to smooth things out a bit. I’ll hit the next one harder.” 
 
    Wilson triggered the mic with a thought. “You just shaved 1.46 seconds off your record.” 
 
    Greg frowned. “No. There’s no way.” 
 
    “You did. And your biomonitor said you slipped into Ultra Instinct. How long has it been since you’ve done that?” 
 
    “Longer than I can remember,” Greg said, putting his hands on his hips as he paced around the finish area thinking. “Are you sure? I didn’t feel any different.” 
 
    “You can review the data later. Go through again, immediately. I need a comparison.” 
 
    “How hard?” 
 
    “Same effort. I want to see how much decline you get off fatigue.” 
 
    “Will do,” Greg said, hopping over a low barrier to the nearby start line, then he slapped the start button and took off as soon as it depressed.  
 
    “Could it be…” Wilson whispered to himself as several ideas hit him simultaneously as Greg again slipped into Ultra Instinct a few moments after he got into the obstacle course. Doing it twice in a row was unheard of, and while he didn’t stay in it constantly, he flickered in and out over the next few minutes. 
 
    Wilson suddenly smacked his hand against his forehead and groaned. “How could I be so stupid?” he said, knowing he’d have to get a lot more data to be sure, but he now had a working theory. After all this time, nobody had really asked what Essence was supposed to do. It was always what it could be used for. Connecting the Core to the Body was what was assumed, but Wilson never really explored that line of thought, probably because it couldn’t be seen or tested in any way other than going too far to the point of death, and Star Force would never do that kind of sick research.  
 
    “Fatigue from Essence use,” he mumbled to himself. “Why did I never see it? It’s not a control exertion, it’s coordination…or, actually, that is a control exertion, just of a different sort. And you guys are such beasts that you haven’t shown the diminishment. No, not just that. Your Essence reserve is never the same twice. That’s why I couldn’t find it. No replicability.” 
 
    Wilson was feeling very good…and very stupid…right now, but he was going to need data before he went to Davis and the trailblazers. He wouldn’t tell him his theory. It might bias their actions and throw off the analysis, because if he was right, it was going to be a very minimal difference that would require multiple attempts under the same conditions. Many attempts. Hopefully the numbers would bear him out, but he now had a lead to go on. 
 
    And once again, he owed the trailblazers for stumbling onto something without even trying. Their instincts were better than his own, but they needed him to figure it out and codify a training procedure to probe it. They were better in the field, he was better in analysis, but both were best when overlapping their specialties, and having them all here was now beginning to pay off, as rare as it was. 
 
    All except Paul. Wilson wondered what he was up to, for he hadn’t gotten any updates from him. Maybe he was stumped, or maybe he was on the track of the same thing he was… 
 
      
 
    Paul tossed another brick to Cal-com, with him placing it on the last ring on the top of the dome he’d been building as the wind was already throwing so much sand between them that Paul had a hard time seeing him.  
 
    “That’s the last one. Build the cap,” Cal-com yelled over the storm rather than using telepathy as he stood next to the slightly shorter shelter…or rather the taller one, but he was standing on a dune that was already a third of the way up the windward side of the curved brick wall.  
 
    Paul gathered more material this time, and rather than creating the slightly curved rectangular bricks, he started pulling sand together and reorganizing it on a molecular and sometimes atomic level to create a mostly flat plug that was a little less than a meter wide and narrower on the bottom than the top rim. It ended up being about 3 inches thick, and when he tossed it to Cal-com the Voku stepped up and placed it on the last hole on top of the dome, with him having to brush some sand off the edge to make it slide in evenly. 
 
    When it did, the interior that held the tent was now protected from the wind, with the arch-like construction reinforcing itself against its own weight, but Paul wasn’t going to leave it at that. As Cal-com came down from the dune and around to the short entrance tunnel on the leeward side, Paul placed a hand on the exterior sidewall and swiped away some of the clinging sand. It appeared as if wet, but there was no moisture here, rather static cling to the odd alloy he’d created.  
 
    He got a section clear of the dry ‘snow’ and pressed his palm against it, then used his alchemy psionic, Dogorat’nah, to weld the bricks together…at least partially…making the dome one solid structure, then he followed his friend inside, crawling over an angular dune that was quickly building in front of their exit tunnel.  
 
    They’d taken the time to build it out two meters from the tent, which was sitting just inside the dome and occupying almost all the interior space. The armor coating they’d made would keep the wind off it, but they hadn’t built any type of door on the entrance. Paul stood up inside and walked through the tent door behind Cal-com, then sealed it as the bit of wind getting through the tunnel vibrated it in and out while the rest of their purchased structure remained stable. 
 
    “You handled that faster than I thought possible,” Cal-com congratulated, “but the storm was the faster.” 
 
    “Still, it beats having to take a nap in armor until it passes,” Paul said, laying down on his lounging pile of packs and taking a very long breath. 
 
    “How tired are you?” 
 
    “Little and much,” Paul said with a smirk. “I don’t know. I’m all over the place.” 
 
    “Better or worse?” 
 
    “I feel better in the storm, though that may be mental.” 
 
    “You prefer a challenge,” Cal-com said, sitting down on the other side of the small tent, with his legs stretching out next to Paul’s right side. 
 
    “Stagnation really is the enemy. Rest is useful, but when you’re done with it, not having anything to do takes you off the path, because the path is forever in motion. I can see that now in a way I couldn’t before.” 
 
    “And the storm?” 
 
    “Even though we’re sitting here we have to deal with it. Mentally it’s a fight even if physically it isn’t. The environment is the challenge.” 
 
    “Then peace is not the path?” 
 
    “Not for me. But peace gives us the opportunity to craft our own training. Without it we are forever at the mercy of the storm, and can only adapt as it allows us. We have to create peace to forge our own path, but we cannot linger in it. Peace is not the objective, it is a prerequisite to higher level abilities.” 
 
    “Abilities that can only be truly mastered in the storm?” 
 
    “There is a duality there that is problematic.” 
 
    “If the storm goes away, where does that leave you?” 
 
    “Exactly. Though it looks like it’s a forever storm.” 
 
    “Is ending it the objective, or surviving it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think I’ve been suspecting the former, and that’s caused me to lock up. As if winning takes away all victories. But letting everything go to shit just so I can put it back together is a betrayal in a different manner. I couldn’t see another option before, and while I can’t name it now, I can sense it. Fortunately life isn’t a game where we have to know the objective to play it. We just take it one level at a time trying to figure it out as we go along.” 
 
    “But ultimately you need to figure it out?” 
 
    “I don’t see how we can’t if we keep moving forward.” 
 
    “Then your objective isn’t truly to understand the nature of the universe. That is a side effect. Your objective is to continue moving forward.” 
 
    “And we can’t do that standing still.” 
 
    “So how do you keep moving forward?” 
 
    Paul put his hands behind his head. “Right now I’ve got plenty to chew on. But later…it’s not going backwards. Not to the fleet. Not to the Empire. Building it is a challenge already completed. Upgrading it may be another one, but maintaining it is not. We’ve got plenty of others for that anyway. You included. Is that where your path travels?” 
 
    “For now. Nothing ever stays the same, and what you built could be lost if not adjusted over time. There is significant importance and challenge in that for someone like me, but it would be repetitive for you. You are a storm, never staying in the same place. Always moving. Always in action. If you stop, you cease to exist. You are transition incarnate.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that. And I kinda like it,” Paul said, closing his eyes and beginning to drift off to sleep as he listened to the rain-like sound of the sand hitting the inside wall of the tunnel and bouncing onto the tent door in repetitive spurts that continued to get louder and more intense. But the more intense it got the more Paul relaxed, and Cal-com noticed as he continued to monitor his friend’s condition with his Regenerator. 
 
    “You truly are a creature of action,” he whispered after Paul was out hard.  
 
    The temperature was dropping fast, so Cal-com turned up the rooftop heater a bit more while laying a blanket over Paul, careful to not wake him, but the Archon didn’t even notice. Whatever changes were taking place inside him were occupying his attention, and Cal-com was concerned with how vulnerable Paul was. As strong and wise as he was, in this state the weakest of enemies could walk up on him and kill him with a single shot to the head.  
 
    That wasn’t going to happen with Cal-com here, though he had no idea who or what this vision was. And if it was an enemy, how would he defend his friend against it? 
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    Paul woke again before the storm had passed, sitting up and rubbing his forehead as he tried to wash the sleepiness out of his senses. Ever since his transformation into a Saiyan, sleepiness was something he’d had very little experience with, but it was slamming him now, and in a way that was refreshing…despite the fact he felt like going back to sleep immediately after waking. 
 
    “Any new dreams or revelations?” Cal-com asked as the tent door continued to vibrate in the wind coming through the short tunnel. 
 
    “Just wondering why I wake up more tired than before I went to sleep,” he said, sitting up and scooting back against the pile of packs so he had something to lean on as he tried to relax the sleepiness out of his head. 
 
    “Why not try and sleep more?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe it was getting too shallow.” 
 
    “So now as you get more active the sensation deepens. It suggests your rest state isn’t very efficient. Perhaps a side effect of continued effort.” 
 
    Paul frowned. “So my body has to relearn how to fully rest?” 
 
    “Possibly. Or it may be additional changes,” Cal-com suggested, crawling over on his knees until he got within range to attach his armor’s probe to his friend’s arm so he could scan his genetic code. 
 
    “Odd. I’m not seeing any change this time.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    “Not genetically. I expected a gradual decline, not a sudden stop.” 
 
    “Stupid,” Paul cursed at himself. “This didn’t all start because I took a break and started to relax. I also stopped using Essence…until now.” 
 
    “You think it interferes in the adaptation process somehow?” 
 
    “Of course it does. I should have seen this earlier. Essence must be the root of all adaptation, and the lesser it connects to the body the less it can have that effect. Draining Essence partially separates the body from it, disrupting or postponing the adaptation.” 
 
    “No,” Cal-com said firmly. “You are grasping the truth but it is slipping through your fingers.” 
 
    Paul looked at him oddly, sensing his voice patterns alter a bit. He looked around the tent, stretching his senses to see if he could detect any anomalies, but before he could find them Cal-com alleviated the need for such a search. 
 
    “I am speaking to you, and my ability to do so is limited. Your ability to adapt is not rooted in Essence, but something else you have not discovered. You have stumbled upon it, and that contact has precipitated the changes in you. They are multiple. You have a lot of unpacking to do from numerous sources.” 
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    “Paul?” Cal-com said, looking at him oddly. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “What did I just say?” 
 
    “You asked who I am.” 
 
    “Before that?” 
 
    “You were silent for a long moment.” 
 
    “3rd vision.” 
 
    Cal-com’s chin raised. “What was it this time?” 
 
    “You talking again, but more pointedly. And I can feel the fatigue again. I am being drained somehow.” 
 
    “What did my twin have to say?” 
 
    “That adaptation is not rooted in Essence, but something else. Something that I’ve stumbled upon without realizing it.” 
 
    “Then there is someone else here.” 
 
    “That or my imagination has upgraded considerably.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “I don’t know. Nothing conventional. Scan me for implants, no matter how small.” 
 
    Cal-com connected a nanite tendril coming out of his shoulder plate to Paul’s arm. “If there were I would not have missed them previously. Have you developed a new ability not yet logged?” 
 
    “I can’t feel anything.” 
 
    “The Regenerator can detect no anomalies within you, other than the previous alterations. Nothing akin to a transmitter or foreign coding, yet it still can’t identify the source of the genetic alterations. We may be looking at a natural effect or different form of technology used by the intruder.” 
 
    “He also said there were multiple things happening to me at once.” 
 
    “If Essence is interfering, then not using it again is the key to continue unlocking the transformation, is it not?” 
 
    “A better idea I do not have. I won’t use it again. Hopefully I didn’t permanently lose what was left.” 
 
    “An ally?” 
 
    “Starting to feel that way,” Paul said, standing up despite a wobbliness from the drain. He didn’t feel more sleepy, but less alive. As if his Essence had been depleted from his body in large amounts, but it hadn’t altered. This was…something else. 
 
    “My fatigue,” Paul said, looking down at the sitting Voku’s head. “This part of it may be sourced elsewhere.” 
 
    “The same source as adaptation?” 
 
    Paul glanced up at the ceiling. “This has to do with the Life Springs, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Very good,” a waspy, almost electronic voice said as Cal-com disappeared. Paul turned to his left to see the Zen’zat, but the voice didn’t match.  
 
    “Kosh?” he guessed. 
 
    “Your memory of that image is vague, so I must use something more recent to make it appear real,” the Zen’zat said, looking at him through an opaque black faceplate with hints of green worked into the nanite armor here and there. “The longer we speak, the more a toll it takes on your body.” 
 
    “What did I do to start this?” 
 
    “You cracked the barrier twice. The first time I did nothing, then you lost it when your duty to conquer the delinquent planet overrode your intuition. You cracked it a second time once arriving here, and when you did I acted. I reached across and created a larger fracture, one that wouldn’t so easily seal. I could not risk you losing it again.” 
 
    “Losing what?” 
 
    “Your first step into a much larger world. You have no idea how important you are, but if I explain further I will do damage to your body. I cannot speak to you again for some time until you heal wounds you do not know exist. Let the changes in you continue. Rest, reflect, explore. Do not train for advancement. The pressure blinds you,” the Zen’zat said before disappearing with Cal-com reappearing, though now standing and looking down on Paul with a concerned look on his face as he spoke, but Paul couldn’t hear the words as one more sentence was spoken by his new contact. 
 
    “And so it begins…” 
 
    That phrase, and the meaning imbedded in it, sent a chill down Paul’s spine a moment before he collapsed to the ground…except Cal-com caught him before he hit, though he was now limp as a rag doll. 
 
    “I think I need to sleep now,” Paul said half sarcastically. “Fill you in…later…”  
 
    The Human dropped asleep even as the Voku held him a meter off the ground, scanning him with the Regenerator again and not finding a cause, though the side effects were quite visible. His body was reacting as if it had just run 20 miles, and badly needed refueled. 
 
    Paul couldn’t eat when asleep, so Cal-com set him down and used the Regenerator to disintegrate and relocate water and food cubes to where it was needed in his body as he waited for his friend to wake, knowing there was no use in forcing a conversation. Rest was what he needed most, and was least inclined to indulge in given his habits. The best thing Cal-com could do for him now was be patient and watch over him…though it was clear that this entity he was in communication with had a means to hurt him, and it was one that Cal-com could not defend against. 
 
    That did not sit well with him, and he spent the next 18 hours trying to search for any knowledge that could give him insight into the nature of the enemy, but he couldn’t find the smallest anomaly to work with prior to Paul suddenly blinking his eyes and sitting up as if he’d heard an alarm. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “18 hours. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I can feel it now. The burning illuminates its presence.” 
 
    “What presence?” 
 
    “It’s similar to the Essence realm, but different. I can barely feel it, but it’s everywhere in my body…yet nowhere. The doppelganger…who is now speaking in Kosh’s voice…said I broke through the barrier on Ha’shavi, then lost it. He said I broke through a second time here, and he acted to prevent me from losing it a second time. He also said that due to the length of our previous conversation that I’d be on my own for a while. Apparently it does damage to me if contact lasts too long.” 
 
    “Contact with him or this other realm?” 
 
    “Not sure. He recommended rest and introspection. Not training.” 
 
    “Not something an Archon is receptive to,” Cal-com pointed out. 
 
    “Which is probably why I didn’t go through this earlier,” he said, getting to his feet and walking outside, having to push his way through a dune that nearly covered the entrance to the tunnel. 
 
    When he got outside he looked back, seeing the entire shelter was now buried under sand…while the ground a few meters off was now exposed rock. Everywhere he looked he saw repetitions of this, with the terrain undulating in all directions under the night sky with a small bulge of light on the horizon.  
 
    “Dawn or dusk?” he asked. 
 
    “Dawn,” Cal-com said as he followed him out, wondering why Paul wasn’t recognizing the cardinal directions. 
 
    “Fitting. I just got accelerated into overdrive on my path. I don’t know where it’s going, but from here on out I think it’s going to move rapidly…yet I have to stay low key and observe more than act. I don’t feel like going back into space, but I’m tired of desert. I need to get lost somewhere with more stuff to explore and lose myself in. This is too wide open.” 
 
    “There are other remote regions on this planet…or do you want to travel to another?” 
 
    “I’ll stay here for now, but bring our ship in. I’m tired of using the local food and gear.” 
 
    “We’re getting low on it anyway,” Cal-com said. “Do you want me to go get the ship?” 
 
    “We’ll both go,” Paul said, referencing their hidden starship that was programmed not to respond to comms. They’d have to make physical contact to unlock it and the cloaking device…or to look at the messages it was collecting from the comm grid. They’d done that to get further disconnected from the empire, though now it was a bit inconvenient. “Leave the tent and excess gear. But rig up some pole that will stay above the sand to let travelers know this is here if they need it.” 
 
    “Are you strong enough to walk?” 
 
    “Advice or no, I need to do some running. Stagnation is still my enemy, and if I don’t have something to rest from I won’t be able to relax. We’ll take some water and foodstuffs in a light pack each and leave everything else here. We’ll go straight back and not stop until we get there.” 
 
    “The sand will sap the strength from your short legs.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Paul scoffed at him. 
 
    “Will your friend be coming as well?” 
 
    “I don’t know where or what he is, but he’s been on two different worlds. So maybe he’s hitching a ride with us.” 
 
    “We don’t know how he travels, so running might leave him behind.” 
 
    “I doubt it, though I don’t have a logical argument as to why.” 
 
    “Does it not concern you the damage that he is able to inflict on you?” 
 
    “It does, but I can’t control that and I’m not dead yet. The appeal of the breakthrough and everything else that is going on with me is enough to distract from the danger. Besides, the sooner I figure this out the sooner I can develop a defense. So there’s no point in lingering.” 
 
    “We’ve been blindsided.” 
 
    “By something that was probably there all along and we just didn’t realize it. Better a scared knowledge than ignorant confidence.” 
 
    “We have no choice but to be reckless then?” 
 
    “Afraid not. Fun, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is not,” Cal-com said, moving off to create a makeshift pole to mark the site as Paul stayed put looking at the horizon as the local sun began to creep toward breaching the horizon, preceded by a glow that expanded outward eating into the visible starfield above.  
 
    Paul sighed. “It’s gonna be a hot day for a run.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson slapped his palm down on top of Davis’s desk, half waking up the drowsing Director as he was looking over some stats in between sparring sessions with the trailblazers…which were keeping him half exhausted at all times.  
 
    “Got it!” he declared. 
 
    Davis saw a datapad left behind where his hand retreated from. “Got what?” 
 
    “Essence use dulls our connection to the body.” 
 
    Davis frowned. “How?” 
 
    “I can’t be too specific, but it’s necessary to connect our Core to our body. If we diminish the amount, we diminish the effect. If we take on someone else’s Essence, it’s the wrong ‘frequency’ and doesn’t match until we convert it. Either way, there is an inefficiency until we get back to 100% full.” 
 
    “But 100% has changed over time.” 
 
    “Yes it has. In response to us being low, we adapt to create more in order to compensate. That’s why we didn’t notice a problem. But when we stop drawing it down, we see an increase in ability.” 
 
    The Director raised an eyebrow as he stood up and brought the datapad with him, staring at it as he began to pace around his office as a rainstorm dumped gallon after gallon of water onto the panoramic windows that would eventually see it run down and rejoin the Pacific Ocean below.  
 
    “I’m not seeing any ability increase,” he said as he scanned the obstacle course runs and the summary notes added to the stats. “This is coordination related?” 
 
    “Weapon familiarity. Gloves versus no gloves,” Wilson replied short hand. “Precision increase leads to Ultra Instinct with remarkable frequency.” 
 
    “But they only got to this point by using Essence all these years?” 
 
    “True. But it was slowing them down as they did so. And it’s speculation now, but I think it hindered their ability to adapt to training.” 
 
    “Precision,” Davis echoed, knowing that Training Effect required repetition, and if your movements were different each time you wouldn’t get as much effect. So the more precise your training was, the bigger bang you would get out of it when you were doing repetitions to induce an upgrade. 
 
    “It may not seem like much, but I’ve always suspected there was something there. You can choose to keep increasing your Essence well, or to use your physical abilities at full power. You cannot do both simultaneously.” 
 
    “And we didn’t get Essence until we got Saiyans,” Davis said, cringing. “That covered the speed slowdown with the speed increase.” 
 
    “Good catch,” Wilson admitted. “I hadn’t put that together yet, but you’re right. They were growing more than they were being held back, so we didn’t see it. And if it dulls their precision of the body, it may also be dulling their minds as well.” 
 
    “Hence the pouting.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it that. Their vision has been obscured and they can’t see their way beyond doing the same thing over and over again. I can see a universe of possibilities ahead of me. They can’t. That’s not pouting.” 
 
    “It’s pithy and angers them, so I’m saying ‘pouting’ until they figure it out. A little payback for the beatdowns they’re giving me,” Davis said as he continued to look over the limited data, then he tossed the datapad back onto his desk. “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “We treat it as weighted training clothing. Now that we know it exists, we can work around it when needed and embrace it otherwise. Essence is too useful to abandon, but for certain periods of training it should be avoided. I’ll get basic parameters established shortly, but it comes down to more specialization in their skillsets. We can’t have one Archon being a master of all anymore.” 
 
    “We figured that out long ago.” 
 
    “Well they haven’t. Paul sort of did, but he still tried to straddle the line. They won’t relent from being the best in everything. That’s their strength, but when options vary widely and they have to choose between them, they can’t handle that. They’ve been doing the impossible so long, they’re finally facing something they can’t cheat.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to be proved wrong, but the do-it-alls are going to have to retool or become the jack of all trades, masters of none.” 
 
    “They won’t accept that.” 
 
    “No, they won’t. But something is going to have to give. If I’m right, Saiyan skill needs the higher precision. Essence needs larger wells. You can’t have both at the same time, and if you split your training between the two, you’re going to fall behind the specialists. The trailblazers’ head start only lasts for so long.” 
 
    Davis huffed. “Give them the playing field and they’ll figure it out. That’s one problem I don’t have to worry about.” 
 
    “It won’t be that easy this time. This has been stretching them for a while. I don’t think they can juggle this one, but it will be interesting to see how they tackle it.” 
 
    “Have you told them yet?” 
 
    “You’re the first.” 
 
    “Call them all in to the amphitheater.” 
 
    “All?” 
 
    “Let Paul be Paul for now. He can catch up later, if he hasn’t already figured it out by now...” 
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    It had been two months since Paul and Cal-com left the desert and returned to their ship. From there they’d flown under cloak to various parts of the planet, skipping over the cities and settlements and going for the raw nature that existed in many forms. First was jungle, then ice, and now the pair were camped out on a secluded island that had more beach than forest, but the air was warm, the waves gentle, and absolutely no one around. 
 
    Their ship was sitting invisible on one of the beaches with its landing skids making imprints into the sand, but otherwise you couldn’t tell it was there with your eyes or sensors, though Pefbar could see it. That said, Paul rarely used his nowadays, and let Cal-com get supplies out of the vessel whenever needed. Since arriving on the island Paul had remained outside, choosing to sleep under the stars or a primitive lean-to he’d made from dead trees.  
 
    The Human had said he needed to disconnect further from everything, and the Voku hadn’t argued. This was why he’d brought him out here initially, though he hadn’t expected the payoff to be so grand. Every day Paul changed some more, though the big swings were a thing of the past now. His genetic code was still shifting away from Human and towards something else…something more powerful, as attested by the fact that his cellular density was surpassing Human limits, and according to Cal-com’s Regenerator scans he was no longer physically capped. 
 
    That revelation had drawn raised eyebrows from Paul, but somehow he knew before he told him. He was gaining a very spooky sense of precognition with regards to information, but Cal-com put that down to introspection. If this was a buildup of adaptation surging forth now that he could finally relax, then with it would come a new sense of normal, and through that Paul was going to be able to see and understand things differently than Cal-com could. 
 
    What caused his initial change was still unknown. The mysterious companion hadn’t spoken to him since they’d left the desert, and Paul had spent most of his time sitting and observing. He guessed the ocean waves gave him something more to look at, and even now he was sitting on a rock with his bare feet dipping into the waves when they made their way up to him, and Cal-com knew to give him his space. His job was to watch over and protect, not monitor. Whatever was going on inside of him was beyond his knowledge or control, and Paul was going to have to ride this out on his own in one way or another. 
 
    From the outside he hadn’t changed much. His eyes were the biggest difference, and his skin had gotten a little redder. Not from sunburn, but from the alteration of his skin cells with different elements that normally would not be there. Somehow his alchemy ability was being used to manufacture stuff his body needed that didn’t exist in his foodstuffs. Paul said it was auto-activating, which had never happened before, and that was just one of many changes happening to him.  
 
    He hadn’t tested much of it, for fear of interfering in the process. Paul also hadn’t used Essence again as far as Cal-com could sense, and once he’d stopped again the changes in him accelerated back to their now normal cadence. Whatever buildup was left inside him was going to be worked through gradually, it seemed. Perhaps that’s the way it was meant to happen all along, but Paul had been bottling it up for some time so it got so intense when finally released that it blacked him out. 
 
    It was a loose theory, but the best they had at the moment. Paul said his mind felt like it was being jammed with static, and his top priority was to drain that away as if it was a toxin. He was attempting to do so now with meditation, but suddenly Paul’s body leapt into the sky and floated up some 20 meters above the beach and hovered there motionless, aside from his hair and clothes blowing in the gentle wind.  
 
    I’m fine, Paul said telepathically as he sensed Cal-com watching. Too much sitting. 
 
    Shall we switch locations? 
 
    No. This is a pretty good find. I’m supposed to do something, but I keep missing the switch. I can feel a need, but can’t find it.  
 
    You have to complete the transformation? 
 
    Maybe. Maybe not. I’m starting to get annoyed sitting still and not finding it.  
 
    Are you tired? 
 
    Not as much as before, but some lingers.  
 
    Sometimes the mind functions better when it has simple activity to open it up, while leaving plenty of processing power to roam where needed. 
 
    Any suggestions? 
 
    Let me try and hit you. 
 
    Paul smiled and flew over to where Cal-com was standing watch some 100 meters away. His bare feet landed in the sand and sunk in to cover his toes. “Flying or no flying?” 
 
    “Nothing higher than my head,” Cal-com said, pulling off his armored shoulder plates and tossing them to the side…where they transformed into little drones that hovered off the ground in sentry mode. Next came his shirt, showing his bare black chest that looked out of place on the lightly colored sand and green foliage beyond. “You need to be constrained from running away, but with your speed this shouldn’t be hard for you. You will have to pay attention…” Cal-com said, darting forward and punching towards the shorter Human. 
 
    Paul stepped backwards and sidestepped, with the larger fist passing by his face with an inch to spare. He reached up and slapped the forearm to the side then darted backwards, getting out of range as Cal-com pulled back.  
 
    “Not bad,” Paul offered, raising his arms into a defensive stance. “But you’ll need to do better.” 
 
    “I will try,” Cal-com said, coming at him again for multiple punches and kicks, trying to chase down the very slippery Archon. His one advantage was his leg length, which allowed him to cover more distance in a single step than his opponent, but when needed Paul could skid across the ground a few inches above it using his flight psionic Yen’mer.  
 
    Sand was getting kicked up everywhere, because they couldn’t truly step over it all at speed. So it got scraped and dragged into a dust cloud every time they veered off the wet sand the waves were keeping moist as the two proceeded in a sort of dance. Cal-com would advance, Paul would counter and retreat in a game of chase that didn’t really go anywhere, but roamed around the beach for the better part of an hour before Paul moved so fast he was one moment in front of Cal-com, then the Voku felt his arm being pushed aside as the Human slipped behind him and shoved him in the back…hard. 
 
    Cal-com fell face first into the sand, but rather than rolling out of it he just stayed there, sat down, and turned around to face Paul. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Something,” the Archon said, staring at his arms as he held them up in front of him. “I’m burning inside.” 
 
    “Good or bad?” 
 
    “Raw. It felt like I was pushing on the air for leverage, now my body is burning. Especially my arms.” 
 
    “Continue or…” Cal-com asked, but his words were cut out as Paul’s head went wobbly and his vision altered…except that it wasn’t his vision. He could feel all around him, like Pefbar, but it wasn’t. It was like the ocean had risen and he could see the subsurface currents trailing all around him, as well as creating eddies where it intersected with him. 
 
    All of this was overlaid on his regular senses, and though Cal-com was talking he wasn’t paying attention. Paul moved his arm up and saw the currents alter slightly, then realized the drag was causing the burn. He pulled back, inside his body somehow, and the pressure disappeared and the currents passed through his arms as if they weren’t there, but he could still see them. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” he said aloud, trying to make his arms heavy again, with the burn returning, then he tried to move them without using his muscles. Imagining his forearms going to the left following one of the currents…and suddenly there was grip there pulling his body that way. It felt a little similar to Yen’mer, but that was pushing and pulling off of gravity. This was actually touching something here, not a distant effect.  
 
    Doing so hurt, but Paul decided to try a little more before backing off. This time he tried to use his legs…but they wouldn’t work. Only his arms seemed to get traction, so that’s where he focused, being able to pull himself along against, with, and parallel to the current as if the direction didn’t matter, though he thought he noticed a bit more ease when going with it.  
 
    Before the burning intensified any further he let go and sat down, with the thump of his butt on the sand knocking away his enhanced senses and returning him to normal…except the pain remained. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I zoned out there.” 
 
    “Do not apologize. What did you learn?” 
 
    “A new way of moving. I can grip the air and pull myself along it, except it isn’t air. Doing so hurts, so I’m probably too new at it or not doing it right, but there’s something else here. Some kind of energy field…I don’t know, but something. I have intermittent access to it. It’s gone right now. I can’t make my vision change back to it.” 
 
    “Take your breakthrough and let it absorb,” Cal-com suggested as he knelt down next to his friend. “Perhaps this is what he meant.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t see how this is connected to my Saiyan genetics altering enough to let me rest.” 
 
    “Could this new sense be connected to your ability to adapt?” 
 
    “I can’t rule it out, but nothing I experienced suggested that. It was just there to grab hold of, and I guess I did to get behind you faster.” 
 
    “Instinctively?” 
 
    “Ultra Instinct, actually. I think I slipped into it.” 
 
    “And accessed something you didn’t consciously know you had?” 
 
    Paul locked eyes with Cal-com. “That’s what he meant. The pressure blinds you. Ultra Instinct has to be slightly relaxed. You need full control, and taking on challenges stretches you too far for that.” 
 
    “You have to be OP?” 
 
    “That’s as simple an explanation as you can get. And if I don’t know what abilities I have, that doesn’t mean I can’t use them if I act on instinct rather than knowledge that I don’t have,” Paul said with a laugh. “When in doubt, shoot about. Even if I don’t have a target. I have been pushing too hard pressing limits without ever stopping to search myself for something that wasn’t designed to activate when a new skill level was reached.” 
 
    “Psionics triggers.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “What it took to find them isn’t the way to discover everything else. What if…what if my Saiyan genetics never stabilized because I never gave them a chance to? No, that’s not right. I did try, and every time I had to speed back up. Did the rest change my genetics, or did my genetic change allow the rest?” 
 
    “You relaxed first. Fell asleep before you started blacking out. The first change occurred during that sleep, but it wasn’t the first time you slept. I do not know what kept you asleep longer than normal.” 
 
    “That seems like a lifetime ago,” Paul said, laying back and looking up at the sky as his arms continued to annoyingly hurt. “If I broke through into something new before, I didn’t notice it. That means it didn’t hurt and it didn’t trigger my changes. No blackouts. The second time Harvey did something to expand my peep hole into it so I wouldn’t lose it again. Then the fireworks started.” 
 
    “Perhaps he triggered the initial alteration.” 
 
    “Or gave me a push,” Paul said, suddenly jumping to his feet. “Adaptation occurs in response to a need. Generation after generation adapt through reproduction by passing on some of the changes to our offspring. In this way a race adapts over time. All people are structured this way. Even plants are designed to change over time, though that’s based on pre-programming rather than training effect. Still, the universe is structured on adaptation and change. Can you name anything that is static?” 
 
    “Things that are not alive,” Cal-com wisely pointed out. 
 
    “True. And plants, while not people and not truly alive, are designed to facilitate those who are. The Life Springs spawn both the apple tree and the ones who eat the apples, and the inherent design is based on the same philosophy. An upward change. Adaptation doesn’t go in reverse.” 
 
    “Is it possible you are tapping into the Life Springs?” 
 
    Paul squinted funny as he looked at the sand. “That doesn’t quite feel right, but I think it is related…somehow.” 
 
    “You believe you were able to adapt in a surge, and that caused the rest of the cascade to take place?” 
 
    “Harvey did this to me, but if he’s telling the truth it was going to happen anyway and he just made sure it happened now rather than later. What if this is a plateau break?” 
 
    “Your genetics no longer read as Human. And those genetic limitations you had peaked out are now altered to allow you to go further. Perhaps adaptation had multiple avenues of advancement and you have discovered a more powerful one.” 
 
    “One that can massively rewrite genetic code?” 
 
    “If it can do so in small ways, why not large ones?” 
 
    “If that is true, then it must be tailored specifically to me. The changes have to be linked to what I did.” 
 
    “What have you done with your eyes to warrant the zooming upgrade?” 
 
    “Other than some focusing exercises to see if I could enhance them, nothing. They’re sensors, not muscles.” 
 
    “Did you ever wish to have an ocular zoom?”  
 
    Paul fell silent for a moment, then glanced up at Cal-com. “Did you sense any Essence use in me when I was blacked out?” 
 
    “No, but I also didn’t look for it. If I can only see inefficient use, perhaps this is something it is designed for.” 
 
    “Harvey said adaptation wasn’t about Essence, but what if Essence can be used to alter genetics? To allow you to adapt in a way that’s not normal. I can enhance the growth of a plant by imbuing it with Essence. What if I accidentally imbued myself so much that I triggered a transformation based on my subconscious needs or wishes?” 
 
    “That could explain the Hadarak Spice Lords.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing. How do you do genetic research inside a star or black hole? What if there was a ‘natural’ way to do it. We’ve seen other races with the ability to steal genetic code and incorporate it into themselves. Essence enhances everything else, why not this or something like it?” 
 
    “Did the Neofan mention anything about this?” 
 
    “Not a whisper. Either they are keeping it to themselves or they don’t know. But they did say that when a Life Spring occurs there is an Essence Rush. A huge one. So adaptation might not be caused by Essence, but I bet there is a correlation there, and I may have stumbled onto one and accidentally kicked in the other. Damn it, my arms still hurt and they’re not getting better.” 
 
    Cal-com mentally signaled for his two sentinels to return to his shoulders where they transformed into one solid mantle, and from which he extended a tether down his arm to his hand, which he think put gently around one of Paul’s arms to make the physical connection. 
 
    “There is a massive drain similar to what occurs to you body-wide with the visions. As if something else is occurring, but linked to your body and we can only see the symptom, not the cause.” 
 
    “Then Harvey is contacting me through this energy field thing…and I was able to reach back this time, instinctively, because I have the ability but without the knowledge to operate it.” 
 
    “I suggest you do not try again for a long time. There is so much drain it has damaged your arms.” 
 
    “Do something about that, please,” Paul said, cringing.  
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “No genetic changes, just repair the damage. I can’t relax like this. Speed up the process.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Voku said, and a moment later cool relief flowed into Paul’s arms and he visibly sagged as the cellular stress damage was repaired with stimulated new growth that ate into the food stores within his stomach as well as cannibalizing small bits from Cal-com’s body on his command to do so rather than strip other parts of Paul for the materials.  
 
    “Over pushing indeed,” the Human lectured himself as Cal-com disconnected. “I don’t want to know what would have happened if I had really tried.” 
 
    “Whatever is happening to you, you are an infant in it. Take infant steps or risk your own destruction.” 
 
    “Baby steps. They’re called baby steps.” 
 
    “I would not know. I was never an infant, but I was clumsy upon waking at my birth even with genetic memory to guide me. You seem to have nothing but instinct here, so I advise you to be very cautious. We are under no time constraints. The galaxy will wait.” 
 
    “Right,” Paul said, putting a hand on Cal-com’s much larger arm as a gesture of thanks. “Guess that means nap time for me.” 
 
    “Eat first.” 
 
    Paul raised a finger as if correcting himself. “Eat first. How long can we stay here without going back to local food?” 
 
    “A very long time. I will inform you when that changes.” 
 
    “Stay small…got it,” Paul said as he began walking towards the trail that would lead across the small island to the beach on the far side that held their ship. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “For a real shower. I’ll grab a snack on the way, then eat up after. Right now I need the seclusion, and there are too many critters in the water to truly disconnect from.” 
 
    “Civilization has its advantages.” 
 
    “That it does,” Paul said as he hopped from one bit of sand to another across some grass to where he’d left his shoes. Hardened skin or not, he didn’t feel like stepping on another thorn in the jungle brush, and his feet would forgive the momentary restriction once he got into a temperature controlled shower pod and mentally drifted off into nothingness while his body soaked…something he’d been far too wound up to do with his previous Saiyan metabolism always set to high. 
 
    But now he had a low setting, and since the pain in his arms had disappeared, that low setting seemed to be beckoning to him with a subtle urgency that he knew better than to ignore. 
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    Jason-025 had been one of the ‘no-essence use’ group from the beginning, though now they were all avoiding it. Wilson had wanted to extend the experiment longer so he could get better data, but the trailblazers had nixed that in favor of experiencing it themselves and poking around…which was now giving them more insight thanks to Wilson’s initial epiphany.  
 
    It came down to a matter of exhaustion. Mild exhaustion. But even a slight disadvantage would have consequences if you were unaware of it, and as Jason darted from one ring to another in a new obstacle course set up only 2 weeks ago, he could feel himself adapting to it mentally and physically rather than trying to make the course fit into his existing strengths.  
 
    It was a subtle thing. A little bit of perspective that had been missing, but now that he knew to look for something it was blaring loudly. He needed his Essence, and while using it and allowing it to recharge gave him some truly immense combat power, that power came at a cost.  
 
    And that cost was mojo. 
 
    He’d been discussing it with the others, and not one of them could cite a time when they had gone without Essence use for a period of no less than 2 weeks. Not one of them. Through thousands and thousands of years. They all kept draining it, even when they didn’t have a need to, in order to gradually increase their well size.  
 
    The was logical, but because they were relentless in their training and didn’t have the lapses lesser people would, they hadn’t been able to compare the two states…because they were never in the ‘no-use’ state.  
 
    And what was missing most of all was fun. Not something that could be analyzed or measured, but everything Jason did now had a bit of swagger that he hadn’t had before. That little bit of life that had been missing was back, and the pointlessness of the continual carnage in the universe was gone. Not because of any new reasoning, but rather because of a feeling.  
 
    A feeling that he was where he needed to be, doing what he needed, and as long as he had that he didn’t need to understand the universe to do his part in it.  
 
    His part. His path. Those had been numbed up from the Essence depletion as much as being 6 hours deep into a 10 hour training session. You knew you weren’t at full strength, but that didn’t matter. You had an objective to go for and you focused your attention and remaining strength on going for it. Afterwards you would rest and recover, clearing your fogged up senses, but this never-ending Essence use workout had kept them fogged up perpetually, and not one of them had figured it out. 
 
    Paul had sensed something, maybe because he wasn’t Saiyan 2 and could slow down a bit more to think. Yet right now Jason was quite active, his hair blonde, and his cells strained with enhanced super speed, but he felt relaxed as he dove in and out of the standing rings that looked like stargates as he zigzagged his way across a long gauntlet of auto-tracking stinger turrets that were throwing the old school stun-laden paintballs in his direction with remarkable accuracy. Enough that if he didn’t move with enough speed they’d wing him. Wilson had made sure of that.  
 
    But they didn’t require him to go at his maximum speed. He just had to keep a minimum, and it was a minimum he couldn’t do in base form. In Saiyan 1 he was stretched, but when he went Saiyan 2 the extra speed boost was enough to let him dance through the course with some measure of ease. 
 
    So over and over he ran it, and each time he got better at it, given the fact that it was brand new. And what this course had that no other in the history of Star Force had, was constant momentum swings. Jason was having to start and stop, almost completely negating his momentum at each turn, and when doing so you got more out of finesse than trying to keep maximum speed to the target and then slamming on the brakes as hard as you could to reverse course and dash through and around the rings.  
 
    Wilson was forcing them to be graceful, not overpowered, and it was working. Jason’s muscles were operating in sync at a level he’d never touched before, all based on movement rather than combat. The smoother he moved, the less energy it took. The less energy it took, the longer he could remain in Saiyan mode. And the way the course was set up, he had to maintain a minimum, meaning it wouldn’t let him slow down too much without getting stunned and slowed, then slowed some more until hundreds, if not thousands, of stings eventually ground you down until you fell unconscious. 
 
    Jason knew better than to step onto that slippery hill, so he just adjusted to what he needed to do to stay ahead of the auto-targeting turrets that were covering the ground behind him with blue and green splatters…but the road ahead was clear, and that’s all he needed to worry about. The course would be cleaned before the next run, and there was no doubling back and running multiple loops. It was all one very long course from start to end, taking Jason more than an hour and 12 minutes to complete it previously and covering more than a square mile of Atlantis’s interior parks. 
 
    Jason had wondered why Wilson had ordered the demolition of others to create this one, but as he moved through the course some 20 minutes into this session, he could feel his body almost glowing with liquid gold as one of his shoes gave out and ripped slightly as he redirected his momentum again. 
 
    That made him roll his ankle, but he recovered quickly and babystepped through his deceleration before launching the other way off his good foot and staying ahead of the stingers raining down very close to his right shoulder as he went back up the ‘V’ trajectory and through the entry side of the ring that led to a short straightway up to the next one. 
 
    Jason didn’t stop, instead adjusting to the torn shoe and looking at it as an additional challenge. When he got to the next reversal, he made sure to plant the weight of his last step on the good shoe, and in doing that he was able to keep most of his speed as the other one gave a little too much with each footfall, but it hadn’t disintegrated like Kerrie’s had last week. Part of him was still laughing at seeing her wipe out so spectacularly, but that just attested to how much momentum they were carrying with a combination of their mass and speed, and there was no way they could handle these redirects so fast while barefoot. The friction would be too much, so the shoes were a necessity, but the rest of Jason was only covered in a pair of skintight shorts.  
 
    A shirt would have only slowed him down with the air drag, and the others had learned to shed as much clothing as possible to goose their times. Jason’s run at a new personal record was shot now, but he was still going to finish it out if his shoe held up enough, because he was having fun with it now…for it was a new challenge spontaneously thrown at him, and one he had never faced before.  
 
    So he kept going, out of sync because one foot landed softer than the other one, but he adjusted to it by eating up his speed cushion that he’d developed earlier, but he was still staying just ahead of the stingers most of the time, while taking a few brushing hits here and there that numbed the skin where they made brief contact on his flailing arms. 
 
    He wanted to use Essence to denumb them, but didn’t want to break the trend he had going. He made it another 26 minutes, feeling rather good about himself as he happily struggled to stay ahead of pace with the shoe liability…then something snapped. But not in the shoe. 
 
    Jason shot right through the next ring rather than going behind it and coming out the correct way. He ran out of bounds and slowed to a halt as the stingers pelted him with dozens of shots, but he held up a hand and blocked them with a bioshield until the control room monitoring the runs saw his raised hand and deactivated the course. 
 
    Jason stayed put, feeling good, but knew something had happened. It was like a door had just opened and was waiting for him to move through.  
 
    The trailblazers stayed on his knees as he looked at his arms. They were almost throbbing, but not with blood flow. His Saiyan 2 state was still active, but not overtaxed. The surge was…something else. 
 
    It took him a moment to realize it was his Essence. It was pushing, but not moving. It wasn’t an Essence Rush, otherwise he would have been literally glowing in his enhanced vision. He checked, not seeing anything, but he could feel it. All over his body, as if he was inflating too far. It wasn’t something he had experienced before, but he knew it for what it was. 
 
    This was a plateau break, of some form, the question was what did he need to do?  
 
    Jason thought about it, but his instincts told him to feel, not think, and Qui-qon’s similar advice to Anakin surfaced from memory.  
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to smooth out his body, feel the pressure where it was and wasn’t, and move with the same grace internally as he had been physically. Jason became as still as a statue for more than a minute, then he finally found it. The relief valve wasn’t a spot in his body or mind, but rather a state he had to get his whole self into simultaneously. As if he was various shades of blue and purple, but he needed all of him to turn orange.  
 
    That was a bad example, but all his mind could manage at the moment. He didn’t know how he was adjusting his ‘color,’ but when he did his Essence drained from him…except that it didn’t. No Essence Rush occurred, but he felt the pressure lessen…and for a moment he thought he was breaking through into a Siphon, because he felt more Essence entering him from somewhere, but rather than a volcano shooting it out it felt more like a calm river cycling through him…and yet there was still no Essence Rush. 
 
    Jason belatedly realized that was because it was natural rather than forced. Essence Rushes must be when you made your Essence go where it wasn’t supposed to. This felt like his Essence needed to move, but the Neofan had mentioned nothing of anything like this. 
 
    After going through so many unknown psionic triggers, Jason had plenty of experience with situations like this, so he wasn’t afraid or panicked. He let the pressure bleed out and put as much effort into it as was required, and as he did so the internal ‘glow’ he had felt before, that ‘liquid gold’ sensation, mushroomed into something else entirely and consumed his entire body in a wave of coolness that quickly enveloped him and his consciousness. 
 
    Jason tilted over, hitting the floor unconscious as he spontaneously blacked out, with Wilson being alerted as medtechs were dispatched to his location on the course. 
 
      
 
    Vitor-003 had just started his run on the obstacle course. The cleaning machines were already clearing the path ahead of him rather than waiting for one person to finish the entire course. That would have been a waste of time, so once the ‘washers’ had enough of a head start the next person was sent off on their run, with multiple trailblazers typically being on the course at the same time, though they never saw each other. 
 
    Vitor was staying ahead of the auto-targeting turrets easily enough, and had gone a few minutes into his run when he got a telepathic warning from Wilson, saying that Jason had gone down near to his position. 
 
    The trailblazer didn’t hesitate to leap into the air, violating course rules, and flew to where he was sensing Jason was. His mind was easy enough to find, for it was buzzing with static, and several medtechs were nearing him but not there yet. 
 
    Vitor got there first, landing next to Jason and immediately realizing he was unconscious. He put a hand on his arm and used his Haemra to sneak a peek at what was going on inside, for Jason’s mind was blocking his telepathy.  
 
    He hacked in using his healing psionic while also using his Ikrid to try and get at his mind…but that’s not what happened. Whatever was happening to Jason leeched into Vitor, and he pulled back immediately, letting go of his friend and jumping back half a meter. 
 
    But the Malzahar-like plague stuck with him, expanding within his body and making his Essence move somehow. It didn’t feel damaging, but Vitor immediately tried to stop it, surging his Essence to push it out of his body and succeeding…but as soon as he stopped a piece of whatever it was within him surged forth again, spreading faster this time and making him feel like he needed to let it happen. Some pressure inside him was being relieved, and his instincts told him to both fight it and let it proceed. 
 
    Vitor tried twice more to stop it, then gave in and let it go as his attempts seemed futile and he began to crave it even more. He had no idea what it was, but as his vision started to get blurry he saw the medtechs arrive around Jason just as he collapsed to a knee. 
 
    “Don’t…touch,” Vitor said, just before blacking out a meter away from Jason’s feet as Oni-081 dropped down from the sky beside them. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she demanded as the medtechs held back, pulling out secondary equipment rather than the regenerators at Vitor’s warning so they could scan from a short distance away. 
 
    “Vitor said not to touch them, then he collapsed as well,” a Calavari medtech said, holding three different instruments in his hands while rubbing his forehead with the other in confusion. “Mental activity is high, but their bodies are reading as normal. Can you telepathically scan them?” 
 
    “Can’t get through. They’re sealed up tight. I’d have to touch them,” she said, kneeling down next to Jason but keeping several inches away. “Any pathogens?” 
 
    “Not on them or the air or the ground,” another medtech said, this one a Human, that was standing over Vitor.  
 
    “What happened?” Oni demanded. 
 
    “Jason went down and Vitor flew over. We just got here as he went down.” 
 
    “Shit,” she said, knowing there was little she could do without touching them. “Give me that.” 
 
    Oni telekinetically grabbed one of their regenerators and flew it into her hand, then she proceeded to mentally connect to it and reconfigure its myriad of settings, after which she threw it down next to Jason and watched as it sprouted legs and walked up onto his arm and settled into it. 
 
    “What if the warning was to protect them?” a medtech asked. 
 
    “The floor is touching them,” she scoffed as a holographic display screen popped up above it. “No reason it can’t in view mode. I’m not seeing any damage or interruption.” 
 
    The now 4 medtechs there pulled out datapads and wirelessly connected to that regenerator so they could get more data, but Oni just kept staring at the hologram rising above Jason’s slightly heaving chest as nothing seemed out of place. 
 
    “This doesn’t make sense. Their minds are jammed up good, but there’s nothing biological to trigger it. I don’t even see why they’re unconscious.” 
 
    “They’re in rest mode,” the Calavari said. “Deep rest.” 
 
    “Why are they still blonde then? They should be…” 
 
    “What do you suspect?” 
 
    Oni didn’t answer, instead mentally toggling the diagnostics to look at their Saiyan-specific cellular structure…then the Regenerator pinged a warning that the subject’s genetic code was being altered. 
 
    “Archon?” 
 
    “I see it,” she said, biting her lip as she thought. “Do any of you see a causal mechanism?” 
 
    “Nothing,” another Human said, with the others shaking their heads in agreement. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Jason,” she said, looking down at him, then over at Vitor…then she got a weird feeling from both of them, like a faint aura made of chilly wind that made her take a step back.  
 
    “Get back further,” she warned, knowing without any data that this was Essence-related. She couldn’t see it emanating from them, but she could feel it…in a form she’d never encountered before. “It’s not biological. It’s Essence.” 
 
    “Changing his genetic code?” the Calavari asked. “Should we stop this?” 
 
    “Hold on,” she said, jumping into the air ever so slightly then disappearing entirely with an audible pop. The air around them jerked towards her location, then a moment later it pushed back the other way, knocking down one of the Humans and moving Jason and Vitor slightly as they were dragged across the floor a few inches from the air displacement as she returned from the Essence Realm. 
 
    “There’s no one here messing with them. This must be internal. Let it play out for now. If it starts causing harm we can reverse it.” 
 
    “Not if the rate escalates beyond the ability of the Regenerators,” one of them said as Wilson finally arrived, flying through the sky much slower than Oni had, but he dropped down fast enough a step behind her. 
 
    “Essence related, but no visible exterior threats,” she reported as he walked by her and reached down to Jason, but she caught his arm before he could touch him. “Vitor said not to touch just before he passed out. Whatever this is may be contagious. I can feel a weird aura around both of them.” 
 
    “Testing a theory,” he said, gesturing with his eyes for her to let him go.  
 
    Oni frowned but relented, then Wilson knelt down and put his hand on Jason’s forehead and was silent for several moments.  
 
    Oni tapped her foot on the floor impatiently, prompting Wilson to turn his head and look up at her.  
 
    “And?” she demanded.  
 
    “I think this is a limit break. It’s having no effect on me, but keep your distance. All of you may be so close that one can trigger the other with a taste of this.” 
 
    “A taste of what?” 
 
    “Another theory I’ve been working on, with no data to back it up,” he said with his hand still on Jason. “I’m feeling a heavy dose of Delayed Training Effect, intermixed with non-rushed Essence. I can feel it swirling inside him, with no resistance. This may be a natural ascension.” 
 
    Oni knelt down next to him, but kept her distance. “And why would I not want in on it?” 
 
    “Remember Jason’s breakthrough to Lachka?” 
 
    The Archon winced. “Point. So we just let this run its course? They’re still in Saiyan mode, probably level 2. They’re going to burn up if it’s stuck on.” 
 
    “Wait and watch,” he said, flicking his chin behind her, “from over there.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” she said sarcastically as she retreated 3 meters further back then sat down on the floor cross-legged as she tried to break into either of their minds for even a glimpse of what was going on, managing to get a few wisps of buzzing from them over the following minutes as more and more trailblazers arrived from elsewhere in Atlantis, with Davis being the last to get there as they were all surrounding their two downed brothers who Wilson had laid out into less crumpled positions, but otherwise wouldn’t let the medtechs move them further. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Davis asked. 
 
    “Something significant,” Wilson said with an eerily epic voice. “And something beyond us. They’re breaking trail again. All we can do is follow and watch…”
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    Paul was on the beach again, but not sitting. He was dancing through the sand, making a rhythm out of various movements, most of which were combat related along with a few connective poses. He was moving quickly, but well within his control, and the Archon had learned that this helped him think more freely than sitting and observing. 
 
    Or to be more precise, it helped him access his instincts better, and as he flowed through the movements his mind wandered a bit, with many tangents popping up, such as modifications to the Excalibur’s engines that he had been working on in perpetuity, border tweaks along the Hadarak front, microbiology lessons he’d been digging into deeper as he searched for a hidden link to adaptation in the structure of his own body…and many more things. They would pop into his mind and out, and after a while he almost forgot he was moving as his mental programs handled most of it with only a little input needed from his conscious mind. 
 
    And once again he slipped into it, with his view of the world shifting into multiple layers. Reality was still there, visible, audible, and tactile, but over top of it was an aery film that he could touch if he wanted to make his body burn again, but if he simply observed it didn’t do much to him. He didn’t see it with his eyes, but rather as another Pefbar, yet his ability was limited by range and focus. There was so much information he couldn’t process it all, so he had to be choosy, and again he focused on his immediate area while occasionally pressing his vision further out in a cone to see beyond the 6-7 meter spherical range he had.  
 
    So that’s it, he thought as an epiphany hit him. His normal vision couldn’t zoom, but his psionics could, particular Pefbar when he thrust the field all in one direction to get greater range. I’ve been training for it in another fashion, and it upgraded my actual sight. Fascinating.  
 
    Paul tried to not get excited, for every time he pressed too hard or got emotional this second layer would slip from him. Instead he simply touched the biosensor on his wrist with his opposite hand as he continued to dance, placing a time marker on the recorded readings so he didn’t have to mentally do it. He needed to keep his mind on track and get as much experience with this…whatever it was…as he could, so every second was valuable. 
 
    This was the 9th time he’d been able to do this in the previous days, and each time it seemed to get easier. As if he was soaking up whatever it was and starting to become part of it, or at least adapt to it. It felt like a cool breeze after a hard and exhausting workout, and sadly that’s the best description he could come up with. Paul had opened up a new sense, so there was no context to work with. He couldn’t explain to Cal-com what was going on, and even telepathic transmission didn’t work because his friend didn’t have the same sense, and thus the mental programs Paul was developing to handle it weren’t there to receive the information.  
 
    It was the same situation the Archons had been in when they’d unlocked Pefbar. Seeing in all directions at the same time was something their brains couldn’t handle until they developed new software to operate on. That came with the unlocked psionic, but try and pull a memory from someone with Pefbar and shove it in someone who didn’t have it and you’d quickly find that the memory would twist into something it wasn’t, or it wouldn’t take at all. There had to be some way for the receiver to process the sensory data, and if they didn’t have anything close then there was no context and no possibility of communication. 
 
    Paul did what he could to try and make Cal-com understand, but this was too radical for him to comprehend and he knew it, so the Voku didn’t press for information. Instead he tried to help Paul talk it through and analyze it for his sake, and he’d been helpful, but experiencing it was far better than discussing it, with the Archon losing himself in the dance that now had an extra element to it, knowing that Cal-com was on guard should any threats arise while he was distracted.  
 
    Little flakes of light would pass by every now and then, like motes of dust in the air as a ray of sunshine illuminated them, but these were moving on some type of currents, and if Paul wanted to burn a little he could latch hold of those currents and let them physically carry him along, or he could disrupt them and move them about like putting his hand in a stream or pond. There was movement everywhere, yet there was nothing. It was like a bright openness that could hold much, but currently held little.  
 
    And the more Paul stayed within it, the more his body changed. He could feel things sliding into place inside him, though the Regenerator couldn’t detect most of it. Paul thought it was probably more to do with his Core than his body, but his body would then take on aspects of his Core, possibly through his Essence in some way, but he hadn’t figured that out yet. In truth there was a lot he hadn’t figured out, but he now knew how to gain access to this second layer, even if it did take a few dozen minutes of prep work to get the right mojo in order for it to manifest. 
 
    He lingered in it for as long as he could, then it started to feel strained and he let it go rather than trying to forcibly hold onto it. The second layer disappeared and he was left dancing in the sand as something inside him popped…in a good way.  
 
    Paul felt a wave of fatigue hit him, and he knew it was time for his body to update again, so he spun to a stop and walked over to the shade under the trees where he laid down and closed his eyes, remembering to hit his biomonitor to mark the end of the timestamp, though it continued to record and transmit to the ship and Cal-com for review later. 
 
    Paul was almost asleep when the sound of the waves and wind cut out. He was curious and sat up to see what the change was, noticing that the distant horizon was foggy as an individual walked out from behind a nearby tree trunk and stood in front of him. 
 
    The Archon looked around, taking some mental notes for future use as he was pretty sure this was another vision even before the Zen’zat appeared. 
 
    “Been a while,” Paul said, not bothering to stand up from his seated position on the sandy dirt. “Do I get some answers now or are you just stopping by to say hi and run again?” 
 
    “Not as many as you would like, but your connection to the Saiolum has increased enough that I can force a connection for longer without damaging you. I have no current warnings to give. Your progress is steady and you are no longer being impatient. Ask some of your questions. I will answer what I can.” 
 
    “Who and what are you?” Paul said bluntly. 
 
    “I am real…not a vision. I once had a body such as yours, but I ascended into the Saiolum a long time ago. My Core is now rooted to it, and because of that I cannot die, but I also cannot communicate with others. I have no body and thus no physical connection. All I see is a shadowy reflection of the physical and the mental. That is why I can see your thoughts and those of others, but I cannot touch them. You broke through the barrier, essentially reaching out to me, and I returned the contact.” 
 
    “That answers the ‘what,” Paul pointed out. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am of a race that no longer exists. We were called the Sha’kier, and our civilization rose and fell before Humans or Ter’nat existed. My name is Azoro Hikeer Mi’da’ruun.” 
 
    “How are you traveling?” 
 
    “An apt question. I can move through the Saiolum, but I have been riding on you for a very long time. Where you go, I go. Your physical position pulls me through the Saiolum similar to how you managed to pull your body a short distance earlier. When you travel between the stars, I am dragged with you.” 
 
    “Are you damaged?” 
 
    “No, nor am I fatigued. I do not have a body to register such things. The Saiolum sustains me similar to the way the air sustains you with oxygen. It is everywhere, deeper in some areas than others, but a planet such as this, or close proximity to a person like you, keeps it deep enough for me to exist within in perpetuity.” 
 
    “Explain the Saiolum,” Paul asked, not wanting to waste any of the apparently limited seconds in this conversation on small talk or trivialities. 
 
    “It is not your Essence. The Sha’kier had no knowledge of Essence, nor your self-sufficiency. We tried to prolong our lives through many means, but never could any of us live longer than 640 solar cycles. We would die, new generations born, as is the way of the universe, but only so much knowledge could be passed on in texts and training. Our civilization rose as far as we could in this manner, but we were capped. The Saiolum was our solution, and as you have just done, some of our people broke through the barrier and were able to sense it. Then use it. Our intergalactic civilization was based on the Saiolum, for without it we could not communicate with one another, among other things. Eventually we discovered how to transfer the attachment of our Core from our body to the Saiolum itself. When our body died, we survived, and through us the knowledge and experience of the Sha’kier continued on and the cap on our civilization was removed.” 
 
    “Where is your brain located? Your memories? Your skills? Your experience? Those should have been destroyed with your body.” 
 
    “The first ones suffered from that very problem, but not all is contained within the body. Some is contained within the Core, and that is not lost. We eventually learned how to take most of the rest with us, and even now my ‘brain’ is made up of constructions within the Saiolum. It is not the same, for I am using your brain to do many things right now that I cannot, but when connected to one, my full knowledge reappears. I was never meant to be without a body, and when mine died another was created for me. And another, and another. But we did not master this early. Until we did, we had to see through others, such as you, only to a far greater extent. And we could take control of them if necessary, and save them, in many cases. It was not until late in our civilization that we gained the knowledge to create avatars. Biologicals without a Core in them are tricky to construct, and we needed to connect and disconnect at will, but we eventually discovered the key.” 
 
    “Without knowing anything of Essence?” Paul asked. “Essence is what binds the Core to the body. What binds you to the Saiolum?” 
 
    “Most likely Essence. You do not have to understand or know of something in order to interact and use it. We learned a method and replicated it. Understanding was wanted, but not required. And where you have learned of Essence, you know nothing of the Saiolum. Nor do any in this galaxy that I have found. You are as ignorant to it as we were to self-sufficiency. In hindsight we missed the obvious, and it still baffles me how we could be so blind…yet you are blind to Saiolum.” 
 
    “Explain it further.” 
 
    “Biological life creates it. Both those with and without a Core. It is an energy field much like your Star War’s Force, except it cannot be used to affect the physical. I am helpless to do anything unless there is a bridge. You are one such bridge, and I have been waiting for you to arrive for a very, very long time.” 
 
    Paul’s danger sense spiked, but the Zen’zat image raised a hand to wave off such concerns.  
 
    “I am a threat to you, because you have broken the barrier. Beforehand I could not affect you, nor speak to you in any way. I do not wish to possess your body, nor would I be qualified to use it. If I tried to do so now it would kill you. My people trained for more than 70 cycles to become conduits between us and our civilization, and it was the second greatest honor imaginable. You are a mere spec compared to them in this regard, and I do not seek to groom you into a replacement. Do not fear, I only wish to speak with you and help you through this transition. I had many teachers and regimens to guide me through it. You have nothing, and yet you have managed to spontaneously generate the breakthrough. I had started to believe it would not happen again in another race.” 
 
    “How many of you transitioned to this ethereal state?” 
 
    “I was the 217th, and there were 43 after me.” 
 
    “And how many Ska’kier were there?” 
 
    “More than we cared to count. Far more than your entire Star Force population combined, and spread over 28 galaxies with colonies in many more, such as this one.” 
 
    Paul’s jaw dropped. “What happened?” 
 
    “We fell, and when my Avatars were destroyed and there were no more Ke’lars to speak through, I was cut off from my people. I watched as they were destroyed and could do nothing about it. I could not die, and that has become my curse.” 
 
    “What about the others that are like you?” 
 
    “We are called Ju’en’xa, and I do not know where the others are. My position locks on them were lost when their Avatars or Ke’lars were destroyed. The Saiolum can stretch between individuals and maintain a conduit wherever they go. This is how we obtained instantaneous communication between galaxies, but the connection must be made in person, then the distance applied, or a splinter from an existing lock could be created. I had one to more than a third of the Ju’en’xa, but they were all lost. Where they are now I do not know.” 
 
    “Did you look?” 
 
    “Yes, but without a rendezvous point how can you find another? We have no standard communication to work with. We cannot touch technology. And we can only go where there is life enough to sustain the Saiolum. Our worlds laid barren afterwards, so I could not return to many of them. Those that I could held no Sha’kier with the ability to even remotely connect to the Saiolum, let alone a Ke’lar. I watched as the remnants of my civilization fell apart, forgot who they were, and eventually were ground into the dust of a forgotten history…” 
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    “Civil war?” Paul guessed. 
 
    The image of the Zen’zat shook his head a firm ‘no.’ “The greater you rise in power, the greater a target you become to those who cannot face the reality of the universe. Their insecurity leads them to destroy all that doesn’t support their delusions. We always had enemies, but the ones that killed us came from outside our galaxies, and outside our patrol zones. They came from the unknown, and with a universe so vast that we cannot begin to chart it all, how can we monitor threats that we do not even know exist?” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    “It’s best if you do not know their names. Ignorance is a shield, in some cases. But know that they are responsible for the scourge of the Hadarak, the Apocalypse Monsters, and many other obscenities that you have yet to encounter.” 
 
    Paul froze deadly still as the ramifications of that raced through his Sav-enhanced…and now otherwise enhanced…mind. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I have no way to measure time in the Saiolum, and during my travels I lost track of those who did, such as your Star Force. My age would be in the billions of your years.” 
 
    “So you predated the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you were in this galaxy?” 
 
    “We had a colony here, or to be more precise a series of colonies that operated as bases that allowed us to patrol this swirl of stars and to reach out further beyond. We did not own, nor defend this galaxy, but we did exist within it, though not I. I traveled here by piggybacking on the Hadarak, for there was no other way to cross the void after they consumed this galaxy and the neighboring ones. Those races advanced enough to do so were targeted early, and what you see now are mere peons in comparison…though I will give you credit for achieving more than that. Your Star Force is a seed that could grow into a great power one day, but if you do so you will become a target, though this is not new to you. Your history is a testament to overcoming such adversities, though never with any guarantees.” 
 
    “Wait,” Paul said, raising a hand for emphasis. “How much more time do we have?” 
 
    “Minutes.” 
 
    “Then I want to know how we are so far behind the more advanced races.” 
 
    “There are many facets to the universe. Essence was one that my race did not discover, in all of our time, nor did any we knew of. Likewise, there are facets that Star Force is unaware of. Many technological. In time, I will teach you some of them.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I understand your skepticism,” Azoro said. “This is all new to you, but I have watched you and your empire for most of your history, and I have traveled with you for many thousands of years, watching your actions and your conscious thoughts, which are mirrored in the Saiolum. I could not touch your memories or interfere in any way, and even now I cannot probe your mind without harming you. But I learned from what you were thinking, what you did, and what others around you thought and did. I knew you might be on the path to the breakthrough, as I thought of others in the past. None of them got to that point before they were killed or turned away from a life of advancement. Yet you have succeeded, and I know you probably better than any other being in the universe, though I am a stranger to you.” 
 
    “So much for keeping secrets.” 
 
    “If you do not think them, they cannot be seen from the Saiolum. And I know that is not sufficient, so I will also teach you how to shield your mind from me and the others. It will take millennia for you to grow to that level, but it is possible. We Ju’en’xa exist as repositories of knowledge, experience, and skill for our race. My race is now gone, and I have been purposeless and imprisoned in the Saiolum for most of my life. Being able to speak to you is a luxury beyond measure.” 
 
    “You’ve been alone all this time?” 
 
    “Able to see others, but they cannot see me. Able to learn about them, but unable to teach. Able to discover, but not touch. In that way, I have been alone.” 
 
    “And you can’t die?” 
 
    “No. And I will not destroy myself, though that temptation is always near. I fear the others may have, or may have been caught on worlds rendered lifeless. If our current portion of the Saiolum dries up, we will die. The thin filaments that stretch between galaxies cannot sustain us, but those between most planets can. We can travel in this way between the stars, but we cannot go where there is no, or little life. If I wanted, I could catch myself on a dying world and end myself in this way, but I cannot leave the thicker areas of the Saiolum by will. It is not possible.” 
 
    “So the Saiolum is not everywhere?” 
 
    “Is not light everywhere in the universe? By similar measure so is the Saiolum, but the amounts out in the void are too small to matter. Perhaps there are some very dark areas where nothing exists and the Saiolum is not present, but I could not know that, for I cannot exist beyond it, and anywhere a person travels you create the Saiolum in and around you. That is why I can travel with you across the stars, for your bubble sustains me.” 
 
    “If my ship exploded enroute, you die?” 
 
    “If the route is not thick enough, yes, so there is a risk in traveling, though the denser areas in the Core of the galaxy are free passage, as if a great sea containing everything there.” 
 
    “Including the Spring Points?” 
 
    The image of the Zen’zat nodded. “Though there is no life in them, the Saiolum is usually strong there.” 
 
    “You’ve observed them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what do you see?” 
 
    “Cascades of energy and matter spontaneously appearing in a fixed point in space.” 
 
    “Relative to what?” 
 
    “Unknown. But this galaxy is correlated due to the fact that its matter most likely originated from the central point.” 
 
    “Central? Are there others?” 
 
    “Not within the swirl, but beyond it.” 
 
    “Where the Apocalypse Monsters lay in wait?” 
 
    “It’s far more complicated than that, but yes, there are ones deep in the void that I cannot get to, and dare not risk traveling to on a courier. I would be trapped for eons if they did not send another out. But we speak of irrelevant things. My time is short. Focus on more pertinent questions, for there will be another lengthy wait until our next conversation.” 
 
    “What plans do you have for me?” 
 
    “After viewing Star Force, I would describe my race as lightside-aligned. We did not hold to it as you do, but our natural inclination was one of building rather than destruction. Now that I have studied your philosophy, I find I am learning new things. You and the others are an anomaly within the dark universe, and I wish to aid you in your growth. You do not know the dangers ahead of you, but I know of many. When you finally seek to rid this galaxy of the Hadarak you will gain attention, but not much. Other things will make you more visible, and those I will caution you to conceal until you are ready…but you are not near them yet. Your breakthrough is the reason I am here now. I wish to be your Yoda.” 
 
    Paul laughed at the metaphor, partly because he didn’t use it right. “What did I do to make the breakthrough?” 
 
    “It is a natural erosion of the limiting factor. Only a builder or protector can attain it without outside help. One seeks to enhance life rather than end it. You must become in tune with the harmony of the universe, and when you get close the barrier begins to disintegrate. Combat is not harmony, and you are almost always in some combat mindset. You had to relax out of it in order for the erosion to take place. Normally it would occur gradually, but you altered so much without resting that your erosion occurred quickly…then you shut yourself out again when duty called on you. Once you relaxed, the opening reappeared and began to erode a bit more. I then stepped in and wiped away much of the crumbling barrier, ensuring that it could not recrust over if you became steeped in death and destruction again. It is necessary at times, but runs contrary to the harmony.” 
 
    “Define this harmony.” 
 
    “To understand harmony you must understand the scope of the universe. I am still learning, but what my race discovered over the vastness of time was that nothing remains the same. Everything is in motion, and the universe continually updates itself, either through adaptation of those currently in existence, or by creating new Life Springs to insert updated lifeforms into the Continuum. It will not let the Continuum stop, no matter what damage occurs. Nor will it allow stagnation to stop it. There can be no permanent peace, and no permanent death. The Continuum must always flow.” 
 
    “Are you talking about reincarnation?” 
 
    “The Sha’kier believed so, but in my solitudes I have explored a great many things I would not otherwise have the chance to. I cannot find any proof of reincarnation. I have not seen a single instance of it anywhere, and the mathematics of it are mind boggling. How many Cores are there? Is there a limit? Are new ones being created when needed? How many are being recycled? And how often?” 
 
    “The Apocalypse Monsters culling seems to suggest a population limit,” Paul noted. 
 
    “The Neofan are wrong about them. They are not a counterpart to the Life Springs. They are a lingering abomination in the Saiolum. We were not the first the break the barrier, nor the first to meld our Cores to it. What they have done I do not understand, but they are like me, bound to it in immortality, but they can also affect the physical in some way. Their harvest of life is connected to it, as is their fleeing the swirls of stars. They are not part of the makeup of the universe as the Life Springs are, the Apocalypse Monsters are people like us who have chosen a dark and sickening path.” 
 
    “You encountered them?” 
 
    “I did not, but others of my race did, and I was grafted with their memories. We Ju’en’xa are tasked with holding more than our own experience. We are also repositories of knowledge, so that if disaster befalls our race we can protect our legacy and rebuild it from a mere seed. We did not think it possible for all seeds to be destroyed. When we became weakened, threats from everywhere emerged to take their shots at us. We were not destroyed in one war, but by a swarm of enemies sensing the opportunity to eliminate us. Even without coordination they were thorough enough, and none of the survivors had, or were able to make the breakthrough thereafter, leaving me helpless to fulfill my mandate. That is why my previous position of ascension has become a curse. I once felt omnipotent in my immortality, then it became a prison until I saw the spark of the galaxy through your eyes once again.” 
 
    “Are any of your race still out there somewhere for us to recover, no matter how primitive and distorted by time?” 
 
    “I have searched this galaxy and the others extensively. If they survived I would have found them.” 
 
    “How?” Paul asked skeptically. “This galaxy alone is vast.” 
 
    “I do not have to travel to a place to see it. I can sense from afar, looking through the Saiolum to view things in real time from elsewhere. It is very specific, while broad sensing is much more limited, but I do not have to rely on travel alone to search.” 
 
    “Realtime?” 
 
    “The Saiolum does not operate on particle physics, but rather connections. Insulated ones, but even now I can see your brothers on Earth. I put markers on them, establishing a link wherever they go. I can monitor them at will because of this. They are transforming partly as you are. Your brother Jason was the first.” 
 
    “They’re making the breakthrough?” 
 
    “No. They are not close enough. I checked previously when you all assembled, and even before. They are less of builders than you. You see the galaxy as an interconnected puzzle, while they view it as a playing board. The difference is a subtle one, but it diminishes the erosion of the limiting factor. They are also hopefuls for the future, given your longevity, but you and you alone were prospect for the breakthrough now, which is why I have continued to travel with you rather than staying with them.” 
 
    “Why travel if you can mark us?” 
 
    “The marker keeps me connected, but the greater the distance the thinner the connection. It remains instantaneous, with the depth being the limitation rather than the lag. I could not have helped you stabilize your breakthrough had I not been with you. It required envelopation of my Saiolum matrix.” 
 
    “So why can’t you search and find the other Ju’en’xa with your galactic broadband sense?” 
 
    “They make no ripples if not active, and without an Avatar or a Ke’lar we cannot be active. Without a ripple to follow or a knowledge of where to look, I cannot find them.” 
 
    “Is your interacting with me creating a ripple?” 
 
    “A very small one. If they were in this system they could sense it, but not far beyond. And that is only due to the quietness. When my race was at our height, there was enough noise of multiple ripples to hide ones as small as this. Now it is silent, other than you.” 
 
    “How noisy am I?” 
 
    “Your power level is tiny, so you could not attract attention from afar even if you wished it, but your scent is all over this galaxy. That is not your connection with the Saiolum, but your actions and thoughts. Your very state of being gives off a scent, as does every other living thing in the universe. These flow along the connections of the Saiolum, and from these I can learn much of what is happening near and far. These are black and white, whereas an action in the Saiolum itself is in color, if you understand the metaphor adequately.” 
 
    “The color is easy to spot even in crowded areas?” 
 
    “Indeed. As you grow you will become more visible, and in time that will attract enemies to you.” 
 
    “You said Jason and the others were not breaking through, but that they were transforming. You also said multiple things were occurring to me. My blackouts weren’t from the breakthrough, were they?” 
 
    “No. Your breakthrough unleashed a lot of pent up transformations that your obsessive training had kept suppressed. You are catching up on many of them, but you are also utilizing a power that the Sha’kier never possessed, though I have learned of it since. Your adaptation does not come from Essence, but Essence can trigger it. In this way, you are not confined to your physical form’s limitations. You can customize to greater heights if you attain the necessary prerequisites, and that is what you have attained. Thus your Essence is triggering a rewrite of your genetic code to level up your avatar while other adaptations kept pending are also unfurling simultaneously. There is a hierarchy amongst the universe. Not all races are equal, and your Human race is not the equal of the Sha’kier. This is why we were able to reach the breakthrough point with many of our people. But you are now transcending your race and becoming a new one. One which you can reproduce if you wish, assuming the changes aren’t so radical to make you incompatible with female Humans.” 
 
    A weight on Paul suddenly left him, as well as a facepalm moment hitting him luxuriously hard. He and the other trailblazers had felt constrained after they reached Goku level and their bodies had very little room to improve based on their cellular density. It was a plateau that they could not break, but then was cheated with the Saiyan genetics, and then even more so with Essence. But the plateau remained none the less, and that had always felt wrong to Paul. As if plateaus were meant to be temporary, and that there was always a way to break through them, even if you never discovered it. 
 
    Now he was breaking that myth, and his own physical limitations as his Essence was somehow rewriting him into the next level of ‘avatar’ that would unlock more physical levels to train towards. 
 
    The last bit of wrongness with the universe that he had been carrying around like a noose finally broke free, and despite all the horrors and unfairness inherent in life, Paul now saw he was back on his path…and in fact had never left it. Rather, he had been going through a foggy section where he couldn’t see where to go or chart his course, but his aim had been true and he had gotten to the other side…after relaxing and making himself ‘small’ again.  
 
    He owed Cal-com for that, but now that he was past the blind spot everything felt right again, and more potent than ever.  
 
    Limits were a myth, and however cruel the universe was, it had layered in a pathway of continual advancement if you were worthy enough to discover and utilize it.  
 
    “This is the way,” he said, quoting the Mandalorian, and knowing that Azoro would know what he meant since he was able to hear his active thoughts.  
 
    “It is, for your empire. You have a long way to go to catch up to what we were, but with the combination of your knowledge and mine, you have a possibility to one day exceed us. And for that reason…along with a healthy dose of revenge…I am willing to share my knowledge with you, if you want it.” 
 
    “And a new Avatar?” 
 
    “That is far beyond your biotech capabilities now and in the near future, but one day later, if you and I can succeed in this endeavor, then yes. I would like to breathe the air once again and take part in the universe.” 
 
    “There is one condition,” Paul said warily. 
 
    “I may be no Jedi, but I abhor the Sith as much as you. I will not turn to the darkside. Your lightside philosophy is the greatest strength your civilization has, and it is one that exceeds our own, in retrospect. You must continue to pursue it, for it is the glue that holds your many races together. Without it, you would crumble quickly. This I say from great experience observing others fail.” 
 
    “Well then, Azoro. What’s the next step?” 
 
    “You need to complete your physical upgrades. Be patient and let them unfurl. You cannot force this. Once you are finished, we will speak again. Until then I must let your connection rest. It is taxed greatly already. Do not attempt to connect to the Saiolum for several days. Now rest, youngling. You have much work and many adventures ahead of you, and you need to begin on a solid footing.” 
 
    The Zen’zat image disappeared and a huge wave of fatigue smacked Paul so hard he fell back onto the dirt/sand and nearly passed out, but he resisted enough to sit up and look at nearby Cal-com who was noticeably worried.  
 
    He gave him a thumbs up gesture, then laid back and passed out again. 
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    Jason blinked his very groggy eyes as he woke up, feeling stiff as he rolled over and realized he wasn’t in his own bed. He was in a medbay, with numerous people around him. 
 
    “Welcome back, sunshine,” Wilson said sarcastically from his right. “That was a 22 hour nap.” 
 
    “What…the…fuck…”Jason said, sitting up as everything in him hurt in some ambiguous way. 
 
    “Did you use your Essence at all prior to blacking out?” 
 
    “I haven’t used it at all recently.” 
 
    “They’re pulling data constantly,” Wilson said, gesturing towards the medtechs that surrounded him. “But I think you and Vitor have hit a Limit Break and your Essence auto triggered some effect that is so efficient it doesn’t produce an Essence rush.” 
 
    “Vitor?” Jason said, looking around. 
 
    “In another room, still blacked out. When he touched you, he went out too, but I didn’t. I think you’re all so close to the Limit Break being exposed to the transitional Essence was enough to trigger him. The others have been told to keep their distance.” 
 
    Jason held his hand to his head. “Either that was really confusing or my head is hurting for some other reason.” 
 
    “Your genetic code is being rewritten,” Wilson said flatly. “I think it’s upgrades, but we’ll have to wait and see. Already some of the muscular limitations of your cell density have been surpassed. Goku levels aren’t going to be your peak anymore, and we’re seeing activity in a lot of other areas. I think the blackout was a way to hyper process, and the active readings aren’t showing a stoppage. You’re still changing.” 
 
    “How can you be sure this isn’t tampering by someone?” 
 
    “Can’t, just a gut feeling, but if someone has a way to alter your genetic code, we can’t find the tool they’re using to do it, but your Essence is flowing inside you in a way I’ve never felt before. Same with Vitor.” 
 
    “Has he woke up?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m relieved you are.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll last long,” Jason warned. “I’m loopy enough I might pass back out.” 
 
    “Then don’t stand up. Try and calm yourself as much as possible. Relax and let this play out. I’ve been hoping for something like this for a long time, and you don’t want to squash it by treating it like an enemy.” 
 
    “You never said anything.” 
 
    “It was just a hope, nothing more. The universe is structured for continual advancement and adaptation. You and the others hitting physical limits didn’t feel right. Essence was a relief because it was a work around, but if it can actually change your genetic code and upgrade you into a higher form, that lets a lot of other puzzle pieces fall into place for me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jason agreed. “I hope that’s what’s happening. I can’t confirm or deny. I’m just a mess right now. Do you know what the trigger was?” 
 
    “Not using your Essence is related. Maybe it was just a matter of letting it settle inside of you so this could happen, and constantly draining it prevented the change. Might be that this could have happened long ago and you’ve been stalling it. Could be something else entirely. Your biomonitor data isn’t revealing, and that leads me to believe it’s definitely Essence causing this.” 
 
    “Which means we can’t analyze it,” Jason said, leaning over on his elbow as he stayed on the elevated bed. 
 
    “Nothing in the Temples can either. Either the Neofan are holding back information, or this is something beyond their knowledge.” 
 
    “Paul?” 
 
    “No word. But he’s got Cal-com with him. If he blacked out like you then he’s got a bodyguard.” 
 
    “I had no idea this was coming.” 
 
    “Nor did your biodata. Whenever I start to think we’ve solved most of the universe’s mysteries, it smacks me in the head like this, and I rather like it. Training was getting kind of boring with caps all over the place.” 
 
    “Am I getting any new super powers?” 
 
    “So far it looks like an upgrade of all existing base functions, but you’re still in flux so who knows where it will stop. I don’t think there’s a risk to you, and none is showing as of yet. But if this happened in the field, you’d be helpless.” 
 
    “That would be ironic. The universe gives you this monster upgrade and gets you killed by some passing newb at the same time,” the Archon said, laying back down again. “I’m starting to lose it.” 
 
    “Let yourself process. I don’t think there’s anything you need to actively do.” 
 
    “Guess you’re not grown up enough to be affected.” 
 
    “Insulting as that is, it’s better so I can sense your Essence by touch. If there’s a problem I want to know immediately.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jason said, with his voice wobbling, then his eyes closed and his hands folded over his abdomen as Wilson felt him lose consciousness again, though in a more controlled manner than last time. 
 
    “Another spike,” a medtech said, referencing the rate of change. 
 
    “Good boy,” Wilson whispered to Jason, guessing that had to do with his state of mind as he put his hand over his forehead and tried to sense as much of what was happening on an Essence and Ikrid level as he could, but he was like a two year old trying to understand calculus. There was just too much to comprehend more than the occasional tidbit that he caught.  
 
    “Increase his foodstuffs,” Wilson ordered. “If he puts on a little fat that’s fine, but we need to overestimate his requirements. I don’t want any roadblocks for the changes.” 
 
    “Then I recommend atmospheric alteration,” a medtech said. “His oxygen levels are a little low, probably due to consumption overdraw rather than blockage.” 
 
    “Do so, and Vitor too, on both counts. We need to aid the transition as much as possible, and cross our fingers that I’m right about this.” 
 
    “If you’re wrong, we’ve already passed the threshold for the regenerator to return their genetic code to normal.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want to deny them this because of misguided caution. No known external source created it, and if it’s coming naturally then we’re running with it, for better or worse. And I doubt it could be worse than their Saiyan transition.” 
 
    “Things can always get worse.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Negativity,” Wilson said, his hand still on Jason’s head. “He’s going to get through this, and with a little luck he’s going to open up a new whole new avenue of advancement for the Archons and our medical science.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is completely new,” another medtech said that was analyzing a series of holographic displays.  
 
    Wilson took his hand off Jason’s head and turned around. “What have you got, Gerald?” 
 
    “I’m starting to see some familiar patterns emerging. It’s early, and far from conclusive, but these advancements have the slightest feel of another genetic code I’ve examined in detail. I thought so a moment go, but this new spike is adding to the pattern.” 
 
    “Which one?” Wilson demanded. 
 
    The Mastertech turned away from the data for a moment with slightly wide eyes, as if he still couldn’t believe what he was saying. “The dragons.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought we removed the genetic trigger and the imbedded transitional code,” Davis asked angrily from his office as Wilson and Gerald were sitting across his clear desk giving him the latest news on Jason and Vitor…and their concerns. 
 
    “We did,” Gerald said firmly. “This is not coming from a buried trigger of any kind. Zak’de’ron medical science isn’t that far ahead of us now, and I’d be able to detect it if it was still there. It’s not something they did, but his genome is rewriting itself along similar lines.” 
 
    “He’s not turning into one of them,” Wilson added. “I think it’s an upgrade along a similar path.” 
 
    Davis scoffed. “They always claimed they were superior. Are you saying that genetically they were correct?” 
 
    “Are Zen’zat superior to Ter’nat?” Wilson replied pithily. “It’s more about the pilot inside the body, but the body does matter. Adaptation of it always implied a pathway to improvement, and in retrospect it makes sense that there would be another mechanism of advancement when physical adaptation reached the limits the genome could allow.” 
 
    “I thought the Zak’de’ron only recently discovered Essence?” Davis demanded. “Is that another lie?” 
 
    “I have no way of knowing that,” Gerald apologized. 
 
    “No,” Wilson said firmly. “I don’t think they were playing dumb. It may be that the Life Springs create races on a wide range of levels. If Ter’nat were a level 3, and they got upgraded by the Zak’de’ron into a level 4, the Zak’de’ron may have been spawned a level 6 and upgraded themselves into a level 7 or 8 the same way we created the Saiyan upgrade.” 
 
    “A head start?” 
 
    “It’s beginning to look that way.” 
 
    Davis sighed. “Assuming this all works out, are we looking at the birth of a new race?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gerald said reluctantly, “I think so. Jason and Vitor are already beyond what our technology recognizes as Human. I don’t know how far it will go, but while visually they look like us, at a cellular level they’re changing. Superhuman might be a better description.” 
 
    “Can they breed other Superhumans?” Davis asked ominously. 
 
    Wilson blew out a long breath. “Damn, I hadn’t even thought about that.” 
 
    “Gerald?” 
 
    “In theory, but without seeing the final product I don’t know. Their reproductive systems are still deactivated. That hasn’t changed yet. I checked that and every other alteration we’ve made to them. Their Saiyan upgrades aren’t being erased, they’re being incorporated into the new genome, and while I don’t know how, Jason and Vitor’s metabolism has gone very low with the normal high spikes. That’s the only way they could be asleep for as long as they are. Somehow the lower limit that we created is gone. They have the option to slow down and rest, though at the moment it seems to be forced upon them. We wanted to give them that option, but we didn’t know how. That alone is a huge upgrade, from a cellular perspective. I’m not sure how it will affect their training,” he said, glancing at Wilson. 
 
    “They’ll be able to advance again. Beyond that I’ll figure it out, but I don’t think this is a new phenomenon. There are stories, legends, myths, from a handful of other races about an individual that goes out into the forest, desert, deep space, etc and comes back changed. Not visibly, but their power level is significantly greater. Some have new abilities, and their history after that usually ends up badly. Some are killed by their people, others become tyrants, one even killed himself because she was too unlike the others. Some were said to be sterile, while others reproduced offspring that had some of their power, creating splinter races greater than the ones they came from.” 
 
    “Did any of those races possess Essence knowledge?” Davis asked. 
 
    “Not a one of them, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “You looked into this previously?” 
 
    “I have looked everywhere I can regarding physical and mental development, including legends and lore. I didn’t put it together until now, but there seems to be a common thread.” 
 
    “So, maybe this can happen even if you don’t have Essence powers?” 
 
    “Jason didn’t consciously trigger it, and it’s not an Essence Rush. But the bigger point is, if you do have Essence powers, can you manually trigger it?” 
 
    “The Neofan?” Gerald asked. 
 
    Davis glanced at him. “Do you know something?” 
 
    “The samples we’ve been able to collect from them have indicated different strains of genetic code, almost as if there were different versions of their race, and we’ve only encountered one of their Houses. If they exclusively reproduce with their own House…” 
 
    “They do,” Davis confirmed. 
 
    “Then why would there be such wildly different strains of genetics within their House? I’m not talking mild stuff, but different cellular structures.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Wilson said, putting his head in his hands. 
 
    “Ditto,” Davis agreed. “And I think we may have solved the riddle of the Spice Lords as well.” 
 
    It took a moment for Wilson to process, then it clicked. “How could they produce other forms if their natural state is one that can’t survive the void or produce technology? You think they can use Essence to do ‘Force Adapt?’” 
 
    “I’d bet you a planet it’s somewhat related to that concept.” 
 
    “I have no knowledge of anything related to this,” the Mastertech said.  
 
    “Why would you?” Wilson scoffed. “Those races that have it aren’t likely to want to share, and those like the Hadarak seem to be more hive mind or instinct driven then others. I’m still not sure what to classify them as, or the Uriti. Their intelligence level is so low for such large minds, yet they have another type of intelligence that I can’t identify. Even the Wranglers have a hard time explaining it, other than saying they’re ‘bigger’ than us. And if this Essence upgrade runs itself, then the intelligence of the individual is irrelevant.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting the Neofan and others are triggering unknown upgrades and, perhaps, generating biological knowledge by using their Essence to give them a gift, then analyzing it?” Gerald postulated. 
 
    “Which means they don’t really earn it,” Wilson said with a cringe. “I think there would have to be some prerequisites, otherwise they’d just hit the ‘evolve’ button over and over until they exhausted it. But you may be right. Their attitude is one of inheritance rather than merit.” 
 
    “Is this Life Spring related?” Davis asked. 
 
    “There’s no Essence rush, but then again there’s no molecular creation either, so it’s possible,” Gerald offered. “Anything going into Essence is ambiguous for me since I can’t analyze it or use it.” 
 
    “If there’s an order to how the Life Springs create different level races,” Wilson suggested, “then this very well may be a smaller utilization of it manifesting.” 
 
    “Manifesting is the best word I’ve heard used thus far,” Davis said as he got a message pinging urgent. He mentally swiped it open and read it in the blink of an eye, then put it up on hologram for the others to see.  
 
    “Morgan’s down too, and not from contact. Is this going to happen to all of them over the coming weeks?” 
 
    “If no Essence use is the relief value allowing it, then I’d say yes,” Wilson said frowning as he read the details visually. “Same course. I’d guess she was trying to replicate what Jason was doing and succeeded.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Gerald asked, drawing mildly hilarious looks from the other two men.  
 
    “Archons value upgrades more than anything,” Wilson said vaguely. “Beyond that it’s hard to explain, but let’s just say it’s their typical nature to dive into the unknown head first when they see a benefit.” 
 
    “I would have thought they’d be wise enough to wait until Jason and Vitor’s fate was determined. We’re only guessing this will have a beneficial outcome. It’s possible they could die if the changes don’t occur correctly, or many other possibilities that I can’t even name because I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Archons are only patient by choice, not by nature,” Davis explained. “It’s one of the attributes in the psychological makeup we look for in recruitment. Curiosity isn’t something that can be taught, though it can be drawn out and trained if already there. In order to do what they need to do, they have to push themselves rather than wait for others to instruct them to act. This borders on recklessness without becoming stupidity…usually. You never know for sure, so there’s always a risk, and risk is our business more than anyone’s.” 
 
    “Well said,” Wilson agreed, knowing Davis was speaking as both observer and observee now that he had belatedly become an Archon.  
 
    “Do I need to get an entire wing set up?” Gerald asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Wilson said, “except…” he said, glancing dangerously at Davis. 
 
    He saw it too. “Tell Kara to start using Essence again, now, and keep her away from the others. All of them, until this is over. Go.” 
 
    Wilson jumped out of his chair and ran from the office, not knowing what would happen if she also started to transform...and her Vorch’nas’ fought it. 
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    Jason rolled out of bed after another 12 hour nap, then groggily walked over to his quarter’s interface terminal as he brought up the recent biomonitor data to see what he’d gained. Turned out there wasn’t much change this time, but a continuing of previous changes as they morphed a bit more. The medtechs said it was not uploading a new genetic code into him, but rather crafting one to his personal status.  
 
    That meant all of the trailblazers would end up with a different genetic code, and so far they’d already seen a few considerable differences. All 99 of them here were now going through the process, some ahead of others, with Devan-000 ironically being the last to naturally catch ‘the bug’ that had them all blacking out.  
 
    Thankfully Jason was past that point, and as long as he didn’t try to overtax himself he could actually find his way to his quarters and his bed once he began to feel the deep fatigue creeping in on him. Sleeping this much was unnatural, and his Saiyan genetics had gone through several alterations early to allow it. It looked like they’d been tweaked again this time, though how he couldn’t be sure. His body couldn’t be tested like he wanted without doing heavy training, and that was the biggest thing after Essence use that Wilson had told them to avoid.  
 
    It was time to rest, he’d told them, and the more they did the more they changed, with several new powers popping up in others, though Jason had yet to have one of his own. His body was reworking itself into a more powerful form, that was obvious, but Roger-009 had already grown two inches and increased his inner skull volume by a whopping 38%...along with a new piece of his brain that contained neurons so dense they didn’t look like they belonged there. 
 
    The rest of his brain…and Jason’s…was upgrading and getting more complex, but for some reason Roger had grown this new addition, and it was suspected the body size increase had been to accommodate it. His head was also shaped slightly different now, a touch wider and a little peaked on top like a stunted Mohawk, but not outside the range of skull shapes the Human population currently had.  
 
    Nobody had grown a tail…yet…but Morgan’s Jumat tissue had spread even further throughout her body, though it had actually shrunk in size. Apparently version two didn’t require as much mass, but she could control it like Lachka within a certain radius of her body without transforming it into the ‘hard’ version and throwing it at opponents.  
 
    The combat applications of that were going to be vast, yet she wasn’t able to do much right now than get a little practice in before her body became so fatigued she’d pass out. She kept pressing it to that level, Jason had heard, rather than going easy and taking preemptive naps, and so had a few of the others, but most of them were taking a sleepfest of a vacation right now, Jason included. 
 
    Riley-038 was as well, but one day he woke up to find his skin completely albino…after which he realized he had conscious control to change the color of it. Not fast. He had to concentrate and it would take a few hours to process, but he had a wide change of color options beside the normal Human melanin pigment densities. He’d told Jason through the message board that they were communicating through since they weren’t awake long enough, or at the same times, to meet face to face, that he was trying to see if he could do patterns on different parts of his body, but he hadn’t had any success yet. He was hoping that if he tried for it now, the continual updates might add it, and many of the trailblazers were speculating that what they did between the blackouts might affect the new coding. 
 
    The bulk of it was suspected to be caused by past actions queued up over the years, but no one knew for sure what was going on and Jason didn’t know whether or not Riley and the others were correct, but he didn’t feel like pushing for anything new. What he wanted was to stabilize enough that the long sleep periods were possible afterward. His Saiyan metabolism had shown considerably lower range than had been possible before, but it wasn’t down to Human level. He was hoping it would stretch lower, and in a way him taking things easy might have been a subconscious effort to train himself to slow down more, but in truth it was just a gut feeling on his part. He needed a break, not logically or biologically, but deep down inside he recognized that this was a long time in coming and he didn’t want to delay it any further. 
 
    Jason leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling as tears burst forth. That wasn’t unusual for the past few weeks. His emotional combat blocks were all deactivated now, and it seemed some of the stuff he’d numbed his way through previously in life was being analyzed by his subconscious belatedly and he was feeling the emotional toll from it.  
 
    He just let the tears flow rather than trying to stifle them. Opening up was what he needed more of, not closing down and delaying. His instincts were blaring that much at him, and several of the others had posted similar things. Thankfully they were in the safety of Atlantis, buried in the ocean on the capitol planet in the capitol system of the Star Force empire, and arguably the safest place they could be to deal with this metamorphosis…but Paul wasn’t here, and they hadn’t had a single update from him or Cal-com since these changes began.  
 
    A pain in his back jerked him out of his lethargy, causing him to stand up and reach behind him to rub a spot around his left shoulder blade as a pinging on his monitor followed. 
 
    “What, am I going to sprout wings?” he said sarcastically as he looked at two points on his back that had spontaneously started altering their physical components. He was able to zoom in on the realtime hologram of his body…which was a little weird…and saw that two different nodules of his bioshield psionic Nakane were growing rapidly.  
 
    Which probably explained why he was suddenly so damn hungry. 
 
    Jason used his terminal to call for some food to be brought to him, and it wasn’t the first time he hadn’t the strength or courage to walk over to the nearest cafeteria. He’d puked twice during these transitions, and had been in the bathroom with the runs more times than he could remember. His body was processing a lot of material in and out, but none of it seemed too extreme. He’d figured out the puking was because he was eating the wrong mixture of foods, and it was his body’s way of telling him not to overload on protein. What he needed was a lot of trace minerals such as cobalt, gold, platinum, corovon, and others that were being added to his cells here and there, some in ways the medtechs were still scratching their heads over what they were for after crafting a ‘finder’ pill containing tiny amounts of all the elements and basic molecules they had on file, then they would track which ones would be absorbed or rejected. 
 
    Since that time and his food was altered to match, the transformation had gotten a lot smoother, but there were still spikes of pain like this one that jumped on him without warning, and right now he wanted to play hermit more than anything, and hadn’t even bothered to take a short run in 3 days. 
 
    The fact that that wasn’t bothering him was scary in and of itself, but part of him was relishing the doing nothing…which meant that internally a lot was happening, otherwise it would have registered as stagnation and caused him to itch for something to do.  
 
    Jason sat back down and just stared at the walls for a while, feeling that the best thing possible was to just become a paperweight and ride this out. A tray of foodstuffs was left outside his door a few minutes later, and he got up out of his chair and walked over to retrieve it, seeing the delivery drone hovering off down the hallway as it left.  
 
    He bent over to pick it up, not having used his telekinesis in weeks, and when he did his other shoulder blade sent a spike of pain up his neck to discourage him from bending over further. He cheated and used his Lachka to lift the tray the last few inches into his hands, then retreated inside his room as he began to stuff himself with as much food as his stomach would take…and by that time he was already getting drowsy again, so he took a quick shower, browsed the message board, then laid back down in bed and let his body get back to its hyper processing as both shoulders continued to ache with pain and heat as the cells grew and mutated faster than they were built to. 
 
      
 
    Wilson was working long nights and sleeping very little as he tried to give the trailblazers whatever guidance and answers he could, but most of what was happening to them was brand new, so he was pushing himself and the medtechs hard, with many more being recruited from the rest of the system and even off planet, and told to get their asses here as fast as possible to help with the mass of analysis that was needed.  
 
    They were feeding Wilson puzzle pieces as they figured out what this and that were doing, or could do, and it was his job to put everything together. The fact that they were not all transforming into the same thing had been a little shocking, but now it was making greater and greater sense. If one adapted to what they did and experienced, then individuals should not end up in exactly the same form from training, let alone whatever ascension process this was, but the growing differences between the trailblazers was far more drastic than anyone would have guessed.  
 
    Yet some things were the same, such as their Saiyan genetics stabilizing and their bodies creating organelles that would actually produce ambrosia to be stored in their existing nodules…and as it turned out, the new creation process was some 1500 times more efficient than the best industrial manufacturing methods they’d been using to date. The new process was already cataloged and sent out to the engineers so they could begin implementing it technologically, and that one breakthrough alone felt like a massive cheat. They hadn’t earned their way to it with trial and error, it had simply been gifted to them through this metamorphosis, and Wilson began to wonder if many of the more advanced races in the universe had technological breakthroughs thrown in their lap in this fashion. If it did, it would explain why many of them sucked so badly in terms of exploration and research. 
 
    Wilson was reviewing 6 things at the same time, bouncing back and forth between them, when an automated message pinged him. He’d set the city’s computer to alert him whenever Paul or Cal-com returned, and it seemed their ship had just arrived in orbit, but with no heads up they were coming…otherwise that would have been transmitted to him immediately.  
 
    All he got was their assigned landing pad along with a tracking beacon that showed him their current descent towards the thin atmosphere that surrounded the planet. 
 
    Wilson dropped everything and ran out the door, hoping to get to the landing pad before they did. He didn’t even bother trying to contact them on the comm. If they were coming in silent that meant something good. If there was a threat they would have warned of it. And if there was nothing to report they still would have checked in to inquire on the progress of the others.  
 
    The fact that they were arriving unannounced suggested Paul wanted to make an appearance or couldn’t explain enough over the comm…and in his case it was probably both if he’d had the same breakthrough. Davis had ordered no word of this be transmitted out, so he didn’t know the others were going through the metamorphosis, but if it worked the same way with him, then he probably had determined it was or would happen, as well as the need for secrecy on this. 
 
    Wilson got there just as the ship was landing, with him running out the doors into the bright sunlight and having to squint against the glare as the landing legs came out and the starship touched down, filling most of the pad with its bulk, for it was far bigger than a dropship, but not so big to require a dropship to get its passengers down to the city. 
 
    When the boarding ramp lowered, Cal-com walked out first, then behind him came Paul…except he was almost the same height. That meant Paul had grown more than a foot, but he couldn’t tell much else due to the robe he was wearing, which included a hood. Cal-com had similar clothing on, but from the way both of them moved Wilson could tell Paul wasn’t fully accustomed to his new stride length, for he was bobbing a little too much with each step. 
 
    It was hardly noticeable, except to someone who knew biomechanics and them so well.  
 
    “Is it happening to all the others?” Paul asked aloud from some 30 meters away as he and Cal-com walked towards the Master Trainer.  
 
    “All of them except Kara. We got her using Essence again before it could cause havoc with her Vorch’nas. How tall are you now?” 
 
    “Seven two,” he said, walking up close enough that Wilson noticed his face beneath the hood that was shading most of it from the sun. “Kara is probably safe, since she never had the Saiyan genetics.” 
 
    “What happened to your eyes?” 
 
    Paul tilted his head down slightly to match his gaze with the now shorter Wilson, then two rings of green flared bioluminescence for a moment. “Upgrades. I’ve come back now that they’re complete, but my transformation is not all that has happened to me. I got a two for one.” 
 
    Wilson frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Force is real. I’ve just become a Jedi, found ghost Yoda to teach me, and Star Force is back to being the little fish in the big pond. We have a lot of work to do, and I don’t want to have to explain things multiple times. So get everyone that can stay awake into the amphitheater now. We’re involved in a much bigger war than we could have imagined, and the Hadarak are only a tiny piece of it…” 
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