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        Aeson’s secrets revealed at last!

      

        

      
        Before Gwen won Aeson’s heart…

      

        

      
        Before they joined forces to protect two planets and humanity itself…

        Aeson faced death on his own.

        And lost.

      

      

      Young Imperial Crown Prince Aeson Kassiopei. Intelligent, well-educated, perfectly isolated in his lofty rank, responsibilities, and privilege of the divine Imperial Dynasty. He’s the most powerful boy on Atlantis and he’s going into the real world for the very first time. . . .

      Now just another student in Fleet Cadet School, Aeson must learn everything other people take for granted—including the basics of how to look after himself, how to interact with others his age, how to laugh, and how to make friends.

      As if that wasn’t enough to boggle the mind of a confident but shy boy who’s never had a real conversation with anyone but his mother, Aeson has one more lesson ahead . . . what it’s like to fall in love.

      Get inside Aeson’s mind and learn his story from the inside out as he forms the bonds that will change him forever—with Elikara, Xelio, Oalla, Keruvat, Erita, and other favorite Atlantean characters, long before they took to the stars as astra daimon!
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: AGE DIFFERENCES

          

        

      

    

    
      A year on the colony planet Atlantis lasts 417 Earth days. An Atlantean day is approximately 27 Earth hours. As a result, the ages of the characters mentioned in this novella are not equivalent to the ages of humans on Earth. For example, a seven-year-old on Atlantis is nine on Earth, while a ten-year-old on Atlantis is twelve or thirteen in Earth years.

      

      Here’s a handy age conversion chart:
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      Furthermore, the societal norms on Atlantis have evolved differently than on Earth, with earlier maturity, education, and levels of responsibility, due to reasons and circumstances explained in Survive (The Atlantis Grail, Book #4). Atlanteans begin to take on adult responsibilities, work, and perform highly skilled tasks in society very early in their lives.

      

      Additional note on Atlantean time interval terms:

      “daydream” = “minute”

      “heartbeat” = “second”

      

      Discover more fun facts (and your Atlantean Birthday) on the Atlantean Calendar Date Converter website:

      https://tag.fan/TAG-Calendar.html

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AESON: BLUE

          

        

      

    

    
      So much bashtooh blue.

      It is all around me, a color that has emerged out of nothing to dominate all—the dead black of space and the orange flames of the accretion disk of Ae-Leiterra.

      My field of vision is blurring. Vision itself has become unreliable. . . . There should be no blue. It is not real.

      Not real.

      In reality, I am burning. All my senses are on fire as my body collapses and screams. Yet somehow, I am an observer, floating outside myself, poised at the edge of the monstrous black hole.

      Nothing is real.

      Everything is.

      No.

      Among other things happening to me in this chaos of dissolution, fierce white splotches of light flood my eyes, resolving in sharply focused pinpoints. They are false stars, an optical illusion. Nothing more than phosphenes—overstimulated nerve endings, the chaotic misfiring in my visual cortex due to pressure and agony, a choir of scalding white pain. . . .

      Soon I will lose the ability to see altogether as the lethal combination of gravity and radiation consumes my human body.

      I am dying.

      Pressure, exploding my retinas. Pressure in my skull. Pressure along every surface point of my skin. It builds everywhere simultaneously, as it churns me on the inside, shredding organs, tearing me apart even as I am flattened and twisted and compressed at the cellular level, in these final moments of awareness. . . . My life is slipping away much too slowly for this agony. They say that when you die, it happens quickly, but this is taking far too long.

      So, this is how it is.

      A strange, random, amusing thought comes fleetingly: It’s not so much the black hole itself but the accretion disk that is destroying me. All that interaction of matter and energy, all that heat and churn . . . of cosmic garbage. In theory, black holes of this massive size can be survived.

      Do I regret taking my Father’s place as the vanguard shuttle? Do I regret flying forward past the corrupted edge of the quantum field boundary of the Great Quantum Shield, in order to prevent its collapse?

      Probably . . . yes . . . no . . . maybe.

      Varqood it. My regret, or lack thereof, is no longer relevant.

      It had to be done, and there was no time to think.

      Sharp, clear pathways of hard logic and reason are my usual first tools, but there was no time.

      Only heartbeats ago, before the shuttle around me began to buckle, I still had rational thought to guide me. I could see the choice I made as the logical culmination of all things that came before.

      I retrace those moments now, in my final instants . . . even as I can see in my mind’s eye the shuttle of my Father, the Imperator, just behind me. It is hanging back, safely ensconced within the last stable vestiges of the Quantum Stream. I imagine he watches me on his viewscreen and I watch him, past a rainbow shimmering veil of the pegasei flock that strangely comes to surround us.

      My Father. . . .

      He’s a coward, or possibly a wise statesman—calculating enough to hold back and save himself for the sake of Imperial Atlantida—I no longer know what he is. After all, the Imperator’s life is always more important than mine. He is the Kassiopei Father of the nation, Father to us all, and yes, my father. . . .

      Yes, I might be his Heir, except that now I am nothing.

      His Imperial shuttle sits, bathed in its safe violet plasma bubble, still within the safety of the Stream.

      I, on the other hand, am Breached, having sung the final notes of the Stream sequence with my Logos voice. And now there is no more air in my collapsed lungs as I burn.

      The hull of my shuttle still vibrates with the precise, necessary resonance frequency as it continues to move forward through unimaginable hellfire. My shuttle is the new resonance anchor for the Fleet, even as it buckles in its final destruction, leaving a solid, healthy Stream in its wake. Together we have pushed and extended the boundary along a new solid set of parameters, having stopped the cascading Breach of the entire Fleet array.

      A tiny moment of personal satisfaction comes to me, as wild colors of the pegasei swirl to obscure my vision for the last time. . . . And again, that overwhelming, stupid blue rises over the other hues, casting layers and veils and final doubt over my dying physical senses. However, inside me there’s no longer any doubt as to the validity of my final choice.

      I am nothing.

      

      “. . . There is a difference between pride and honor. Pride is stupidity, stubbornness, a self-imposed handicap. Honor is the recognition of being aligned with what is the right thing to do. It is not a measure of you, for you are always nothing. It is a measure of your true alignment. You serve truth and goodness and justice. And the key word is serve. . . .”

      The Instructor’s droning voice rises in intensity and volume, becoming a command voice, calling us to attention. He is a grim man with weathered, leathery skin, a gaunt face, and muddy dark hair with only a residue of gold dye, revealing early signs of natural fading near the temples.

      The Instructor exhibits none of the painted gold-headed servility that I’ve grown so sick of at my Father’s Court. This man is both world-weary and real, harsh in his manner and unforgiving in discipline. Granted, it’s always slightly jarring to see hair losing its true color to age instead of paint. It gives rise to questions.

      I’ve been told that Cadets either love or hate him. He, in turn, mostly hates all of us and loves to punish for the smallest transgression. And his indoctrination begins from the first day and very first scolariat.

      My first class. . . .

      It’s today, my first day at Fleet Cadet School. And suddenly, I’m back. . . .

      I’m a first-year kefarai, a seven-year-old awkward idiot, surrounded by other young fools. We’re packed in a large room with rows of long, narrow tables and hard wooden benches. We sit, shoulder to shoulder, with rigid backs. Everyone’s arms are folded neatly together, right over left . . . motionless fingers, flattened palms . . . resting stiffly against the tabletops polished over decades by Cadet elbows. Boys and girls wear the same bleak, grey uniform without any embellishment or insignia, and blank collars. An ocean of gilded heads, with occasional undyed outliers.

      My classmates.

      On that first day, they—we—are all random, nervous strangers, painfully self-aware but staring directly ahead at the Instructor, trying so hard not to look at each other. Occasionally we let our gazes move, darting around the room in discreet curiosity at our future acquaintances, neighbors, allies, adversaries, objects of attraction, tormentors, rivals, friends. . . . Evaluating, measuring, wondering, comparing.

      Many already dare to look at me with prejudgment in their eyes. Everyone knows that the Imperial Prince is here, in this year’s class, among them—among us. Soon I feel the discomfort of a hundred eyes, strangers’ gazes crawling over me. The boy to my right and the girl to my left have glanced at me, repeatedly. I can feel the fabric of their sleeves brushing against mine.

      Strange, unheard-of proximity.

      But I ignore them.

      Despite my own fierce curiosity regarding these young others—so miraculously similar to me on the human level and yet so alien, separated from me by stratified layers of generations and dynastic breeding of which I am the product—I steadfastly ignore them. Despite my hyperawareness of each tiny sound and sensation and slither of air against my skin in this roomful of humans my own age, I force myself to remain motionless.

      Outwardly, I am cold and calm, as befits the Kassiopei Heir. I hardly blink. I take shallow breaths to stay composed, precisely as I’ve practiced beforehand in my own bedroom in the Imperial Quarters. It’s a bedroom which I will no longer occupy for the next four years of my stupid young life, as I now reside in the barracks along with the other Cadets.

      How did that come about? The memory will come to me. . . .

      But first, this searing formative moment, in which we’ve been harshly called to order by the Head Instructor Mithrat Okoi, this same humorless man who will be our Military Theory and Pilot Instructor in addition to overseeing our entire First-Year Class.

      This man, whose voice is lashing us indiscriminately with its gravity even now—regardless of rank or station or generation of nobility—this man has turned us all into equals. Because we are all gathered in this room by the simple fact of being seven-year-olds who must learn.

      I am the Imperial Heir, and I’ve just been told that I am nothing.

      Stunned and fascinated, I listen.

      

      Later, when the introductory scolariat-that-is-one-long-harangue ends and we are dismissed, I remember standing up stiffly, after a moment of hesitation, while the others surge around the room. The Instructor is no longer present, so there’s an easing of tension, and a regaining of voices. Time to return to the barracks in between our class sessions.

      I start to make my way through the classroom, keeping my posture fixed. I walk straight-backed, head held high, in a manner that—I’m later told—is infuriatingly commanding and proud.

      This is proud? I don’t know how else to hold myself among my young peers and not embarrass the House Kassiopei. I’m merely wearing a public mask of “Imperial competence,” carefully cultivating an awkward semblance of the same attitude that’s been pounded into me by my personal tutors in the Palace for as long as I can remember. I’m a complete beginner in this, having never been on my own. Never have I been left alone to fend for myself in public without even my personal Imperial security guards walking a few steps behind me.

      Indeed, my first instinct is to glance backward just to ascertain their eerie absence. . . .

      No guards.

      As I recall, my Imperial Father was not particularly happy to permit such a lapse in protocol for the duration of my attending Fleet School. Nor did he like the notion of me sleeping by myself in the common barracks dormitory with the others. He was reassured by his close advisors in the Priesthood that it was sufficiently safe, due to close scrutiny of the campus by multiple layers of security (which now included Imperial oversight because of my attendance), and it would allow me to learn better, unimpeded by Imperial self-awareness. I was to assume the role and duties of an average Cadet student. Even my Mother relented—after much initial worry—and expressed herself in favor of this “unfettered arrangement” to my Father.

      There was only one unwritten assumption attached to this arrangement—I had to maintain decorum and dignity at all times, in keeping with my Imperial position.

      Consequently, on that first day, my very manner of walking—my measured stride and unblinking stare, and an unconscious expectation of a retinue of guards to flank and trail behind me—all of it is taken for pomposity.

      And it all begins in this ridiculous moment. . . .

      As I exit the classroom and advance through the large corridor on my way outside, none would suspect that I feel lost and aimless, painfully afraid.

      There, I admit it now to myself during these final moments . . . I was breathlessly scared in those first few hours on my first day, so many years ago. Not just scared, but terrified, intimidated, scattered, on so many levels. At the same time, I was furious at myself for that unacceptable loss of focus. One thought dissonance plagued me in particular: they are all my peers here on campus and yet, they are also my future subjects.

      

      Focus on the moment, focus . . . (not the pain, it doesn’t exist).

      

      Yes, I am eager to be here. I want to learn, to absorb, to experience firsthand the “social presence” of the others. But everything reminds me that I am alone, unsure of what to do—unsure of myself and my ability to excel (as I must) and do proper justice to my rank, unsure of how to interact with any of them.

      In all my seven years up to this point, I’ve never experienced casual play with children my own age. My only exposure to other children at all was my newborn infant sister Manala, and even she was barely accessible, coddled by my parents and surrounded by an army of nurses at every moment, eos and niktos. My Imperial Father deemed that none of the noble youth at Court were suitable company for his offspring and especially not for me. My only peer contact consisted of a few carefully supervised, protocol exchanges at Court functions with the sons and daughters of the highest-ranked nobles—to wish them a fine day or happiness or appetite.

      And now . . . such complex feelings of thwarted excitement coupled with insecurity assail me for the first time, ever. I can hardly believe that I’m here! That my Father agreed to let me stay, alone and unsupervised, on campus, releasing me into this wild human ocean. . . . Up until today, I was merely used to the usual pressures of being Kassiopei—emotional discomfort and the need to appease my Father and my tutors and make all my actions calculated and perfectly appropriate for Palace and Court. But now, suddenly, I have to deal directly with the world in general, with everyone else.

      Furthermore, at any given moment I must properly show who I am to whomever might look at me.

      I must not fail Kassiopei.

      Unremarkably, the Cadets moving through the corridor all around me—my so-called future subjects—seem unaware of my inner turmoil and do not care in the least. Right now, they are just like me, ordinary boys and girls, some taller, many shorter, all of us wearing the same drab uniform, mostly kefarai First Years. My uniform might be better fitting and tailored—having been prepared for me by the Palace staff, left lying in my bedroom in the Imperial Prince’s Quarters, pressed and ready on my first morning—but that’s all about to change. There will be no one tomorrow morning to take care of its presentation on my behalf, no one but myself.

      Meanwhile, the other Fleet Cadet classes have been let out also, so that upperclassmen mingle among us—older pre-teens with easy confidence and various astroctadra star insignias on their collars to indicate Class Rank and achievement, and colored armbands to proclaim their chosen Quadrant affiliation: Red, Blue, Green, Yellow.

      At once a disjointed thought slips past me: Something else to look forward to before the end of my First Year—my required selection of Quadrant and all that goes with it. . . . What a bashtooh nightmare.

      All around me I hear bursts of laughter and loud voices as the upperclassmen stop in the hall and greet friends with familiarity, eager to begin a new school season.

      I move past them coldly, on my way to the barracks, noting smiling faces, swaggering boys, poised older girls, most with neat segmented tails and holstered practice weapons. A few of them casually glance at me as I pass, but there is nothing more in their looks than the same bland curiosity accorded to every kefarai. They either don’t recognize me as the Prince, or they simply don’t care.

      Oh, to be like them! Will I ever be as naturally relaxed and self-assured? Will I ever not squirm on the inside with every stranger’s glance at me that I pretend to ignore?

      I keep my shoulders straight as I walk outside, directly into the blinding glare of Hel that blasts the masonry and sparse ornamental greenery of the courtyard. I take the opportunity to glance over the crowds. I’m only a little taller than others my age and not particularly muscular, not yet having experienced my growth spurt, but it’s enough to accord me a minor advantage.

      So much garish gold hair everywhere . . . ceremonial metallic dye making heads appear incandescent in the sun. And then just a few paces ahead of me I see the anomaly.

      A boy with a sloppy mop of perfectly black hair walks rapidly, with a determined swagger, toward the barracks. He’s my height or maybe slightly taller, possibly my age, same lean figure. But whereas my hair is that pale, metallic Kassiopei gold, his head is so dark, so unadorned, that it has an almost bluish tint. The stark contrast of his hair against all else makes me stare at him involuntarily.

      We both walk to the same destination, and I see no one else even remotely like him among the passersby. A few other Cadets with undyed hair pass us in both directions, but none have locks so black, so midnight-dark, as he.

      We reach the large building across the courtyard that houses the Cadet barracks, with the faculty apartments on the upper floors, and is designated as the residential portion of the campus.

      The black-haired boy disappears into the doorway ahead of me. Moments later, I follow.

      Momentarily I am swallowed by the interior, evening-dark, compared to the day glare outside.

      Just then I hear a bright voice behind me.

      “Hey, chazuf!”

      I take a few strides into the wide hallway that stretches in a line before opening into the barracks hall. And then my forehead tightens, curiosity battling with uncertainty. I pause, then turn around.

      The speaker is a girl, striding right after me. She must’ve walked quickly because she appears to have come out of nowhere, and I didn’t see her anywhere near me in the courtyard. The girl has thick, dark brown hair entirely free of golden dye, falling long past her shoulders, and is taller than me by a few fingerbreadths . . . maybe . . . I don’t know.

      I stare at her because she is stately and striking. Not in the way of the gilded beauties at Court, but precisely because she is not. Instead, she is a thing of minor imperfections, somehow tough and very real. A balanced oval face, strong features; sarcastically tightened lips and a forceful aquiline nose; prominent dark brows framing very dark, perceptive eyes.

      In just one instant I form this impression—something about her makes me think of the Agnios tree, an ancient native of this planet. The venerable, sacred Agnios, or the fire-tree, produces precious resin that hardens and eventually fossilizes into priceless gems of profoundly deep hues. . . .

      All the details come together in a heartbeat, even as the girl advances closer—just as I inexplicably freeze in place, mesmerized by I-don’t-know-what—and she walks right into me. We collide and her shoulder pushes against mine in passing. She quickly turns, in a moment of surprise, so that she’s close enough to breathe on me.

      “Not you—move,” she says in a slightly annoyed voice, and her dark eyes briefly make contact with mine before her gaze moves on.

      I experience a moment where I can read her unmistakable calm forcefulness from up-close.

      And then, as I’m still reeling in place, taking one step back despite myself, she moves past me and continues onward, waving to the dark-haired boy. He has turned around and is waiting for her, further up ahead.

      “Hey, chazuf,” she repeats in a casual tone laced with humor, and I watch her interact with the boy whose face I now get to see, as he tosses his unruly black hair out of his eyes with a careless gesture.

      “Hey, Eli,” says the boy with familiarity, pitching his voice low in order to maintain his cool swagger. He has strong, angular features somehow similar to hers: same slightly hooked nose, heavy dark brows, and even more piercing black eyes. They could be related.

      “So how was Okoi? What did you think?” she asks, lifting one brow. Her voice is musically deep and confident, making her sound older. I see a pinpoint of light reflecting on a small metallic star insignia button on her collar and realize that she’s not a kefarai but a Second Year. I know this because Fleet Cadets receive their first astroctadra pin after completing their first year of education, and additional pins for each subsequent year.

      “He talks too much. But he could be interesting,” the boy replies.

      And then his gaze roves in my direction. The boy notices me staring, as I’m still paused stupidly at the entrance, observing the two of them.

      At once something darkens in his expression as he looks back at me and apparently recognizes something in me. Maybe it’s the true, natural color of my metallic Kassiopei hair—not ceremonial dye but the real thing. Maybe it’s my face which he must’ve seen a hundred times in close-up on the media feeds. In that moment, I suspect he knows precisely who I am.

      It’s unclear why, but it makes him hostile.

      The boy narrows his eyes, and his mouth tightens in a fine, barely perceptible sneer. But he says nothing, only watches me as I finally get my brain back and resume walking.

      I hold myself even more rigidly than before as I move past them, never turning my head, but seeing them stare at me with my peripheral vision. Neither the girl nor the boy utters a word while I am near. I force myself to ignore them with every cell of my body as I enter the barracks dormitory.

      Even so, I feel the burn of their gazes at my back.

      

      The Cadet dormitory is an immense hall subdivided into sections, with only low wall dividers to separate the class years and the Quadrants.

      Austere, narrow cots fill the hall in endless rows, pristinely made, each covered with a single thin blanket and sheet, and topped with a pillow. These are the yet-unclaimed ones. They are interspersed with beds that have been occupied, with Cadets sitting or lying back casually, some going through their things in compact bags on the floor near their places.

      The walled-off Four Quadrants dormitory sections with the upperclassmen are further to the back, while the large unaffiliated section in the front of the hall is our area—the kefarai First Year section.

      We get to pick our beds in a chaotic random disorder, first come, first served—at any time during our first day. The only rule is, once a cot’s bedding has been disturbed or has personal items lying on it, you may not lay claim to it.

      Earlier this morning, right before our very first assembly and class, I’ve done as advised, acting quickly before I was recognized by too many. As soon as I was unloaded by my Palace driver from the unmarked Imperial hovercar and deposited discreetly on campus (avoiding the main entrance to give me a few hours of respite before I was discovered by the media), I followed the lead of the smartest and best-informed Cadets and visited the barracks building in order to claim my permanent sleeping space for tonight and the rest of the school year.

      My cot is somewhere in the back of the kefarai section, off to the right side, not far from the fifth large window in the third row from the wall. Its location is intentionally inconspicuous. I’ve made a point of remembering where it is by a precise mnemonic combination of visual geometric cues based on the architectural angles of the room, something which I have a tendency to do when I look at things. Geometry fascinates me and comes naturally. My tutors tell me I have the acute eye of an artist. Since they tend to flatter me, I translate their praise to simply mean I have an eye for detail.

      And now I approach my cot without hesitation, past many rows of empty others and find that my small box and bag of personal belongings are lying undisturbed where I left them, on top of the blanket. The two beds on either side of me are still pristine and unoccupied, since most Cadets tend to pick the more “prime” locations in the front and middle of the hall.

      I feel a guilty twinge of relief that my barracks neighbors are still missing. Meeting the others, interacting with them, will happen eventually. But for now, I just want a few daydreams of peace. I am akin to a spooked, half-grown wild sha, or more like a newborn sesemet wobbling on its spindly legs, away from its mother for the first time.

      I sit down on top of my blanket and watch the room gradually fill up. Every time a Cadet walks closer, picking yet another bed in my immediate neighborhood, I get another sickening twinge of stupid alarm.

      One part of me wants desperately for someone to arrive and claim the closest beds so that I can strike up an awkward conversation—my first real one—with a fellow classmate. Another part of me is praying to every deity known to history that no one comes near me. Especially not anyone who recognizes me as the Imperial Prince and intentionally tries to use this as some kind of opportunity for advancement by ingratiating themselves into my acquaintance. Oh yes, I’ve been warned sternly about the undesirability of such false connections, and to trust no one who might offer such instant “friendship.”

      Maybe I should stand up and leave the vicinity of my cot, so that no one can associate my bed with me and claim the bed on either side for such distasteful reasons. How revolting it would be to have to spend every night of my school year next to some clinging, sycophantic bakris. I’d rather be surrounded by indifferent strangers.

      On the other hand, where would I go? A brief stroll in the courtyard outside? For a few daydreams I might dawdle in the fresh air, go and check out the rest of the campus buildings including the libraries and meal halls. But . . . I find it so curiously enthralling to be here now, to watch the dormitory and all the arriving fellow students. Besides, there’s so little time for a proper tour before the next class, and I mustn’t be late on my first day. . . .

      I remind myself that punctuality is an element of Imperial decorum, even as I remain locked in an idiotic state of indecision.

      The noise level in the dormitory hall grows, and we still have at least twenty daydreams before the next class. I stare in fascination at the upperclassmen as they head to the Quadrant sections and disappear behind the wall partitions. They hail their friends, and I hear their voices continuing beyond into the hidden depths of the hall. This is the lighthearted, enjoyable time for most of them, while we, kefarai, are all strangers. We get to suffer in anxiety while our section fills aimlessly with our fellow classmates.

      Just as my mind wanders, imagining what it must be like to be on the other side of the partition walls with the upperclassmen, another fresh batch of Cadets enters the barracks, many of them First Years. They begin claiming beds and moving in my direction. Among them I see the anomaly, the boy with the undyed midnight-dark hair. An immediate twinge of something unpleasant pulls at my gut. There’s a kind of negative energy coming from him. Not sure what I feel, but it disturbs me.

      Why? Am I afraid? How stupid of me. All I know is that I don’t want him anywhere near my bed.

      On the other hand, that girl he called “Eli”—the tall, brown-haired one, who ran into me at the doors, told me to move, and apparently is his friend or acquaintance—I suddenly see her also, and experience another disturbing twinge of anxiety of a different sort. After their chat in the front corridor, she has now separated from him and is walking away from our section. Again, something about her compels me to stare. And so, I watch in dumb curiosity as she reaches into her uniform pocket, carelessly pulls out a Yellow Quadrant armband, and starts wrapping it around her left arm with deft movements. Three more strides, and she disappears behind the partition.

      I blink, turn my head. And suddenly, just like that, the anomaly himself is standing directly before me, looking down at me with menace.

      At once, a lightning strike of alarm slams my chest. . . .

      It’s as if he physically hit me.

      From my seated position I have to look up to meet his very dark eyes. I don’t want to, but I force myself to do it.

      There is a long heartbeat of silence between us.

      “You’re on my bed,” he says suddenly, his dark-eyed gaze cutting fiercely through me.

      “What?”

      I blurt out a single awkward word. It just tumbles out of me because this entire moment—this whole thing—is so surprising and strange.

      The anomaly cranes his neck, tosses his mop of black hair sideways, and repeats with a sneer. “You are on my bed. This—this is my bed.”

      My mouth parts and now I feel my forehead tensing up with indignation. And again, that amazement grips me—that someone dared to speak to me, the Imperial Prince, in this manner. “No, I’m not,” I say. “This is my bed. I claimed it early this morning.”

      Another pause.

      The anomaly leans even closer and then unexpectedly picks up my bag. He lifts it slightly over the cot as though testing its weight. Suddenly he upturns it and drops it and everything it contains on the floor at my feet.

      There’s a thud followed by clatter from various rolling objects. A few heads turn in our direction.

      A wave of instant cold anger sweeps over me. All traces of uncertainty, fear, are gone. I fix my gaze on his face in perfect focus, ignoring the fact that my partially opened bag and half its contents are now strewn on the floor.

      “You dropped something,” the dark-haired one says meanwhile, the side of his mouth curling in a canine sneer. It occurs to me, the brown-haired girl called him chazuf, and it’s not far from the truth.

      “No, you dropped something,” I retort, in a voice like ice. “You should pick it up and put my things back the way they were.”

      As we speak, I notice with my peripheral vision that other Cadets are paying attention to us and some are approaching to observe our exchange.

      “Or what?” the anomaly says. “What are you going to do?”

      He’s right, I think suddenly, reason surfacing past the icy anger. What am I going to do?

      Maintain decorum, remember, you’re the Imperial Heir, Crown Prince of the most ancient, divine dynasty. . . .

      I take a slow measured breath, and continue looking up at the anomaly, without getting up or moving in any way. “Do you know who I am?” I ask in a blank, emotionless voice that is as much a mask as the rest of me.

      There is a pause, as even more Cadets gather.

      The anomaly snorts and his mouth curves upward even more. “I know who you are,” he says.

      I part my lips. I really need to stop referring to him as the “anomaly.” There are far more suitable terms for this evil bakris but I’m far too steeped in Protocol to resort to them.

      

      At least I was, back then . . . (now there is only agony—no, do not think).

      

      But before I can speak, a brown-skinned girl Cadet pushes past the spectators, carrying a stained and worn-looking fabric bag. She pauses only for a moment, glancing from me to the chazuf looming over me, as though considering her next move. . . . Then she steps around the other side of my cot, managing not to crush any of my things on the floor, and decisively plunks her ugly bag on the unoccupied cot directly to my left.

      The girl is medium height, with a curvy, chubby figure. She has wide, full lips and honest brown eyes. Her tightly curling gilded hair extends in every direction around her head, in an untamed sphere, like a cheaply-dyed puff-flower.

      “I have no idea who either of you are, and I don’t care,” she says loudly. “But this, right here, is now my bed, and somebody needs to pick up all that shebet off the floor. Whichever one of you will occupy the bed next to mine—I’m guessing, the outraged blondie shar-ta-haak currently sitting on it—better not make a habit of being a mess, or I will be very, very angry.”

      I turn, take in and evaluate her, in absolute surprise. And it occurs to me in that moment, this strange girl arriving out of nowhere is now my dormitory neighbor.

      That is, if I actually get to keep this bed I originally claimed.

      The black-haired malicious boy is also somewhat taken aback by the interruption. But now he takes a step to the side and kicks one of my personal items on the floor (a delicate writing stylus carved of jade and imbedded with the latest tech, given to me by my Mother as a gift for school) then watches me with the same thin-lipped sneer.

      “Enough,” I say, bravely ignoring the precious stylus rolling under the cot, and continue our bizarre conversation. “I don’t know why you’re doing this—whatever your reasons are. But since you know who I am, it will serve you well to leave me be. I have no wish to . . . argue with you. But I will not give up my proper claim, made according to the school rules.”

      “You mean your superior claim,” he says, almost spitting as he speaks, while I see his hands start to clench into fists. “You think you’re so much better than any of us? Prove that this is your bed.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t have to prove anything. This is stupid. Begone.”

      “Are you calling me stupid?”

      “Oh, for bashtooh’s sake,” the girl who is my new neighbor says, now sitting on her cot, examining her pillow and blanket. “Getting bored here. Somebody, leave.”

      “Not me,” I say, strongly aware that now I cannot leave even if I wanted, as a matter of principle, to keep my dignity before all these others—even as my heart is racing. “But it is getting boring.”

      “Hey, you, black sha-hair,” one of the Cadets calls out from the pack gathered around us. “Pretty sure the seated guy was here first, so just leave him alone and grab yourself another bed. Such as the one right next to it, it’s empty.”

      Several other voices sound in agreement.

      “Oh yeah? Varqood yourself!” The dark-haired anomaly utters the obscenity in the direction of the speaker, whipping his head around to encircle our entire audience, and his voice takes on menacing power. “Not your business, get lost!”

      At once the Cadets who’ve spoken up for me quiet down.

      That’s a power voice, it occurs to me. This chazuf is using a command voice. And his intimidation is working.

      “This is my bed,” I say in a firm voice, to break up the silence and diminish the effects of the command voice, as I’ve been taught—the person who speaks immediately after a power voice dilutes the command.

      “You are lying,” he says, repeating the same nonsense. “I’m not going anywhere. You are on my bed.”

      My neighbor girl turns to me and cranes her neck slightly. “Is he telling the truth? Because he’s being a very stubborn son of a shibet, which makes no sense unless he’s got cause to be. Are you sure this is your bed after all and not his?”

      “I am.”

      The girl shakes her head. “Okay then. Idiots,” she says, glancing from me to the anomaly. “I’m Erita, by the way. Erita Qwas. Might as well get acquainted, since one of you will be sleeping on that bed. I’m guessing, the other will be sleeping under it.”

      “I am pleased to meet you, Erita Qwas,” I say formally. “I am—”

      And suddenly I pause.

      It is such a strange thing to suddenly admit who I am before all of these people.

      For one remaining heartbeat I am still just an ordinary boy, a chazuf idiot, just one of them. And the next heartbeat will change everything.

      But the anomaly ruins my moment of careful revelation.

      “He’s Kassiopei,” the dark-haired boy says. “So high and mighty. The divine lineage of Imperators. He is not one of us.”

      A wave of cold sweeps through me. . . . It’s as if he’s read my mind and used it against me.

      “I am,” I say.

      And in that broken moment I’m not even sure what I intend to convey, for it is a sentence imbued with double meaning.

      I am Kassiopei and I am not one of you.

      There are a few gasps and in-drawn breaths. Now, everyone in the vicinity recognizes me, my unique shade of metallic, pale gold hair, my natural wedjat eyes outlined in a razor-fine line of darkness around the eyelids like the most expensive cosmetic eyeliner.

      “That’s him, the Prince!” a few clear whispers are heard nearby. “Bashtooh, that’s him! I told you he was in our scolariat!”

      I recall how, months earlier, every conceivable precaution was taken by my Family to underplay the fact that I was to be enrolled in the Fleet Cadet School. Rumors were set intentionally to perpetuate different, nonspecific details about my attendance. I even participated in a few carefully orchestrated media interviews set up by Imperial liaisons on the Hel-Ra Network and others; answered simple questions about my educational aspirations before the feeds.

      But the public’s initial curiosity was hardly allayed. The Crown Prince was going to be a Pilot, and he was going to live on campus and mingle with other ordinary Cadets. Granted, this tradition had precedent over the years, and I was hardly the first Imperial Kassiopei to enter the Fleet, but the public followed the story very closely each time it happened. I was warned that my first day on campus was going to be trying, and to expect much attention, but that eventually it would settle down and dwindle. . . . Well, that particular day is at hand.

      Erita makes a little sound, and her mouth opens. “Really?” she says in genuine surprise. “No . . . you’re kidding, right?”

      “My name is Aeson,” I say, without meeting her eyes, or anyone else’s. “Aeson Kassiopei.”

      Erita cusses softly.

      “Yes, Kassiopei,” the anomaly says harshly. “Your Father might be the Imperator, but you’re on my bed.”

      “Seriously?” someone mutters in the crowd gathered around us. “He just admitted to being the Imperial Prince and you’re provoking him? You’re crazy! Do you want to make an enemy like that on your first day?”
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