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        Prince, soldier, hero of Atlantis.

        Haunted by death and the blue eyes of a stranger.

        Faced with an impossible choice.

         

        Love or Duty.

      

      

       Aeson Kassiopei, Imperial Crown Prince, survived his fiery death at Ae-Leiterra, saved the Fleet, and became the man we know today. Filled with alien knowledge he cannot understand and prescient memories of the blue-eyed girl who would change his life and save everything, he must make the most important decision of his life.

      Aeson has lived and died doing what’s best for Atlantis, but now he burns for Gwen Lark. Learn his feelings from the inside out—from their first meeting to the moment he must decide Gwen’s fate.

      Get inside Aeson’s mind and find out what lies on the other side of Gwen and Aeson’s story, the truth about Aeson that you’ve been waiting for!

      

      Note: Due to its subject matter, this work is intended for older audiences.

      

      AESON: BLACK is the second in The Atlantis Grail Novella Series.
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      I remove the black armband, dutifully fold it into a perfect square of silken fabric, and place it on the night stand near my bed.

      The “night stand” varies, depending on where I sleep that night—in a crowded Fleet barracks, in the grand and solitary Crown Prince’s Quarters at the Imperial Palace where every piece of ancient décor belongs in a museum, at my spacious home in Phoinios Heights filled with modern luxury, in a cramped crewman’s shipboard cabin, or in somewhat more accommodating Fleet officers’ quarters—such as now. Sometimes, the night stand is an antique piece of furniture made of priceless lacquered wood. At other times, it’s a metal shelf emerging from a ship’s hull, or a makeshift stack of items rising from the floor.

      The ritual grounds me.

      Ever since I awoke from the black, and drew my first, newly living breath, filled with an undefined but real urge and purpose, small rituals became important.

      Such as tonight, here and now. . . .

      “Now” is a grim moment, six years later, on board the Imperial Command Ship 2—a Fleet vessel under my command, presently fulfilling the final stages of a complicated and fateful mission to Earth and back.

      Early in the morning of this same day (three days before our scheduled arrival on Atlantis), I’ve had a soul-shattering conversation via interstellar with my Imperial Father. As soon as it ended, I disconnected our secure video call quantum comm link across the universe.

      Then I called in my three Aides, all waiting outside my office—Gennio Rukkat, Anu Vei, and Gwen Lark. I told them that we’ve been ordered by My Father, the Imperator, to the Imperial Palace, as soon as we arrive in orbit, and that he expects to see Gwen Lark immediately, to be brought before him at Court that same evening. They must’ve noticed some of my initial agitation, especially in those first moments when I conveyed to them the Imperial orders—which is unforgivable of me.

      What I did not tell them was the true gravity of this Imperial command and what it really means.

      I’ll never forget that call. . . . 

      

      Our exchange was precise, unemotional, coldly controlled—a typical interaction between the Imperator and his Heir. And yet, something was different. A new sense of inner conviction arose inside me even as I listened to my Father’s casual and terrifying words in regard to a person who has increasingly taken on significance for me.

      This person, she—

      I fixate on the Imperial words now, dwell on their cruel meaning, reliving our conversation. . . .

      “As soon as you land, you’ll bring the girl directly here,” Romhutat Kassiopei, my Father and the Archaeon Imperator of Atlantida tells me during our call. “In fact, let’s have her present at the Court Assembly as we welcome you home, so that I can have a first look at her while she’s still—fresh. Afterwards, she’ll be escorted straight to the research facility, and surrendered to the STA lab techs.”

      “Surrendered? For how long?” I ask in a neutral tone.

      “As a potentially valuable asset she’ll be held indefinitely. That voice. We must know how and why she has it; we must know everything. Fortunately, her Earth refugee status puts her in undefined territory—undefined, as in questionable rights—which gives us much . . . leeway. There might be legal concerns raised at some point, but not if we keep the whole operation quiet. This is now a matter of national security, not public scrutiny.”

      “I see.” My tone remains steady and controlled, as I put every effort into keeping it blank, emotionless, same as the muscles of my face. . . .

      “Will this be a problem for you?” The Imperial dragon rests the full force of his perceptive gaze on me.

      “As long as basic ethical standards are upheld, none whatsoever,” I respond at once, like an automated line of program code in a pre-ordained subroutine. I speak before I fully understand what is being said to me, before I allow myself to feel—knowing in advance that I must always employ the same perfectly bland, guarded subroutine with my Father when it comes to anything pertaining to her.

      Allowing a precisely timed, casual pause, I ask, “What will happen to her?”

      The Imperator observes me. After a close scrutiny for my gut reaction—and seeing none—he appears satisfied and continues, “She will become the property of the institute and undergo thorough study, a barrage of tests—full genome, neural activity, reproductive viability, and so on—under multiple stages of clearance. Starting with the first-level STA clearance. On Level One.”

      Basement Level One, or the Red Sector of the classified research facility underneath the Stadion, is a place I’ve come to know as a black site biological dissection lab, where certain human subjects disappear, never to see the light of day again. Subjects are invariably criminal convicts stripped of rights. Even so, the ethics of it always bothers me—has bothered me since the first time I visited the secret facility more than three years ago, on a cursory tour given by Shirahtet, the First Priest of Kassiopei.

      “Do not be concerned, My Imperial Lord, they are murderous villains,” Shirahtet informed me that day, speaking firmly, and I tried to take him at his word.

      But not this girl, I think now, recalling that disturbing tour—small cells with listless or catatonic subjects held in restraints, prodded and questioned for hours by impassive techs, rooms of others attached to machinery and receiving chemical fluids, in some cases being vivisected. . . .

      No!

      Far from being a criminal, she is just a harmless young woman who works for me at the Central Command Office alongside my two regular Aides, Anu Vei and Gennio Rukkat. She’s done nothing wrong except impossibly having the Logos voice of my Dynasty, a voice that she, a native of modern Earth, is not supposed to have—she is innocent.

      Not only that, she is extraordinary.

      Bright, talented, deserving the best opportunities and full personal freedom to live her life. And now she is being stripped of all rights, and will be treated as a specimen, experimented upon, inevitably hurt. . . .

      An explosive surge of emotion strikes me. Fury and fierce rebellion soaked in despair overwhelm all reason. Suddenly there’s a violent need to protect, to rush to her now, to stop the injustice, to do something, anything, to—do what? What?

      I grow very still, halt my breathing . . . even as I battle to put down the ridiculous emotional storm with a cold force of will, restoring icy control of my veneer.

      But the struggle continues. My traitorous mind presents me with endless images and details of her—who and what she is—young, intelligent, wildly creative and outspoken, a female Earth refugee whom I singled out for her potential and with whom I’ve interacted closely for the greater part of a year during our journey back to Atlantis.

      Our interactions were . . . still are . . . complicated.

      Furthermore, she is . . .

      Gwen Lark.

      She is—

      Rawah bashtooh!

      “Very well,” my Father says after a small pause (and I have no way of knowing if he sees through me, recognizes my inner turmoil). “Make sure you have her ready and present at the Assembly. No need to inform her of the details, she will be processed afterwards. This way it will be easier for her . . . and for you.”

      “Consider it done,” I respond, ignoring his last phrase. “Anything else?”

      “No, this is sufficient for the moment. You may return to your duties. You have the last stages of Quantum Stream Deceleration to worry about, and the logistics of processing millions of refugees,” the Imperator says with an edge of sarcasm, still unraveling me with his gaze. “So, I’ll leave you to it. Safe arrival!”

      I respond with polite courtly words, and our call is concluded.

      My secret inner response shocks me, and is still reverberating through me in a grim echo, like the effects of a Logos voice command. But I allow none of it to show, not even now, many hours later—even though I’m completely alone in my personal officers’ quarters, with no witnesses to my reaction.

      Of course, completely alone is only an assumption.

      My Father has spies and surveillance equipment everywhere. Even light years away from my home planet and the Imperial Palace I cannot discount the likely presence of nano-cams, auto-dispatched to observe me alone in my cabin, to record my every breath and movement.

      Indeed, my Father knows and suspects that Gwen Lark is important not only because of her voice, but because of what she is to me.

      And what exactly is she to me?

      Whatever it is, I must face it at last.

      Here, now.

      There’s no more reprieve for me. . . .

      

      To ground myself, I return my attention to my neatly folded black armband that’s presently lying on the narrow metal shelf jutting from the cabin hull. It’s right next to the chair on which I sit and the modest cot on which I’ll be sleeping tonight . . . eventually.

      Such a claustrophobic, small space, my officers’ quarters. Not much larger than other ship cabins, with a narrow cot, small desk and chair, wall-retractable, height-adjustable bathroom facilities and a shower stall. Yet it’s sufficient for my needs. . . . (Distracted by these useless peripheral details, my mind attempts to wander, unwilling to face what must happen next, so I forcefully slam it back under control.)

      I keep my mouth in a straight, controlled line as I focus on nothing but the square of black silk fabric and think.

      One thing is certain. The ramifications of the conversation with my Father and my forthcoming decision are about to change the course of my life.

      Right now, in this moment, I freely acknowledge what I’ve already done in my thoughts—or am about to do.

      Done . . . will do . . . am doing. . . .

      Yes, time occasionally superimposes on itself and blurs for me, ever since emerging from the black. It’s been happening with diminishing frequency (as the event of my death recedes), but when it does, it’s enough to briefly dissociate me from the present moment. Losing track of then and now, my mind swaps the chronology of events . . . a side effect of shared alien consciousness . . . for them, the pegasei, all time exists simultaneously or does not exist at all.

      I turn back to my immediate present.

      In this dire moment, even my heartbeat slows as the terror and thrill of my pending decision (with all its repercussions) combats within me. Light and dark, clarity and confusion.

      The bonds of duty . . . or the freedom of . . . strange, unexplored emotions.

      I am plunged in thought.

      Plunged in feeling.

      Once more it rises. . . . Rawah bashtooh! It rages inside me, swirling uncontrollably, like the forces of the accretion disk of Ae-Leiterra, which I somehow escaped—miraculously, unbelievably.

      But—no. I did not escape so much as I was engulfed at the quantum level, given a dimensional membrane in order to halt my dissolution, and made to exist, disembodied, in some other separate place, without pain or worry or need or desire.

      

      Yes, time is blurring again, as soon as I think of it, allow myself the stupid, comforting distraction. . . .

      

      Comforting, because I was gently cocooned by alien frequencies spiraling all around me in a double helix, by strings of light . . . held together in a fixed vibration . . . held in place while I resonated dissonantly, teetered on the edge of dissolution (varqood Ae-Leiterra!), then settled into a stable phase . . . and ultimately was forced back into cohesive form (even as my physical outer shell was being ravaged—but no, it too was somehow partially preserved . . . just enough charred remains to give the human med techs something to work with as they restored my damaged body).

      In short—I was forced back from chaos into an information construct—an entity, a sentience.

      My own unique self.

      Words are useless as I try to re-create the process of what was done to me by the shining alien beings whom we know as pegasei, a little over six years ago when I died on that fateful Rim Mission in the year 9764, a thirteen-year-old Imperial Prince fulfilling his duty to his bloodline.
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      To be honest, I don’t understand or remember much of what happened when I died. Plunged into black, into nothing, and then a resumption.

      And yet, what or where was I in the interim when I was dead?

      What am I? What is death? What is the black?

      Death is just another membrane.

      According to the pegasei, it’s a separator, not a thing unto itself. And it’s so hard to put it into temporal words for the very reason that it is not temporal; it exists outside of space-time.

      Death is a trans-dimensional quantum phase change that affects sentience.

      Human physical science refers to death as loss of information—information is what makes any given entity what it is. And without the cohesiveness of an information construct, without a stable frequency resonance, there is no being, no life.

      No meaningful pattern, no order.

      

      If my Father only knew about these “exotic” thoughts I have, he would think me unfit to rule as his Heir.

      Good thing he knows nothing about the pegasei or what actually transpired.

      

      As always, once the retrospection begins, I cannot stop. I analyze the black, the oblivion. I’ve been given the rare opportunity to understand and self-reflect upon my own death, my own loss of timeline.

      Therefore, I persist in trying to remember it . . . all of it.

      Sometimes there are faint glimpses, and strange details emerge. In those details, I am alien. The rainbow quantum phase “cocoon” of the pegasei engulfs me and I distinctly feel the rushing stream of plural times, the universal river of data all around me that is full of others yet is also me.

      Details of my life before death rush past me. . . . my earliest youth and childhood. They coalesce so far back that they come to the moment of my first conscious memory and my birth as an infant. However, like the flow of a great river, they keep going. . . .

      Almost casually I recognize that the moment of my first “official” birth is also a resurrection from some otherplace, and that before it there were other details, other data, other lives.

      There is life before birth. . . .

      

      No, stop! Do not retreat that far back, it is not advisable. Instead, relive this life.

      

      And so, details of my current existence engulf me.

      One such detail (impossible, misunderstood, unrecognized by me for a long time) is the image of someone’s blue eyes. I recall thinking of Elikara right before oblivion, and yet, the dissonance of that one detail—blue eyes instead of brown—confounds me.

      Or at least it did, until something fell into place.

      It happened some time after I met Gwen Lark.

      

      I flash back to the year 9770—or Earth year 2047, according to their common modern calendar. The Fleet is stationed in low Earth orbit—has been for months now, intentionally, so that our ark-ships are visible from the surface—and we’ve made our presence known to the global population.

      In the course of overseeing aspects of the Qualification process, I am asked by my sole commanding officer on the Earth Mission, Imperial Fleet Commander Manakteon Resoi, to make random appearances at various Regional Qualification Centers, before choosing one RQC as my base of operation.

      While I’m second-in-command of the Mission, I am also the Imperial Heir of Atlantida. We decide that for security purposes it would be best for me not to select an obvious high-profile urban center location such as New York, Beijing, Los Angeles, New Delhi, Moscow, London, but one of secondary importance. It would make me appear less conspicuous, and at the same time would permit me to observe and conduct my business. Meanwhile, the Commander himself and the other two Command Pilots of the Fleet will establish their presence at the more high-profile sites.

      And so, I tour RQCs around the globe, settling on the major power players—China, United Industan, and the United States—but looking at the less prominent cities and regions within those nations.

      On the first day of Qualification—while the children of Earth take their Preliminary Qualification aptitude tests (and the Fleet ark-ships ascend from lower orbit to a more secure one, no longer visible to the naked eye from the surface because it no longer matters to our purpose)—my two Aides and Command Deck officers run population demographics analysis programs and present me with a shortlist of the twenty most ideal, innocuous locations, and I begin to visit the ones that appear the most promising. In just a few hours I narrow down my preferences to five sites—two Chinese villages, a mid-sized settlement in United Industan on the shore of a large river, and two sites in the United States on the opposite coasts.

      I dispatch various Pilots including astra daimon from my own Command Ship to the surface and assign them as official ACA-sanctioned Instructors on a trial basis to teach the first classes at these five sites that piqued my interest. Xelio Vekahat goes to a village in southern China, Erita Qwas to the river settlement in United Industan. Tiliar Vahad gets a small Oregon town on the West Coast of the United States, while Oalla Keigeri and Keruvat Ruo pair up to cover an East Coast location in Pennsylvania. As the ACA Imperial Liaison, Nefir Mekei tells me he will handle Culture instruction not only at the remaining central China village but at all five sites and report back with his personal recommendation.

      By the second day of Qualification—the first official full day when the Pre-Qualified Candidates wake up in the morning in their new Dorms (having arrived the night before) and the actual classes begin—I take a shuttle down to the planet surface and make a quick series of stops on two Earth continents.

      I observe the RQC compounds, the crop of Candidates at each, the surrounding environment. I attend the specific classes taught by my officer friends to get their final recommendations. By the end of the day, I’m leaning toward Vahad’s picturesque and well-planned compound location in Willamette National Forest near Eugene, Oregon.

      However, one more site remains, in Pennsylvania, where the last class of the day, Combat, is being taught by Keigeri and Ruo, which I expect to be a real showcase of both their stellar skills and antics, and an amusing look at their Earth students.

      Indeed, Ker and Oalla do not disappoint. I land in Pennsylvania, walk from the airfield to the specific Dorm—all the while evaluating and examining this compound and finding it sufficient but less effective for my operational needs than the Oregon site—and follow the daimon to the designated basement floor gym.

      There I see a terrified class of Candidates lined up in two rows opposite each other in the gymnasium hall. Compared to the trim and fit, highly focused teenagers I observed in China, or even their United States counterparts in Oregon, these young people are mostly in rough physical shape, with sloppy posture and poor control of their own bodies. Instead of being focused they appear resigned. Looking at this pathetic group I highly doubt that many of them will train well enough to Qualify.

      Oalla introduces me in her playful hyperbole fashion as an “important visitor,” almost defeating the purpose of my intended anonymity, and embarrassing me somewhat by her excessive praise. I’m presented as “Command Pilot Aeson Kass”—Kass being the name I’ve decided to use on Earth to draw attention away from my Imperial rank—and “astra daimon” is mentioned (to further aggravate me). Then she and Keruvat begin the Combat demonstration, starting with Quadrant weapons.

      I stand aside and watch them and the class in action.

      First, there are the usual warm-up exercises, during which the Candidates show themselves to be even more out of shape than I suspected. Much groaning and breathless panting and poorly executed movements. What do they even teach these Earth kids? Their education curriculum is obviously to blame, but with this particular group it could just be the luck of the draw, or even regional variation. . . .

      As my thoughts coldly analyze the potential of this underwhelming lineup, Keruvat directs a Candidate to help him carry the weapons bag from storage to the floor for the Quadrant weapons demo. I watch the rest of the Candidates stagger upright from their apparently uncustomary physical exertions. Stilled in pitiful postures they wait for whatever comes next.

      Ker empties the weapons bag, dumping its contents to the floor—nets and cords. I recall that this is a Yellow Quadrant Dorm. Oalla must really be enjoying herself. . . .

      The two daimon begin the standard introductory weapons routine to demonstrate the Quadrant Circle of Dominance, sufficiently impressing everyone present with their speed and skills. I note stunned expressions among the Candidates, genuine amazement, dropped jaws, absolute rapt attention. Indeed, the simple elegance of how each Quadrant Weapon defeats the other and is dominated in turn, never fails to astound the first-time audience—on Earth or Atlantis.

      (Here, childhood memories of my own first Combat demo come to me. I’m at the Imperial Palace sparring gym, my personal tutors preparing me early—long before Fleet Cadet School—as is suitable for the Imperial Heir).

      When it’s over, everyone claps, and I clap also—in their Earth manner of only putting palms together (as opposed to the Atlantean Fleet formal mode of striking the top of a closed fist with the palm of the other hand, or even the boisterous civilian manner of hitting one’s own body parts and random nearest objects and even people).

      Oalla rubs her arms where the viatoios armored sleeves protected her from the volley of projectiles that Ker just shot her way. “You have just learned the basic tenet of Atlantis weapons combat,” she tells the class. “Yellow cord trumps Green shield trumps Blue firearm trumps Red blade, which in turn trumps Yellow cord. It’s an eternal circular balance—a Great Square. Somewhat like your Earth game of paper-scissors-rock.”

      I recall that the actual name of the Earth game is rock-paper-scissors, but don’t bother to correct Instructor Keigeri before the class, since it would be inappropriate, not to mention trivial. Instead, I listen as Oalla and Keruvat handle the inevitable questions that follow.

      A frightened girl wonders how they can learn all these weapons in so little time, which gives Keruvat the segue to discuss weaponless combat and introduce them to Er-Du.

      Moments later, Oalla turns to me and once again puts me on the spot (even though, in no way do I show it—here, it’s only my public face, blank and controlled). The girl is up to her usual antics.

      “With your permission, Command Pilot Kass, may I have the honor, daimon?” Oalla asks me, motioning with her hand—an invitation to spar.

      I pause, thinking, “bashtooh, Oalla,” then nod.

      These young Gebi are in for a shock.

      And we proceed to fight before a room full of dumbstruck Earth boys and girls. I know this is instructional, and we have to show off a little to sell Er-Du, but I do feel bad for them, watching the two of us move and react with such preternatural speed. . . . No need to mention that Earth’s lighter gravity makes our sparring workout that much easier for us.

      That’s the big secret. It probably makes us appear as superhuman and maybe even a little bit magical, but that’s all it is—easy gravity combined with well-honed skills and reaction times. We’ve lived and trained under artificial Earth gravity for some time now, up on the ark-ships, during the journey here.

      I’m not wrong about the impression we make. When Oalla and I are done, ending our demo with the Floating Swan, our breathing almost undisturbed, the Candidates appear stunned. They’ve been watching us do stuff they might see in the “movies” or “television”—the Earth version of media entertainment feeds.

      I admit, I enjoyed myself. And yes, I’m amused, but keeping it in check. Bashtooh, Oalla.

      Oalla steps back and lowers her head in the formal bow. “My profound thanks, astra daimon.”

      I nod to her, and straighten also, stepping out of the form. “A pleasure as always, daimon Oalla.”

      That’s when a boy asks, “Wait, what? She’s a daimon too? What’s a daimon again?”

      I mentally groan, watching how Ker and Oalla will extricate themselves from this delicate line of questioning. Ker begins explaining, mentions the Star Pilot Corps.

      Oalla meanwhile glances back and forth at us. I can only hope that she realizes from my expression the need to be discreet and curtail this unnecessary topic.

      Instead, it gets worse.

      Oalla launches on a fierce explanation. “The astra daimon answer to no one but their own. We are a brotherhood and sisterhood, the best of the best,” she tells the boy in her most imposing tone. “To be chosen as one of our brethren, a Pilot must earn the honor. The astra daimon have mastered the disciplines of at least one of the Four Quadrants. See this band on my arm?” She points to the yellow armband on her sleeve, then gives the boy a paraphrased version of the astra daimon secret creed.

      “These are not mere ‘dorm colors’ as you might have seen on some of the other Instructors,” Oalla says. “It is a symbol of my chosen discipline and Allegiance to the Yellow Quadrant.”

      Rawah bashtooh, Oalla, I’m tempted to interrupt, enough—even as in my mind the familiar creed echoes; the sacred words of the oath to the brotherhood and sisterhood . . . words that I had to utter so many years ago, in another universe, so far away:

      (. . . I wear this band on my arm with honor. It is a symbol of my chosen discipline and Allegiance to the Blue Quadrant. . . .)

      “As mine is to the Blue Quadrant,” Keruvat says just then, narrowly echoing my thoughts and pointing to his own blue armband sleeve.

      Varqood it, not you too, Ker. . . .

      “And what about him?” the same boy asks again, and points directly at me. “Is he some kind of black ninja?”

      Some of the Candidates respond with stifled laughter, a nervous reaction which we ignore. But now everyone is focused on my black armband.

      Great. . . . I can just imagine the unnecessary explanations that will be forthcoming now from my two so-called friends. . . .

      I watch the questioner, a tall, dark-skinned youth with long, tightly woven locks of hair. Directly next to him, a girl with slouching posture shifts from one foot to the other in discomfort and turns to look at him, most likely in an attempt to make him stop talking.

      Just for a moment I feel a ridiculous sense of affinity with her, since both of us appear to be aware, in our own way, of the wrongness of this turn of conversation.

      Probably for quite different reasons, I think with a pang of amusement. This girl—and the rest of them—are terrified. Me? I’m merely annoyed at my dearest friends and their big, flapping mouths.

      Oalla hones in on the boy who asked the unfortunate question. “Your name, Candidate?”

      He mumbles some nonsense then says his name is “Tremaine Walters.”

      “Tremaine Walters, you think this is funny?” Oalla glares at him.

      And then she and Ker both outdo themselves, just as I feared.

      “The black color of his armband means that this astra daimon has died on our behalf,” Oalla reprimands. “He has given his life once for the Fleet and his brethren, and he was brought back, and we are forever indebted to him—all of us, indeed, all of Atlantis.”

      “A black armband is the highest honor, and is usually earned posthumously—after death. Command Pilot Aeson Kass is a rare exception. He is one of the few in our history who has the right to wear the black armband while living.” That part comes from Ker, who should know better.

      The class was stunned before, but now they’ve stopped breathing.

      “All right, any more questions, before we proceed?” Oalla asks loudly.

      Silence.

      And then, a girl’s clear voice sounds. “Yes, I have a question . . .”

      It’s the same girl, the one who’s been fidgeting next to the tall, dark boy. She raises her hand unnecessarily, after she’s already begun to speak. “Why? Why all this? Why must there even be Combat? Why do we need to learn to fight, and hurt, and possibly kill other people, in order to Qualify for just being alive? Doesn’t Atlantis have some kind of organized legal system so that the average citizen doesn’t need to engage in violence? I mean—”

      As she babbles, her voice gains energy, resonance, and confidence, words tumbling faster and louder. Then it fizzles out into awkward silence. And yet, the curious sentience of her question is undeniable.

      The gym hall is perfectly quiet. Ker and Oalla appear to be briefly stumped by this unexpected, inquisitive outburst.

      I examine the girl. She is skinny and tall, not bad looking, but nothing out of the ordinary—an oval face and light skin, flushed from the exertion of exercise, surrounded by sweaty tangles of unruly brown hair. A few tendrils are stuck to her forehead. . . . Again, that poor posture and slouching shoulders, as though she’s trying to disappear into herself like a turtle.

      But then she turns her face somewhat and I catch her expression directly.

      Her eyes. . . .

      Their sharp blue clarity connects with me. And before I even think to second-guess my action, I find myself answering her.

      “You ask why we are required to fight?” I speak, focused on her eyes. “In Atlantis, we believe in taking responsibility for ourselves. As you learn to fight, you learn to defend yourself from physical harm. You acquire a powerful self-preserving skill set, and a specific attitude. This attitude carries across to other aspects of your life. So that you can defend yourself from other less tangible but far more dangerous things that can break you—not just your body, but your spirit. Things such as deception, corruption, disparagement, coercion, false accusation and persecution. Subtle evil things that undermine you. And if you can maintain the inner ability to defend yourself against influence, you can build a purpose in your life that no one can take away from you.”

      I pause, surprised at my own eloquence, continuing to look at her, even as she holds my gaze with her clear eyes and appears unflinching (or maybe she’s petrified with fear—either guess is good right now). Then I continue because there’s more to say, and it needs to be said, “In Atlantis, we believe that purpose is the most important virtue. You can lose your freedom, your health, your honor, everything you love and care about. And yet, if you still have your purpose, you have lost nothing.”

      My words are cutting and precise, while my voice unintentionally rises to near-Logos level, as I conclude, “Does that answer your question?”

      She nods silently. And does not break off her gaze.

      Which means that I must.

      I turn away—or rather tear myself away—from the strange contact, and force myself to return my attention to Keruvat and Oalla.

      I indicate to them to continue the class.

      Thankfully, Oalla gets back to work, shouting at the two rows of young Gebi.

      “Candidates! You will now learn the basic Forms of Er-Du! Watch and follow me!”

      As I make the effort to observe the room, I feel a burning sense of being examined from the back, as if that girl is somehow still fixated on me. . . .

      Ridiculous sensation. I attempt to shake it off, even as I become aware, peripherally, of a tangible easing of tension all around the room, followed by a resumption of exercise. . . .

      But my focus is ruined, my attention oddly diluted. I struggle to properly observe the class as Ker and Oalla demonstrate the Forms.

      Eventually the otherwise pathetic class ends, and the rest of the day is unremarkable. However, I am faced with making a decision as to which RQC to choose for my base of operations.

      I consult with Keruvat and Oalla, call Tiliar, Erita, and Xelio who are all still at other locations, and Nefir, who is up on ICS-2 doing his official reporting to the ACA and my Father.

      And then I somehow convince myself in a roundabout way that—despite the fact that Tiliar’s Oregon RQC site is a far better choice overall—there is something about this Pennsylvania compound that feels like it should be my official site. . . .

      Something.

      Not sure what manner of shar-ta-haak reasoning leads me to this serious decision, what flimsy logic, but I decide to work from here. That evening I inform Commander Resoi and make it official.

      The next day my office is formally established and all necessary secure tech hardware is brought down to the planet surface. All personnel under my command are recalled to Pennsylvania RQC-3 to be formally stationed at the compound, and our work begins.

      At the end of that same day—after eating the late afternoon meal that Earth people call dinner, just as we head back to our row of offices on the upper floors of the large Arena Commons complex, moving along the narrow balcony walkway—I happen to look down on the ground floor where hundreds of Candidates are eating in the courtyard.

      And I see the girl from the day before—the one who asked the intelligent question and somehow disturbed me. In that moment of strange coincidence, she looks up exactly in my direction—again, as if she knows I see her. Our gazes meet. A brief contact, followed by recognition, I’m certain, but enough. . . .

      I see the clarity of her look. My gaze is halted, fixed on hers, across the expanse of the arena, down several floors. It is a line of energy cast through wide space between us, a projectile fired and anchored.

      I look away at once and keep walking, listening to Xel and Erita’s laughing banter, Nefir’s voice as he argues jokingly with Keruvat, Oalla’s teasing tone.

      That girl with her clear-eyed gaze remains below.

      I briefly wonder what her name is.

      Gwen Lark.

      I will not find out her name for quite some time—not until days later.

      

      Resurfacing from that first memory of meeting her, I continue to stare at the folded piece of black silk. The onslaught of thoughts mingled with memories floods me, until I’m drowning in conflicting urges.

      I must sink back, go even deeper into the ocean of my mind to corroborate my life-changing decision. No time to waste; the end of the journey is almost here. Arrival on Atlantis looms before me.

      My black armband. . . . Ah, at what cost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I woke up from my death all those years ago, I was changed. A layer of innocence stripped away, youthful naïveté transformed to a deeper sense of knowledge. And yet, this added secret layer of something new and serene in the depths of my mind was not immediately available to my conscious mind.

      My memories are muddled even now.

      I recall those early days of being back in a healed, new version of my body, the army of medical techs running every imaginable test on me, my Father and Mother fussing over me to such an extent that I’ve never seen before—my Imperial Father, especially.

      He checked up on me constantly, came into my room and made actual physical contact—touched me, felt my forehead and jaw, told me to widen my eyes and open my mouth, breathe into various apparatus—and called for medics in a hard voice whenever he thought something was wrong with my numbers.

      It is such a rare thing, to have my Father be so concerned. If I hadn’t been so numb in those early days, I might have responded more, enjoyed it, but as such, it is all dreamlike, half-real. . . .

      Until I remember how it happened, how he stayed back in the shuttle at the Rim of Ae-Leiterra and allowed me to sacrifice myself in his stead. And my numbness closes in and solidifies.

      My poor Mamai, she knows something is off about me. I’m too calm, too distant and emotionally reserved, even with her—and oh, how it worries her. . . .

      They and everyone else ask me repeatedly what I remember—the same wrong questions—and I tell them I remember nothing about being dead.

      It is neither accurate, nor true, but it is all I’m capable of telling. How am I to explain that memory itself is precisely what death cuts off?

      Then the next hazy days and weeks follow, as I recover more of my former personality. Physically, my body is in top shape due to medical regeneration tech. I am slightly weak in the first few days as my new muscles learn their tone, but I gain strength quickly.

      It is my mind that’s strange, for lack of a better word. The Palace staff keep a close eye on me under the strict instructions of my Father, and I’m not even permitted to watch the media feeds or entertain visitors.

      Slowly I begin to participate in my ordinary life. My friends are finally allowed to see me, ready to embrace me (although, much initial awkwardness takes place). Next, I am permitted to leave the confines of my Palace Quarters, and even report to the Fleet HQ for light duty (my Father insists I don’t “overexert myself”).

      It must be said that at this point, Oalla, Erita, Keruvat, Xelio, Tiliar, and the others are all in the Star Pilot Corps, and are high-ranking pilots. Some of them have become astra daimon. All this time they’ve been advancing their careers and flying to the stars, while I’ve been moping and stewing in my own self-made pit of depression and punishment.

      Each of my friends can brag about being deployed on exciting missions to the various Hel system stations and outposts. I alone remain planet-bound with the Imperial Fleet, stubbornly denying myself what I once wanted above all else in life—a life in the SPC. . . .

      I continue to grieve the loss of Elikara—or at least it’s what I tell myself, trying to justify my choice to remain in the IF as an underachieving Pilot, Third Rank.

      But it is all inconsequential now. What’s done is done.

      I have evolved. The flooding river of universal sentience rushes through me—occupying that same hidden layer of my mind of which I’m now permanently aware. I may not access it consciously, but I know it’s there—thanks to the pegasei. And it has awakened the old drive in me, the will and desire to achieve, and to make a difference in this world.

      And so, on the first day of my return to the Fleet Headquarters I’m ready to announce my intentions to my commanding officer: I’ll be applying for transfer to the Star Pilot Corps after all.

      As I walk into the familiar, sprawling old building near the business center of Poseidon, I’m met with stares, whispers, and looks of awe.

      Every officer, every cadet, every rank pilot in the hallways stops to look at me and, in many cases, to thank me. Officers of many ranks above my own straighten and halt before me, saluting me. Even the civilian building staff pause to give me bows. . . . Somehow, I doubt they are saluting the Imperial Heir, but something else—someone else.

      What is going on?

      Fortunately, near the doors of the IF Command Office, I run into Keruvat. Ker is wearing the everyday grey Fleet uniform with the addition of the SPC insignia patch. I’m reminded that he also has a tiny astroctadra pin attached to the underside of the blue armband on his sleeve. . . .

      The pin is practically invisible and unobtrusive, and no one would know it’s there unless they knew where to look. I’ve discovered it once by accident, seeing him fold his armband after our sparring practice, and asked about its meaning, but Ker gave me a strained look and said that it’s nothing. Knowing Ruo’s basic integrity and inability to obfuscate, I suspect that it has something to do with the astra daimon.

      Keruvat is the first one of my friends to be invited into the exclusive astra daimon brotherhood and sisterhood, soon after his comet mining mission. During that mission he not only supervised a pilot team but did some amazing, high-precision solo flight maneuvers—some of which ended up being taught in Fleet Cadet School—and word gets around. As one of the daimon, he is only permitted to publicly admit what he is, but may not say anything about the details of the initiation (despite being nagged about it by Xelio, Oalla, and the others).

      And now, Ker sees me in the hall and his eyes widen with warmth. “Kass!” he says. “They let you out already? Bashtooh! How do you feel?”

      “Quite well, thanks,” I respond. “I’m back, on my way to see the Command about an upgrade—to the SPC.”

      Ker makes an amazed and happy sound. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hah! Finally! You’ve changed your mind! Bashtooh, we’re going to mark the occasion tonight!” Ker slaps his palm against his abdomen and makes a celebratory fist. And then he adds, “You’re up to it, right? It’s all right if you’re not. I know you’ve been locked up in the Palace for days, after the you-know-what. . . .”

      Keruvat still finds it awkward to mention my death, so he refers to it in roundabout fashion. Together with the others he’s only been allowed to see me a couple of times at home in my Palace Quarters as I was forcibly recuperating, and the whole thing has been somewhat strained and weird.

      As I recall, my friends didn’t know what to say to me in the first moments when they entered my room and saw me seated (despite all my protests) in a medical chair like an invalid. Oalla promptly hugged me and started to cry; Erita just stood there and touched my arm with a kind of reverence; Xelio glared at me with glistening eyes, then cussed me out for “dying without permission.” Only Keruvat paused at the door, holding back, with an unusual reserve—just a hint of distrust in his eyes—then took a deep breath and approached me. Yes, they all got over it, but Ker seemed to have the most trouble dealing, so it took him a bit longer—possibly something having to do with his family’s religious beliefs and a small degree of superstition.

      “I am completely ready for anything and everything,” I reply now with a faint smile of amusement. It occurs to me that this is one of my first actual smiles since my “resurrection.” The numbness has been slowly fading, and the normal human emotions are again surfacing. “But first,” I say, “I need to go inside and take care of this.”

      “Sure, of course!” Ker says. “I was on my way out, but I’ll wait for you. Go, get in there, Kass! SPC is calling you!”

      “I have to ask,” I say, lingering before the doors. “Do you know what—what exactly do they think of me? How much does everyone know? Just now, on my way here, I saw people staring, superior officers saluting. Why?”

      Ker wrinkles his forehead. “Why? What do you mean, why? You don’t know? You forgot? You saved the entire Fleet at Ae-Leiterra, man! You’re a national hero!”

      

      After that strange but obvious revelation—strange to me because, again, I’ve apparently existed in a halfway-dream state for the last week, unaware of real-world events which were kept from me by my overprotective parents—I find that not only does the whole Fleet think of me as a hero, but so does the entire country.

      The network feeds are full of people discussing my actions, while the miracle that brought me back is somehow underplayed, or at least never particularly questioned. They must attribute it to our high-tech medicine, and no one even mentions the pegasei’s presence and exact location at that moment along the Rim when I reinforced the Stationary Quantum Stream Boundary and Breached to my death.

      They enveloped me with their rainbow light. . . . They kept me in a different quantum phase. . . . Or maybe when I was a part of the great stream I merely slipped away into the Afterlife, which in itself is an ocean of mingled souls—

      As for what happens after I go inside the Imperial Fleet Headquarters office for my meeting with Fleet Command?

      I merely bring up my interest in Star Pilot Corps, and immediately my upgrade request is accepted by the officer in charge. He transmits my personnel file, accompanied by his stellar recommendation, to the SPC Headquarters located on the Atlantis Space Station orbiting the planet.

      “Pilot Kassiopei, naturally, I grant your transfer. You will begin your new assignment as soon as we hear back from the Station Nomarch, Evandros,” the officer tells me. “He must still approve your new rank and placement personally, but it’s a formality. After what you’ve done—what you’ve accomplished on behalf of the Fleet and all of Atlantis—your position at the SPC is guaranteed.”

      And just like that, I am in the Star Pilot Corps.

      I admit, it’s almost irritating. I would’ve preferred to have to work for it, to prove my suitability, to be challenged by the SPC Command for a chance at acceptance. . . .

      And then again, like a hoohvak, I remember . . . I died for it.

      There is nothing more to prove.

      The next day I fly a personal shuttle (my first solo orbital flight since my return from the black) up to the SPC Headquarters, and for the first time I meet the man who will shape the rest of my military life.

      Nomarch Ayan Evandros. Stern, fair, thorough, relentless. His appearance is middle-aged, with bronze leathery skin, dark hair greying at the temples and the bare minimum of gold dye. He examines me and asks me clever placement questions designed to elicit emotional responses from me—which I do not give (having had the long practice of wearing my impassive public mask with my Imperial Father).

      Evandros shows no emotion either, neither in his questioning nor his reactions to my responses, so during that first unforgettable meeting the two of us appear to spar on equal footing with deceptively calm words.

      Finally, he must be satisfied by what I give him. “Congratulations, Pilot Kassiopei,” he tells me. “I am assigning you to this Station. Green Amrevet 2, Blueday, will be your first day. Check in at seventh hour of Ra and report to me, promptly—regardless of any Landing Day Holiday festive excesses of the night before. Do not assume that, just because they give you the black armband, you’re not subject to constant scrutiny for your performance.”

      For the first time I allow myself to express something. “They give me what?” I ask quietly, but my tone reveals my surprise.

      Did I hear right?

      Evandros looks at me closely, and for the first time a brow twitches with some kind of reaction of his own. “You don’t know? You’re being awarded the usually posthumous black armband of High Service to Atlantida.”
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