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      Sweat dripped down Eve’s brow as she pulled the lever that opened the entrance to the massive tomb. A glance around the room told her it was ancient Mayan. Several small statues were sitting on the floor, strategically placed around the sarcophagus in the middle. The only door was the one she had entered.

      “Another dead end,” Eve’s best friend and partner in crime stated as they entered the circular tomb.

      Eve walked the room. “No, there has to be a way out. There is always a way out.”

      “Well, you’re the expert,” Xavier said and ran his fingers through his blond hair.

      “I know this is the way. Look at the statues on the floor. They have to mean something,” Eve told him as she continued to check each one. A matching picture on the sarcophagus caught her eye. “Xavier, match the markings on the tomb to the ones on the statues.” There was a little symbol on the nearest statue that resembled a smiling face. She ran her hand over the sarcophagus and found a similar picture. Next, she needed to figure out the order to place the statues.

      “We have four statues that match,” Xavier said from his position leaning over the sarcophagus.

      Eve’s eyes darted across the Queen’s tomb. The four matching symbols were strategically placed on the sarcophagus. She had been in enough rooms like this to know it was not a coincidence that they were facing each corner. She walked over to the nearest corner and investigated the floor; a small, round hole the size of a quarter was visible.

      “Flip the statue over,” Eve directed.

      On the bottom of each statue was a small, raised, quarter-sized circle. Eve smiled at her genius. “Place the four matching statues in the corners, but make sure you use the markings on the tomb as a guide.”

      “Gotchya,” Xavier said, taking two of the statues. Eve took the other two. Moments later, the room began to echo with the sound of the sarcophagus lid sliding open. A holographic image of an ancient Queen appeared over the tomb.

      “Thank you, adventurers. You have reversed the curse my wicked sister had placed upon me. I can now rest in peace,” The Queen said, then flickered away.

      “Sweet,” Eve said and checked the time on her phone. A group of people entered the room, wearing bright orange shirts with the Hourscape logo displayed in black ink.

      “I wish the two of you would stop coming here,” A woman said.

      “How did we do?” Eve asked.

      “Twenty minutes,” The lady responded.

      Eve threw a fist up into the air. “A new record!”

      “That’s about ten minutes better than the last room,” Xavier said with a nod of approval.

      “Not a bad warm-up before school.” Eve stretched out her arms.

      “You two need lives; this is a twelve-person room. I hate pretentious teenagers,” The lady sighed, walking them to the locker rooms.

      “I am not pretentious. I am the daughter of two scientists,” Eve replied and shoved her phone into her back pocket.

      “Well, you should dress better.” The lady gave Eve the once over.

      “Says you,” Eve mumbled and subconsciously ran her hands through her raven-colored hair. Of course, it wasn’t anything new to her. She was used to the looks. How could they not look when she was with Mr. tall, dark, and handsome. Anybody standing next to Xavier and his supermodel features and blond hair would look like a gnome. Not to mention the way the gold flecks in his eyes shined when the sun hit them just right.

      “Let’s go, Eve.” Xavier grabbed Eve’s hand and pulled her toward the exit.

      “Dress better,” Eve muttered as they walked out to the parking lot. “She looked like an orange hazard cone. And her acne was obliviously worse than mine,”

      “Don’t overthink it,” Xavier warned.

      “There is nothing wrong with hoodies and jeans. She must have something against smart people. I mean obviously, I’m not a supermodel, but neither is she.”

      “You are overthinking it. She was just saying as a daughter of a scientist, maybe you should dress with a little more class and a little less well a little less, oh never mind,” Xavier said.

      “A little less, what?” Eve asked.

      “We need to go, or we’re going to be late for school,” Xavier changed the subject and bolted out the door.

      “You can’t just leave me hanging here. A little less what Xavier. I mean, seriously, what is wrong with hoodies and jeans?” Eve jogged to catch up with him.

      “Eve, just be you, don’t let other’s opinions change you. Just be your weird self,” Xavier said as he held the door open for her.

      “I am not that weird,” Eve barked back.

      “Eve, what month is it?”

      “June,” Eve replied.

      “Where do we live?”

      “San Diego,” Eve rolled her eyes.

      “What are you wearing?”

      “A hoody and jeans,” Eve answered, finally getting his drift.

      “And that is why you are weird. Its 90 degrees out, and you’re wearing a hoody,” Xavier said with a nod.

      Eve stuck her tongue at him. He knew she hated tight-fitting clothes. Maybe if she had his supermodel body, she would change her mind. She wasn’t chubby, but she wasn’t bikini ready either.

      “We're going to be late, Again,” Xavier sighed as he sped down the road.

      “So stupid. It’s the last day. We already took our exams last week. To make students suffer through a day of doing nothing should be against the law, especially when our tuition is so ridiculously expensive. I am going to protest,” Eve said and adjusted her glasses.

      “I’m sure they will listen,” Xavier replied.

      Eve pouted at him. “I want to keep hanging out. You have to leave tomorrow, and I don’t want to sit in the classroom wasting time.”

      “We can hang out after school; it’s only a half-day, so don’t worry about anything and try not to get into any trouble,” Xavier said as swerved through traffic in his overpriced two-seater car: an expensive gift from his absent father.

      “Why can’t your father just wait a few days. At least until your mom gets back.” Eve whined.

      “He probably picked the day because she will be gone,” Xavier replied.

      "How nice of him,” Eve scuffed. “Is he actually going to come here. I mean I would love to meet this man of mystery,”

      “That’s funny. You think he actually cares about me enough to show up himself,” Xavier laughed.

      “And why do you have to go live with a man or doesn’t like you?” Eve asked.

      “Because it was in the custody papers. I get to stay with my mom until I turned seventeen. Then I have to live with my father until I finish school.” Xavier shrugged.

      “Whatever, I would be throwing a hissy fit until my mom went back to court. I wouldn’t want to live with a dad who I never met and didn’t even like me,” Eve remarked.

      “If only that worked,” Xavier said.

      “Maybe you could get emancipated,” Eve offered. If he became a legal adult, then he wouldn’t have to go live with his dad.

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Xavier responded.

      “Yes, it does. People do it all the time.” Eve retorted.

      “Eve, can we just drop it. It is what it is. I just want to go to school and pretend it’s a normal day. Is that too much to ask?” Xavier puffed up as he swerved around another car.

      “Fine,” Eve said, not pushing. If he wanted his last day to be a typical day, then so be it. But still, it ticked her off.

      “Don’t be like that,” Xavier said as he pulled into the school’s parking lot.

      “I am not anything. I’m just letting you have your way,” Eve told him.

      “You never let me have my way,” Xavier stated blandly as he put the car in park. “And if you do, you’re out for revenge, or you’re mad.”

      “None of the above. You are leaving, so it’s best if I just let you have your way, as stupid as it is,” Eve said and put on her best fake smile.

      “Mad it is, then,” Xavier said with a huff.

      “I am not,” Eve said, leaning toward the door with her arms crossed.

      “No, not at all. You need to control your feelings better,” Xavier warned her.

      “I am not mad.” Eve bit hard into her lip. He wasn’t going to make this easy.

      “Arms crossed, slouching, and biting your lip to keep from either crying or mouthing off.” Xavier ticked off the signs on his fingers.

      “I wouldn’t have to hold my tongue if you weren’t so stubborn,” Eve defended.

      “How am I stubborn? I am logical,” Xavier argued.

      “So, you’re just going to leave me—seventeen years of friendship down the drain. Not to mention your mom won’t even be able to say goodbye.” Eve’s voice began to quiver. Great, now she was going to cry.

      “You make it sound like I have a choice,” Xavier said, rubbing his temple.

      “You’re almost 18, gosh darn it!” Eve pounded her fist into the dash. Why couldn’t he just stay? Why did he have to leave? It wasn’t fair.

      “Eve,” Xavier sighed and pulled her into a hug.

      “I don’t want you to leave!” Eve bellowed as a stream of tears escaped their prison. It wasn’t fair. Out of all the people in the world, why did he have to leave?

      “I don’t want to leave, either.” Xavier patted her on the back.

      “Then stay,” Eve sniffled, knowing full and well he couldn’t.

      “This is why I wanted today to be normal. I hate it when you cry,” Xavier said. He pushed Eve by the shoulders and straightened her up.

      “Weirdo, nothing wrong with crying,” Eve sniffled.

      “Unless you’re the one being cried on,” Xavier said, pulling his shirt away from his skin.

      “Well, see, I got it out of my system. I’ll move on now. I will make new friends and forget all about you.” Eve wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt.

      “Who’s being cold now?” Xavier asked. A hint of hurt crossed his face.

      “I’ll see you after class. Unless you have more bad news to tell me,” Eve huffed.

      “That depends on your definition of bad news. For example, I find it very bad that my shirt is all wet and germy from you leaking on it. But I don’t find it bad that we’re late for school.” Xavier pulled out an extra shirt from the rear seat. Eve was used to him and his weird germ obsession. If her mom worked with germs all day, a distinguished enough scientist to be honored in Washington, D.C., Eve would probably be a little germophobic, too.

      “Crap,” Eve said and stared at the prestigious, overpriced tuition of a school. She had no urge to go in.

      “It is only a half-day, so it really won’t matter,” Xavier said.

      “Then, let’s not go,” Eve blurted out, surprising herself. She never did anything wrong and always played by the rules.

      “Let’s not go,” Xavier agreed with a wicked grin.

      “You know what? Let’s not go. I only have one day left with you, my mom will understand, and nobody ever shows up for the last day of school anyways,” Eve nodded.

      “Eve, the rebel, who would have thought?” Xavier laughed and straightened back up in the driver’s seat.

      “Where to?” Eve asked with a smile.

      “Let’s go to the city. We can hang out for a few hours, but then I have to be back to run a few errands.”

      “Sounds like an adventure. There’s a new vintage game store I wanted to check out, too.” Eve bounced. She was excited about the new adventure and felt a bit naughty.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “Okay, day of fun, here we come!” Eve cheered and took out her phone.

      “Don’t tell me you’re texting your mom?” Xavier laughed as they headed toward the city.

      “What’s so wrong with that?” Eve asked. The last thing she wanted was to worry her mom. Eve hated when people thought her common courtesy was her being a mama’s girl. If something happened to her, she wanted someone to know where to begin the search.

      “Nothing’s wrong with it. It's cute.” Xavier laughed again.

      “Where are we going first?” Eve asked as she pushed her phone into her back pocket. She didn’t expect her mom to answer. Rachel Adams wasn’t a huge fan of phones and wasn’t even allowed to have one on her when she worked. That would be a security breach at its finest.

      “Let’s go to the vintage game store you were talking about,” Xavier said.

      “I’ll GPS it.” Eve took Xavier’s phone, typed in his password, and clicked on the app.

      “How far?” Xavier asked.

      “Thirty minutes,” Eve replied, placing the phone into its holder on the dashboard.

      “What do you plan on doing after I leave?” Xavier asked her a few moments later, as they drove down the highway.

      “I don’t know. Raid, work on my new VR game. Maybe get a part-time job to fill the empty void,” Eve half-joked.

      “You working?” Xavier laughed.

      “I can work, but not on Tuesday or Thursday. I have raiding responsibilities. And not Monday, Wednesday, or Friday, I have taekwondo. And not Sundays, I have church. So, I can work. On Saturdays between 11 a.m. and 8 p.m.” Eve pouted; she knew darn well no one would hire her with her limited availability.

      “Maybe you should stick with babysitting until you have a bit more time,” Xavier told her with a grin.

      “I like to stay busy,” Eve defended.

      “I know. You drag me into all your hare-brained ideas,” Xavier reminded her.

      “Yes, but you’re leaving, so you won’t have to worry about that anymore. I’m sure you will find something to occupy your time,” Eve retorted.

      “I will be spending my time working on school. There are no second chances. If you screw up, you're out. My dad would kill me if that happened. Like, legit kill me,” Xavier rambled. It was the first time Eve had heard him talk about the move willingly.

      “He won’t kill you. And if he does, I swear I will avenge your death,” Eve joked.

      Xavier laughed. “Good to know I have someone on my side.”

      “If he gets froggy, just call. I’ll help you hide the body.”

      “Always good to have a plan.”

      “Exactly,” Eve agreed. Not that she could ever kill someone, but she always wondered if she could hide a body better than the people on TV.

      Once they hit the city, Eve’s worries about missing school vanished. They spent the day on mall-trawling, laser tag, glow golf, and not one but three vintage video game stores.

      “I can’t believe you talked me into buying that,” Xavier teased as they sat in a booth at Eve’s favorite fondue place.

      “I can’t believe you let me talk you into buying it. No way I could afford it on my own,” said Eve.

      Xavier shook his head. “The ‘You’re going to miss so many of my birthdays’ bit was harsh.”

      “Well, it worked. This one has never-before-seen episodes. I love my aliens.” Eve hugged her box set.

      “Do you believe there are aliens out there?” Xavier laughed.

      “Why not, who’s to say we’re the only ones out there? My dad said there are several planets out in the universe which could sustain life. I can only hope they’re as cool as the ones in my anime,” Eve replied.

      “In other words, you want to be an alien?” Xavier asked her.

      “No, I don’t want to be alien. But I am not opposed to the idea of being abducted by them,” Eve answered honestly.

      Xavier chuckled, then paused, and finally sighed. “This is why I didn’t want to drag out goodbyes. Now I feel awful for leaving,” he said. He placed his fork down in his salad with no dressing, no bacon bits, and no croutons. The boy was like a rabbit. He liked veggies and fruits. How he maintained muscle mass was beyond Eve’s comprehension.

      “It isn’t your fault. And I am glad I get to spend time with you before you go. It gives us good memories to hold on to,” Eve said, then took a bite of her steak slathered in garlic mushroom sauce.

      “I highly doubt I can live up to my father’s expectations. I don’t think his school is for me. Or his world, for that matter. I like it here,” Xavier told her honestly.

      “When is the last time you saw him?” Eve asked. She racked her brain, but honestly, she couldn’t remember a time the guy ever visited their town.

      “I think I was five, and he took me fishing,” Xavier replied.

      “That doesn’t sound like your dad at all,” Eve replied. She imagined a fat drunk guy sitting on a couch somewhere trading stocks from a computer screen.

      “I know it is a weird memory,” Xavier agreed.

      “What exactly does he do?” Eve asked. Maybe she could do a web search later and find the guy.

      “Something with the military,” Xavier replied.

      “What branch?” Eve asked.

      “I’m really not allowed to talk about his job. He holds a really high clearance, and it would be a breach in safety regulations if I say anything.” Xavier replied.

      “I get that. Both my parents hold clearances.” Eve responded.

      “I still don’t want to go,” Xavier told her.

      “Look, Xavier. You are one of, if not the smartest person I know. And my parents are rocket scientists. You are going to do great,” Eve reassured him.

      “Eve, this guy is not your normal father. He doesn’t care about me. The only reason I’m going is because of school,” Xavier argued.

      “You have one year there. Once you finish, you’ll be an adult, and you can move back. Then we both can go to college together. Besides, your dad can’t be all bad. He sends you a crap ton of money every month, unlike my parents, who make me earn it.”

      “It would be easier if you went with me,” Xavier looked up at her rather pitifully.

      “I would jump at the opportunity to go to a prestigious school. I don’t even have to go to class, and I get straight As. And that’s at the special school that supposedly pushes us harder,” Eve said, a bit irritated.

      “You wouldn't want to go to this school.”

      “Xavier, dumb, I am not,” Eve insisted.

      “No, Eve, you are not. Probably why we’re friends, I can’t stand dumb people.” Xavier shrugged.

      “We are friends because our moms are best friends. And you just got stuck with me,” Eve retorted.

      “True.”

      “Then let’s be happy one of us gets to go and better ourselves. You never know, you might enjoy it. It would be like an adventure,” Eve said with a nod.

      Xavier hurriedly changed the subject. “We should head back home. Traffic will be getting bad soon.”

      “I don’t want to,” Eve pouted.

      “I have to leave in the morning. I can’t stay out late,” Xavier reminded her.

      “Oh, right, I forgot,” Eve cringed.

      Xavier shook his head. “And you say you aren’t dumb.” Eve stuck out her tongue at him as they made their way back to his car. “You are pretty smart, though,” Xavier looked over at her.

      “Duh, my parents are amazing,” Eve said.

      “You are so humble.” Xavier rolled his eyes.

      Eve laughed. “Fake it till you make it, my dear boy.”

      They returned to the car and began driving for a few minutes in silence. Eventually, Xavier said, “The VR system you’re working on looks pretty awesome.”

      “Yep! Not only will it let people play live-action dungeon-crawler games, but it’ll allow live access to a dungeon master,” Eve said.

      “Don’t get too cocky. I helped you program most of it,” Xavier glared over at her.

      “We make a great team. I come up with ideas, and you help me implement them. When we finally finish our VR game, we are going to be rich,” Eve bubbled.

      “Just think of the technology we’ll have years from now,” Xavier laughed.

      “Can you imagine VR? It will be amazing. I can’t wait till it improves enough to have real-time action with no lag,” Eve gushed.

      “It is funny how excited gaming and computers make you. It makes me think you should be the one going to this school,” Xavier said.

      “I can excel in any situation. You should know that by now.”

      “Except when it comes time to shower and to change,” Xavier said, looking her up and down.

      “Who needs hygiene when I have skills?” Eve retorted. It wasn’t like she smelled.

      “Maybe you should come to school with me. Teach you how to be a proper girl.” Xavier laughed.

      “Oh, it’s the prim and proper type, is it?” Eve laughed.

      “Uniforms and all.”

      “Guess I would have to teach them all some new tricks,” Eve said with a shrug. She was a bit jealous of Xavier’s new school, but there was no sense dwelling on it. She had her own life to live.

      “I know I told you I could raid one last time, but I have a few errands I have to run,” Xavier told her.

      “Talk about waiting till the last minute,” Eve pouted as they pulled into her driveway.

      “Just a few things I want to take care of to make my transition easier,” Xavier reassured her.

      “What kind of errands does one need to do at night?” Eve asked, getting out of the car. She didn’t want him to drive away. She was worried he wouldn’t come back, and this would be the last time they would be together.

      “Last minute ones,” Xavier responded.

      “Like go to the store and stock up on snacks even though you don’t eat snacks. Are you planning on taking a bunch of carrots? They won’t travel well. And I think it might be illegal if you board plan.” Eve joked.

      “Not everything is about food,” Xavier remarked.

      “Toilet paper then,” Eve said, raising her eyebrows.

      “God, you’re so weird.” Xavier laughed.

      “I’m not the one going on mysterious errands late at night,” Eve said with a smile.

      “Get in the house. I will be back later. If you are good, I will bring you a pizza.” Xavier replied.

      “Oh, bribery. Misdirection makes me more curious about the mysterious errands.” Eve replied.

      “Get out of my car before I throw you out,” Xavier said with a laugh.

      “You better bring me a pizza,” Eve responded as she exited the car.

      “Just don’t fall asleep,” Xavier warned as she slammed his door shut.

      “No promises,” Eve replied and gave him a wave goodbye. She unlocked the front door and flipped on the lights. Two sets of luggage sat against the wall near the door.

      “Hey, sweetie, did you have fun today?” Rachel Adams asked as Eve walked into the bright kitchen. She was busy cleaning up after a round of baking, her soft terra-cotta-colored hands immersed in soapy water.

      “Yes, beat my record on the new escape room. It was supposed to be harder, but it wasn’t.” Eve snatched a cookie off the plate. Homemade cookies, this was why she could never be skinny. Food tasted too good.

      “I have to leave soon,” Rachel said as she dried her hands off.

      "I’ll be fine, mom. Xavier is coming over later, and we're going to hang out till he has to leave,” Eve said.

      "Are you sure you don’t want to go with me? I can get you a ticket. Xavier won’t hold it against you if you do. And I’m sure Nora would love to have you at the ceremony.”

      “Sitting for hours around stuffy adults doesn’t sound like my type of fun,” Eve retorted, then shoved another cookie into her mouth.

      "Nora's work is important. She has been working with WHO for over three years to help with the outbreak." Rachel said as she pulled her hair into a makeshift bun. Eve started with jealously. Why was her mom’s hair so soft and frizz-free while her hair looked like she stuck her finger in an outlet?

      “I’m not saying it isn’t. I just think I would rather spend time with my best friend, and you can go to spend time with your best friend,” Eve said and smiled at her mom.

      "I have to say, you are taking his moving quite well," Jason Adams said as he entered the kitchen. “mmm cookies,” He said as he popped two in his mouth. Eve laughed. She would never question where her love of food came from. Her dad wasn’t the fittest man out there, but that just made more of him to love. He was short, bald, and had a dad bod, but the love he had for his family was immeasurable. She knew her unruly hair came from his side of the family.

      "Not really. I am screaming on the inside," Eve said with a shrug. She didn't want her parents to feel bad. She knew they hated when she was sad, especially when they couldn't fix the problem, so it was better to pretend she was okay.

      "They’ll be back before you know it. Nora will finish up her work,” Rachel told Eve with a half-hearted smile.

      "I know. Hence the screaming on the inside. I would be a selfish jerk if I screamed for real," Eve informed her.

      "What teenager says ‘hence?’" Jason asked with a smirk.

      “A smart one,” Eve retorted.

      “Are you one-hundred percent sure you don’t want to go?” Rachel asked Eve.

      “Yes, mom, go before you miss your flight,” Eve said and motioned toward the door.

      Jason stepped up to his daughter and gave her a tight hug. “We love you.”

      “Love you guys, too,” Eve said and hugged him back. It was only for a few days, but it always felt longer when they left.

      “Call us if you need anything,” Jason said as he picked up the luggage.

      “Will do. I won’t burn the house down, or talk to strangers, or join any cults.” Eve smiled.

      “Make good choices!” Rachel yelled and blew kisses. Eve watched the lights of the car disappear as her parents drove out of sight.

      “Well, might as well get cleaned up,” Eve told the house. She took a long, hot shower, pulled on her favorite plush PJs, grabbed her phone, and plopped down on the bed. She turned on her favorite TV show and laid down to enjoy the numbness it induced in her mind.

      Sometime later, Xavier’s voice echoed in her head. “Eve.”

      “Mmm,” Eve half answered.

      “I told you not to fall asleep.” Xavier tugged gently at her hair.

      “Sorry,” Eve yawned, rubbing her eyes and subconsciously feeling around for her glasses. She was blind without them.

      “I thought maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea if you came to school with me. It will be hard, and you would have to try and fit in,” Xavier whispered.

      “Sure, sure, Xavier, but can we go tomorrow?” Eve said as sleep pulled at her.

      “See, I told you she would say yes. So now, will you help me?”

      “Wait; what?” Eve rolled to her feet, feeling fully awake, although still without glasses. Was there someone else in the room?

      A very adult, male voice replied, “This is on you.”

      “Who else did you bring into my house?” Eve barked at Xavier as she examined her blurry room.

      “What are you talking about?” Xavier asked.

      “I heard a voice,” Eve said, getting up and searching her room for the vague voice. Dang it, she needed contacts.

      “Mine,” Xavier said.

      “No, not yours. And how did you get into the house? I locked the front door.” Eve looked at him suspiciously.

      “Spare key,” Xavier replied rather nervously.

      “Xavier, what is going on? You’re acting weird, and it’s freaking me out.”

      “I’m not good at this sort of thing.” Xavier walked over toward her slowly.

      “What sort of thing?” Eve asked. She felt uneasy. He was acting weird. His voice sounded huskier and more nervous than usual, and he was moving around her like a tiger going at its prey. She backed herself against a wall trying to put more distance between them.

      “I can’t do this alone, and I need you. You’re the rock that keeps me grounded.” Xavier placed his hand against the wall, trapping her.

      “Sounds like a personal problem,” Eve protested.

      “Now is a good time to tell you something about me,” Xavier said, reaching with his hand to move her hair to the side.

      “I have known you for seventeen years. I’m pretty sure I know everything about you,” Eve defended and pushed his hand away.

      “Not everything,” Xavier whispered. He leaned down and placed his forehead against hers. A shock wave of intense shivers spiraled down her spine. She wasn’t sure if she should run, kiss him, or vomit profusely. “You said you wouldn’t be opposed to being abducted by aliens. Well, I am an alien, and I’m abducting you.” Xavier jabbed a sharp needle into the side of her exposed neck.

      “Hope you know what you’re doing,” A muffled voice and blurred figure said as it walked toward them.

      “I am…” Eve started to say, but everything went black.
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      Xavier, no!” Eve yelled as she regained consciousness. Something was wrong with her body. She had no movement in any of her limbs. Her brain was active, but her body wasn’t responding.

      Eve’s eyes darted back and forth to take in what little of her surroundings she could see without moving her neck. A giant lizard bent over her and shined a bright light into her eyes. She wanted to scream, but nothing would come out. The lizard person touched her face, then pulled its hand back with a hiss. Eve couldn’t see what it was doing behind her; she could only hear the hissing noises it made. The lizard person returned to her field of vision with a large needle in its hand.

      Let me go! I want to go home! Mommy! Eve thought. Tears streamed down her face. With a look of disgust, the lizard person jabbed the needle into her neck. The world once again faded into nothingness.

      Eve’s mind screamed in protest when she began to wake. Everything hurt. She wasn’t sure what they did to her, but it wasn’t pleasant. “You’re okay,” Eve told herself as she ran her hands over her face. Some type of bandage covered her eyes. On the bright side, she could move all her limbs. On the downside, she was floating, which would have surprised her more if she hadn’t woken up in the middle of some type of surgery by green lizard people.

      Eve debated whether she should take the bandage off. She had seen enough movies to know she risked going blind or maybe having her eyeballs fall out if she did. “Whatever,” Eve said, giving in to the need to understand her surroundings better. She unwrapped the fabric from her face and slowly opened her eyes; an intense pain hit her like a brain freeze, and she slammed them shut.

      “Crap,” Eve said and tried to peek through her eyelids. It was more tolerable. She didn’t have time to deal with pain.

      From her limited vision, she could tell she was indeed floating — about three feet off what looked to be a surgical table. The dull room resembled an empty closet. There was nothing exceptional to look at except for the large, round, tinted doorway. She could only guess it was the way out. With no visible hinges or doorknob, she assumed the user had to use the small keypad on the side to open it.

      With a distinct swishing noise, the tint of the round door dissipated, and a green lizard lady walked in. A moment later, the hue reappeared. Eve racked her brain for what type of technology would allow holographic doors. Were they solid, or were they an illusion?

      A hissing and clicking noise brought Eve back to reality, or at least what was now reality. She was still not convinced any of this was real. Maybe a bad dream, thanks to whatever Xavier had injected into her. Either way, the lizard lady could tell Eve wasn’t sleeping and kept looking at her like she was expecting an answer. Not knowing what the thing wanted, Eve shrugged in response. This must have been the wrong answer, because the lizard lady pulled out some sharp, stick-looking thing and walked towards the bed.

      Eve let out a terrified scream that startled her, but also surprised the lizard lady enough to back up a few steps. Not wanting to lose her chance, Eve wiggled around to get her feet to touch the bottom of the bed. If she could grab on to something and pull herself out of this spot, she was confident gravity would take effect. But her attempt to move was to no avail, and she only managed to flip belly-down, facing the table.

      The lizard lady approached Eve, shaking her bald, scaly head. The effects of Eve’s screaming had worn off. Another round of hissing and clicking, but Eve dared not shrug. The lizard lady sighed as if Eve were an inconvenience.

      “Eve!” Xavier's voice yelled as he rushed through the doorway. Eve’s heart leaped at the sight of him – she wasn’t alone – then plummeted when she remembered he was the reason she was here.

      Eve watched in horror as Xavier started speaking in a language Eve didn’t understand. He was talking directly to the lizard lady, who seemed super upset about Xavier’s entrance. Xavier knew this woman. He knew what was going on, and he could have stopped it.

      “Eve?” Xavier questioned softly, cautiously, testing his boundaries as he walked towards her. Eve glared at him. If he made any attempt to touch her, she would break his hand.

      “What did you do to me?” Eve hissed at him when he crouched down to make eye contact with her.

      “You’re fine; you’re safe. Nobody is going to hurt you,” Xavier told her in a quiet voice. Eve guessed it was to make her feel better. Well, it didn’t.

      “You jabbed a needle into my neck, then some weird lizard lady jabs another one into me, and now I’m here!” Eve screamed. “What about that makes you think I feel safe or fine?”

      Xavier looked over at the lizard lady. He said something to her, and she nodded and left the room. Eve tried to control her emotions. If she lost it, she wouldn’t be able to escape. She had to keep a cool head.

      “Eve, I know this is a lot to take in. You’ll understand everything in a few minutes. But first, let’s get you on the ground. You look silly, floating there,” Xavier said with a smile.

      Eve bit her lip and patiently waited while Xavier ran his hand over the side of the bed. A holographic blue screen appeared. Eve couldn’t read the foreign writing, but Xavier seemed to be able to, because Eve felt her body drifting back down to the table.

      “See, you are–” Xavier started but was interrupted by Eve’s fist heading toward his head.

      “You think I’m just going to let you talk to me?” Eve barked and swung at him again. Every punch and every kick, Xavier dodged gracefully.

      “Calm down,” Xavier said, grabbing Eve’s fist and flipping her around. He then locked her arm down against his chest. She could smell his aftershave as he pressed his face against hers.

      “You’re a liar, a fake, a phony!” Eve screamed. She used her other arm to try and elbow him, but he anticipated her move and locked her second arm behind her back.

      “I am not. I have never lied to you. I just never told you everything,” Xavier calmly stated in her ear, giving her unwanted shivers.

      “You kidnapped me,” Eve hissed, then tried to use her hips to throw him over her: a move that would have worked on most, but Xavier knew her fighting style from years of sparring. He kicked her feet and caused her to land hard on her knees.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself,” Xavier said, exasperated.

      “Let me go, and I will show you hurt!” Eve retorted, hopelessly fighting Xavier’s grip. He was just too strong.

      “Eve, listen to me. If you calm down, I can explain things to you. You can’t beat me while you’re hot-headed. You know that.” Xavier pulled her closer against his body to make a point. He could break her arms if he wanted. Meaning, her death wasn’t his goal. At least not at the moment.

      “Fine,” Eve said as she let her body go limp in defeat.

      Xavier released her. “Thank you.”

      “Talk. One minute I’m home, and you’re all…well, you were all nice. The next minute, I wake up in an episode of the Twilight Zone. Complete with lizard people.” Eve rubbed her sore arms as she ranted.

      “Humans are a bit more fragile than I anticipated. I mean, I knew they were fragile, but I didn’t think you would react to the Stem-mites I injected into you,” Xavier said, so calmly Eve had to repeat everything in her head. He had injected her with something.

      “Why?” Eve asked and dug her nails into the palms of her hands. Her heart pounded against her chest.

      “Why did I inject you? Or why did I bring you here?”

      “Both,” Eve said through clenched teeth.

      “I wanted you to attend school with me. I told you, there are things in this world I won’t live without. You are one of them.” Xavier looked her in the eyes as he spoke.

      “So, you thought it was okay to kidnap me, so you didn’t have to be alone here?” Eve asked for clarification.

      “Well, yes,” Xavier shrugged.

      “You pompous, pampered, self-entitled, egotistical, delusional jerk!” Eve growled at him. Who did he think he was?

      “You are the light to my darkness, and I wasn’t about to lose you over a stupid rule. I am giving you an opportunity no other human will ever have,” Xavier told her.

      “I am not an object, Xavier! I am fully conscious, breathing…wait what do you mean by ‘no other human’? Does that mean you aren’t human? Then what the hell are you?” Eve asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “I am Lux from the planet Luxcustos. But I was raised on Earth,” Xavier rushed through the second part, as if to remind her they were somehow equals.

      “Please tell me we are still on Earth?” Eve was in disbelief that she had even to ask that question.

      “No, we aren’t on Earth anymore.” Xavier drew out the words, testing her limits.

      Eve couldn’t form any answer. She wasn’t on Earth. How far had she traveled? It would take more years than a human had to get to the closet inhabitable planet. How many years had she lost in transit? “What year is it?” Eve asked, beginning to pace back and forth as her mind raced to do the math.

      Xavier stepped in front of her and said, “The year is 4366.”

      “I lost 2,348 years.” Eve sank to the floor. All her family and friends would be long dead. What about her parents? Did they ever know what became of her?

      “No, Eve, it’s still the same year as when you left,” Xavier said and knelt next to her.

      “But that isn’t possible. Space travel…” Eve started, then stopped when she saw Xavier shaking his head.

      “We don’t travel, we port. It works like a train station. Everyone has to port to the same location, and then they can port to their true destination.”

      “How?”

      “Eve, you’re straying from the topic.”

      “No, this is a perfect topic. Now I know you can port me home. I want to go home now, please. My parents will be worried about me.” Standing back up, Eve realized for the first time that someone had changed her. She was now wearing a black, skin-tight bodysuit, which would have been more flattering if she didn’t like food so much.

      “Eve, about that…” Xavier started to say, running his hands through his hair.

      “Where are my clothes?” Eve asked, looking at her body.

      “You can’t have Earth clothes here.”

      “But you’re dressed like some Japanese high schooler, and I look like I’m fixing to participate in the death games.” Eve tugged on Xavier’s perfectly ironed blazer.

      “It’s a school uniform,” Xavier told her.

      “Where are my clothes?” Eve repeated, balling up the blazer into her hand.

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You can’t have Earth clothes, and you can't have anything from Earth. Earth is not allowed. You are not allowed,” Xavier said and pulled her hands off his blazer.

      “Then send me home!” Eve barked.

      “What I did was technically illegal, and I could get both of us arrested.”

      “How is that my fault? You can be arrested. I shall go home,” Eve retorted. She couldn’t be arrested; she didn’t do anything wrong.

      “It won’t matter. You are from Earth. Earth is a classless planet, and is not allowed to know about the existence of the Galactic Alliance or the planets associated with it,” Xavier informed her.

      “So, they’ll arrest me just because I know something, even if I know that something not of my own accord?” Eve protested. “What kind of stupid system is that?”

      “Yes, so under no circumstances will you be able to tell anyone that you’re from Earth. Otherwise, they will probably kill you on the spot. And I don’t want you to die,” Xavier warned.

      “What about you? This is your fault. Won't they kill you, too?” Eve hissed. What kind of backwater system did they run on this planet?

      “No, I outrank them. So worst-case scenario, I get sent to a classless planet to live out the remainder of my life.”

      “Well, that is stupid. I die while you go back to Earth. That isn’t fair at all.”

      “This world isn’t about fairness; it’s about power. The more power you have, the more you can do.” Xavier stood up a bit straighter. Eve had a feeling that Xavier had some power in this world, or he wouldn’t have risked bringing her here.

      “Okay, let’s recap thus far,” Eve rubbed her face out of frustration. “You drugged me, kidnapped me, did something to me that involved surgery, took my clothes, lied to me, brought me to another planet, and now if I tell anyone I’m from Earth I will die.” Eve’s voice got louder as she ticked each event off.

      “I did not drug you; I injected Stem-mites into you. I did not kidnap you; I asked you if you wanted to come. I never once lied to you. I did not take your clothes. And yes, you had to have a translator surgically implanted behind your ear to be able to hear what people say. As for bringing you to another planet, what is so wrong with that?” Xavier huffed.

      Eve ran her finger over the back of her ear and felt a raised bump, like a cut. Her anger began to grow again. You didn’t implant things in people without asking! It was rude. “Anything else?” Eve asked through gritted teeth.

      “They had to surgically alter your eyes so that you could read. On the bright side, you won’t need glasses anymore,” Xavier added like it was an afterthought.

      “Anything else?” Eve asked once more.

      “I think that’s it. You are taking this better than I thought,” Xavier said.

      “Am I?” Eve tilted her head to the side and pursed her lips.

      “Yes, which worries me,” Xavier said, moving a few paces away from Eve.

      Eve smiled so widely that it hurt her cheeks. “Whatever would I find wrong with this situation? You didn’t want me to be alone on Earth. You wanted to bring me here so that I could have a better education. What is so wrong with that?”

      “Well, that is what I was thinking. But why are you agreeing?” Xavier took a defensive stance.

      “Why not, Xavier? We have been best friends for so long,” Eve said as she walked towards him slowly. “Friends forever, have you never once thought about what would happen if we were alone, on another planet, without anybody to stop us?” Eve stood eye to eye with Xavier and slid her hand up his chest, stopping over his heart. She smiled when she felt his pulse quicken.

      “Eve, this is weird,” Xavier said as he backed himself into a wall.

      “What? Isn’t this what you wanted? A little plaything to be at her master’s call?” Eve pouted and ran her fingers up his jawline.

      Xavier caught her hand and pulled it away from his face. “You are not my plaything. I am not your master. I don’t want to control you or make you do things you don’t want to do.”

      “Damn right!” Eve barked, then reversed the grip and judo flipped him over onto the metal table. She ran across the room toward the door. If she could get out the door before Xavier was mobile, she could outrun him. The door swooshed open, and she ran right into a massive wall. If it weren’t for the wall’s quick reflexes, she would have fallen hard to the ground.

      “Hello Eve,” the wall said, picking her up and depositing her gently on the surgical table.

      “Father,” Xavier huffed, clearly in pain.

      Father. Eve couldn’t grasp that. This man was in line for Mr. Universe, not bottles and diapers. He was at least six-and-a-half feet tall, and his skin looked like he slathered himself in baby oil and went tanning multiple times a day. His just-woke-up hair and perfectly manicured goatee made him look quite dashing.

      “I see you have things under control,” Xavier’s father said.

      “I was leaving. I’ll let the two of you catch up,” Eve said as she slowly slid off the table.

      Xavier’s dad laughed. “You are a little spitfire. Your energy is just delectable.”

      “I was just leaving,” Eve repeated and tried to tiptoe around him, only for him to step in front of her and block her path.

      “I am afraid you can’t. That band on your wrist is called a Pulsate. If you leave this room, the Pulsate will set off an alarm, and many people will show up. I do not want to deal with that. Too much work.” Xavier’s dad smiled down at her like she was a small child.

      “Can you take it off? I want to go home,” Eve pleaded.

      “It will come off after you get the all-clear from the doctor. I am Kyan, by the way. Xavier’s father. And you are Evangeline Adams,” Kyan said as he looked down at her.

      “Please, I want to go home now,” Eve asked again and gave him the most prominent puppy-dog eyes she could muster.

      “And where is your home, Eve?” Kyan asked her.

      “My home…” Eve said, not sure how to answer. He might not know she was from Earth. If that were the case, she would die. Maybe she could play a different card.

      “Yes, your home,” Kyan said with a smile.

      “My home is on Luxcustos,” Eve told him. If he could take her to the portals, then she could find the one to Earth. She just needed to get there.

      “Not bad, you catch on quick. That is good Eve, very good. If you had said you were from Earth, I would have had to kill you,” Kyan said, so sweetly it was hard to tell if he was serious or not.

      “Well, I am glad you don’t.” Eve backed up a few paces. The man could probably break her neck without breaking a sweat.

      “First thing first, I hate speaking English, so I need to activate your voice translator,” Kyan said and walked quickly toward her. Eve didn’t have time to decide whether to run or not before he was lifting her up and placing her back onto the table.

      “It will be alright, Eve,” Xavier said from behind her.

      “You hush,” Kyan barked at Xavier. “Eve, open your eyes. I’m not going to hurt you. Your translator is a small implant behind your ear. Every child born into this world is given one at the age of ten. It’s a quick, easy surgery. I don’t know why yours is not activated. I am just going to push gently on the back of your ear. It won’t hurt,” Kyan told her as he placed his overly large hand on the back of her neck. She opened her eyes to meet his. He had the same amber eyes as Xavier, including the small golden flecks that shimmered when the light hit them.

      “Okay,” Eve said, tilting her head to help him.

      A quick second later, he moved away from her. “All done. It wasn’t that bad, now was it?”

      “What’s going to happen now?” Eve asked, subconsciously rubbing the back of her ear.

      “Now we lie, lie, and lie some more,” Kyan said with a laugh.

      “Can I go home?” Eve asked.

      “Yes, but not for several months. Earth is a classless planet. Very few people have any business there, so the portal does not get used a lot. Classless portals are only allowed to be used when approved by the Senate, and at least a year in advance. But the portal will be opened after the end of the school year.”

      “What about my parents?” Eve asked. She didn’t want them to think she was dead.

      “I’m sure Nora has handled that by now. Don’t worry; she will make sure everything is alright. She’s one of the best Earthterians we have,” Kyan said, nodding his head in approval.

      “Earthterian?” Eve asked.

      “We send people to classless planets to make sure the residents don’t kill themselves. It happens all the time, but Earth seems to have one disease after another. That’s where Nora comes in. She makes sure they stay in check and helps Earthlings find cures,” Kyan told her.

      “So, what do I do till then?” Eve asked. Kyan was much easier to talk to than Xavier. And she didn’t feel the need to punch him in the face.

      “That is where the lying comes in. You will be my niece. Nora has an estranged sister everyone knows about, but no one knows. She wanders from planet to planet doing as she likes, breeding how she likes. We’ll tell everyone she had an accident, and I agreed to take over custody of the child.” Kyan laughed. “Works out for both of us. You don’t get killed by the Galactic Police, and I look like I’m doing a good deed.”

      “So, I just pretend to be your niece?” Eve asked, feeling a little relieved. That shouldn’t be too hard, and it beat being killed.

      “Oh, you will have to go to school, too. And you will have to do well, because I can’t have you making me look bad. No offense, but I worked hard for my position, and I plan on keeping it,” Kyan warned her.

      “What happens if I do poorly?” For some reason, Eve’s palms felt wet.

      “Don’t do poorly, and we won’t have any problems or accidents.” Kyan pushed on his oversized bracelet. A green screen appeared, and he navigated it like Eve would her phone.

      “Then I won’t do poorly,” Eve reassured him. She was smart. How hard could it be?

      Kyan moved toward the door. “Good choice. Now let’s get the Pulsate off you and go home.” He pushed his thumb against the plate, and the lizard lady appeared.

      “I hope you worked everything out,” Lizard lady said, looking over at Eve.

      “Yes, and I hope you can keep what happened here quiet?” Kyan asked. Well, it was in the form of a question, but Eve had a feeling it was more of a demand.

      Lizard lady lowered her head. “You know I will.”

      “Take her Pulsate off so we can leave. I want all her files sent to me, then deleted from the hospital archives. Anyone asks, tell them the victim died,” Kyan said, tapping at his bracelet again.

      “Anything else?” Lizard lady asked.

      “Yes, find out who implanted the translator in her. I do believe they were neglectful and deserve a class-five punishment. Nobody does a botchy job on my family.” Kyan glared at the woman.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Father, you might want to give Eve some clothes before they take the Pulsate off,” Xavier said quietly.

      “Why yes, of course, that would have been unfortunate. Do you have anything for Eve to change into?” Kyan asked the lizard lady.

      “Yes, I’m sure I can find something.”

      An hour or two later, Eve found herself wearing a navy-blue dress too tight around her middle and chest, but too long and baggy everywhere else. Why couldn’t they have found her some dang pants? She kept her thighs firmly together as Kyan ushered them down a hallway.

      “You could have told me I was naked!” Eve hissed at Xavier.

      “You were wearing a Pulsate. They monitor your vitals and give the illusion of clothes. It’s not like you looked naked. It keeps all your private stuff, well, private. Great for hospitals and working out. Not so great if you don’t have clothes to put on,” Xavier said.

      “So where are exactly are we going?” Eve asked.

      “Home,” said Kyan, trailing behind him and still reading his bracelet thing. “There’s a lot to get done before school starts, now that I have two students to enroll.”

      “Is enrolling hard?” Eve asked.

      “Normally, no, but I need to prove you are my niece, and that might be a bit challenging. Though I do like a challenge,” Kyan told her with a laugh.

      “Oh,” Eve replied.

      “Don’t worry, really it’s the headmaster who has the final say on the students. We shouldn’t have a problem. I just want to make sure I have all the proper documents in case one of the Galactic Senators decide to try something funny.” Kyan ushered them down a small hallway lit by red lights and they entered a small room.

      “Is the headmaster nice?” Eve asked.

      “Depends on whether you do as he says.” Kyan winked and scanned his bracelet. The room lit up green, and a creaking noise like that of an elevator followed.

      “Father is the headmaster, Eve,” Xavier told her.

      Eve felt the floor shift, and she grabbed onto a nearby chair. The small room had six chairs lining it, three on each side.

      “You gave away the surprise,” Kyan said and sat down in one of the chairs. It instantly conformed to his body.

      “Sorry,” Xavier said in a not-so-sorry-voice and sat across from Kyan. Eve sensed that the two of them did not get along very well.

      “Eve, you should sit,” Kyan said, right before the elevator room jetted forward and knocked Eve backward into one of the chairs. It seemed to mold around her body, keeping her snug in place.

      “What kind of elevator is this?” Eve asked.

      Kyan opened the screen on his bracelet again. “It isn’t an elevator; it’s a vesical. It's one of the ways we travel, and the only way to travel to the house.”

      “It’s like a roller coaster,” Eve said.

      “The best part is the view.” Kyan pushed something on the screen. The vesical flickered and became see-through.

      “It’s invisible!” Eve gasped as she looked at her new surroundings.

      “You can’t see much from up here. But if you look down, you can see the top of the canopy of Everlease.” Kyan pointed down at the sights below. “That’s the main city on this planet. Sadly, there isn’t much here besides the Senate and the school.”

      “Why so little?” Eve asked as she glanced down. Instant nausea hit her, and she averted her eyes back to Kyan.

      “Once it was a great planet, with lots of land and flourishing vegetation. But it is an ancient planet that’s longer self-sustaining. It is slowly crumbling away. We are finding ways to help bring in resources to maintain it, but it’s becoming harder and more expensive to get such resources.”

      “Father isn’t just the headmaster of the school; he is also the Supreme Galactic Senator. He runs the Galactic Empire,” Xavier added.

      “So, you are like the president?” Eve asked in awe.

      “No, I am much more than that. I am like the King of the universe. Though I do have a court I must run things through. I can’t make decisions without them, and they can’t make any without my approval,” Kyan said with a nod.

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” Eve said.

      “If you’re interested, I can take you to the Senate building before school starts. Senate is still in session for another few days. We can only use the portals during certain times due to the amount of money it costs to run them. To save money we have them opened during the beginning and the end of the school year. The Senators go home during the start of school and return at the end,” Kyan offered.

      “When do they see their kids?” Eve asked.

      “They really don’t need to. Once a child is old enough to attend school here they need to learn to be self-efficient,” Kyan told her.

      “Sounds sad,” Eve replied.

      “Its for the best. Plus, it is to much more to run the school and the Senate at the same time,” Kyan said.

      “Can you hire someone to help?” Eve asked as she adjusted herself.

      “Trust isn’t something I give away freely. Something you should remember. You will understand more when you watch one of the trails,” Kyan informed her.

      “Yes, Sir,” Eve said with a smile.

      “I know this will be an adjustment, but if you play your cards right, you will be able to do well here.”

      “Do you see that?” Eve bellowed as her eyes widened in awe. They were passing an ancient stone city with a stunningly beautiful temple as the vocal point. The detail etched into the temple was visible even from the Vesical. Sculpted animals, people and varies design left Eve wanting to run her hand across the smooth stone and investigate the dark corridors.

      “It looks like something out of the movies!” Xavier exclaimed.

      “Ah, yes, I forget Earth doesn’t have such things,” said Kyan.

      “We do have something similar, it’s called the Kailasanatha Temple in India. But it’s nowhere near this magnitude.” Eve bounced from one seat to the other to get a better look.

      “This area was left by the originals. They used to live high up in the mountains. Legend says it was to watch over the planet and use their ancient powers to keep the portals running. But really it is because the planet is mainly made up of water and during certain times of the year the planet floods. The same reason we built Lunar Estates here,” Kyan informed them.

      “Which one is yours?” Eve asked, looking for the lunar estate. It was not nearly as impressive as the etched-out mountain. In fact, it was very eerie looking. Hundreds of small houses, the exact same color, shape and size, dotted symmetrically around a larger building.

      “The one to the right of the central building. Now hold on, we are going to be descending,” Kyan said as the vesical returned to normal.

      Not wanting a repeat of eariler Eve jumped into her chair and placed her hands on her lap to keep her skirt in place. The swift decent told her she made a wise choice. It was like riding a drop-down ride at an amusement park.

      “All right, here we are.” Kyan pushed some buttons on his bracelet’s screen. A bright green light flashed in the room, and a jolt, like an elevator stopping, made Eve’s heart jump. “Welcome to your new home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the main building. We’ll have to walk to our house,” Kyan said as he ushered them down a gray hallway and out through another holographic door.

      Xavier poked at some dead bushes along the stone path that led to all the individual houses. Although “house” wasn’t exactly the right word – more like identical little garages. “I think you need some landscaping.”

      “I’m sorry. We keep trying to kill off the foliage around Luna, but it keeps growing back.” Kyan shook his head in disgust, stomping on a small, dried-out husk.

      “But I thought you wanted to live with the planet,” Eve said, bending over and plucking a tiny purple flower from between the cracks of the walkway. It bloomed in her hand, revealing a beautiful pink center.

      “We do, to an extent. I want to make Luna more proper. Having flowers everywhere distracts the Senators from their work. They can see all they want if they visit Everlease.”

      “Flowers are a distraction?” Eve asked, confused.

      “Yes. Look at you, down on the ground in a skirt, forgetting you have nothing on underneath, just to pluck a flower.” Kyan tilted his head at her.

      “Crap.” Eve jumped up and pulled her skirt down.

      Kyan scanned his bracelet on a black pad on the side of one of the doors. “This is our house.” The pad flickered green, and Kyan ushered them inside.

      “Cozy,” Xavier stated as he looked around the scarcely furnished room.

      “Not the word I was looking for,” Eve said and followed him in. The dim, yellowish lights flickered on automatically, not helping the atmosphere. Not even a picture on the wall – just a circular couch in the middle of a small room, with two round, tinted doors on the right and two on the left. No windows, no lamps, nothing that would make this place seem like anyone’s home.

      “No distractions. We don’t need clutter; we only need the basics. A bed, shower, and a place to study.” Kyan pushed past the two of them.

      “Kitchen?” Eve asked. She could go for a burger right about now. Or some more of the chocolate chip cookies she knew were on the counter back at her house.

      “This will sound weird, but we don’t eat. We have Vita-shots, and that sustains us,” Kyan told her.

      “I am not a nutritionist, but that doesn’t sound healthy.” Eve didn’t want to starve to death before she was able to return home.

      “You get used to it,” Xavier shrugged.

      “Wait, you been getting vita-shots?” Eve asked.

      “Since I was a born, our bodies don’t process food the same way yours does,” Xavier said.

      “And here I thought you were just watching your figure,” Eve replied. No one he was in great shape. He was cheating.

      “You two can have the bedrooms on this wall. My room is on the other, and the bath is next to my room. Do not enter my room unless you wish for some severe consequences,” Kyan warned them.

      “Okay,” Eve replied, not wanting to know what the consequences would be.

      Xavier pointed to the door closer to the entrance. “I’ll take this room.”

      “Guess that leaves this one for me,” Eve said, then walked toward the second holographic entrance. She only made it a few steps before she smacked her face into the solid barrier.

      “Use your thumb. It will act as a security measure to keep people out.” Kyan held his thumb against the pad next to his door. It flickered green and opened.

      Eve held her thumb against her keypad. It blinked green, and she waved her hand in fron

      t of the door. She had no urge to look like an idiot. Again. To her relief, it opened, and she walked into the closet. That was what she was going to call it. It was about the size of a walk-in closet. It had one of those metal surgical tables with a tall metal back against one wall, and a desk on the other — nothing else.

      “Small,” Xavier said, walking in behind her.

      “I am still mad at you. And giving me the smaller room isn’t helping,” Eve retorted.

      “My room is the same. There is a closet against the wall. See the little black pad? Though it’s probably empty. At least, mine is.”

      Kyan walked up behind them. For such a large man, he had soft feet. Eve never heard him approach. “We will go to Everlease tomorrow and order your things. Sorry, I have not had time to do it. We have the Centennial taking place, and I’ve been struggling with time.”

      “What’s that?” Eve asked.

      “It just something to keep things fair within the planetary ranking system. Luxcustos has been number one for two centuries. I hope my brother doesn’t screw it up this year,” Kyan added with a wrinkle of his nose.

      “You have an uncle?” Eve asked Xavier. It was the first she had ever heard about Xavier having any relatives besides his parents.

      “More like the black sheep,” Xavier said, looking down at his feet.

      Kyan rubbed his temples. “He is second born, so when I was promoted to run Armacula, he regrettably was promoted to Senator of Luxcustos.”

      “We don’t talk about him.” Xavier fiddled with the edge of the metal bed.

      “Noted,” Eve responded, hoping the conversation would move elsewhere. Apparently, this uncle was a sour point in their family.

      “You both will need these,” Kyan said, handing them black bracelets. Xavier immediately clasped his onto his wrist. Eve watched as Kyan ran his bracelet over it; Xavier’s flashed green, then returned to black.

      “What is it?” Eve asked. It looked like the thing she had on at the hospital.

      “It holds your Pulsate, and a link to the building. It will allow you to use the facilities and access your bed, and the house in general. It also monitors your vitals so that you can have the correct dose of Vita-shots each morning.” Kyan took the bracelet from her hand and clasped it around her wrist.

      Eve wanted to protest. “How do I take it off?” She ran her fingers over the weird material. It wasn’t metal, but it wasn’t cloth either. It almost felt a bit like plastic, but softer.

      “You don’t,” Kyan informed her.

      “Thank you,” Xavier said before Eve could yell at the big man. How could he stick something permanent on her without her permission?

      “Get some sleep,” Kyan said and left.

      “Get this off me!” Eve barked at Xavier as she pulled at the bracelet.

      “I can’t. Only Kyan has access to them.”

      “This is all your fault. Don’t think I have forgotten that.” Eve glared at him.

      Xavier shrugged. “You can’t stay mad at me forever. Plus, you might like it here. It’s better than staying on Earth. Now you have the opportunity to learn more about the universe.”

      “For your information, I like Earth, and I like my planet and my stuff and my parents.”

      “I promise, once school starts, you won’t regret being here. I have never lied to you before. I swear on the life of my mother; you will be glad you came,” Xavier said.

      “Kyan said I could go home in a few months. I will be going home. And when I am home, I don’t ever want to talk to you again,” Eve said.

      “Harsh,” Xavier replied.

      “With friends like you, who needs enemies?” Eve shrugged and walked to the bed. What the heck was she supposed to do with it? No blankets, no pillows, just a flat metal frame with a headboard that looked like it came out of a science fiction movie.

      “Eve…”

      “Just go, you have done enough in one day.” Eve bit down on her lip. She was hungry, she was tired, and she wanted to go home.

      “Don’t cry. I hate it when you cry. The bed is like the one at the hospital. It’s a sleeping unit. You turn it on and it adjusts to the perfect temperature for you. No more backaches or sore muscles,” Xavier said as he ran his Pulsate over a black pad near the bed. The pad flashed green, and Xavier levitated off the ground. He then repeated the action and slowly descended back down into a sitting position.

      “I want to be alone,” Eve told him.

      “Get some sleep, Eve. It will all be okay. Don’t forget to activate the Pulsate, so you don’t overheat in clothes.” Xavier hopped off the table, walked by her, and gave her head a quick pat before he exited the room.

      “I do not want to be here,” Eve pouted to the room. She made her way to the cold bed. Clicking the little dot on the Pulsate activated the pretend jumpsuit, and she slid the dress off. Once she activated the sleeping unit, she let loose the stream of tears she had been holding back. She wanted to go home.
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        * * *

      

      Eve felt herself screaming as the lizard people surrounded her. The wanted to pick her apart one piece at a time.

      “Eve! Wake up, Eve!” Xavier’s hands violently shook her.

      “Xavier!” Eve bellowed. She tried to sit up but couldn’t because she was hovering.

      “You’re fine; you’re just having a nightmare,” Xavier said. He deactivated the bed and pushed her hair out of her face.

      Eve didn’t respond; instead, she started to sob uncontrollably.

      “What can I do?” Xavier asked.

      “You have done enough!” Eve cried.

      “I can’t just leave you like this. I swear, Eve, I didn’t want to upset you.” Xavier got up and began to pace the room.

      Eve sniffled, “You should have left me at home.”

      “I know you hate me right now, but if I leave this room, I know you will just cry yourself to sleep, and then you’re going feel like crap tomorrow,” Xavier told her firmly.

      “Why do you care?” Eve sniffled again.

      “Stop being so stubborn. You hate being alone, you hate being in the dark, and you hate not having bouchi with you.”

      “We don’t talk about bouchi,” Eve said and glared at him. Bouchi was an old, ratty blanket she had slept with since she was born. She always kept it on her bed, or in her pillowcase when she slept away from home.

      “The point is, you won’t fall asleep, and you won’t be able to function tomorrow. How can you prove to Kyan you can be here if you don’t get it together?” Xavier said.

      “Don’t use logic on me!” Eve retorted. He was right. She needed sleep, and she didn’t know what Kyan would do if she wasn’t able to keep up with their world.

      “You can be mad at me tomorrow,” Xavier said. He grabbed the dress off Eve’s floor and balled it up into a makeshift pillow.

      “What are you doing?” Eve asked.

      “Sleeping on the floor so you don’t have to be alone.”

      “You can’t sleep on the floor. You’ll get sick,” Eve huffed.

      “Then I’ll just stay awake all night, keeping an eye on you,” Xavier said as he laid down on the floor.

      “Go back to your own room,” Eve barked at him and activated her bed.

      “No.”

      “Stop being difficult.” Eve finally shut her eyes.

      “I’m not, just go to sleep,” Xavier said and rolled onto his side.

      A few minutes later, Eve barked, “You know darn well I can’t sleep with you on the floor!”

      “Not like I haven’t slept in your room before,” Xavier replied.

      “I swear to the heavens I am still mad at you, but I won’t be the cause of your death. Nora would kill me if she knew you were sleeping on a germy floor.”

      “What do you want then?” Xavier asked.

      “Get up here,” Eve sighed. She didn’t want to be alone, but she also wouldn’t mind punching him in the face.

      “Just don’t tell Kyan,” Xavier said and jumped into the sleeping unit. It was quite awkward at first, both trying to find a way to sleep that didn’t involve too much touching. Xavier had slept in her bed before, but it was different. He always slept on one side, and she slept on the other.

      “I am still mad at you,” Eve said as she placed her head on his chest, using him as her pillow. The sound of his rapid pulse was somewhat soothing.

      “Just get some sleep,” Xavier said and pushed her hair out of her face.

      Eve started humming her favorite bedtime lullaby her mom used to sing. She closed her eyes and pretended she was back home.
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        * * *

      

      Eve woke up to Xavier’s snoring. She gave him a slight shove; Xavier’s sleeping body torpedoed out of the sleeping unit and landed with a loud thud on the floor.

      “Ouch!” Xavier bellowed.

      “I didn’t know you would fling out of bed like that. But you shouldn’t have been snoring so loudly,” Eve defended herself as she tried hard not to laugh.

      Xavier stood up and rubbed his back. “Last time I help you out.”

      “Technically, I helped you out. You would still be on the floor,” Eve reminded him.

      “What was that noise?” Kyan rushed into the room. Eve had to blink a few times. Kyan, wearing a Pulsate, was overwhelming to her female eyes. She felt herself blush and looked down at the floor.

      “Sorry, I tripped coming to wake Eve up,” Xavier lied.

      Eve was confident Kyan didn’t buy the tripping story. “Well, since we’re all up. Get dressed, take your Vita-shots, and we’ll head to the mall,” Kyan said as he looked over the two of them.

      “How do I take a Vita-shot?” Eve asked, wondering if it was a needle or a liquid.

      “On the side of your bed is a place to put your arm. Line your Pulsate up with the green light. When your Pulsate lights green, it will inject you with the day's necessary vitamins and minerals,” Kyan informed her, pointing to the top of her bed.

      “Does it matter what unit you get the Vita-shot at?” Xavier asked.

      “No, it reads your Pulsate’s information and then distributes the correct dose.”

      “How does it get into the bed?” Eve asked, turning off the levitation. She didn’t like floating around while they were on their feet.

      “They have a refill cartridge,” Kyan replied. “When it gets low, the bed sends me an alert, and I order more.”

      “Like a printer,” Eve said as she walked over to the Vita-shot dispenser.

      “I guess, yes.” Kyan rubbed his temple. Eve was beginning to wonder if he did that when he was frustrated.

      “I guess I’ll try it first,” Xavier said, sliding his arm into the groove. Eve watched as Xavier’s Pulsate flashed green.

      “Did it hurt?” Eve asked and looked at Xavier’s arm. She didn’t want to go back to Earth with a bunch of needle marks. No telling what her parents would think.

      Xavier also examined his arm. “No, I felt nothing.”

      “The needles are so small they are invisible to the naked eye. They inject through your pores, so you don’t have to worry about pain or marks,” Kyan told them.

      “My turn,” Eve said, placing her arm into the groove. She felt excited and nervous as she waited for the green flash. Then the click. She pulled her arm out and looked at it closely. No mark, no red spot, and she didn’t feel a thing.

      “Eve, I had some clothes delivered to the house. I can’t have you running around bare-bottom today. I did my best for sizing; hopefully, it works, but after today you will have clothes that fit.” Kyan pointed to a small package by her door.

      “Thank you,” Eve told him.

      Then Kyan narrowed his eyes at the both of them. “I don’t like being lied to.”

      “Yes, sir,” Eve and Xavier both answered, ashamed.

      “Outside these walls, you are cousins and will act as such,” Kyan informed them.

      “Yes, sir,” They both repeated. Eve wanted to say nothing had happened, but Kyan didn’t seem like he cared.

      “We are leaving in a few minutes. Get dressed and meet in the common room,” Kyan said before he turned and left.

      “Don’t look at his butt. He’s too old for you,” Xavier said, shaking his head.

      “I didn’t look at his butt. I was watching him leave,” Eve lied. Kyan could crack a walnut with those buns of steel.

      “Whatever. Get dressed,” Xavier said and stalked out of the room.

      A few minutes later, Eve entered the common room, much more confident with her butt covered. “Let’s be off. I have a busy schedule to maintain,” Kyan said.

      The walk to the docking bay in the main house was quick. Kyan seemed to be in a hurry, and Eve had to jog to keep up with him. She wasn’t out of shape, but she hated the feeling of being rushed. In the docking bay, Eve watched as Kyan swiped his bracelet over another pad. It flickered green. He typed something on his bracelet. A jolt inside the vehicle informed Eve they were about to move. She quickly took a seat next to Kyan; she had no urge to be flung about again. A click and hiss, and they were shot off into the air.

      “You get used to it,” Kyan said. He pressed his bracelet and the screen reappeared. He used the bracelet like a teen boy with a new cell phone.

      “What is the screen? Is it like a computer?” Eve asked as she looked over at it. She didn’t miss the shut up and sit down look Xavier gave her.

      Kyan quickly turned off the screen. “You will find out shortly.”

      Eve felt a bit ashamed. She knew better than to read over people’s shoulders. “Sorry.”

      “Why don’t you look at the view instead?” Kyan said, pushing on his bracelet. The vesical flickered, changing the inside from a small room with chairs to a 360-degree view of the landscape.

      “Not much traffic,” mused Xavier.

      “There is quite a bit,” Kyan said, holding out his bracelet. A small holographic screen appeared, displaying a bunch of little red dots.

      “That is a lot of people,” Eve said as she watched the multitude of red dots move.

      “Everlease is the hub of Armacula. It’s where the Galactic Alliance holds council. Each year, all the planet’s senators gather to discuss rules and changes.” Kyan’s eyes never moved from the screen as he spoke.

      “Oh, is that why it’s so busy?” Eve asked.

      “No, it’s busy because the school semester is about to begin and parents from all over the galaxy are helping their children prepare. The best students are the ones who prepare and study.” Kyan looked up at Eve and raised his eyebrows.

      Xavier patted Eve on the head. “No worries.”

      “It is a considerable concern for her. If she doesn’t progress adequately, we will all be in trouble.” Kyan turned his eyes to Xavier with disappointment.

      “I can do this,” Eve tried to reassure Kyan. She wasn’t confident she could, but she didn’t want him to see her as a failure.

      Kyan gave her a nod and went back to looking at his screen. If Eve’s father were here, he would tell Eve that success was just failure that hadn’t happened yet. We do our best learning through fault. But her daddy wasn’t here, and she highly doubted Kyan’s view on failure matched her father’s.

      As they finally entered a dark docking bay, a female voice said, “Welcome to Everlease community center.”

      Kyan stood up and used his bracelet to unlock the vesical door. “There will be a lot of security around, so mind your manners. You are representing me. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Security?” Eve asked.

      “I am the Galactic Senator of the Planetary Alignment. I always have people following me. Though they stay in the shadows, they are still there.” Kyan motioned for Eve and Xavier to exit the vesical.

      As soon as Eve stepped out, she was knocked over by a woman who looked like she was part pit bull. “Watch where you’re going, child!” The woman barked at her.

      Xavier pulled Eve back a few feet.

      “Stay close,” said Kyan. “We want to get out of the docking ports. It will calm down as we enter the main area.” He charged forward, leaving Eve and Xavier to trail behind.

      Eve couldn’t believe the power Kyan held. He was parting the crowd like Moses and the red sea. As soon as someone saw him, they moved to the side. “This is weird,” Eve said as she followed.

      “You’d better get used to it. In this world, I am the ruler, which makes you two very powerful.” Kyan stopped long enough to give Eve a once over.

      Xavier took Eve’s hand and pulled her along. “It will be fine.”

      “They don’t seem to like us very much,” Eve whispered to Xavier.

      “It’s more jealousy than dislike. I have power, and they want it,” Kyan said as they bustled down the long hallway.

      One of the myriad travelers walking past Eve seemed to be a fish person. His tailor-made suit matched his fishbowl head. “There are so many different people,” Eve stated.

      “There are hundreds of different species in the galaxy. The ones who are part of the Galactic Senate can send their children to school here. Armacula is the only place where all the species co-exist,” Kyan informed Eve.

      “Everyone has to stop here to get to their destination,” Xavier added. “The portals only work here. So, if you want to go from Earth to Luxcustos, you would have to stop here first and take a portal to Luxcustos.”

      Eve looked up as they entered the mall area and gasped. “Oh, my word.” Vertigo started to set in as she looked around the massive space. The whole building seemed to be built around a tree that corkscrewed up around a gigantic hole. Stores lined the interior wall. Hundreds of people bustled about, moving from one store to the next.

      “It can be overwhelming, but I assure you, you are perfectly safe. Do you see the vines intertwining around the fence? If you should happen to fall, those vines will reach out and grab you. They’ll keep you safe until help arrives,” Kyan said.

      “How does the plant know to grab the person?” Eve asked, looking over at the fence. She didn’t need to look down to know they were very high up.

      “They don’t. It’s a carnivorous plant. They would prefer to eat the victim, but that rarely happens.”

      “People get eaten?” Eve asked in horror.

      “Not often enough to make a different system. People should not be hanging off the fence in the first place,” Kyan retorted.

      Xavier nudged Eve’s shoulder. “It looks like a level from your game.”

      Xavier was right. The place looked like it was plucked right out of the fantasy game she was creating. Even the writing on the entryways looked like something out of a game.

      “Wait, what?” Eve exclaimed as the foreign writing on one of the stores vanished and was replaced with the words Bethany’s Boutique. She blinked a couple of times. All the stores now had English writing on them.

      Xavier placed a hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. Just a bit of vertigo,” Eve lied. She wasn’t sure what to say. The truth sounded stupid, even in her head.

      “Let’s get what we need and get home. The less time we spend in a public place, the better.” Kyan ushered them forward.

      Eve felt her feet stop as they walked toward a massive elevator wall. Not one but tens, if not hundreds, of weird-looking elevator shafts lined the wall. She watched with interest as a family entered one of them and, after about three seconds, were shot up the tube with the force of a gun. Eve couldn’t even see what happened to them.

      “Where did they go?” Eve asked, looking back and forth between Kyan and Xavier. Xavier looked just as horrified as she felt.

      “They went to their destination,” Kyan answered.

      “To the moon,” Eve replied sarcastically.

      Kyan kept walking toward the death shoots. “We need to get to floor 38.”

      “I think I will walk,” Eve stated.

      “It’s not as scary as it looks. Electromagnetic energy surrounds each person and keeps them in place. Not even the hair on your head will move as you are transported,” Kyan said. He wrapped his overly large hand around Eve’s forearm.

      “I’d still rather take the stairs,” Eve argued.

      “You only live once.” Xavier dug his thumbnail into his pointer finger; a telltale sign that he was nervous.

      “We only fear what we do not understand,” Eve chanted as Kyan escorted her into the tube.

      “Floor 38,” Kyan said aloud.

      Eve felt her body stiffen. Before she could even scream, it relaxed, and Kyan was escorting her out of the shoot.

      “That wasn’t too bad,” Xavier rushed out.

      “I’m not even sure how I feel. I will let you know when my brain arrives. I think I lost it on the way up.” Eve stepped forward but tottered back and forth as she walked.

      “You’ll get used to it. We live in a fast-paced society.” Kyan took her arm and pulled her along.

      Eventually, he pulled Eve into a small store. Strange-looking kiosks dotted the polished wooden walls. People were standing in line, waiting for their turn to use them. Kyan ignored the line. “Here we are, this one looks good.” All the people who were waiting dispersed and chose a different line to stand in.

      “Scary,” Eve whispered to Xavier. He nodded his head in agreement.

      “All right, Eve,” Kyan tugged Eve’s arm and moved her in front of him. “You need to place your finger on the light and wait until it turns green.”

      “Which finger?” Eve asked as she looked down at her hands.

      “Whichever finger you want,” Kyan told her, annoyed.

      “What is it going to do?” She didn’t want it to prick her finger or trap her thumb in some machine.

      “It’s going to take your measurements,” Kyan replied.

      “How?”

      “You stuck your hand in the Vita-shot dispenser this morning. Now you’re scared of having your finger scanned.” Kyan sighed.

      “Xavier went first,” Eve whispered.

      “Fine. Xavier, you first,” Kyan said, motioning at the machine.

      “You suck,” Xavier said as he pushed his thumb on the little scanner.

      Kyan explained, “The thumb scan tells them what type of humanoid you are, and then it scans your body with sensors to get your measurements.”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Xavier said and pulled his thumb back.

      “What type of humanoid am I?” Eve asked. If this thing scanned her, would it sound an alarm because she was from Earth?

      “Well, that depends on what DNA my dear son used when he shot you with Stem-mites,” Kyan replied and glared at Xavier, who looked like someone who stole the last cookie and lied about it.

      “I used Lux DNA,” Xavier defended.

      “I thought as much. At least you were wise enough to lock her DNA.” Kyan rubbed his chin.

      “You can lock someone’s DNA?”

      “More like adding enough into it to mute it,” Kyan told her.

      Eve subconsciously rubbed her arms. “Am I not me anymore?”

      “You’re just more you than you used to be,” Xavier said.

      “You’re now Lux,” Kyan added.

      Eve pressed her thumb onto the scanner and waited. It flashed green. She removed her thumb; it didn’t hurt. She felt rather stupid, not doing it first. She was never this skittish on Earth.

      “All right, now that that’s done, we need to get you measured for your ID,” Kyan said.

      “Are we taking the tubes again?” Eve asked.

      “No, we only need to go up one level.”

      “Oh, darn,” Xavier sarcastically added.

      A few minutes later, they were standing in front of another store. Just like the first one, the people parted and moved out of the way when Kyan entered. Little round platforms, raised about six inches off the floor, dotted the store. Eve backed up as a shark-like person approached them.

      “Just starting school, I see,” The shark man said. Eve tried not to stare, but his whole ensemble – razor-sharp teeth, gray skin, fin-looking ears, and what looked like a fin instead of a Mohawk – screamed “look at me!”

      Kyan nodded. “Fresh out of the portals.”

      “It is an honor to fit your children, Galactic Senator Kyan. I am assuming only the best for your offspring?” The man said with a sly smile. Even on an alien planet, it seemed money talked.

      “Yes.” Kyan already looked rather bored.

      “Well, let us see then. Follow me, children,” The man said, pulling them along.

      “What am I getting measured for?” Eve asked Kyan as they followed the shark guy to an empty platform.

      “Your IDEM,” Kyan answered.

      “What is an IDEM?” Eve whispered, not wanting to sound stupid.

      “This.” Kyan held out his arm, showing her his bulky bracelet.

      “Oh. Does it come off?” Eve didn’t want something so ugly attached to her.

      “No, why would you want it to? It is everything here. Without it, you don’t exist,” Kyan said with a confused look.

      “But, it’s so bulky. And I don’t want something that heavy attached to me permanently,” Eve stated. She could feel the familiar prickle in her eyes again and bit hard on her lip.

      “Explain,” Kyan said as he kneeled to her level. Eve wasn’t sure if she had just overstepped her bounds, or if he was indeed concerned.

      “It’s just, why can’t it be smaller? Like a little bracelet or ring?” Eve blurted out. She was already forced to wear the Pulsate, and she didn’t want to wear that ugly thing, too.

      Kyan shot her the biggest smile; Eve was so startled she backed up a few paces. “It would be hard to shrink the amount of storage the IDEM holds. Not that I can’t do it, just that it will be expensive.” Then he stood and turned back to the man, who was impatiently waiting on them. “I changed my mind. I want you to measure the children, but I do not want you to order anything. Just send me the measurements.”

      “Sir,” the man said, obviously disappointed.

      Kyan patted her head. “Eve, relax. I will fix this, okay?”

      “I didn’t mean to cry,” Eve said, wiping her face with the back of her hand.

      “I am going to the lounge. I have a few ideas I need to work out, and I need to do it now while I’m thinking about them. You two can wander around for a few hours, and I will meet you at the docking bay where we came in,” Kyan told them both.

      “I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” Eve said.

      “Behave, and remember you do have bodyguards. They will stay out of sight unless needed, but they will report back to me. In other words, don’t do anything stupid,” Kyan warned.

      “Yes, sir,” They both answered.

      “Good,” Kyan said, then stormed out of the store.

      “What just happened?” Eve asked Xavier.

      “I think you gave him an idea. Or he’s tired of dragging us around the stores,” Xavier answered.

      “Are you two ready?” The shark man interrupted. His friendly demeanor had left with Kyan.

      “Yes, sir,” Xavier nodded at him.

      Measurements only took a few minutes, and the shark man left them alone afterward. “What do we do now?” asked Eve.

      “I know exactly where we can go to cheer you up a bit,” Xavier said with a smile.

      “Where are we going?” Eve asked as she followed Xavier out of the store.

      “I saw it on the map Kyan pulled up. It’s a good thing, and you are going to love it. But we do have to take the shoots to get there,” Xavier said as he headed towards the air pistols of doom.

      “Can’t we walk?” Eve asked and looked over at the shoots. She had no urge to get in one again.

      “I wish, but if we want to have time to explore, it is the fastest way. We need to descend to level 101.”

      “This better be good.” Eve reluctantly followed Xavier into one of the shoots. Her heart instantly pounded against her chest. The moment Xavier said the number, her body froze up, and they fell for a split second.

      When they stopped, Xavier said, “I don’t think I will get used to those things.”

      “I don’t like the fact that I can’t move. It scares me,” Eve replied, embarrassed. Being up high didn’t scare her. It was falling to her death and splatting on the ground that worried her.

      “Remember, we have to blend in. Act like the natives,” Xavier said as he walked towards one of the stores.

      “OmiGod, I want one!” Eve yelled and ran inside. She didn’t care that she looked like a two-year-old seeing a toy for the first time. Xavier had taken her to the best pet store in the history of the universe. Animals of various shapes, colors, and sizes floated around in transparent bubbles. There was a tiny pink fluff ball that reminded her of a toy she had when she was little. “What are they?” Eve asked, grabbing a bubble that held a rainbow-colored elephant-looking thing. It was the size of her head, and it let out a loud squeal as her hand accidentally went through the bubble and poked it.

      Xavier gently took the bubble from her. “Be careful.”

      “How was I supposed to know my hand could go in it?” Eve said defensively, before being distracted by another little furry animal.

      “I never understood why someone would want one of those.” An angelic voice stated. Eve looked over and instantly felt small. A tall, slender girl was bent over investigating the small animals. Her perfectly tanned skinned contrasted her navy-blue school uniform that hung to all her curves in exactly the right places. The girl ran her fingers through her poker straight, raven colored hair. The heavy set of blood red highlights gave the girl a modern look.

      “Because everyone needs something to love,” Eve said and wiggled her finger at a cute green bear the size of a baseball. Its little bunny tale wiggling in excitement.

      “I meant, why would someone come to a half-rate shop to buy one? If you’re going to get a companion, it’s best if it’s bred properly,” The girl said, fingers twirling the string of her dragon pendant necklace. She smirked as she gave Eve a once over.

      “I don’t understand. They all look amazing and so cute,” Eve said, her attention drawn to a gorgeous, pure white fox-looking animal. It looked up at her with its emerald eyes, making Eve’s heart melt. She had never wanted a pet so badly in her life.

      “Like the one you’re looking at, for example. No color, no markings, nothing to make it stand out and look acceptable. Just a mundane beast that has no business being here with all of these other creatures.”

      “I think it’s cute,” Eve replied, looking at the poor creature. It wasn’t mundane at all. Its lack of color and markings made it look pure.

      Xavier put his hand on Eve’s shoulder and said, “So do I.”

      “Interesting taste in animals,” The girl smirked.

      “And you are?” Xavier asked.

      “I am Restella, daughter of Daxatrick, Senator of Kanatar. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Xavier, Son of Kyan, Supreme Galactic Senator of Armacula.” Restella bowed She stood up, pushing her hair behind her elfin ears. They had decorative metal over the tips, dotted with sapphires. She gave Xavier a sly smile that Eve had seen countless females make before. The only difference was Xavier’s response, he smiled back at her.  Which mad Eve feel angry.

      “I assume you will be attending StarCross Academy this year.” Xavier asked, his smile widening. Was he flirting? Eve had never seen Xavier flirt and she did not like it.

      “Only the best for the Senate’s children.” Restella nodded and looked over at Eve. “I am guessing that as you are not the daughter of a Senator, you won’t be gracing us with your presence.”

      Xavier’s smile dissipated as he pulled Eve closer to him, defensively. “My cousin is under the guardianship of my father and, as such, has inherited all the rights and privileges of his offspring.”

      “This should make for an interesting year. I wish you both a good day,” Restella said. She gave Xavier a bow, which he mirrored, and Eve a side nod that she hastily returned.

      “Who was she?” Eve asked when the girl was out of earshot. Why couldn’t Xavier have made her part elf?

      “She is going to be competition,” Xavier said and led her out of the store.

      Eve reluctantly followed him to the shoots. She wanted to play with the animals so much more. “Competition for what?”

      “Let’s do something about your hair since we’re here,” Xavier said.

      “What’s wrong with my hair?” Eve ran her fingers through her raven hair. Her parents’ Cherokee roots had granted her some amazing hair.

      “It’s too human,” Xavier whispered in her ear.

      “Oh,” Eve replied. Now that Xavier mentioned it, she hadn’t seen any bland hairstyles. Everyone’s hair – if they had hair – was brightly colored, or at least had highlights.

      “Color is big here. Since we must wear school uniforms, people express themselves through their hair,” Xavier told her.

      “Guess it makes sense. What should I do with mine? I don’t want to cut it.” She had tried that once and ended up looking like a cartoon character who stuck their finger in a light socket.

      “I like it long, so let’s just add highlights and have it layered,” Xavier said and ran his fingers through her hair.

      “Thought much on this?” Eve sarcastically replied as she swatted his hand away.

      “Just a little. How about red highlights?” Xavier added.

      “No way. I don’t want highlights like that girl.”

      Xavier tilted his head to the side with a smirk. “I thought the red looked good against the black.”

      “Aww, does Xavier have a crush?” Eve teased. Not that she cared, but she had no urge to deal with Xavier’s boy hormones.

      “She wasn’t bad, but then she opened her mouth,” Xavier chuckled.

      “Why couldn’t you give me elf ears?” Eve added.

      “Jealous much?”

      “Not quite,” Eve lied. No way was she going to admit that she was jealous. Restella made Eve feel like a gnome standing next to a fairy elf.

      They made their way to a salon while they bickered. “So, what color do you want?” Xavier asked as they looked at all the colors on the wall. Some of the colors displayed were ones Eve had never even seen before.

      “Dark green,” Eve replied. It was the same color as her favorite Voltron character.

      “I like it,” Xavier said and walked Eve up to the counter.

      “How are we going to pay?”

      “Our Pulsates are like a little-kid version of the ID. I scan it, and it takes money out of Kyan’s account,” Xavier said, holding up his Pulsate for the bird lady behind the counter to scan.

      “Does he know you’re spending his money?” Eve asked.

      “Has he ever cared?” Xavier returned with sarcasm.

      Two hours later, Eve walked out of the salon feeling like a new person. She was glad her parents weren’t around; Eve wasn’t sure they would approve of the unique style. Dark green highlights against her black hair looked terrific, and it felt so much lighter since they had layered and thinned it all out. Plus, they had used some relaxing treatment on it: no more frizz and no more puffy hair.

      “Now, we fit in,” Xavier said, sporting his own new look. He’d had his hair dyed a dark brown, with golden highlights added throughout the top. The color made him look even older and, as hard as it was for Eve to admit, rather cute if you were into the pretty-boy look.

      “We need to meet up with Kyan,” Xavier said as they left the salon.

      “You think he will approve?” Eve asked.

      “He would be insane not to,” Xavier answered and gave her a sideways smile that made her heart jump.

      “You're going to make me blush,” Eve said in her best southern accent.

      “A man can only try,” Xavier said as they walked toward the docking bay.

      Kyan was already there waiting for them, evaluating their new styles as they approached the meeting point. “Great idea.”

      “What better way to stay under the radar than to fit in?” Xavier told him.

      “It was wise. Eve is so very plain-looking. I was worried it might cause a problem. The hair will help,” Kyan said as he moved them into one of the Vesicals.

      Eve sat quietly, trying not to let Kyan’s words sink in. Was she plain-looking? All the excitement she had felt with her new look deflated.

      “I need to run to the Senate building. I thought it would be beneficial for the two of you to join me today,” Kyan said. He swiped his ID over the docking bay pad; it flashed green, and they all entered.

      “Sounds neat,” Eve lied. If it was anything like what she saw on tv, court was tedious and lengthy.
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      Two-thousand six hundred and four chairs lined the senate room. Eve knew this because she counted them twice from the balcony box overseeing the room. Kyan sat between her and Xavier.

      “How do you plead?” A falcon looking man asked. His attire seemed ceremonial when compared to the judges Eve saw on tv. Looked like the guy was fixing to summon a demon, not sentence the poor panda man who was on trial.

      “I am not guilty, it was my land!” Panda man yelled back.

      “You lost; the land is no longer yours.” Falcon man said as he motioned to some guards off to the side.

      “But it was my land. He just wanted it because it was producing better than his,” Panda man pleaded. The tone of his voice caught Eve’s attention. He seemed panicked.

      “Yu-Wen of Shi-Wu, I now find you guilty. You will relinquish your land to Zhou of Shi-Wu. You were found unworthy,” Falcon man said. Eve watched as the man scanned his bracelet, similar to the one of Kyan used, on some sort of metallic alter. The alter flashed red then green. Yu-Wens bracelet glowed red then green.

      “It is done,” Falcon man stated.

      A sudden, cold chill prickled Eve’s skin. “Unworthy?” Eve asked Kyan. He motioned for her to be quiet.

      “I will not give up my land!” Yu-Wen yelled and pulled away from the officers holding him.

      “You already have,” Falcon man stated firmly.

      Yu-Wen began to sob uncontrollably. “I’d rather die than give up my land! It is all I have. I already lost my wife and children to Zhou. My land is all I have left!”

      “The law is the law, and the death of a subject is a waste. If you need purpose, I can give you a purpose,” Falcon man said as he looked up at Kyan. Kyan nodded, Eve didn’t miss the sly smile creeping across his lips.

      Yu-Wen’s eyes widened in fear. “I choose death. I choose death! Please, release me!”

      “Yu-Wen of Shi-Wu, I sentence you to a class-three punishment. You will serve your Galactic Empire with your skills. It will give you a purpose, and maybe help you become selfless.”

      “Please, anything but that! I don’t want to!” Yu-Wen began to cry again, falling to the floor. The guards lifted him.

      “Enough,” Falcon man said, snapping his fingers. Yu-Wen was instantly quiet: a crystalized bubble engulfed him.

      “What just happened?” Eve jumped up from her chair and blinked a few times. Xavier hushed her and Kyan pulled her back down to her seat. Yu-Wen’s expression was frozen in anguish as the guards pushed his crystal out of the courtroom. “I don’t understand, what happened?” Eve whispered.

      “He lost his land to his brother and now is going to serve the Empire by working in the mines,” Xavier whispered back.

      “Mines like the seven dwarfs?” Eve asked.

      “It’s a rehabilitation program. To help citizens who no longer want to follow society rules. It gives them purpose.” Kyan informed her.

      “Will that happen to me?” Eve’s eyes widened with panic.

      “No, Females are not sent to the mines often. And if they are, it’s usually an internship to learn about healing. Not to mention I would never let that happen,” Kyan informed her.

      “You have that much power?” Eve asked in awe.

      “He is pretty much the king, president and all other rulers rolled into one,” Xavier said quietly.

      “How did they turn him into a crystal?” Eve asked wanting to change the subject. She wasn’t sure anyone should hold that much power.

      “I have no idea.” Xavier shrugged.

      “It’s a stasis crystal. It puts something into suspended animation. It is a great way to transport prisoners.” Kyan informed them.

      “I want to go home now,” Eve whispered as she looked over the courtroom. She did not want to stand in front of those judgmental eyes.

      “Just relax, don’t overthink it.” Xavier told her.

      “I think that is enough for one day. Now you have a little bit more understanding on how our system works,” Kyan said standing up and motioning for them to leave.

      “What did the man do that was so bad?” Eve asked knowing full and well she was more confused on how things worked here.

      “He lacks power. Power is the only thing that matters here. Nothing is yours unless you can protect it. You two would do well to remember that,” Kyan said.

      “How do I get power? I don’t want to go to the mines,” Eve whined.

      “I am your power for now, but if you don’t want bad things to happen to you, then I suggest you do your best in school.”

      “Yes, sir,” Eve replied. She wasn’t sure what type of power she needed, but she was glad Kyan had it. Even if he was a bit overpowered.

      Kyan escorted them out of the Senate building. “Once we get back to the estate, you should read up on some of the laws. You can’t do well if you don’t have good etiquette.”

      “I don’t have any books,” Eve replied.

      “We don’t use books,” Kyan sighed. “We use our IDs, but since you don’t have one, your desk will function as one. I will show you how when we get back.”

      Kyan was true to his word; as soon as they arrived, he followed Eve into her room.

      “All you have to do is hold your thumb against the little pad in the corner. Once the desk turns on, you can use it as a computer. It's limited because it’s mainly used by children, so you don’t have full access to information. I already marked some tabs I think would be of value to you,” Kyan said.

      Eve nodded. “Thanks.”

      “I am sure you won’t disappoint me,” Kyan said as he left the room.

      Eve stared at the desk and slammed her hand down on it. Kyan had pulled up a kindergarten version of how to greet someone. Did he really think so little of her? Starting tomorrow, she was going to learn everything about this dang planet and its etiquette. But that would start tomorrow. Tonight was dedicated to sleeping. She activated her Pulsate and kicked off her clothes.

      “Ugh,” Eve whined as she flipped back and forth in her fancy levitation bed. Though the bed stayed at the body’s optimal temperature, Eve felt cold. She missed her colorful anime posters and the bright pink paint of her room back home.

      “I miss my mom,” Eve whispered into the dark as she rubbed the band around her wrist.

      A knock sounded on Eve’s bedroom wall. “You awake?” Xavier’s voice echoed in the dark room.

      “Yep,” Eve replied. She turned off the bed and floated gracefully to the bottom.

      Xavier stepped through the holographic door and took a seat next to her. “I was thinking, maybe bringing you here was a bad idea.”

      “You think?” Eve retorted sarcastically.

      “I can’t undo it. And I thought I was strong enough to protect you, but I have no power. Not yet, anyway.” Xavier sighed.

      Eve bit her lip and pushed her feelings aside to make him feel better. “You suck for bringing me here, but you can’t act all depressed. Like it or not, I need you. And I can’t get home without you.”

      “Yes, but I wanted to apologize, so I got you something,” Xavier said and stood up.

      “Is it something to snuggle with? Because I am missing my blanket right now,” Eve pouted.

      “It is something snuggly,” Xavier said with a grin. He went to the doorway and retrieved a hatbox he had placed out of sight. Then he returned to his seat and put the box in her lap.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it and see,” Xavier replied and nodded toward the box.

      Eve pulled the top of the box off and gasped as she looked down at the tiny, white ball of fluff. The little fox thing she had seen at the pet store lay curled up in a ball, with its three puffy tails wrapped around itself.

      “He is so cute,” Eve said in a hushed voice.

      “It’s a she,” Xavier corrected. He pulled the tiny creature out and placed it in Eve’s arms. The little thing looked up at her with its over-large, emerald-green eyes and meowed. It was no bigger than a squirrel.

      “It’s the best present ever. Thank you so much,” Eve cried as she hugged the creature to her chest.

      “So, am I forgiven?” Xavier asked with a wink.

      “It’s a start,” Eve told him.

      “I ordered her a house and bed and all the other essentials she’ll need, but you have to take care of her. It wasn’t easy convincing Kyan to let me get her. He thinks pets are a waste of time.” Xavier gently patted the creature's head.

      “I will take amazing care of her. She’s so tiny! I shall call her Jzera, in honor of my raid character. What do you think of that?” Eve asked the tiny creature.

      Jzera purred in response.

      Xavier laughed. “I think she likes the name.”

      “What kind of animal is she?” Eve asked as she stroked Jzera from head to tail.

      “A Morphanite,” Xavier replied.

      “She is beautiful,” Eve said.

      “Restella was wrong when she said Jzera was quaint. She was the rarest one in the whole pet store. She has a unique trait that allows her to change her shape. And her white coloring makes her extremely rare.”

      “Well, I think she is perfect just the way she is.” Eve snuggled her chin against the soft fur. She found it surprising that Jzera had a faint vanilla scent, remarkably similar to Eve’s mom's perfume.

      “Try and get some sleep. We have a long day tomorrow. You can use the box as a bed for her,” Xavier said as he walked toward the door.

      “No way, she is going to sleep with me,” Eve replied.

      “Whatever makes you happy, silly Earth girl.” Xavier left.

      “Come on, Jzera,” Eve said as she activated her bed. She slowly floated up in the air. “It’s not as bad as it seems.” Jzera floated around, flipping in different directions and making Eve giggle. She pulled the small creature into her arms and closed her eyes. Jzera was much better than a fleece blanket.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s go, sleepyhead!” Xavier yelled from the doorway, startling Eve awake.

      It took Eve only a few seconds to realize that Jzera wasn’t in bed with her. She quickly turned off the bed and started looking around. There wasn’t any place Jzera could hide in her small room. She ran down the hall to see if Xavier had seen her; she didn’t want Kyan to find out she lost her pet the first day she had it.

      As Eve entered the living area, a harsh, female voice said, “And this must be Evangeline. I see modesty doesn’t run in that particular side of your family, Kyan.”

      “Eve, this is Professor Ravana, one of the teachers at the school and a friend of mine,” Kyan said, introducing the women.

      Eve gave the lady a bow. “Professor Ravana.”

      “If you will excuse me a minute I need to make a quick call,” Kyan said and walked into his room.

      “Poor Kyan has enough on his plate, and now he gets to deal with you,” Professor Ravana said, standing up and walking over to Eve. “You think your pretty new hair makes you special?” She whispered into Eve’s ear.

      “Professor?” Eve asked confused.

      “I can’t believe Galactic Senator Kyan would take you in. Especially with everything he already must deal with this semester,” Professor Ravana growled.

      “Professor, I,” Eve stated before the later lady put her fingers over Eve’s lips.

      “I know what you are, and people like you are not welcomed in the school. You should tell Galactic Senator Kyan you want to go back to your mothers,” Professor Ravana growled.

      Eve’s body froze up. Had Kyan told this lady about her? Professor Ravana stood expectantly over Eve, waiting for an answer that still hadn’t come by the time Kyan returned.

      “Sorry about that,” Kyan said as he walked back into the room.

      “I was just complimenting Evangeline on her hair. I like the color. Children these days seem to have so many unique ways to express themselves,” Professor Ravana said sweetly.

      “Eve, you and Xavier are going to have to head to school by yourselves. I have a few things that need to be taken care of before the day starts,” Kyan told her.

      “Yes, sir,” Eve said quietly the words of Professor Ravana still sharp.

      “Don’t look so stressed, Xavier will walk you through everything. No need to look so scared.” Kyan said as he motioned for Professor Ravana to follow him.

      “It was nice to meet you, Evangeline,” Professor Ravana said with a nod. “I look forward to seeing you at school.”

      “It was nice meeting you too, Professor,” Eve replied, then bit down hard on her lip. She didn’t dare move until they left. Her heart was somewhere between her throat and eyes. She wasn’t sure what she did to offend that lady, but apparently, she managed to spit in her cheerios.

      Finally, Xavier came out of his room, holding up Jzera. “Are you looking for this?”

      “Thanks,” Eve said.

      “She was probably hungry and went looking for food. Don’t worry, I fed her and she’s good to go,” Xavier said, patting Jzera on the head.

      “I will try to be more careful,” Eve replied.

      “You okay?” Xavier lifted Eve’s face to him.

      “Yes, I just need to get changed,” Eve replied and moved toward her room.

      “Hurry up. We don’t want to be late for school.”

      “Kyan said we had to go without him. He left with the mean lady.”

      “What mean lady?”

      “The one that was just here, she works at the school. She doesn’t like me,” Eve replied and hugged Jzera.

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” said Xavier. “Nobody seems to be nice here. We’d better hurry.”

      “Let me change.”

      Eve quickly changed into her new school uniform: white blouse, navy blazer with the crest of the school on it, and navy skirt. The black shoes made her feel like she was back in private school before they lifted the dress code. She placed Jzera back into the hatbox. “Be a good girl while I’m gone,” Eve said and patted Jzera’s head. She locked her door and went to find Xavier. He was standing just outside the front door.

      As they walked to and entered the vesical, Xavier explained, “The school sits on the outskirts of the landmass. There used to be six landmasses, but because the planet is old, they don’t allow people on the others.”

      “How do you know all that?”

      “My mom. She made me learn more than just Earth geography.”

      “How am I supposed to learn all this stuff?” Eve asked him.

      “Don’t be too worried. After we receive our IDs, you’ll have access to all the libraries. Only the Senate’s children get complete access. Mainly because information costs money, and they have more than most,” Xavier added. The vehicle took off, as strangely as ever.

      “I don’t want an ID. It's ugly and bulky, and you can’t take it off. He can’t expect me to wear that thing back on Earth,” Eve whined.

      “I’m sure Kyan has thought of a solution. There doesn’t seem to be a problem he can’t fix,” Xavier shrugged. “I guess that’s why he runs everything.”

      “Well, I’m glad he’s in charge; otherwise, I would be dead,” Eve half-joked.

      Xavier patted Eve’s head. “I will always protect you. You don’t have to worry about dying.”

      “I just hope I don’t stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “We’re going to a school with the children of the highest-of-high. I’m sure you are going to be the least of anyone’s worries. I heard Kyan say something about adding security measures.”

      “Protecting the students from what?” Eve asked.

      “There're bad people all over the universe, not just on Earth. Armacula is the safest place in the galaxy, and since I was able to breach the portals, he’s worried others have been able to. So, the added security is my fault.”

      “He should be thanking you. If you didn’t find the breach, there’s no telling what could’ve happened,” Eve said.

      “The sad part is, I would probably do it again. I like having you near me,” Xavier said as he awkwardly adjusted his school blazer. It was weird seeing Xavier in a suit.

      “You're tolerable,” Eve said with a laugh and playfully pushed Xavier with her shoulder, trying to lighten the mood. It made her uncomfortable when he talked like that.

      “Thanks for that,” Xavier said as he pushed her back.

      “You’re…” Eve stopped mid-sentence as her eyes caught the sight in front of her.

      Her translator kicked in to deal with Xavier’s words. “Holy beep.”

      Eve forced her mouth closed as she took in the view. They had made it to the end of the landmass that Everlease was on, and like an old map, the continent just ended. Eve could see the edge of the world behind her, and nothing but whitish-blue underneath her. The view was scary and breathtaking. In the distance, Eve could see a floating island, complete with large pillars spewing water that cascaded down the sides into the abyss below. A massive tree towered in the middle of the island. It had to be at least three Empire State Buildings tall. Its top covered the platform with the shade from its thick, branching foliage.

      “Bet this would make an epic level in your game,” Xavier said as he looked at the floating island.

      “What do we do when we get there?” Eve asked, biting her lip.

      “I don’t know,” Xavier said. Eve noticed he was digging his thumb into his finger. She reached over and patted his hand.

      “We can do this,” Eve said, more to calm herself down than him.

      Xavier pointed at the massive walls that surrounded the island. “No one is getting into that place, I don’t see why Kyan needs the extra security.”

      Eve wasn’t even sure how they were supposed to get in. “How is it not falling?” She asked, trying to look at the structure. They were moving towards it too fast. The closer they got, the harder its structure was to see.

      “The giant tree in the middle. Its roots are holding up the school,” Xavier told her.

      “How?” Eve asked.

      Xavier shrugged.

      “Look, we’re landing!” Eve noticed a small island to the side of the school, just sitting in the air.

      Xavier reached out to hold both of her hands. “We can do this,” he said.

      “Sure, or this school can go crashing into the abyss below, killing us all,” Eve retorted.

      “Good confidence,” Xavier said, and opened the vesical door.

      Chaos unfolded around them as the doors opened. People were bustling around, trying to find the exit from the docking bay. Xavier took Eve’s hand, and together they pushed through the crowd, going unnoticed by passersby.

      “It’s breaking up,” Xavier said with a huff.

      “Finally,” Eve puffed. She would take taekwondo training for hours over navigating this crowd. She watched as students lined up near what looked like little kiosks. It reminded her of a ticket check for the subway.

      “So, from the looks of things, you go through to the right, and I go to the left. They seem to be separating everyone by gender,” Xavier said.

      None of the parents seemed to be allowed past the kiosks, and to Eve’s surprise, they didn’t seem all that interested to be there in the first place. All the parents Eve saw were dressed in their posh suits and dresses, walking quickly away after their students were processed and moved forward. Not an emotion to be seen.

      “Eve,” Xavier said, giving her arm a swift pinch.

      “Oww,” Eve whined as she turned her attention to him.

      “We need to get through this part. Promise me you won’t talk to anyone or do anything stupid for the next few minutes.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Eve mocked.

      “Seriously, Eve, I can’t be with you, so please don’t get yourself in trouble,” said Xavier.

      “Xavier, I’ll be fine,” Eve reassured him and, without looking back at him, headed towards the girls’ kiosks.

      Eve noticed a bunch of security guards posted around the platform, one for each kiosk. They were all wearing the same dark blue suit with an emblem that looked like the school crest, only instead of a giant tree embroidered on a gold circle, they had a golden balance. She didn’t get to read what it said before someone shoved her to the ground.

      “Can you watch where you’re going?” A familiar female voice barked out.

      “Sorry,” Eve started to say before she found herself just staring at the elfin girl from the city center.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Restella huffed as she glared down at Eve. “I thought you would have realized you don’t belong here and gone home to whatever hack-rate planet you came from. Cousin or not, you are going to be a handicap for Xavier. He has enough pressure on him; he doesn’t need the responsibility of you.”

      “Hello to you too, Restella.” Eve stood up and brushed herself off. Her mom would have been so proud that she didn’t punch the girl in the face.

      “Don’t you have any manners? It’s Restella, Daughter of Daxatrick, Senator of Kanatar. I have a title, you little imp,” Restella said and flipped her hair over her shoulder.

      “We all know your title, and last I checked, your family doesn’t even rank in the top 50,” a voice said from behind her. Eve looked over to see a tall, beautiful girl standing a few paces behind them. Her shoulder-length blue hair sported light purple highlights; the contrast was pleasing to look at. As the girl walked up to them, the sun reflected off her pale blue skin. She looked like someone had tattooed her with intricate lines and swirls on her arms and legs, just a shade darker than the rest of her. But even with all that, nothing could keep Eve from staring at the girl’s back. Two small wings that reminded Eve of a dragon poked through her blazer.

      “Shiryu.” Restella nodded her head.

      “Don’t you mean Shiryu, Daughter of Chikara, Senator of Kasai? I mean, we don’t want to be rude.” Shiryu smiled menacingly at Restella.

      “My apologies,” Restella said. She glared at Eve before she rushed off.

      “Ignore her. She isn’t such a bad person, but she lets power go to her head. I am Shiryu,” the girl said with a swift nod.

      “I’m Eve,” she replied, a bit embarrassed that she had to be rescued by a stranger.

      “You're so cute and tiny!” Shiryu patted Eve’s head. The girl was a good seven inches taller than her. “Who is your representative?”

      “I am Evangeline, niece to Supreme Galactic Senator Kyan, Headmaster of StarCross Academy and Supreme Galactic Senator over Armacula,” Eve answered.

      “No wonder Restella finds you a threat! Luxcustos is the number one planet. And it’s unusual for them to let relatives into the school. But then again, Galactic Senator Kyan is the headmaster here, so I’m sure he has a few tricks of the trade,” Shiryu said with a nod.

      “I didn’t ask to be here. My mother is sick, and I have to stay with Kyan,” Eve whispered. She didn’t want this girl to think she was an entitled brat.

      “Oh, sweetie, I didn’t mean to make you upset! It will be alright. I’m sure you’re way out of your element, especially being a splice.” Shiryu gave Eve a hug.

      “A what?” Eve asked. She wasn’t a splice. If anything, she would say everyone else was a splice — a piece of human mixed with something else.

      “Oh, it’s our turn!” Shiryu pushed Eve into an empty station.

      A dog-looking woman said, “Step up to the line.” Eve did as she asked. “Name?” the lady asked, placing Eve’s hand on a scanner. To Eve’s horror, it started tattooing what looked like a bar code on the top of her hand.

      “I am Evangeline, niece to Supreme Galactic Senator Kyan, Headmaster of StarCross Academy and Supreme Galactic Senator over Armacula,” Eve replied. She wanted to pull her hand from the scanner. Her mom would fume if she came home with a tattoo.

      “Welcome to StarCross Academy, Evangeline, niece to Supreme Galactic Senator Kyan, Headmaster of StarCross and Supreme Galactic Senator over Armacula. You will be reporting to room 1-5-16A.”

      “Umm, where is that?” Eve asked. To her relief, the bar code faded when she withdrew her hand.

      “Next,” the lady said.

      Eve followed the other students down a stone path etched with different symbols. She was busy staring down at the ground, admiring the art, when she ran smack into a wall.

      “You okay?” the wall asked.

      “Umm,” Eve said, looking up at Kyan. It should be illegal for someone to be so big. She was starting to notice that she was on the shorter end of all the people around her.

      “Are you okay, Eve?” Kyan repeated.

      “Hello, Kyan, I am doing well, thank you,” Eve said, bowing super low. She was surprised to see Kyan mingling with students.

      “Well, I think I’m better-looking than Kyan. He always seems to have a stick stuck up his beep,” he said with a sly grin. Eve couldn’t help but blink a few times. Kyan didn’t seem the type to use bad language or talk like that.

      “Please don’t mess with me. I’m not having a good day. I feel like a lost sheep among wolves,” Eve replied.

      “I’m sure this is a lot to take in. These students are bred from birth to go to this school.” A smile twitched on the man’s face and he finally explained, “I am not Kyan. I’m his twin brother, Tyrus. I don’t make it a habit to visit this planet, but with Xavier coming home after so many years, I made the trip.”

      “I didn’t know Kyan had a twin,” Eve said as she looked over the huge man. Now that she knew, she could see subtle differences between the two. Tyrus did not carry himself the same way Kyan did. He seemed more relaxed.

      “So, do you believe me?” Tyrus asked with a wink that made Eve blush.

      “I have to, Kyan would never act like that,” Eve told him.

      “Not until someone pulls the stick out of him,” Tyrus said with a laugh. Eve almost cried. It was the first genuine laugh she had heard coming from someone other than herself or Xavier since she arrived.

      “Xavier should be around here, if you want to talk to him,” said Eve.

      “That’s alright. I can catch Xavier later today. And Eve, don’t worry about what everyone here thinks. You have more potential than you know. I will probably be sticking around, so if you have any questions or if you need anything, find me, and I will answer anything.” Tyrus placed his hand on her shoulder.

      “Thanks, I appreciate all the help I can get,” Eve replied.

      Tyrus smiled down and clapped her shoulder before letting go. “Well, I’ve got to be going. I forgot this was the first day, and I don’t like being crowded by teens.”

      “See you around,” Eve called as she watched him walk away.

      “There you are!” Shiryu yelled and ran over to Eve. “What class are you in?”

      Eve remembered what the dog-lady said with little effort. “1-5-16A.”

      “Awesome, we’re in the same class!” Shiryu hugged Eve.

      “Well, I hope you know where it is?” Eve asked. She was feeling slightly uncomfortable with the girl so close.

      “Not a clue. But we can find it together.” Shiryu laughed, but it wasn’t the same at Tyrus’s laugh. Tyrus’s laugh felt like home.

      “I have to find Xavier,” Eve told her. She didn’t want to bring Xavier into the conversation, but she had also told him she would meet him.

      “No problem, I’ll go with you. Maybe Xavier will be in our class too, and we can all go together!” Shiryu took Eve’s hand and led her down the pathway.

      Eve followed Shiryu through the crowd. She could see herself being friends with her, though she was worried that once Shiryu met Xavier, she would only want to be her friend to get close to him. That was how it usually worked out for her, until the girl realized Xavier wasn’t really into her. Eve had always thought it weird that he didn’t date, but after seeing all these girls, she had a better understanding as to why. No Earth girl could compare to the beauty of these aliens.

      “Eve!” Xavier called, running over to her. She was a bit startled by the fear in his eyes.

      “Everything is fine, Xavier,” Eve said, trying to reassure him. She hadn’t followed his rule about not talking to anyone, but she hadn’t given away anything, either. So, she would call that a win.

      “How did it go?” Xavier asked, looking her over like a parent whose child just fell.

      “Xavier, this is Shiryu, Daughter of Chikara, Senator of Kasai,” Eve said to redirect Xavier’s attention. She was proud that she didn’t ruin the introduction.

      “Just call me Shiryu, no need for formality, Xavier, son of Kyan, Galactic Senator of blah blah blah. They need shorter names for that crap. Otherwise, we could spend all day introducing ourselves,” Shiryu said.

      “Just Xavier,” he nodded, staring at Eve like she had grown two heads.

      She wished she could tell him she was okay. She had no idea why he was worrying so much. He wasn’t usually this overprotective. “What class were you put in?” Eve asked.

      “1-5-16A,” Xavier replied, to Eve’s relief.

      “Do you know where it is?” Shiryu asked.

      “Yes. The first number represents the section of the school. The second number represents the building, the third number tells us the hall, and the letter will tell us the door.”

      “Let’s go. I don’t want to be late on the first day!” Shiryu pushed Eve forward with her shoulder.

      “How are we supposed to get from here to the school?” Eve asked.

      Shiryu shrugged and skipped forward. “Guess we’ll find out.”

      As they walked, Xavier leaned into Eve’s ear and whispered, “I told you not to talk to anyone.”

      “I didn’t. She talked to me,” Eve hissed back.

      “I got worried when I couldn’t find you,” Xavier said and looked Eve in the eyes. She could still see the panic she must have caused him. But before she had time to apologize, Shiryu yelled at the two of them to hurry.

      When they approached the end of the platform, Eve watched in horror as one student after another leaped to their death off the edge. “I don’t think so,” she said as she stared down the massive hole.

      “It can’t be how it looks,” Xavier said.

      “Oh, that looks fun!” Shiryu ran towards the edge. She gave Eve a wink and jumped off backward.

      “She has wings!” Eve said, more to herself than to Xavier. Of course, Shiryu wouldn’t be scared. She could fly.

      Eve continued to watch. Some students seemed apprehensive about jumping, while others did acrobatics as they dove of the edge. Eve wasn’t sure if this was a test or some horrible population control thing.

      “You only live once,” Xavier said, holding his hand out.

      “If I die, I swear I will find you in the afterlife and kill you,” Eve barked and took his hand.

      Xavier grinned. “If we die, at least we do it together.”

      “I can’t believe I am going to do this,” Eve sucked a breath in through her teeth.

      “Okay, how about on the count of three?”

      “Fine,” Eve said, releasing the air.

      “1..2..3!” They yelled together and ran towards the edge, then jumped off, free-falling into oblivion.
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      Thank Heavens,” Eve sighed with relief when her feet touched the ground. She wasn’t dead.

      “You did it!” Shiryu laughed.

      Eve placed her hand over her racing heart. It felt like she drank a whole pot of coffee with extra espresso. “What just happened?”

      “You ported,” Shiryu said.

      “Can you explain?” Eve asked as she looked around for Xavier.

      “When you jumped off the ledge, you jumped into a local portal. The mark on your hand is a destination marker. Without it, you could have ported off to who knows where,” Shiryu said and waved at Xavier, who had just appeared looking even more frazzled than Eve felt.

      “What took you so long?” Eve asked Xavier.

      “I guess people descend at different rates,” Shiryu said.

      “So, can I port anywhere?” Eve asked. If she could port back to Earth, that would save her a lot of trouble.

      “No, they aren’t like the big portals. They don’t use near the number of resources, and they can only work within a few miles. Though you could have ended up in Everlease if they marked you wrong,” Shiryu answered.

      “So no porting home to Luxcustos,” Eve said sarcastically.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie.” Shiryu patted Eve’s head. “You’ll do fine here. I’ll make sure no one bullies you.”

      “Thanks,” Eve said. She was beginning to hate when people touched her head.

      Xavier tried to fix his hair. “Let’s get to class.”

      The three of them walked onto a field, set up something like a university quad. Besides the obvious mega tree planted in the middle of the grounds, Eve’s gaze was drawn to the buildings that outlined them. “Holy crap, this place is huge.”

      “It's about 64 square miles,” said Shiryu. “But don’t worry, most of it is just land. They sectioned out four places for each year, approximately 16 square miles for first years.”

      “For someone who doesn’t know where to go, you sure know a lot about the school,” Xavier said as he eyed Shiryu.

      “It's in the welcome packet.” Shiryu stuck her tongue out.

      “Do we get a map?” Eve asked. How were they supposed to find their classes in such a vast area?

      “I think it’s some kind of test,” Xavier informed her.

      “Great.” Shiryu rolled her light purple eyes.

      “We already got our first clue. 1-5-16A,” Xavier said.

      “You said 1 represents the section,” Eve remembered. “But which section is 1?”

      “I’m pretty sure we ported to section 1. They wouldn’t let first years wander around the other sections,” answered Xavier.

      “We are going off an assumption,” Eve huffed.

      “Well, it’s a better theory than what I have.” Shiryu pursed her lips and tilted her head to the side with her hands on her chin, like a detective.

      “What was your theory?” Eve asked.

      Shiryu jumped forward. “Nothing!”

      “Come on, Eve, let’s go,” Xavier said as he pushed her forward toward a cobblestone path.

      “Are you coming too, Shiryu?”

      “Of course,” Shiryu replied. She ran quickly over to Eve and locked arms with her. People sure were friendly on this planet.

      “So, where do you think we are?” Eve’s eyes drifted around the campus. It had a similar layout to her school back home, and a different, more natural feeling than Everlease.

      “I’m not sure. There are a lot of buildings,” Shiryu said as they turned down another pathway.

      “Holy crap,” Eve said. They were walking toward a giant castle. Not like a creepy castle, more like a mythological castle, surrounded by pillars cascading water into a sparkling lake. Eve half wondered where the water came from since they were floating.

      Shiryu nodded her approval at the castle. “Not bad.”

      “You don’t see that every day,” Xavier said with a whistle.

      “Is this the building we need to go in?” Eve asked.

      “Probably,” said Xavier.

      “Now, we find 16A.” Shiryu skipped toward the building.

      “It doesn’t look tall enough to have 16 floors,” Eve retorted.

      “Maybe it's bigger on the inside.” Shiryu shrugged and they walked up the stone path toward the building. They eventually came to a huge wooden bridge that led to a large, ornate door, worthy of a castle entrance.

      “I guess we get in through the giant door,” Shiryu laughed.

      When Eve realized what they were walking toward over the bridge, she snorted. “Now that is funny.” The entrance wasn’t an entrance at all. The giant door was just for decoration, and just to the side of it was a smaller holographic door with the number five over it.

      “A bit dramatic,” Xavier said before he placed his hand on the black pad next to the door.

      “I wanted to go in the big door,” Shiryu pouted.

      The door opened and they stepped inside a small room. “Well, the outside is much nicer than the inside,” Eve said. Mundane walls and a floor just like the hospital and Kyan’s house. Automatic lights flickered on as they walked down the hall.

      “We must have to take the shoots,” Shiryu said as she ran over to the four that dotted the back wall. They were the only obvious features.

      Eve and Xavier stood next to her, inside the elevator shoot. “Guess there are no rooms on this floor,” Eve stated.

      “Sixteen,” Xavier said.

      They stood awkwardly in the small area; nothing happened. “Isn’t this the part where we get shot off into oblivion?” Eve asked.

      “Sixteen!” Shiryu yelled louder.

      “Maybe it’s another test,” said Xavier.

      “Are there stairs?” Eve asked, backing out of the shoot.

      “Let me check,” Shiryu said as she ran off down the hall.

      Eve felt panic creeping up on her. What if they weren’t in the right area? What if they were lost? “Are we in the right place?”

      “Found them!” Shiryu yelled from down the hall.

      “It will be fine,” Xavier said.

      The stairs located, they commenced the climb. Eve and Xavier found the stairs fairly standard, but by the halfway point, Shiryu was purple-faced and out of breath.

      “I can’t!” Shiryu bellowed.

      “You can do this,” Eve encouraged her.

      “I fly, not walk.” Shiryu lifted one of her legs and waved it around. “Do these twig branches look like I use them much?”

      “Stop whining and keep climbing!” Xavier barked at the two of them.

      “Yep,” said Shiryu, rolling her eyes as she marched past Xavier. “He is from Luxcustos.”

      “Be nice,” Eve hissed as she passed Xavier.

      “I am nice,” Xavier hissed back.

      After another long climb, they reached a door marked 16. “Finally!” Shiryu cried and pushed it open. There were still no identifying features beyond, or much of anything besides walls and a ceiling.

      “Great,” said Eve, “another stupid hallway.”

      “This one has doorways. Look for A,” Xavier told them.

      Shiryu was the one to find the right holographic door. “Finally,” she said as she opened it.

      To Eve’s surprise, they were the first ones in the classroom. Though, to call it a classroom would be misrepresenting it. The room was oversized, even from a college standpoint. The only things inside were chairs that lined the walls. Eve guessed the teacher was going to talk from the middle of the large circle that was etched in the floor.

      “Where is everyone?” Shiryu asked and flopped herself down on one of the chairs closest to the door. Eve watched as it formed perfectly to her body. Liking the idea of getting off her feet, she sat in the chair next to Shiryu’s and let out a soft giggle as it moved around her. When it finished, Eve was sitting with perfect posture.

      “Probably still looking for the building. You two are lucky you had me,” Xavier said with a smug look.

      “You aren’t the only one who knows their way around,” said a male voice from the door.

      Leaning against the doorway was a very tall young man. Eve shivered; his fangs protruded over his lips as he smiled over at her. He must have been part bat, because his ears were small and pointy. His skin held a slight gray tinge. Eve watched as the boy ran his fingers through his dark hair, bringing notice to the dark purple highlights.

      “And you are?” Shiryu asked him.

      “Samael, Son of Novatus, Senator of Polaris. But don’t worry about introducing yourselves, Xavier, son of Kyan, Galactic Senator over Armacula and Shiryu, daughter of Chikara, Senator of Kasai. I know you both. But I don’t know who this beautiful, brown-eyed enchantress is. What is your name?” Samael asked as he looked Eve directly in the eyes.

      “Who, me?” Eve asked, confused.

      “Yes, you! Nobody else I have ever seen compares to your beauty.” Samael strutted over and took Eve’s hand. She wanted to pull it from him before he used those sharp fangs to bite her.

      Xavier helped Eve get her hand away. “Dude, stop being weird.”

      “Oh, she has a watchdog,” Samael snickered, not taking his eyes from Eve.

      “Two.” Shiryu stood up. Her wings expanded, casting an ominous glow.

      “Well, my apologies. But if it isn’t too much, may I ask the name the heavens bestowed upon such a beautiful creature?”

      “Why don’t you tell us a little about your planet? I didn’t know the school was allowing people from Polaris here,” Xavier growled.

      “Normally they wouldn’t, but I aced the Galactic pre-entrance exam. They couldn’t tell me no after that,” Samael said, still smiling at Eve. The fact that he was carrying on a conversation with the others but never breaking eye contact with Eve was unnerving. She could see her reflection in his glossy, black eyes.

      “You aced it?” Shiryu asked as she retracted her wings. “There are over eight thousand questions on the exam. How did you ace it? And it's timed. Nobody aces it, not even the high-ranking officials!”

      “Just ignore him, Eve,” Xavier said and squeezed Eve’s hand.

      “Eve, what an appropriate name for one such as yourself,” Samael said with a sly grin.

      Xavier clenched his fists and moved in front of Eve’s chair. “You think you’re something pretty special, don’t you?”

      “Oh, I am pretty special. And I didn’t even have to have my dad pull strings to get accepted into this school,” Samael countered and finally moved his gaze to Xavier.

      “I don’t need Kyan to beat you!” Xavier barked. Eve stood up, but Shiryu threw her arm out in front of her, shaking her head. What was Eve supposed to do, sit still while Xavier got himself into a fight?

      “Are you sure about that?” Samael laughed.

      “You want a go? Then let’s go!” Xavier belted.

      “Save it for the Dome, boys, unless you rather be expelled before you ever begin. Physical fighting is against the law.” The brown-haired lady Eve had seen at the house earlier stood in the doorway. At a closer look, Eve was surprised how similar the lady looked to a rat. Not that she had whiskers, but she had a long face with big teeth, and her eyes seemed more like a rat’s than a human’s. The tight bun behind her head reminded Eve of a librarian, though it was styled to cover her ears.

      “My apologies, Professor Ravana,” said Samael with a bow. “Just some playful banter to get us in the learning mood.”

      “Is this correct, Xavier?” Professor Ravana asked.

      “Yes, just playful banter,” Xavier said through clenched teeth as he gave the teacher a bow.

      “Good to see you properly dressed, Evangeline.” Professor Ravana gave Eve a look that sent shivers down her spine.

      “Yes, Professor,” Eve said with a slight bow.

      Ravana stepped into the middle of the circle on the floor to survey the classroom. “I see you all found your way to class. As you can expect, this school will not be taking things lightly. Tardiness is unacceptable, and any person late to class shall be expelled. Fighting is unacceptable; any such action will lead to the expulsion of all involved. Those not properly dressed cannot come to class. Those not meeting my standards of classwork will be asked to leave. Any questions so far?”

      Eve looked over at Xavier; he looked scared, which did absolutely nothing for her nerves. How was she ever going to make it in a place like this? She must have been kidding herself to think she could keep up with people who grew up in this world.

      “Your face is leaking,” Shiryu whispered, looking at Eve’s tears with interest. “Do you need to see the nurse?”

      “No, I’m fine,” Eve said and wiped her cheek.

      “I will give the other students a few more minutes, and then I will close the doors. It’s so disappointing when students can’t even manage to be on time,” Professor Ravana said in a tone that said otherwise.

      “I think you lost a few students.” Tyrus – or was it Kyan? – walked into the classroom, followed by a group of teenagers. “They need to hand out maps to this place. It can be confusing. I remember back in my day, we had escorts to show us where everything was. Good thing I found these poor souls. I would hate to see them expelled on their first day.”

      “Teachers are not permitted to help students find their classrooms,” Professor Ravana scolded. “You as headmaster should know this.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not a teacher. I think you have me confused with my brother. Don’t you remember me, Azazel?” Tyrus asked, and grinned at her. “I remember you, and the way you used to wear your hair to show off your cute little ears.”

      “You students need to find a seat and be thankful for Tyrus; without him, you all would be on the first portal home!” Professor Ravana barked.

      “Oh, you do remember me. You really shouldn’t cover up those ears. I liked them,” Tyrus said with a wink. He looked over at Eve and gave her a nod before leaving the room.

      “Well, time is up.” Ravana folded her hands behind her back and paced the room. “My roster said I should have twenty students, and it seems five are no shows. I guess you fifteen will be moving on with the day.”

      “What happens to the others?” asked a tall girl from the corner. She reminded Eve of a tabby cat, with brown-and-black striped skin, a heart-shaped nose, and pointy cat ears.

      “If you are going to interrupt me, you might as well introduce yourself properly before doing so,” Professor Ravana snapped at the girl.

      “My apologies, Professor.” The girl stood and bowed quickly. “I am Katlyn, Daughter of Noir, Senator of Purfix.”

      “Well, Katlyn, I would like to congratulate you on being the first student I expel. Please go to the headmaster’s office for your discharge papers.”

      “I don’t understand. Professor?” Katlyn said.

      “Leave this room before I have security escort you out,” Professor Ravana growled at the girl. Eve watched in horror as Katlyn got up and left the room. She was even more appalled when she looked up to see Professor Ravana smirking.

      “No more interruptions. In just a few moments, your IDs will arrive, and you will learn the basics of how to use them. These devices are your lifeline. They are your money, your job, your identity, and most importantly, they contain your Catalyst program. Without your ID, you will not be allowed to work, own anything, get married, have kids, or in most of your cases, become the next Senator for your planet,” Professor Ravana lectured.

      By the time she finished, Kyan had entered the room. Eve was getting better at telling him apart from his twin. Besides their demeanors, Kyan’s appearance was more upkept. “Good afternoon, Professor Ravana,” Kyan said.

      “Tyrus, I don’t care how cute you think my ears are, I will not be taking any more students. The time has lapsed, and rules are rules!” Professor Ravana barked.

      “Professor, I think you might have me confused with my brother,” Kyan said, staring hard at the Professor. “I am not sure your ears are an appropriate subject of discussion in front of the students, my brother, or anyone else.”

      “Y-yes, Headmaster,” Professor Ravana stammered.

      “I came to deliver the IDs to the students,” Kyan said and walked into the room, followed by a person pushing a bubble full of boxes. The man set the bubble on the floor, and it popped. The boxes pattered down to the floor one by one. Kyan scanned something with his ID, and the carrier left.

      “Headmaster, I didn’t realize you would be doing the demonstration,” said Ravana.

      “Well, I have two students in this class. I thought it would be fitting, and besides, I wanted to try out a new device this year,” Kyan said as he looked over at Eve.

      “A new device?”

      “Yes. I had a brilliant idea on how to make them more user-friendly, private, and fashionable.”

      “I would love to help you test them out,” Professor Ravana said. She rubbed her hands together and started pawing through the boxes.

      Kyan took a box out of her small, rat-like hands. “I thank you for your offer, but they are still in the trial version. Though if they do well, I’m sure they will be on the market as early as next year.”

      “I look forward to getting one for myself,” Professor Ravana said in disappointment.

      “I do hope so.”

      “Alright, class, each one of you will be fitted with your ID. Wait patiently, and then we will go over the basic instructions on how to use them.” Professor Ravana put on a cheery smile that was the opposite of the sour look she had earlier.

      Eve sat patiently and watched as each person was given their ID. Each one looked a little different, but they were all bulky, just like the one Kyan wore. Eve was aware of the six boxes pushed to the back. She felt sorry for the missing students. If it weren’t for Xavier knowing his way around, she would have been one of them. It wasn’t fair to not give the students a little grace on the first day of school.

      “Evangeline.” Kyan called her name, and she walked up to the front.

      “Yes, Headmaster,” Eve said and gave him a deep bow.

      Kyan opened the bulky box, but inside it was a smaller one. “This one I made especially for you,” he told her. Inside was a silver ring and a dainty silver bracelet with a druid trinity knot in the middle. He opened the bracelet and had Eve hold out her arm, then gently clasped it around her wrist. She felt a small pinch and instantly tried to pull it off. “Don’t worry; it’s just a small DNA sample. The ID is linked to your DNA so nobody can use it but you,” Kyan said. He then placed the matching ring on her finger. This time, she anticipated the pinch.

      “Thank you, Headmaster, they are gorgeous,” Eve said, giving Kyan another bow. She was a bit awestruck that he had gone out of his way to make something she would like.

      “Yours and Xavier’s will work a bit differently, so I must take you two into another room while Professor Ravana explains the old ones to the rest of the class,” Kyan said. With all the other students’ eyes on them, he led her and Xavier out of the room.

      Eve wondered if this was just a ploy so that he could explain things to her human ears, and she wouldn’t be so lost. Either way, she was glad she wouldn’t have to learn in front of a bunch of strangers.

      “Alright, now we are alone. We can discuss anything you would like,” Kyan said, pressing his thumb on the pad next to the door to lock it. The new room was a replica of the other classroom: chairs lining the walls and a circle etched in the middle.

      “I have so many questions I don’t know where to begin,” Eve said. She looked down at her new bracelet, then over at Xavier’s. His ID looked like a small rope, with black and gold intertwined.

      Kyan took a seat in one of the closer chairs. “I know this must be very overwhelming.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Eve said.

      “I will first explain the program to you, then I will let you ask some questions,” Kyan said.

      “Okay.” Eve sat next to him. She had been dying to learn everything about this strange world, and it seemed like she would finally be getting some real information.

      “First, the thing we passed out today in class is your IDEM, or ID for short. And just like your professor said, it’s your lifeline. Think of it as your bank, Social Security card, and driver’s license all rolled into one, plus a lot more like your health care and political status. Your ID also holds the Catalyst program.”

      “You’re going to love this,” Xavier said with a smile.

      Eve raised her hand.

      “Eve, you don’t have to raise your hand to speak. That isn’t a thing here,” Xavier laughed.

      “Well, I don’t want to get expelled like Katlyn,” Eve said, using the girl's name. She didn’t ever want to forget it. The poor girl never even had a chance to make any friends.

      “Professor Ravana is a bit harsh. I will not be expelling my students,” Kyan said, easing Eve’s worry.

      “Oh, thank you.” Eve gave Kyan another bow.

      “Her parents donate a lot of money to the school. It would be financially a bad decision to really expel her. Though I will have to move her to a different section,” Kyan added thoughtfully.

      “A different section?” Eve asked.

      “Yes, I will skip her a grade and she can join the second-year students.” Kyan cleared his throat and continued his lecture. “Students are divided up into four sections based on grade level. The first years are in Elam, second years are in Lud, third years are in Arma, and fourth years are in Ashur. You can tell what year a student is in by the color of their cuff. Yours is red, which means you are a first-year student. Yellow for second, Green for third, and white for fourth years. If the color has a black streak through it, it means the student is above average and has more power than the other students.”

      “Those are weird names,” Eve said, repeating them in her head. She looked down at the two-inch-thick red line around the cuff of her blazer.

      “Your translator will change the words of things you already have names for, like greetings and objects, you know. But for words you never encountered before like the IDEM, your translator must make a word for it. It goes through its database and bases the new word on the language of your world, or something close to it. It isn’t always accurate, but it has a ninety-five percent accuracy rating,” Kyan explained.

      “So, the names of each section are different for you than they are for me.”

      “Yes, but in the end, they have the same meaning depending on the language,” Kyan said.

      “Like Konichiwa in Japanese, hola in Spanish. Different words but the same meaning,” Xavier added.

      Eve hated when Xavier caught on quicker than she did. “I understand now, thank you,” she told him before she addressed Kyan. “I was going to ask what the Catalyst system was?”

      “It is amazing, and it was so hard not to tell you about it,” Xavier said, then stood up and headed toward the giant circle.

      Eve giggled. “I have never seen you excited about something before.” The closest she had ever seen Xavier get to being excited was when she had agreed to start gaming with him.

      “He may not have grown up in this world, but there are a few things everyone knows. The Catalyst system is one of them. Though I am not exactly sure why he wanted to keep it a secret.” Kyan gave Xavier a hard stare.

      “Well, if Xavier is excited, it must be pretty amazing,” Eve said and smiled over at Xavier.

      “The Catalyst program is what makes our society work. The more powerful your program is, the more power you hold in society. First, I want to show you both how to activate your screens. Unlike mine, which projects out in front of me, yours will be for your eyes only. Privacy is top rated. I used technology from our communication devices. When you link into your ID, you’ll have a personal IP number for someone to call. The translator will send their voice to your brain so no one else can hear. Normally you would see them on the screen of your ID, but I applied the same concept. Now you will be able to see the person on a tiny screen that will project just for you. No one else will be able to see it. I just used the translator as a base and made a few tweaks to which nerves it attaches to.”

      “How did you do that without touching us?” Eve asked, running her fingers over the small bump behind her ear.

      “Easy. I programmed some Stem-mites and injected them into you when the device took your DNA sample. It was just a small amount, no need for a shot or anything.” Kyan puffed out his chest a bit.

      “You injected things into me,” Eve said as she rubbed her bracelet. She had a sudden urge to pull it off.

      “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe,” Kyan told her.

      “This is neat,” Xavier said as he looked off into the distance.

      “Go ahead and turn it on, Eve. You will understand better by experiencing it.”

      Eve stared down at her wrist. “How do I turn it on?”

      “The system is wired to your nervous system. You can tell it what to do like you tell your arm to move. Just try to concentrate,” said Kyan.

      “Okay, turn on,” Eve told her bracelet. She waited, and nothing happened.

      “Your arm won’t move if you just yell at it. You need to make it move by using your nerves and muscles. Try and imagine the system working,” Kyan instructed, irritated.

      “Alright. System work,” Eve said and stared at it. Again, nothing happened.

      Xavier stepped back to Eve’s chair and placed his hand on hers. “Eve, think of it as if you’re starting a game. You need to open the menu. Imagine a menu bar and then think of what would be on it.”

      Eve closed her eyes and imagined the main menu from one of her games. When she opened her eyes, she saw a small screen. Eve used her finger to make it scroll up and down. There were several options to choose from, but she scrolled until she found the word Catalyst and pushed it.

      “You’ve got to be freaking kidding me!” Eve jumped up. There was no way this was real. She had to be dreaming. She had to be reading it wrong.
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      Welcome to the Catalyst Battlenet System was written across the screen. Eve read it three more times. “You’re gamers?” Eve screamed, bouncing up and down as she looked over the system.

      “Wait till you see what it does,” Xavier said. He paced the circle, then stopped and faced the middle, making a small, circular motion with his foot. A flash of light, and Xavier was floating in a bubble, wearing a black suit similar to the Pulsate.

      “What is that?” Eve asked and walked over to Xavier.

      “That is a Ballarum. Do not touch it,” Kyan warned and grabbed Eve’s hand before it made contact. “Its job is to protect the user with an electromagnetic field.”

      “Can he hear me?” Eve asked.

      “Yes,” Xavier replied. He looked surprisingly good in his black suit, floating in the gold-tinted bubble.

      “What do you do in them?” Eve asked. Maybe it was like an amazing 3D computer screen for gaming.

      “I’ll show you,” Xavier said, making a few hand gestures. His bubble turned solid gold, like an Easter egg.

      “Xavier!” Eve said loudly, wondering if he could still hear her.

      “Over there, Eve.” Kyan pointed behind her.

      “What the…”

      Outside the bubble, Xavier was standing inside the etched circle on the floor. A giant dome that wasn’t there before now encased him.

      “Eve, meet Xavier’s avatar,” Kyan said, pointing at the second version of Xavier.

      “Avatar?”

      “A projection of Xavier,” explained Kyan. “The real Xavier is still in the Ballarum.”

      “Can he hear me?” Eve asked, waving at Xavier.

      “No, but he can see you,” Kyan said.

      “Why does he know how to work it?” Eve asked. Another advantage Xavier had over her.

      “Because I told him to read about them,” Kyan told her.

      “But not me,” Eve pouted.

      “To be honest, after your first brain scan, I was concerned about you even trying the system. But your most recent one has made me reconsider how I am going to train you. I have high expectations for you, Eve. Don’t disappoint me.”

      “You scanned my brain?” Eve asked. She was glad he didn’t see her as dumb. But did he have to add the don’t-disappoint-me? Now she felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility.

      “Of course. I will keep track of your progress. It’s my job as your guardian. Now, would you like to join Xavier?” Kyan motioned toward the dome.

      “I want to do it, too.” Eve nodded.

      “Find the icon to create an avatar. You will have to name it. But once you name it, you can’t change the name,” Kyan warned her. “People spend years thinking of great names.”

      “Done!” Eve belted out. She was too excited to take her time, so she just used her favorite MMORPG character’s name.

      Kyan sighed, then continued. “Now stand on one of the markers outside the dome.”

      “What markers?” Eve looked around.

      “The small marks on the outside of the circle.” Kyan pointed to a small, wavy line etched into the floor. It was so subtle Eve wasn’t surprised she had missed it.

      “Thanks,” Eve said and stood on it.

      “Now, you need to activate your Ballarum.”

      “Okay.” Eve looked at her screen. She saw a shield icon and clicked it. Nothing happened. She made a circle with her foot like Xavier had; nothing happened.

      “Each person’s Ballarum activation is unique,” explained Kyan. “You need to create one your body will recognize.”

      Eve thought for a moment and decided she would use the beginning stance of her taekwondo formation. As soon as her foot hit the floor, a bright flash had her shielding her eyes with her arm. When she brought her arm down, she could see so much information her head began to spin. It was like being inside a video game. The giant bubble was a see-through screen, and her avatar was in the center. Several stat bars were listed.. She scanned down, and at the bottom of the screen, her level appeared.

      “Now that you are inside, you can see all your statistics,” Kyan told her.

      “How do I make my avatar go out to the ring?” Eve asked, wanting to get the full experience.

      “Circle the avatar with your hand and then push it, as if you were thrusting it out. And remember, you won’t be able to hear me once you are in the ring. No fighting. Not yet, anyway.”

      A massive flash, and Eve found herself standing in the ring with Xavier. She looked behind her; her Ballarum was a solid dark green.

      “What do you think?” Xavier asked her. The word “Lancelot” floated above his head.

      “I think this is super weird, Lancelot,” Eve said, examining her avatar body. She had a full range of motion. Behind her, the green bubble was solid and still. Was she really in there? She could feel, smell, and – to check, she bit the inside of her cheek. Sure enough, she could taste.

      “It is weird, but you have to admit this is pretty awesome, Advika,” Xavier said and did a few backflips across the floor.

      “So is this a fighting game?” Eve asked as she wiggled her fingers and toes.

      Xavier took a playful, defensive stance. “It can be.”

      “Kyan said no fighting.” Oh, she hated how competitive she was.

      “I get it; you’re scared. No teacher to stop me from kicking your butt,” Xavier teased.

      “As if you could beat me,” Eve retorted and took her own defensive stance.

      Xavier slowly began to circle Eve. “Let’s see some of your moves.”

      “You don’t want to mess with me,” Eve shot back. Xavier was the only person she had ever sparred with who could keep up with her. Their matches would get so intense that the taekwondo teacher had stopped letting them spar together, though it didn’t stop them from fighting outside of class.

      “Just a quick go. Nothing intense. How about a game of tag?” Xavier cracked his neck.

      “Fine by me, say, shoulder?” Eve replied. She knew the rules. First person to tag the other person’s stated body part loses.

      Xavier didn’t reply; he just attacked, which she easily dodged by moving to the side. It was surprisingly easy to move in the avatar’s body. She was swifter and lighter than usual. She quickly went on the offense to see just how much stronger this avatar was. Xavier dodged her attacks just as quickly as she struck them.

      “Nice to see you smile,” Xavier said as he dodged another one of her attacks.

      “Nice to be doing something productive,” Eve retorted and blocked his hand.

      Eve moved faster, wanting to see how far she could push the avatar. She loved the freedom she felt. Every move her body made gave her even more confidence. Her attacks became swifter and more accurate; she could tell Xavier was having a harder time dodging them. She ignored the flashing red light that seemed to engulf everything. It reminded her of a first-person shooter game, when you were low on health. But Xavier hadn’t touched her, so there was no way she could have depleted health. Next thing she knew, she was back in her bubble.

      Kyan walked toward her and made a gesture with his fingers; her bubble popped. Eve was back in her school clothes. “You weren’t watching your Prana.”

      Disoriented, Eve brushed her clothes off. “What’s Prana?”

      “Prana is how much energy your avatar has. Once it hits zero, the user is dismissed from the fight and automatically loses,” Kyan told her.

      “That was fun,” Xavier laughed.

      “I would have won, too,” Eve pouted.

      “I want to chastise you both for not listening,” said Kyan, but a smile twitched on his lips. “On the other hand, you were very entertaining to watch. For having no resources at your disposal, you relied on your bodies as weapons. That’s something you don’t often see in battles.”

      “Can we do it again?” Eve asked, anxious to get back in there and see what she could do with her avatar.

      “I shouldn’t have let you in to begin with. Only level threes are supposed to enter the battle Dome outside of class,” Kyan said.

      “How do I level up?” Eve asked. She wondered if she had to do quests, or kill a boar or something. Whatever it took to get back in the ring.

      “You’ve heard the phrase ‘knowledge is power,’” said Xavier. “Well, that phrase takes on a whole new meaning here. The more you know, the more powerful you get.”

      “So, I could have been leveling up this whole time, and you didn’t tell me!” Eve barked at Xavier.

      “Without your ID, there is no way to level up. Your ID is your avatar,” Kyan reassured her.

      “So, I just need to read more?” Eve asked him. Not the conventional way of leveling up, but she would take it.

      “You have to do power-up tests,” Kyan explained. “You’ll study material, then take a test on what you learned. Depending on your score, your avatar will gain Cognitionis points. Then you can use those points on the stat markers. The more points, the higher statistics.”

      “The higher the stats, the more powerful you are,” Xavier added.

      “You said we were relying on our bodies as weapons,” said Eve, “so does that mean there are other ways to fight?”

      “Most people use weapons,” Kyan informed her.

      “How do I get a weapon?” Eve asked quickly. “Is it a real weapon, do I buy it?”  Eve needed to know, and she needed to be the best. No way was she going to stay a level-one newbie.

      “Slow down,” Kyan laughed.

      Xavier joined him in laughing. “Told you she would be excited.”

      “I have never seen a student this excited about the battle system. Usually, they are more excited because they no longer need a chaperone for the vesical. If you keep up this level of interest, you will do great in the final exams,” Kyan said, rubbing his jaw.

      “Exams?” Eve asked.

      “Every year, the school has final exams. Students must compete against each other. The scoring isn’t just based on who wins, but how you win. Creative form, weapons, and magic all factor into the grading.”

      “So, I get to learn to use magic and weapons,” Eve giggled.

      “The ranking system is based on your avatar’s skill level. You will be competing with your peers for placement. Half the students will be eliminated and not allowed to attend StarCross next year,” Kyan informed her.

      Eve ran scenarios in her head. If she was going to be the best, she had to have the correct information. It was just like when her guild required all players to watch videos and memorize the dungeon layout before they could raid with the group. “What’s the normal power level for a year one?”

      “It varies, usually between five and seven. Most students don’t take it seriously until it's too late.”

      “Why not?” Eve asked. She didn’t want to be kicked out of school; she would try to do her best. And besides, who wouldn’t want to practice this all the time? Who would want to stop at level seven. She had her raid character leveled to twenty in a day.

      “Most are forced to be here,” explained Kyan. Xavier, knowing this already, sat on one of the chairs and started fiddling with his ID. “They must leave their family and friends. But without this school, their families would not have as many opportunities to level, and others could fight them for their positions in the Senate. So, families push for their kids to do better, even against the child's wishes. It does show us which planets take the ranking seriously and which don't. I always recommend students to start taking Diplomatic Resolution early, but no one ever listens,” Kyan tsked.

      “What is Diplomatic Resolution?” Eve asked.

      “It’s a class where you learn how to be a political advisor to your planet–”

      “Why would I need that?” Eve interrupted. “It’s not like I’m entitled to rule Earth.”

      “It’s a class some take to help them win the mock Senates,” Kyan answered. “But they don’t usually enroll until the third year. It’s a shame, too, because starting sooner gives them an advantage. But you don’t have to worry about those things. Have fun while you’re here. Learn what you can and when you go home, make something of yourself.”

      “Try not to overthink it,” Xavier said. Eve wasn’t sure if Xavier meant it wasn’t worth her time, or that she wasn’t smart enough to do it.

      Kyan continued, “You now know how to work the battle system, but you need to remember that the Catalyst is only a part of your ID. You now have access to the full library of the school; you can make all your appointments on your calendar; your bank is also now your responsibility,” Kyan said, ticking items off on his fingers.

      “Why do I need a bank if I don’t have any money?” Eve asked. She highly doubted Kyan was going to let her get a job.

      “When a student enters the academy, they are giving a stipend each cycle. It’s part of the tuition. Teaches responsibility of money with no dire consequences,” Kyan said.

      “You had to pay for me?” Eve gasped. How was she ever going to pay him back?

      “Don’t worry about that,” Kyan laughed. “I run the Galactic Alliance, and I created the ID. Money, I am not short of. Now, I think it’s time you two returned to class. And before I forget, you get your first six Cognitionis for listening to all of this.”

      Eve watched as he tapped on his ID, and then she felt her wrist vibrate. Her mini screen popped up in her vision, and “Congratulations” scrolled across the screen. In her avatar settings, she now had a plus-six in unspent Cognitionis.

      “You get more when you level up,” Kyan said as he closed out his screen.

      “How many tests do I need to take to level up?” Eve asked, looking over all her avatar’s stats. She wasn’t sure where she wanted to spend her points.

      “Each test is worth a different amount of points. You get a percentage of the points depending on how well you do on the test. You need two thousand points to level yourself to power rank two. Just taking your basic classes, you should be there within a month.”

      A month. No way. Eve was going to be power rank two as soon as she figured out how to take these tests. She may have been at the school because of a lie, but she was going to make her avatar amazing before she left. This would be the only time she ever got to be in the game.

      Eve followed Kyan and Xavier back into the classroom. All the students had their screens up and were messing with the settings and checking out all the resources.

      “Oh, yours is so amazing,” a bright young voice said in awe. Eve had to look down to see who was talking. A panda girl was holding Eve’s wrist and looking over the bracelet. She had black hair pulled into two matching buns, her cute panda ears poking out from the sides. The black markings around her eyes contrasted her white skin.

      “Hello, I’m Eve,” she said, kneeling to be eye level with the girl. Eve was relieved that she wasn’t the shortest person on the planet.

      “I am Min,” said the panda, “and this is my brother, Jun.” She moved to the side, revealing the panda boy who was behind her. He was the opposite of his sister: his white hair was spiked between his panda ears and his white eye markings contrasted his dark skin.

      “Hi,” said Eve. Jun looked down at his feet and started to sway back and forth.

      “He is shy. But he is the best person ever,” Min said and gave the boy a hug.

      “How do you guys like the school?” Eve asked.

      “Just a stepping stone to achieving enlightenment. But it seems I should be asking you how you like this school. You are out of your element,” Min said, tilting her head a bit to the side. It gave Eve the creeps.

      “Ummm,” Eve started. What was she supposed to say? It was like this girl could read her thoughts.

      “No matter, I like you, and you have a pure spirit. So splice or no splice, you will be our friend.” With that, Min and Jun both bounced away.

      There was that word again. Splice. What the heck was a splice? It sounded like a weird science experiment.

      Professor Ravana cleared her throat for attention. “Now that everyone’s familiarized themselves with the IDEM, I want you to start studying for your power-up exam.” Eve wasn’t sure, but she could swear the lady kept glaring at her.

      “I will take my leave then,” Kyan said and exited the room.

      “Your first test will be on a topic of my choosing. So, I suggest you take the remainder of the class time to study the topic you think I will give you. For those of you who fail this test, I assure you it will mean one foot out the door. If you fail three teacher-given tests, you will be expelled!” Professor Ravana barked. Back to her grumpy self.

      What kind of test would Professor Ravana choose? It would probably be a hard one, on something Eve knew nothing about. Who was she kidding? She knew nothing about this world. She switched her ID on and searched for the library. It took her a few tries, but she found it under the classroom settings. If she had thought finding it would help her, she was so incredibly mistaken. There were hundreds of links and far too much information. Feeling overwhelmed, she tried to look up “Earth”. In such a vast library, the word “Earth” was missing. Maybe they didn’t call it Earth. Perhaps they called it something else. Not sure what else to do, she decided to look up “splice”.

      -Splice- a species containing more than three types of DNA.

      She read further.

      Splices are considered inferior to pure races and, on some planets, are not citizens. Splices are children born outside of legal contracts. Giving birth to a splice carries an automatic G-5 punishment.

      Curious, Eve searched for “G-5 punishment”.

      G-5 – any person guilty of a G-5 crime will be expelled from the Galactic Treaty and be sent to live on a class-D planet or lower.

      Eve stared at the words. Why would they think she was a splice? And if she was, wouldn’t that mean she was illegally attending this school?

      “Eve?” Xavier's voice startled her.

      “Now look what you did,” Shiryu laughed at Eve’s flailing response. “You scared her! It’s a lot of information to take in. But don’t worry, I don’t think the test will be too hard. They can’t expel us all.”

      “Is class over?” Eve asked. She had been so caught up in researching that she hadn’t noticed they were the only three left in the room.

      “Yes. It will be like this for the first two days, but once we take our first exam, we will be eligible to take more classes,” Shiryu told her.

      “What happens if we do poorly?” Eve asked.

      Shiryu smiled. “You’re Lux; you’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t let it stress you out,” Xavier added.

      “You spend your Cognitionis points yet?” asked Shiryu. “I spent all but two. I want to save those just in case. My sister told me you should keep a reserve of points, so if you encounter an opponent who is stronger than you, you can use those hidden points to beat them.” Shiryu puffed up proudly.

      “You shouldn’t do that,” responded Eve. She had been gaming for years and knew a thing or two when it came to point distribution. And what she read during the tutorial the Catalyst system seemed to be about the same.  “If you hold onto your points like that, you will only be making yourself weaker. You need to spend them in a way that will even you out, or match your avatar's abilities.”

      “What do you mean to match my avatar's abilities?” Shiryu asked as they left class.

      “If your strength is magic, then you should put your points in magic, but only if your base stats are good. You don’t want to put all your points in magic and then have no defense or agility. You have to make sure you maintain a good base, then build up your strong points.”

      “How do you know so much about spending points?” Shiryu asked and looked down at her feet.

      “I’m sorry if I offended you. It’s just how I would do it,” Eve said, worried she might have hurt Shiryu’s feelings.

      “It’s not that. I put them all in magic and didn’t think of spreading them out. Which now seems stupid because we don’t even know magic yet!” Shiryu wailed.

      “It will be okay. We can’t battle till level three, so you still have time to fix it,” Eve said.

      Shiryu sniffled. “Eve, you’re amazing. You helped me, now let me do something for you. When this week is over, I am going to take you to Everlease and buy you a new outfit.” Shiryu gave Eve a once over.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Eve said, slightly embarrassed by Shiryu’s outburst.

      “Are you kidding? I bet my sister told me all sorts of bad information. And if it weren’t for you, I would have listened to all of it!”

      “I don’t think this is a great idea. Eve is new here, and she needs time to adjust,” Xavier rushed out.

      “Xavier, get with it. None of us have ever been on this planet except you. Only workers and high Senators live here.” Shiryu rolled her eyes.

      “Still,” Xavier replied, not wanting to tell her the truth.

      “It’s settled. Girls shopping trip. No boys allowed!” Shiryu laughed and punched the air in excitement.

      “It sounds fun,” Eve responded, and she meant it. Shiryu seemed like someone she could be friends with.

      Shiryu placed a finger on her lip. “Wonder if we can get a few more girls to join us.”

      “Min was nice,” Eve offered.

      “Okay, I’ll ask her and a few others from our class.” Shiryu stared off into space and counted people on her fingers.

      They spent the rest of the walk back to the portals talking about clothes. Well, more like Shiryu telling Eve what colors would suit her best. Xavier didn’t say anything; he just followed silently behind. When they finally reached the portal pad, Eve felt like she had made a friend. Her first real friend. Next to Xavier, of course.

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you two tomorrow,” Shiryu said before running off toward the portal pad. Eve watched as Shiryu ascended into the air; she wasn’t sure if Shiryu had been sucked up by some invisible force or if she flew up.

      “I don’t like you going off alone. Have you forgotten you’re not exactly from here?” Xavier chastised her as they entered the portal zone. Eve had the sensation of being super light, and then she was sucked up into the air. She felt a little sick when she was deposited back down on the ground above.

      “Stop worrying so much,” Eve huffed at him as they walked back to the loading docks. There was hardly a soul in the area. She half wondered where the rest of the students were.

      “You’re not going,” Xavier said as they got into the vesical.

      “Try and stop me,” Eve hissed back.

      “I’m going to tell Kyan.”

      “What are you, four?” Eve barked at him.

      “I will do what I need to!” Xavier growled back.

      “You suck,” Eve hissed. How dare he tattle on her? What was his problem? Choosing to ignore him instead of arguing, she turned on her ID.
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      How did you get out of my room?” Eve asked and picked Jzera up. “Aw, you poor thing, were you lonely while I was gone?”

      “It’s an animal. It doesn’t get lonely,” Xavier said as he pushed past her.

      “Ignore the grouchy man.” Eve snuggled Jzera’s head into her cheek. “It must be boring sitting at home all day. I know, we need to get you some toys.”

      “This isn’t Earth. Pets are like pretty objects, not played with like children. There is no pet store where you can go off and buy toys and trinkets for them.” Xavier paused, then growled, “Going anywhere without me is suicidal. You don’t know the first thing about this world.”

      “First off, if I can’t buy it, I can make it. And second, how am I supposed to learn if I stay in the house all the time? I need to learn by experience,” Eve barked at him.

      “And expose us all.” Xavier threw his arms up into the air.

      “Maybe you should have thought about that before you drugged me and brought me here!”

      “Maybe I should have.”

      “You know what, whatever,” Eve yelled, stomping away to her room.

      “Oh, that’s mature,” Xavier yelled after her.

      “Says the tattle-tale!” Eve screamed through her door. She slammed her finger on the lock pad, slunk against the wall, and held Jzera out in front of herself to rant to. “What is his problem? Just because he has a giant tree up his arse and doesn’t know how to have any fun doesn’t mean I do. And you know what else?” Eve asked her pet. “It explains so much about him back home. Why he only wanted to play online games, and why he never really could relax long enough to have fun. I feel sorry for him.”

      Eve looked around her barren room. The walls were gray, and the floor was gray. She got a sudden chill even though the house was at the perfect temperature.

      “I can’t live like this!” Eve bellowed at the walls. The first thing she was going to do when Kyan got home was to ask about art supplies. But until then, she needed a distraction.

      Jzera pawed at her leg.

      “After I play with you, of course,” Eve said and reached behind herself to pull a sock out of the closet. She tied it tight to resemble a ball and started rolling it around on the floor. It didn’t take long for Jzera to get the gist and start chasing it around the room. “This planet confuses me. Such amazing technology, yet everything here is so cold,” Eve said, rolling the sock toward the desk. “What shall I study?” she asked Jzera.

      Jzera stopped, looked up at her, and jumped up on the desk, which lit up. Eve had forgotten about the desk computer.

      “First off, that was super creepy,” Eve told her pet as she looked over at the information that was displayed. An article about the current galactic rankings was displayed. “If was a teacher with a giant ego, I would probably test old-school stuff, too,” Eve told Jzera. No better place to start. She also decided that reading a few facts about each planet wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      A few minutes later, Eve blinked with confusion. “This is so weird,” she told Jzera as she shut off the digital reader. The Vita-shots or her new Lux DNA had messed with her brain. Now she could memorize just about anything with ease. Though, she found already that her mind didn’t fill in the blanks. The information needed to be exact, or it gave her a headache.

      “Well, I hope you were right about what to study,” Eve said to Jzera. She was utterly confused by the fact there was a planet inhabited only by jellyfish. Even though the jellyfish had no consciousness, their planet somehow managed to be part of the Galactic Senate, which made her wonder: If jellyfish could be part of it, why couldn’t Earth? She thought about asking Xavier, but she was still mad at him.

      Kyan knocked softly at her door. “How is the studying going?”

      “Slow and boring,” Eve said as Kyan entered the room. Eve made a mental note that Kyan could override her lock.

      “I have faith you will do well.” Kyan paused as Jzera shot past his feet and ran out of the room. “I’m sure everything is overwhelming, but it won’t take you long to adjust.”

      “Is there a craft store we can go to?” Eve asked him. Maybe since he was in a good mood, he would be nice and take her.

      “I don’t understand,” Kyan said, leaning against the frame of the doorway. He looked tired.

      “Umm, like a place to buy stuff to decorate,” Eve reiterated.

      “Your room is decorated. Is it not functional for you?” Kyan asked as he looked around the bleak room.

      “No, it is very functional, but it’s not colorful,” Eve said, feeling like this conversation was going nowhere.

      “Too many colors are a distraction. It is best not to be distracted while studying. If you want to do well, you must be at the top of your studies,” Kyan said with a sharp nod.

      “What about music? I used to listen to music when I studied back home.”

      “And we saw the results of your brain scan when we first arrived,” Kyan said harshly.

      “Why, is music not allowed? Is it illegal or something?” Eve asked.

      “Music is so vast and so variable from planet to planet that it just wasn’t practical to have here. What sounds pleasant to you may be painful to another race. Translating it is almost impossible. To keep things and people safe, it is not encouraged. Not to say that people don’t have music on their IDs, but they must acquire it from their planet. To answer your question, it isn’t illegal unless someone else can hear it. Then it is considered a distraction and is punishable. But there is no real purpose for it, besides making you feel emotional. It won’t help you do better here,” Kyan told her flatly.

      “So, distractions are bad?” Eve asked.

      “Yes, and a waste of time. Do you have any other questions?” Kyan motioned toward the desk. “I see you have been studying.”

      “Yes, I have a lot to learn,” Eve replied.

      “You will find this information most helpful in knowing where people rank in society. The higher the planet’s rating, the more privileged they are.” Kyan looked over at Jzera as she reentered the room.

      “What exactly is a splice?” Eve asked.

      “Did you not use your ID to look it up?” Kyan asked back.

      “Yes, but I didn’t understand. Why am I a splice?”

      “I don’t think I can give you more than what you already read. Breeding between certain races is forbidden, and a grave sin. That is one of the IDEM’s jobs, to protect identities, so no one accidentally marries someone outside of their allotted species. Of course, pure breeding is always best. Foul creatures can be brought into this world if we are not careful. But you are not a splice. Who is calling you that? It isn’t a term we hear in a decent society.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Eve said. She didn’t want to get anyone in trouble.

      “Next time someone calls you a splice, I want to know who they are, so I can properly remind them about etiquette,” Kyan said and looked down over her.

      “Can I go to Everlease with a friend from school?” Eve asked. Better he find out from her than Xavier.

      “It’s good for you to go out and learn about the culture. Make sure you take Xavier with you. There are still many of our customs you don’t know,” Kyan said, and before Eve could argue, he lifted his finger at her and looked off into the distance. She could tell he had just received a phone call. Eve nodded her head, and he left.

      “Come on Jzera, let’s get some sleep. I have a test to take tomorrow,” Eve said as she turned on her Pulsate. She sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled Jzera close before activating the levitation, then closed her eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time Eve got up, changed into her school uniform, and took care of Jzera’s needs, it was time to leave for school. Xavier still wasn’t talking to her. He just waited by the docking bay until she got there. She could only assume he was still mad about her wanting to go to Everlease without him.

      Eve decided to pass the time by learning more about the portals. But she couldn’t find much information on how they worked, who invented them, or how to use them. She needed to know more just in case she had to find her own way back to Earth.

      “Who invented the portals?” Eve finally asked Xavier as they rode in the vesical to school. She wasn’t sure she could read even one more article on the inner workings of a Quantum Core. Her searches were getting her nowhere.

      Xavier looked more confused than she felt. “I don’t understand?”

      “Thomas Edison was an inventor. He invented the light bulb. So, who invented the Quantum Core?” Eve asked, trying to make it simple for him to understand.

      “I have no idea. Why? Do you think it will be on the exam?” Xavier asked and sat up straighter.

      “I don’t know, I was curious. And I can’t find the answer,” Eve told him.

      Xavier was quiet; Eve could tell he was using his ID to search for the answer. She could also tell he was running into the same dead ends she had by the frustrated look that crossed his face.

      “And I couldn’t find anything giving the Galactic Senate’s origins. Who started it? Why was it started? The first planets in the alliance? I find it odd that there’s no history,” said Eve.

      “There is so much information, I bet they had to cut it off by year. I bet it’s all archived somewhere in the Senate library.” Xavier paused and shook his head. “Sometimes it amazes me how your brain works.”

      “I would like to go to this library,” Eve said sheepishly. If this world was about knowledge, maybe there was hidden information that leveled you up if you found it.

      “I can take you some time. That is, if you want me to,” Xavier said as he pushed his thumb into his finger.

      “Why wouldn’t I want you to?” Eve asked. It wasn’t like Xavier to be nervous about going somewhere with her.

      “You don’t want me to go with you to Everlease,” Xavier replied.

      “Xavier, are you jealous? Just because I would like to hang out with Shiryu does not mean you aren’t my best friend. It just means I’m a girl, and it would be nice to have another girl to talk to.” Eve looked over at him. She hadn’t thought that not wanting him to go would hurt his feelings. “Xavier” and “feelings” were not two words she usually put together.

      “I am not jealous. I – I mean, well, you didn’t hang out with any girls on Earth,” Xavier rushed out.

      “I didn’t get along with the girls on Earth. They didn’t like me.”

      “No, the girls on Earth just felt bad about themselves, and how bad their behavior was, and how you were always doing what was right. They just were mean because they wanted you to feel bad, like how you made them feel,” Xavier said.

      “I can’t help it if they feel bad about being jerks. Who would be mean just because they don’t like their own behavior? They should change it.”

      “Not everyone can do that,” Xavier went on. “Take Katy. Her parents are divorced. She lives alone most of the time. She has more money than she knows what to do with, but she’s lonely. Then she sees a girl like you, who has a great relationship with her parents, who doesn’t need people or things to make her happy. She wants that, but she can’t help the way she feels. So instead of being friends with you, she despises you for having what she wants.”

      “If that’s true, she should talk to her parents.”

      “See, that’s how you would respond. But for someone who doesn’t have a relationship with their parents, talking to them is the last thing they want to do,” Xavier replied.

      “Back to the point, for whatever reason, the girls back home didn’t like me. The girls here do like me. So I was excited to get to go hang out with them.” Eve didn’t want to think about Katy like that. It made her feel bad, like maybe she should have tried harder to be the girl's friend.

      Xavier shrugged. “I’m sorry, I should be happy for you. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am jealous. I have always had you to myself, so I’m not used to sharing.”

      “I am not a puppy,” Eve retaliated.

      “You are. You do follow me around a lot. And I did bring you home,” Xavier smarted off.

      “You are such a jerk,” Eve said through a smile.

      “One of my better qualities, if I do say so.” Xavier smirked.

      Eve shrugged. “You don’t have to worry about not going to the mall. Kyan said I had to take you.”

      “What Kyan doesn’t know won’t hurt him. I will go, but I’ll stay away. That way, if you need me, I’ll be there, but the girls won’t know,” Xavier said with a sly smile.

      “Seriously?”

      “Sure, if it makes you happy,” Xavier replied.

      “Thank you,” Eve said and leaned over to hug him.

      “You don’t have to thank me.” Xavier blushed.

      Eve sat back up and straightened out her blazer, ready to change the subject completely. “Have you spent your points yet?”

      “Yes,” Xavier said.

      “How?” asked Eve.

      “The first rule of battle etiquette: Don’t ask someone their stats. The second rule: If someone does ask your stats, lie.”

      “Fine, be that way. But in the guild, we work together to find out what works and what doesn’t. People spend a massive number of hours trying out different ways to spend points to get the highest DPS,” Eve said with a pout. She hadn’t spent her points yet, and she didn’t want to waste them without really knowing what she was doing.

      “There is a program you can run your avatar through to try out different stats. Just make sure you don’t authenticate them; once you set them, you can’t go back and change them.”

      “If I weren’t up all night trying to study for an exam, I would have messed with it more,” Eve sighed.

      “Don’t worry, I was up studying, too. It isn’t normal for a teacher to not give you at least a general idea of what the test will be on. It also isn’t normal that we didn’t have a higher-level student bring us to our class. I’m not sure what all the new rules are about.”

      “How do you know that?” Eve asked him. It wasn’t like he was a veteran on the planet.

      “My mom told me about her first day when she attended here,” Xavier replied.

      Eve thought for a moment. “Maybe they want to downsize the number of planets in the Galactic Senate. Some of them shouldn’t be involved in it anyway.”

      “I doubt that. If they are part of the Senate, then that means the Senate needs something from them. They don’t just let anyone join. Either they fear the planet, or the planet has a resource they want,” Xavier informed her.

      “Well, I’m not sure what they get from Cnidaria. Planet ranking 1004. The lowest in the Senate. They don’t even have a representative,” Eve spouted out information. “Even if they did, how does a jellyfish port and talk at the hearings?”

      “I don’t know that one. They should be a class-E planet for being unintelligent,” Xavier said with a shrug.

      “Jzera thought it was a good idea for me to study the planetary rankings,” Eve told him.

      “Jzera…you mean your pet?” Xavier asked, taken aback.

      “Yes. It’s not creepy at all,” Eve lied.

      Xavier laughed. “Good luck with that.”

      They reached school and hurried to the classroom. Eve was surprised that they were the last to arrive. She supposed no one wanted to risk getting expelled.

      “Hey there, beautiful,” someone behind her said.

      Xavier turned toward the smirking Samael. “Watch yourself.”

      “I would ask you if you want to take it up in the Dome, but I’m guessing you’re not level three yet,” Samael said with a sly grin.

      “You’re level three?” Eve blurted out, impressed. She didn’t even know they could start leveling up.

      “He’s lying,” Xavier said and narrowed his eyes at Samael.

      “We can take it to the ring, and I can show you,” Samael pushed.

      “I can’t fight, and you know it!” Xavier snapped.

      “Your loss,” Samael laughed.

      “I want to be level three! How did you do it so quickly?” Eve asked. Maybe there was a trick to leveling up. If there was, she wanted to know it.

      Samael smiled at her and promptly ignored Xavier again. “If you want, I can give you a few pointers after class. I can even give you some good ideas on how to spend your points.”

      “I haven’t spent any of mine yet,” Eve confessed. She wondered if he had some kind of guidebook she could read.

      “Eve, did you already forget about rule number one?” Xavier barked at her.

      “It’s just…” Eve tried to defend herself. If she never asked for help, how was she supposed to get ahead?

      “Oh, the whole, ‘don’t help each other’ thing. I forgot about that. My father told me Lux are selfish. But not to even help your cousin! How can you even call that family?” Samael scoffed.

      “It isn’t like that,” Xavier defended.

      Samael shook his head and turned back to Eve. “Whenever you get a chance to shake your bodyguard, I have no problem telling you what I know. Polaris are record keepers. We believe in the truth, and we never hide information.”

      “Wow, I can feel the tension from the other side of the school!” Tyrus laughed from behind them. Eve knew it was Tyrus because Kyan would have taken a completely different approach in this situation.

      “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be on Luxcustos?” Xavier asked him. Eve wasn’t sure Tyrus deserved the tone Xavier was using.

      “I was wondering if I could have a word with Eve before class starts,” Tyrus said, looking over at her.

      “Sure,” Eve said.

      “No,” Xavier said at the same time.

      “Then it’s settled. Eve?” Tyrus offered his arm to her. Eve felt bad for going with Tyrus once Xavier had objected, but she had said yes. If Tyrus knew about her, the last thing she wanted was to make him mad. Xavier tried to follow, but Tyrus looked back and whispered, “You stay in class, Xavier. It would look weird if you didn’t trust your uncle with your cousin.”

      Xavier glared at Tyrus but made no more effort to follow.

      Tyrus took Eve across the hall to an empty classroom. “You are a hard person to get alone,” he laughed.

      “I don’t see why,” Eve said. She didn’t know how much she should say. Nobody had told her how to approach Tyrus.

      “How do you like it here?” Tyrus asked her. The look on his face said that he was interested in her answer — not just trying to be polite like Kyan.

      “I like it here. It is different, but in a good way,” Eve replied honestly.

      “But still, it must be hard. Earth has so many amazing qualities that we don’t have because of the distraction law. A stupid law, I might add,” Tyrus said as he sat on one of the chairs. Instead of sitting him up properly, it conformed to look more like a reclining chair.

      “I admit, I do miss my music, and my blankets, and I miss my stuff. My room seems so cold and hospital-like,” Eve blurted out without thinking. She wished she could take it back. She didn’t need to let a stranger know what she was feeling.

      “That’s it? I was on Earth once. Just for a few months, and I still find myself missing the people and the atmosphere. People here only care about leveling up their avatar or becoming part of the Senate. They don’t have interests. I remember going to a museum in Paris. Oh, how amazing those works of art were. I’m surprised you haven’t gone mad from boredom.”

      “I do miss the distractions,” Eve confessed, “But Kyan–”

      “Kyan has only one goal in life, and that is to crush anything that reminds him of Earth,” Tyrus interrupted.

      “Kyan doesn’t like Earth?” Eve asked.

      “Ignore my tangent. I tend to be the opposite of my brother in many ways. I just wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help you transition better. I can tell Xavier is having a hard time adjusting. But sadly, he has so much Kyan in him. I don’t think he would let me help unless it was something he didn’t want Kyan knowing about. Do you ever notice, no one wants anything to do with the eccentric family member until something big happens, then they are the first person they call?” Tyrus said with a sigh.

      “Why help me?” Eve asked him, confused. He had no obligation to help.

      “Well, unlike my brother, who is helping you to save his skin, I think Earth should be part of the Senate. And you could say I have an interest in seeing how well an Earthling can do in this environment.” Tyrus stood up.

      “So, you won’t tell anyone?”

      “Of course not. I may not always agree with my brother, but he is my brother, and I don’t want to see him harmed. I will treat you like a niece. But if I were you, I would be doing some serious research on our home planet,” Tyrus warned her. “You need to know what you’ve gotten yourself into. If you think it’s strict here, you should live on Luxcustos.”

      “Thank you,” Eve said, looking down at her feet.

      “No need to thank me. I have my interest in this. But for now, do your best and trust in yourself. If you need me, call me.”

      “Call you?” Eve asked, confused.

      Tyrus laughed, took her arm, and pressed his ID against hers. He then pressed a few buttons, and a screen popped up in Eve’s vision telling her she had a new contact.

      “That is still hard to get used to,” Eve said, looking over the contact list. She didn’t even know she had any contacts. But there were entries for Kyan, Xavier, and even people she didn’t know.

      “You’re going to make Kyan a killing with that new device. I already want one. The privacy on it is amazing,” Tyrus said, inspecting her bracelet.

      “It seems a lot of people want one.” Eve thought back to the way Professor Ravana had drooled over it.

      “Eve, people kill for a lot less. The ID is our way of life. The more updated yours is, the better chance you have at living a great life. Not all planets are like this one. There are places where the residents can only afford one ID per household. It isn’t the best system, and it does not come cheap. Now, if you need me, you can call or send me a message,” Tyrus told her.

      “Thank you,” Eve said.

      “I am your friend, Eve. Don’t forget that. Now, you’d better get back to class before Azazel gets her ears in a bind,” Tyrus added with a laugh.

      Eve walked back to her classroom, feeling confused. She liked Tyrus, but he already said he had his interests in her being there. Kyan also had reasons for helping her. She needed to keep her guard up. She wasn’t dumb; she knew if she stepped wrong, there were people who would kill her.

      When Eve walked through the holographic door, Professor Ravana was there to snarl at her. “I see you made it to class on time. I was hoping to expel someone today. But lucky for me, the day has just begun.”

      Eve quickly took a seat between Xavier and Shiryu. She hated being the center of attention, and everyone was looking at her. She felt a creepy shiver when Samael gave her a wink.

      “The test I am about to give you is worth 1,000 points. If you get all the answers right, I will double your points earned. Not that I am expecting any of you to even pass.” Professor Ravana laughed.

      Eve almost jumped when an alarm sounded, and a message appeared on her ID screen. She moved her fingers and pushed on it, then followed the instructions to start the test. A massive list of planetary names appeared, with instructions to place them in the order of their ranking within the Galactic Senate. She almost laughed out loud. She could do this. Scrolling down the list, she started numbering each planet and listing its classification. Of course, Armacula was number one, and she ranked each one until she got to Cnidaria as number 1004. She hit the submit button and sat back. Thank you, Jzera.

      “Evangeline, would you please come here a moment?” Professor Ravana called to her.

      “Yes,” Eve said and walked over toward the Professor.

      “Let us discuss this out in the hall,” Professor Ravana said. She ushered Eve out the door, then turned on her and growled, “How did you cheat?” with such aggression that Eve almost fell backward.

      “I didn’t cheat,” Eve defended. She couldn’t have cheated if she wanted to. Her ID had locked her into the test.

      “I will ask you one more time: How did you cheat?” This time, Professor Ravana bent down to eye level with Eve. Eve wanted to run as the blacks of the Professor’s eyes shrank down into small slits.

      “I didn’t cheat,” Eve repeated.

      Eve gasped when Professor Ravana slammed her into the wall with her hand around Eve’s throat. “Don’t lie to me, little girl,” She hissed.

      Eve’s hand went instinctively to her throat, trying to pry the Professor’s hand from it.

      “Oh, you think your uncle will help you now? He would be better off not having an embarrassment running around his school. Accidents happen all the time. I am going to ask you one last time. How did you cheat?” Professor Ravana growled into Eve’s ear.

      “What is going on here?” Tyrus said from behind her.

      “Galactic Senator Kyan! I was just trying to find out how Eve scored so high on her exam,” Professor Ravana stuttered. She quickly released Eve’s throat and backed away a few feet.

      “Not that I am against corporal punishment, but only when deserved. There is no way to cheat. Unless you are saying the system I invented is somehow flawed?” Tyrus continued. Eve was grateful and surprised that Tyrus was pretending to Kyan.

      “But she finished the test in under thirty minutes and just happened to answer all of the questions correctly,” Ravana went on.

      “What was the test on?” Tyrus asked her.

      “Planetary ranking,” Professor Ravana rambled as she glared at Eve.

      “Then it makes sense she would get them all right. Don’t you remember who is in charge of her? Do you not think it important that I teach my children who is beneath them?” Tyrus barked.

      “I…I…”

      “If I ever catch you unjustly punishing my family, I promise you a class-five punishment will be a paradise compared to what will happen to you,” Tyrus growled.

      “Headmaster, I...” Professor Ravana cried. Eve could see the lady was scared. She felt bad for her. Well, almost.

      “Do we understand each other?” Tyrus asked, fixing Professor Ravana with a look of pure rage. Eve wasn’t sure if he was taking his role as Kyan to the extreme, or if he was that ticked off.

      “Yes, Headmaster,” Professor Ravana choked out.

      “Good. Then I suggest you both head to class and speak of the matter no more,” Tyrus said and looked over at Eve. She understood at once. Kyan didn’t need to know, and she wasn’t positive he would have come to her rescue.

      Eve and Professor Ravana both nodded, but only Eve caught the wink Tyrus gave her as he left.

      “You will speak to no one about this,” Professor Ravana growled as they entered the classroom.

      “Yes, Professor,” Eve said, rubbing her neck. She hoped she didn’t have a huge bruise. That would be difficult to explain.

      Eve returned to the room and sat back down to wait for Professor Ravana to call time, avoiding Xavier’s gaze. She was scared that if he looked at her, all her resolve would break, and the flood gates would open. She had no urge to cry in front of the class.

      “Well, to my surprise, you all passed. But only one of you got all the answers correct. The honor of the extra points will go to our very own Evangeline.” Professor Ravana said it like Eve was her number-one student. Even her smile looked genuine.

      “Way to go, Eve!” Shiryu cheered.

      “Thanks, but you know Kyan. He likes us to know where we stand.” Eve tried to make it seem like she had known this information since she was a baby.

      “I can see that,” Shiryu laughed. “It must be hard to have a headmaster as a parental unit. But also, handy on a test.”

      “Very,” Eve agreed.

      “Your points will be added to your power level. Since you all passed, I will allow you to go explore,” Professor Ravana said.

      As they all filed out of the room, Xavier caught up to her and whispered, “What happened?”

      “She just wanted to tell me I got them all right before she told the rest of the class,” Eve lied. And she did it loud enough for Ravana to hear her.

      “Congratulations.” Samael walked toward Eve. “I thought you were just a pretty face, but you're smart, too.”

      “Thank you,” Eve said, “I think.”

      “But seriously, if you want some help with the Catalyst system, just let me know,” Samael added before running to join some other students.

      “I only got a 600!” Shiryu exclaimed. “I hate boring stuff. Now, if Professor Ravana had a test on power converters or any other engineering questions, I would have aced it.”

      “You did very well,” Min said and patted Eve’s arm.

      Eve was glad to change the subject. “We’re going shopping in Everlease later this week. Would you like to go?”

      “That sounds fun. But I must check with my sponsor,” Min added.

      “Sponsor?” Eve asked.

      Shiryu explained, “Most of the students here have sponsors. Someone to watch over them to make sure they’re doing whatever their parents need them to do.”

      “What about your parents?” Eve asked.

      “What a strange question. Of course, our parents are too busy running planets to deal with small things,” Min stated.

      “Don’t overthink it, Eve,” Xavier warned before Eve said anything else.

      “Come on. We need to hurry,” Shiryu said and pushed them down the hall. “If we get there quick enough, we might get to see a battle!”
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      Eve tried to stay on Shiryu’s heels and pretended to be interested in the conversation as they walked across the campus. Truthfully, she was trying to avoid Xavier. He had a sixth sense for when something was wrong with her.

      “Welcome to the Battle Dome,” Shiryu said as they entered a large field.

      “It’s huge,” Eve stated as she looked around her surroundings. It seemed like an overlarge football field. With a few students wondering around.

      “The BDA or Battle Dome Arena is where students battle, the Battle Zones are the circles on the ground. The Dome appears over the users,” Shiryu said and pulled Eve across the soft grass and over one of the Battle Zones.

      “Oh,” Eve replied. She had already seen the Dome in action, but she wasn’t sure she was allowed to tell Shiryu that. Kyan did say they weren’t supposed to be in one. Though these were significantly bigger than the ones in the classroom.

      “There are six Battle Zones. Each creates a dome when activated.” Shiryu said.

      “Why so many seats? Eve asked. She felt exceedingly small standing amongst the seating. The stadium could hold at least a few thousand people.

      “Final exams are done here. Those who are not participating can sit and watch. It gets a bit hectic to get through all the students in a single day,” Shiryu responded.

      “Sounds intense,” Eve said. She knew firsthand about competitions being chaotic. Taekwondo can get crazy during black belt testing.

      “We are so lucky, look two students are about to battle,” Min squealed with delight as she ran by pulling Jun by the hand.

      “You have to see this,” Shiryu said as she dragged Eve after the twins.

      A small group of students where gathering around one of the Battle Zones. Eve tried to look at who was about to battle but was to short to see over most the students.

      “Hey,” Xavier said.

      “Hi,” Eve said as she tried to stand on her tip-toes.

      “Silly girl,” Xavier said as he took her hand and pushed past the students. They parted like the red sea.

      “How come they move for you?” Eve asked.

      “Soon, they will for you too,” Xavier told her.

      Eve moved her attention to the battle she had no urge to think about having that type of power. She hadn’t missed too much the two students just activated their Ballarums. The boy's bubble was crimson, and so was his suit. The girl opposing him was clad in a lavender suit, her bubble emitting the same hue. It took them a few moments to set up before they pushed their avatars out—the Dome lit up with crimson and lavender lighting, reminding Eve of a plasma ball. The one inside the classroom did not do that, or at least not with just Xavier in it. Maybe two people had to be in it for it to light up.

      “Look at her shields! But they won’t hold up against his strength,” Shiryu commented as the girl’s lavender shield deflected an attack. Eve was in awe of this world where magic was real.

      “Strength always outweighs defensive magic,” Min chimed in. “But she still holds the advantage; her offensive magic is stronger than his armor.”

      “Where did you,” Eve started to ask. Min, Jun, Xavier all seemed to have walked up from behind them without her noticing.

      “But he isn’t just using armor.” Jun pointed at the boy. “He has an enchanted weapon, so he is also using magic with each blow he executes.”

      “He does have the advantage while fighting, but it is depleting his Prana too fast. If he can’t win quickly, he will lose due to Prana depletion,” Min argued.

      “I’m not sure,” said Shiryu. “Defensive magic takes up more energy, so she may lose all her Magic Prana before he runs out of Basic. And if she doesn’t have weapons, then the match will be over.”

      Eve wanted to tell them all to be quiet. While she was taking note of their observations, she wanted to just watch. The way the boy moved intrigued her. He was the Catalyst equivalent of a strength class; she could tell by the heavy armor he wore and the weapon he wielded. But he also had to have high agility because he moved with ease, as if his armor wasn’t bogging him down at all. The poor girl didn’t have a chance. But then the boy looked toward Eve in the stands, and her heart stopped. For a moment, it was like time stood still – until he was hit in the face with a fire ball.

      “I wonder what distracted him,” Min said.

      “Probably all the spectators.” A slightly older girl stepped up beside them, pulling her long, snow-white hair into a ponytail. Eve loved the way she had dyed the underside a light, icy blue. “You must be newbies. I am Allurea, Daughter of Senator Djorma.”

      “No need to be so formal,” Shiryu smiled. “I’m Shiryu, this is Eve, the twins are Min and Jun, and the tall one is Xavier.”

      “We just wanted to get a look at what to expect as we progress,” Min told Allurea.

      “Well, you couldn’t have picked a better match to watch. Kelsa is a fourth year and Reed is only a second,” Eve wasn’t sure if it was the giant, protruding fangs or whatever cold planet the girl hailed from, but Allurea had a pretty heavy accent.

      “He must have a high agility rating to be that fast with armor,” Eve said, looking back over at the two fighters.

      “We can only speculate; he doesn’t tend to share his trade secrets. And a lot of his skill could come from his physical form. Your avatar isn’t just a program, it takes your physical attributes into account. Reed is in top shape and has a strict workout routine. His family has a planetary rank five within the Senate.” Allurea looked over at Eve with a curious expression.

      “So, he’s from Triversa,” Eve said without thinking.

      “Yeah, I think he is. But how did you know that?” Allurea asked her.

      “Studying,” Eve said, confused.

      “I study too, but I don’t know the names of all the planets off the top of my head,” Allurea commented.

      “Can we meet them?” Shiryu asked.

      “Normally, I would say no. But I don’t want it getting back to the headmaster I was rude to his kid,” Allurea said and glanced at Xavier.

      “That obvious?” Xavier said with a shrug.

      “Gold in your eyes gives it away.” Allurea half-smiled. “Lux are notorious with their bronze skin and gold eyes. But from the looks of you, I would say you haven’t been back there in years.” Allurea wasn’t wrong. Xavier’s skin was nowhere near as dark as Kyan’s.

      “Not my favorite place,” Xavier said.

      “Don’t blame you there,” Allurea agreed.

      Shiryu was still watching the field, impressed. “I want to see how he enchanted his weapon. I thought only level fifty mages could do that.”

      “He could have had someone enchant it for him,” pointed out Min. “But it would cost a pretty penny, because it would cost the mage Cognitionis points.”

      “That’s right. It looks like the newbies are smart this year. It will be fun watching you guys compete,” Allurea laughed.

      “Look, the match is over. I didn’t see who won,” Jun pouted.

      “What color is the engraving around the Dome?” Allurea asked.

      “Dark red,” Jun replied.

      “That means Reed won. It would have been light purple if Kelsa won.”

      Eve was disappointed that she missed the end of the battle. She wanted to see how Reed won. Not to mention, she liked watching him fight. He didn’t have much technique, but he had potential.

      “Who are your new friends, Allurea?” a very tall, very built man asked as he approached them. Eve almost swooned when he ran his fingers through his messy, jet-black hair. The dark red highlights revealing his pointed elf ears only added to his place on the hotness scale, though he styled his hair around them like he was trying to hide them. Eve could kick Xavier for not giving her some pointy ears.

      “Oh Reed, just in time. These are some of the new first years. They came down to see some of the battles,” Allurea replied. Her own light blue skin seemed to become a few shades darker.

      “Let’s see,” Reed said, looking over them all. “You three want to be mages,” he pointed at Min, Jun, and Shiryu. “You want to go with an armor class,” he said to Xavier. “But you…” he started to say as he looked at Eve with his pale magenta eyes.

      “How did you do that?” Shiryu asked him before he could guess Eve’s class.

      “I scanned you all while I was in battle,” Reed said with a laugh. “Nothing impressive, though I did take a fireball to the face for it.”

      “You can see other people’s stats, even when they aren’t in the dome?” Xavier asked.

      “As long as your stats are high enough. With every ten levels, you get to pick a skill. I wanted to know my opponents, so I picked a scan. Now I can scan a player even outside my Ballarum,” Reed explained.

      “Reed, you aren’t supposed to tell people about your stats,” Allurea told him.

      “It’s fine,” Reed waved off her concern.

      “Scanning wouldn’t tell you our classes,” Min said defensively.

      “No, but it does tell me the names of your avatars and your levels. The twins are from Shi-Wu, which excels in mages. Your avatar’s name is Raine,” he added to Shiryu, “pretty obvious. And you are Lux. Every male Lux uses strength,” Reed said to Xavier.

      “That is still just conjecture,” Min said, though she looked impressed.

      “Yes, but correct. The only one I couldn’t get a read on was you,” Reed said and looked back at Eve with a smile that made her heart thump.

      Eve tucked her hair behind her ear nervously. “I don’t know what I want to do yet.”

      “I don’t think that’s it. I think you’re just waiting to see what works best for you. You are already at level two, which is impressive for only the second day here,” Reed said reassuringly.

      Eve hadn’t even realized she had leveled up. She wanted to check her stats, but thought she should wait until she was alone.

      “Well, we could tell a lot about you from watching. You are a strength class, with agility and enchantments,” Shiryu piped up.

      “Pretty good eyes. But don’t forget, looks can be deceiving,” Reed said and winked at Shiryu.

      “Triversa has a planetary ranking of five, and its people have an automatic fire enhancement bonus,” Eve said, more to herself than the others as she remembered facts about the planet. That would explain the red tint to the blade he used.

      “I’m impressed. Each planet has its special attribute, and yes, mine’s fire.” Reed paused and smiled. “I want to sit down and help you decide which direction you want to go.” Eve was surprised he would offer something like that, with all the rules about no help.

      “She has me to help her,” Xavier said defensively.

      “And you are what to her, exactly?” Reed asked.

      “They’re just cousins,” Shiryu answered, causing Eve to blush.

      Reed’s face hardened. “Then you should be grateful that an upper level wants to help her. Besides, if you want my advice, it’s wise not to get too attached to the family. Only one Senator per planet, after all. Do you know how many families have fallen apart because of the system? It is so bad that people in high power usually only have one child to keep fights from happening.”

      Eve held her hands up, palms out in peace. “Oh, I’m not after any power.”

      “Then, why are you here?” Reed asked and bent down, meeting her eyes. He was so close, Eve could smell a hint of burnt wood coming from him.

      Suddenly, Xavier grabbed Eve’s hand and tugged her toward himself. “I think it’s time we go and check out some more, get a feel for how it all works,” he said and pulled her along.

      “What did he mean by that?” Eve asked Xavier when they were out of earshot.

      “It’s uncommon for more than one person from a planet to come to this school. This is where you learn how to oversee a planet. The Senators don’t like conflict within families. He was right; most people only have one child. When a person has more, it poses a question about who will take over. The competition leads to fights, and it never ends well for the family. So, he was asking you what the point of you coming to this school was, versus just staying on your planet and going to school there.”

      “So, Min and Jun are going to have to fight each other?” Eve asked in disgust.

      “Maybe, maybe not. But most likely, since they are both attending. Usually, the parents decide which child to send and the other stays behind. Their parents must want them both to go and then see which one does better,” Xavier answered.

      “That’s so cruel,” Eve said as she looked over at the twins. She didn’t want them to fight; they seemed so close to each other.

      Eve wandered around with Xavier and watched some more battles, but no one impressed her as much as Reed. She wished she could sit down and talk to someone about how to spend her points. But thanks to Xavier, she was paranoid that they would lie to her. Maybe she should find some time to herself and run her avatar through the program Xavier had told her about.

      As they walked towards the exit, Shiryu found them and bounded over. “I’m bored. Let’s head home; there isn’t anything left to see here.”

      “Sounds good to me. I really wouldn’t mind going home and taking a few power-up exams. I can’t let my cousin outrank me,” Xavier said, emphasizing the word “cousin” like it was a bad thing.

      “You need to show me how to do that. Let’s hurry and get to level three, so we can go into the Dome,” Eve said, ready to get home and test out her avatar.

      Shiryu laughed and shook her head. “You two have fun with that. I am not doing anything until we start elemental classes.”

      “You can get your level up and save your points, so you have them to spend when you do start taking them,” Xavier told her.

      “I’ll think about it. But for now, I wouldn’t mind going home and just relaxing in the aqua center. Watching all these people beat each other up is making me sore,” Shiryu said, shrugging her shoulders.

      “Where are Min and Jun?” Eve asked. She wanted to ask what an aqua center was, but she wasn’t sure if it would give her away.

      “Meditation, or at least I think that’s what they said. By the way, Reed asked me if I saw where you went. I think he’s worried he hurt your feelings,” Shiryu said with a smirk.

      “He didn’t,” Eve said, but could feel herself blushing. She wasn’t sure why him looking for her made her feel good and guilty at the same time.

      “Well, I’m sure Reed will find you. He seems like a persistent one. And Allurea is coming to Everlease with us. She overheard Min and me talking about it, and she said she wanted to come, and she’s bringing Kelsa,” said Shiryu.

      “What are a bunch of girls going to do all day at Everlease?” Xavier asked, irritated.

      “Shop, of course,” Shiryu said as she rolled her eyes. “And they just reopened the spa on the top floor. So we’ll probably go do that, too.”

      “I want to go. I’ve never been to a spa,” Eve said excitedly.

      “Really?” Shiryu asked, hopping back and forth on her feet. “Yay, we get to do something you haven’t done before! That is a bonus.”

      Xavier threw his hands up in the air dramatically. “I don’t get girls.”

      “Bet you wish you were going. All us girls sitting around talking in only our Pulsates.” Shiryu winked at him.

      “I don’t want to see that,” Xavier said, but the three shades of pink on his face stated otherwise.

      “I think you’re lying,” Shiryu teased.

      “I am not,” Xavier said louder than necessary.

      “When do we get to go?” Eve asked. She wasn’t exactly sure if their calendar was the same as Earth’s.

      “We have two more days of orientation. So, let's go the next day. Then we can have a fun day before we all move to the dorms. They won’t let us leave after that.” Shiryu tapped her finger on her chin as she thought.

      “Wait, what?” Eve exclaimed. Nobody had said anything about moving to school. She looked over at Xavier, who shook his head.

      “Didn’t you know? All the students have to live at the school. It’s for our safety.”

      “I must have forgotten,” Eve said. The look on Xavier’s face made her feel ashamed. But he really should have told her beforehand.

      “With your memory, I highly doubt it,” Shiryu said with a worried smile.

      “Book stuff is easy. It’s verbal stuff I can’t remember,” Eve lied.

      “I think I have heard of that before,” Shiryu said.

      Xavier added, “Makes her rather scattered at times.”

      “No worries, Eve, you are perfect just the way you are,” Shiryu said with a wink. Eve felt her whole body blush. Why did people keep looking at her like that?

      “Thanks,” Eve said.

      “I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Maybe we can learn something,” Shiryu said as she skipped off to the portal pad.

      “Question time,” Eve said, turning to Xavier when nobody was in earshot. “Do we have to live in the dorms? What is an aqua center? And how do I take power-up exams?”

      “Come on, I’ll answer them on the way home,” Xavier said as they entered the docking bay.

      Eve waited almost patiently as Xavier set the destination. As soon they started moving, she asked again.

      “Yes, we have to live in the dorms. It’s just how the school works. We have an aqua center in the bathroom. It’s a floating hot tub.”

      “Wait, I didn’t see that in the bathroom. I took a shower in there the way you showed me, but I did not see a bathtub,” Eve protested. The bathroom was way too small to have a tub in it.

      “Because it’s part of the shower, just a different setting. It makes a bubble full of hot water, and you put on a breathing mask, and then you relax in it. People do it after battles or to de-stress.”

      “I want a bath,” Eve said, thinking of being submerged in a bubble of water. Though the idea slightly terrified her, it also sounded super relaxing.

      “I’ll show you how when we get home. As for the power-up exams, all you need to do is enter into your Catalyst program, then click on your level. Your points will be displayed, and when you click on that, it will send you a list of available power-up exams. You choose the one you want to take and do your best.”

      “Easy enough,” Eve said.

      “My turn.”

      “Your turn for what?”

      “Questions. What did you and Tyrus talk about? What did Professor Ravana say to you? And why does every male in this school seem to think they need to be your bodyguard? And every female, for that matter?” Xavier blurted out.

      “Tyrus asked me if I needed anything to make my transition easier. Professor Ravana thought I cheated, but since you can’t really, she gave up and sent me back to class,” Eve answered, leaving out the fact that the professor had tried to kill her.

      “You should report her to Kyan,” Xavier insisted. “He would not let her get away with bullying a student.”

      “Kyan has enough to do, and besides, I don’t want him to think I can’t handle myself. He is already worried I’ll fail here,” Eve explained.

      “I just think he should know.”

      “Xavier, don’t tell him, I don’t want him to know. Professor Ravana is my problem. And I promise, if things get too out of hand, I will tell Kyan myself,” Eve rushed out. If Xavier told Kyan, then Kyan would talk to the Professor and find out that Tyrus was pretending to be his twin. And judging from Kyan’s personality, that would not go well.

      “I won’t say anything, for now,” Xavier agreed, to Eve’s relief.

      “Thank you.”

      “Now, answer my last question,” Xavier huffed.

      “What question?” Eve asked, pretending she didn’t know. How was she supposed to answer a question she didn’t know the answer to?

      “You know what question. My little Earthling who can remember everything she sees and hears.” Xavier raised one eyebrow.

      “That isn’t my fault. You’re the one who doped me up with mini-robots,” Eve countered.

      “They were Stem-mites,” Xavier said with an exasperated sigh.

      “Stem cells do not go into one’s brain and reprogram artificially placed objects like a voice translator,” Eve retorted.

      “Well, they are advanced Stem-mites,” Xavier said quickly.

      “You keep telling yourself that,” Eve said and shook her head. She wasn’t a cytologist, but she was confident stem cells did not work that way.

      “Maybe I shot myself up with them, too,” Xavier huffed.

      “I thought they were from you anyways.”

      “Well, apparently, my cells do better for you than for me,” Xavier ranted.

      “Easy, tiger,” Eve said to try to calm him down.

      “Why can’t I have a great memory?” Xavier pouted.

      Eve giggled. “Xavier Corvinus, are you pouting?”

      “No. Well, maybe a little.”

      “Wonders never cease,” Eve laughed.

      Xavier stuck his tongue out at her. “Okay, you had your fun.”

      “Fine. But it is nice to see you be, well…be human.”

      They reached home, and the first thing they did was crash on the couch. Eve’s feet hurt from walking around the campus. She hoped her classes weren’t super far apart. It wasn’t like she wasn’t in shape, but since she got here, she hadn’t felt much like herself.

      “Here,” Xavier said and tossed a burnt brownie at Eve’s head.

      “What is it?”

      “Just eat it.”

      “It’s food?” Eve jumped up and snatched it from where it had fallen in her lap. She hadn’t had real food since she got here. And even though she was looking thinner than she ever had, she would take a bit of chub for a cookie.

      “It’s a condimentum,” Xavier said and bit into his snack.

      Eve sank to the floor and began to sob. It wasn’t just a snack. It tasted exactly like her mom’s homemade chocolate chip cookies. She felt an overwhelming desire to curl up in a ball and rock back and forth.

      “Not exactly the result I was looking for,” Xavier said as he gently rubbed her back.

      “I miss my mom,” Eve cried and shoved more of the cookie into her mouth.

      “I know, but I think you are doing really well here. A bit emotional, even for your standards, but well nonetheless.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I start out fine during the day, but by the end, I feel like my world is crashing,” Eve told him.

      “I think that’s normal. You been through a lot and then have to play the role of normal. By the time the day is over, you’re mentally exhausted. Let's try the bath thing and see if it helps,” Xavier said and offered his hand.

      “Okay,” Eve sniffled as she slid her hand into his.

      Xavier showed her how to work the aqua center. It was terrific to be submerged in the water. The breathing mask was just a clear mask that covered her face and nose, not as scary as she thought it would be. By the time the water drained and she was lying on the ground, Eve regretted only setting the aqua center’s timer to thirty minutes. No wonder Shiryu wanted to go home and get in hers. It would be on the to-do list for Eve from now on.

      “Now, time to check out my avatar,” Eve told Jzera when she came back into her room. Jzera jumped up on Eve’s lap and started purring. “Reed said I leveled up.”

      Sure enough, when Eve opened the Catalyst system, her avatar was level two. Excitement ran through her as she looked at all her points. She could go for strength like Xavier, or magic like Shiryu, but neither one suited her. She wanted to be quick; she didn’t want to be bogged down by armor and gear.

      But on the other hand, she didn’t want to be a long-range combatant. With only two people in battle, a long range wouldn’t be ideal. She could balance her skills, but then she would just be setting herself up for failure. She sat back and looked at her options.

      “Okay, let’s see here,” Eve told Jzera. “My Prana automatically goes up with my level, so I don’t have to do anything with that. Same with my damage output. I just have to figure out how to make this avatar work for me.”

      Jzera jumped down off Eve’s lap and started playing with her rolled-up sock on the floor while Eve went through her stats. She now had 200 health and 400 Basic Prana, and just needed to figure out where to put her points. She scrolled through the Catalyst options, past the word “companion”, for the mock avatar program that Xavier had mentioned. She wondered if that was for group fighting. Once she found it, she tried putting all her points in strength. Just as she thought, she was a small person, and the program considered that. She watched her poor avatar trying to walk around, burdened by its own muscles. There was no way she could fight like that; she would be dead before she picked up a weapon. She went back and placed all her points in wisdom. Though her avatar now moved much more quickly, it felt forced, like she had no balance. She still had agility and dexterity to play around with.

      Eve wasn’t sure how long she sat there, but she finally decided to go with light damage per second. She placed some points in agility, some in dexterity, and the rest she divided between strength and wisdom.

      Eve ran the program again and watched as the avatar moved and fought in the mock battle. It was fast and agile, which would help against people who were overpowered in strength, but it would have enough magic to work spells for long-range attacks. Using dexterity would give her a more accurate hit.

      “No turning back now. I think I have a little time to try and take a power-up exam.”

      Eve yawned and stretched out on the bed, then opened her ID and clicked on the school section. It didn’t take nearly as long to find the power-up exams as she thought it would. Once she was in, she scrolled through them. There were countless options to choose from. She picked one on the diplomatic debate between Polaris and Luxcustos, which she remembered reading about the other night. Polaris wanted to be part of the Senate, and Luxcustos had refused them based on their lifestyles. In the end, Polaris won: They had a rare mineral on their planet and used it to bribe their way into the Senate.

      “No way, I only got 100 points for that? Come on, I aced it! How am I supposed to get 3,000 points to level up if I only get 100 points a test? This is so stupid!” Eve yelled.

      By now, Xavier had opened her holographic doorway and leaned against the side. “You do know we have school in a couple of hours?”

      “How am I supposed to level up if I don’t get any good points?” Eve whined.

      “Only the teachers’ power-up tests give good points. The rest are small, 100-question tests. You only get one point per question answered correctly. That’s why most people don’t bother with the small tests. We will have a monthly test, and they aim to have us at level five by the time exams comes around,” Xavier told her with a yawn.

      “Ugh, this isn’t fair. Okay, so if I took ten tests a day, it would take me three days to level up. How did Samael do it?” Eve cried out. She wished she had a pillow to punch, or at least to scream in.

      “You’re not taking study time into account. You can only take so many tests without studying new material.”

      “It's fine, I can do this. It isn’t like I forget anything,” Eve said to try to calm herself down.

      “Be careful. Nobody likes a know-it-all. Sometimes it pays not to open your mouth. And your memory is beyond good, even for a Lux,” Xavier warned her.

      “Play dumb,” Eve said with a laugh. She started twirling her hair on her fingers. “So, like, do you know how to work that thingy?” she asked in her best valley girl.

      “Maybe not that dumb,” Xavier said with a laugh. “Go to sleep. We have a tour of the school tomorrow, and I don’t want you to get lost.”

      “Yes, sir,” Eve saluted. Xavier left laughing, and she turned on her bed, not bothering to change out of her clothes. Jzera was all too happy to cuddle up on her. The poor thing was probably ready for bed hours ago.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Eve regretted when she woke up was wearing her clothes to bed. She was hot and sweaty. The temperature was always perfect in the bed, so adding layers of clothes must have made her too hot. Secondly, she regretted staying up because she could barely keep her eyes open. If it weren’t for Jzera repeatedly pawing at her face, she would have gone back to sleep.

      Eve’s heart plummeted when her brain caught up with her vision. She wasn’t hot because she had worn her clothes to bed. She was hot because there was an inferno going on around her. Eve looked around the room: no windows, no vents, only the door. It was a mere four feet from her, but engulfed in black smoke and bright red-and-orange flames. Eve pulled Jzera into a tight hug and did the only thing she could think of. She screamed bloody freaking murder.
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      If it weren’t for Eve’s bed, she would have already been dead. Some kind of invisible barrier kept the fire from engulfing her body. She screamed again, this time calling out for Xavier. She prayed the bed wouldn’t explode while she was still on it.

      “Eve!” Xavier’s voice rang out. She couldn’t see him through the thickness of the smoke.

      “Xavier! Xavier, please get me out of here!” Eve yelled hysterically.

      “Just hold on, I’ll get help!” yelled Xavier over the roar of the fire.

      “Please, please, please,” Eve prayed, holding Jzera tightly against her. The heat was becoming more intense by the second. The bubble that surrounded her and Jzera was keeping the flames at bay, but Eve was confident they only had a matter of minutes before the heat became too much.

      “Close your eyes!” Kyan’s firm voice rang out. Eve curled herself into a ball, protecting Jzera and closing her eyes as tight as she could.

      A colossal explosion echoed throughout the room, and Eve dropped to the bed like a sack of potatoes. Not even daring to open her eyes, she stayed curled up in the ball until she felt herself being lifted and moved.

      Kyan spoke reassuringly as he carried her out of the room. “Just breathe.”

      “Eve, are you okay?” Xavier whispered close to her ear as he put a blanket around her body.

      “I think I’m fine. What happened?” Eve asked, pulling the blanket around herself and Jzera. Where did he get a blanket, and why didn’t she have one?

      “I have never seen a sleeping unit malfunction like this. I need to make a few phone calls. There are safety procedures in place to keep fires from happening,” Kyan said.

      “What do you remember?” Xavier asked her.

      “Nothing. I was asleep, I felt hot, Jzera woke me up, and I was surrounded by an inferno.”

      “It would seem your companion saved your life.” Kyan looked at her intently. “The doors and walls in each room are fireproof. The fire would never have left your room. If Xavier hadn’t heard you screaming, we would have seen a different outcome.”

      Eve shivered at the thought. She was not scared of death, but being barbequed alive was not one of her top ways to die.

      “Are you cold?” Xavier asked, rubbing her shoulders as if trying to generate heat.

      “I’m okay,” Eve said. “Just glad it's over.”

      “Eve, you need to shower. Since your clothes seem to be destroyed, just use your Pulsate after.” Kyan motioned towards the bathroom.

      “Okay,” Eve said. Why did he want her to shower? Shouldn’t he want her to go to the hospital first?

      “You look rough,” Xavier explained. “Plus, you are soaked in sweat, and people are going to be investigating this. Kyan doesn’t want you to look frazzled.”

      “Okay,” Eve said and went into the bathroom. One look in the mirror, and she could see why Kyan wanted her to shower. She did look rough. Her hair was all frizzed out, and her clothes were drenched in sweat and stained with smoke.

      By the time she was clean again, a multitude of people were roaming the house, all in the same dark uniforms that the security officers at the school wore. “Try and stay away from everyone,” Xavier said after she exited the bathroom, wearing her Pulsate and hair still wet. She tried to stay out of the way, but every place she wandered off to, another officer seemed to pop up. Even Jzera got fed up and went off to hide somewhere.

      Soon, Xavier found her back in the bathroom, sitting against the wall. “You okay?”

      “Just trying to stay out of everyone’s way,” Eve replied, not wanting to admit she was scared out of her mind. She wanted to go home so much her insides ached.

      Xavier held his hand out to her. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?” Eve asked, looking down at her Pulsate PJs.

      “Somewhere quiet,” Xavier said and pulled her along.

      She followed as he led her out of the house, and they slowly made their way down a small path leading away from the community. “Kyan might get mad,” Eve said as she stepped over some bushes. To her surprise, the farther they traveled, the more foliage appeared.

      “I guess they don’t landscape farther than where the residents live.” Xavier pushed aside some hanging ivy, exposing a ledge overlooking what resembled a cavern.

      “This is amazing,” Eve said, looking over the landscape. She had only seen the planet during the day, but at night, it was even more beautiful. She had no idea the trees were bioluminescent. Dozens of different colors lit up the night, all glowing as if under a blacklight.

      “I found this spot a couple of days ago. I come out here to relax. Reminds me of that movie we saw a couple of years ago.” Xavier sat himself down on the ground.

      “It's gorgeous,” Eve said and sat next to him.

      “Are you okay?” Xavier asked.

      “No, but what choice do I have? I can’t complain about it, what good would it do? I can’t be angry, it wouldn’t help any.” Eve brushed the tears away from her eyes.

      “Come here,” Xavier said, taking her hand and pulling her up.

      When he pulled her toward the edge, Eve resisted. “I think I’d rather sit.”

      “I won’t let you fall.”

      “Yes, but one near-death experience per night, please,” Eve retorted.

      “Trust me,” Xavier said as he took her hand and pulled her reluctantly up to the edge.

      “Xavier, I don’t think…” Eve stopped as she got a closer look. She blinked a few times to make sure she was seeing things correctly.

      “Looks different now,” Xavier laughed, pointing at a large animal floating – no, swimming – through the trees.

      Eve squinted to look more closely at the forest. The water that rose all the way above the trees was so still, it was almost invisible. “I would have never guessed.”

      “At night, when both moons are out, they pull the water level up. If this were Earth, most of the United States would be underwater. That’s why people live so far above the ground. During the day, the water stays down in its sphere.”

      “How high does it get?” Eve asked.

      “This is it.” Xavier leaned over to look deeper into the pool. “Every three months, it rises to its full potential.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t wander off,” Kyan’s voice barked from behind them.

      “Just trying to stay out of the way,” Xavier told him.

      Kyan joined them at the edge of the cliff and rubbed at his face in frustration. “They just got done examining Eve’s sleeping unit. It looks like the whole system melted.”

      “Does that happen often?” Eve asked.

      “No. In fact, it has never happened. The amount of heat needed to melt the metal is impossible to generate here. The beds are not even made on this planet. To have that much heat, someone would have to have a portable sun.”

      “So, how did it happen, then?” Xavier asked.

      Kyan ran his fingers through his hair. “I have no idea.”

      Eve felt a shift in the atmosphere as Kyan and Xavier stared at each other. It was almost like they were having a private conversation, and she wasn’t invited.

      “Now what?” Xavier asked when he finally straightened up and pulled Eve to his side.

      “We will have to move you both to the dorms, get Eve some new clothes, and launch a full investigation. I have the makers of the beds porting over tomorrow to recheck our findings,” Kyan said and motioned for them to follow.

      “Dorms?” Eve asked.

      “This was no accident, Eve. Someone is trying to kill you,” Kyan said bluntly.

      “Wait, what?” Eve asked, confused. Kill her? But why? Nobody even knew she was from Earth. Unless someone did know, but why not say something? Why try to kill her?

      “Do not overthink it,” Kyan said and placed his hand on her head.

      “Why me?” Eve squeaked.

      “You belong to me. And many, many people would like nothing better than to hurt me,” Kyan explained as they walked back to the house.

      “But why me and not you? No offense,” Eve asked Kyan.

      “If I can’t protect what is mine, then how can they trust me to protect the universe?”

      “People will go to great lengths to be on top. Even if it means playing dirty,” Xavier said as they walked past the house, toward the docking bays.

      “Let’s save this conversation for another time. Right now, it is best if we head to school,” said Kyan.

      “I’m not properly dressed,” Eve whined. She didn’t want to run into Professor Ravana and get expelled.

      “Oh wait,” Xavier shouted, making Eve jump. Before Kyan or Eve could say anything, Xavier bolted off.

      Kyan ushered Eve into the vesical anyway. “What was that all about?”

      “I have no idea,” Eve said as she sat down.

      A moment later, Xavier plopped down in another seat with Jzera cradled in his arms. “Sorry, took me a minute to find her.”

      “I can bring her?” Eve asked, shocked. She had wanted to ask but had been too scared to.

      Kyan’s lips tightened when he looked over the creature. “I am not sure how your teachers will feel about having an untrained companion running around the school.”

      “Well then, I guess you can watch over her while we live in the dorms all year,” Xavier said as he handed Jzera to Eve.

      “On second thought, it is my school,” Kyan cleared his throat, “so sure. Why not. Other students have companions.”

      Eve let out a soft giggle. Kyan would rather break protocol than be inconvenienced by a pet: a weakness Xavier had exploited. She made a mental note to thank Xavier later. Maybe staying at the dorms wouldn’t be so bad. She cuddled Jzera into her chest and closed her eyes. She had forgotten how late it probably was; her body felt heavy from the events and lack of sleep.

      “Eve?” Xavier's voice pulled at her. They had arrived. She hadn’t realized she had fallen asleep with Jzera tucked into her side.

      “It has been a long day for us all. And it isn’t unusual for humans to need more sleep than other species,” Kyan said as he stood up to open the door.

      “Humans need more sleep?” Eve yawned.

      “Yes, though you have been doing well,” Xavier pointed out.

      “How so?” Eve asked.

      “Normal humans need six to eight hours of sleep. But our nights are only three hours long. You have been on our time since you got here. I was surprised you haven’t succumbed to exhaustion,” Kyan explained and ushered them out the door.

      “I didn’t realize the hours were different from Earth,” Eve said.

      “Very much. We have 36 hours of daylight and three and a half hours of darkness. Occasionally more, depending on the season.”

      They walked quickly down the halls. Eve noticed they were not walking the same way as when they first arrived at the school. As they approached a bank of elevator shoots, Professor Ravana rounded the corner, coming their way.

      “Kyan!” she screeched.

      “All is well,” Kyan said, raising his hand to stop her from invading his personal space.

      “I heard there was a fire!” Ravana belted. “There hasn’t been a fire on this planet in years! We have protocols for that!”

      “All is well, Azazel, but it isn’t safe back at our home. We will be staying here until further notice. I’m sure you have already prepared my quarters?” Kyan asked.

      “Yes, everything has been prepared,” Ravana answered. Eve couldn’t help but notice the glares the professor kept giving her whenever Kyan wasn’t looking.

      “What about the children?” Kyan asked as they took the shoot up. When it changed direction and went sideways, Eve almost vomited. She had never felt a sensation like it before.

      “I already have the lead boy and lead girl in the main office. They will escort the children to their new rooms.”

      “Very good, very good.”

      The four of them walked down another hall into a massive room resembling an opera house: marble pillars and floors, with a double staircase leading up to a large door. It felt completely different than the rest of the planet; it almost felt like Earth.

      “About your niece’s companion…and attire,” Ravana said as she looked Eve up and down.

      “What about it?” Kyan asked back in a tone to which most would have just replied, “never mind.”

      “It is prohibited for companions not to be in stasis, and her attire is breaking many school rules,” Professor Ravana boldly stated.

      “Is that so?” Kyan glared at her and ignored her, leading the way up the marble stairs.

      Eve followed them up the staircase into what seemed to be the main office, though it only had a desk and a giant window behind it. “Headmaster,” two students said in unison as Kyan entered the room.

      Still standing at the doorway, Kyan addressed them. “I appreciate you both taking the time out of your schedule to meet with me. Due to unforeseen circumstances, Eve, Xavier, and I will be staying here for the remainder of the school year. I would appreciate it if you would please show them where they will be staying, and help them learn the layout of the school.”

      “Yes, Headmaster,” The boy said. Just like everyone else, he was not from Earth. He looked like Earth's version of an angel, with tan skin, white wings, and blond hair. The only thing that threw Eve off was his mismatched eyes. One was sea blue, and the other was almost entirely black.

      “Thank You, Cassious,” Kyan told the boy with a nod.

      The girl just stood there, staring at Eve with a curious look. As if she wasn’t sure what Eve was. Which was a possibility?

      “I am Kelsa daughter of Zennath, Senator of Vivia,” Kelsa said giving Eve a bow. The girl sported a pixie style haircut. Her rainbow-colored hair complimented her light pink skin. Kelsa’s pointed ears made Eve silently curse Xavier. They weren’t as tall as Restella’s or as pleasing to look at as Reed’s but they were there none the less. But what really caught Eve’s attention was the prismatic fairy wings poking out of the girl’s blazer.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Eve, Niece of Kyan, Galactic Senator of Armacula,” Eve replied, giving Kelsa a slightly lesser bow, since Eve was a resident of a higher-ranking planet. She felt a tinge of pride when Kyan looked over at her and gave her a smile and a nod.

      “Headmaster, about Eve,” Professor Ravana began again.

      “I think you may have forgotten that I run this school, Azazel,” Kyan said in a deep, dark tone that scared pretty much everyone in the room.

      After a quick gulp, brave Ravana squeaked, “Headmaster, I just don’t want others to think you would favor your students over the rest.”

      “Kelsa, Cassious, please show Xavier and Eve where they will be staying,” Kyan said sweetly. Too sweetly. Eve had a feeling he wanted some alone time with Ravana, which probably wasn’t going to end well.

      “Yes, Headmaster,” Kelsa and Cassious replied simultaneously.

      Eve and Xavier followed the two students out of the room. The giant door closed with a slam.

      “I will take you to the girls’ dorm, and Cassious will take Xavier to the boys’,” Kelsa said to Eve.

      “Okay,” Eve replied with a smile. She was no longer tired, and she didn’t want to hang around here, just in case Professor Ravana needed someone to take her frustrations out on.

      With a nervous nod, Xavier said to Eve, “Just send me a message if you need anything.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Kelsa said as she moved towards the shoots.

      “I got this,” Eve said, and she pushed Xavier with her hip. Which she instantly regretted. Both Cassious and Kelsa made slight coughing noises, and if Eve wasn’t mistaken, they both seemed a tad embarrassed. Xavier gave a silent laugh and followed Cassious to one of the shoots.

      Kelsa scanned her ID on a pad next to the neighboring tube. “That was friendly.”

      “Sorry,” Eve said with a bow.

      “I am not too familiar with Lux customs. But you probably shouldn’t be so friendly, or people might get the wrong idea,” Kelsa said.

      “I will take note. Thanks for the heads-up.” Eve smiled.

      Kelsa shifted uncomfortably. “You’re welcome.”

      “I remember you. I watched you battle Reed,” Eve said, thinking back to the battle.

      “I almost won. He let his guard down just long enough, but dang it if he still didn’t beat me,” Kelsa whined.

      “I enjoyed watching the two of you,” Eve admitted.

      “I can’t believe you’re allowed to have your companion out,” Kelsa said as they exited the shoots. Eve had a sense that Kelsa was trying to change the subject.

      “Well, it was a surprise,” Eve answered carefully. She wasn’t sure what Kelsa met by “out”.

      Kelsa’s eyes were fixed longingly on Jzera. “It is so pretty.”

      “Would you like to hold her?”

      “I better not,” Kelsa replied. But Eve could tell she wanted to, so instead of asking again, she just handed Jzera to Kelsa. “But…It is…Oh, it’s so soft,” Kelsa purred.

      “Her name is Jzera,” Eve said as they walked down a hallway that looked just like the classroom halls.

      Kelsa cuddled Jzera enthusiastically. “I have always wanted a companion.”

      “You should get one,” Eve told her.

      “You're sweet,” Kelsa said and handed Jzera back to Eve. She scanned her ID on a keypad in front of another holographic door set into the hallway.

      “Is this the dorm?” Eve asked.

      “Yep. This room will be yours,” Kelsa said as the door whooshed open.

      Eve was massively disappointed when the lights flickered on. The room looked identical to the one she had been living in at Kyan’s. The walls and floor were gray. The only difference was that there were two sleeping units instead of just one.

      “Who else is going to stay in here?” Eve asked.

      “All first years are put in section 1 dorms. A fourth year oversees the dorms. It’s a great honor to be a lead boy or girl,” Kelsa told her.

      “Do I share with another first year then?” Eve said and pulled Jzera closer to her.

      “Technically, Lunafrya was supposed to get the first years. But after meeting you, I don’t think it would be a good fit,” Kelsa said.

      “Is she not very nice?”

      “Students are not nice, to begin with. This is not a school for the weak of heart. It’s a competitive school; everyone wants to be on top.” Kelsa grimaced. “Or at least, that’s what we’re told. But to be honest, it isn’t true. Not everyone cares about becoming the next Senator. Some would prefer to follow different professions. But alas, we are here anyways.”

      “And you?” Eve asked.

      “Me? I’m here because I have a duty to my planet and family. The curse of being the firstborn,” Kelsa sighed.

      “And Lunafrya?” Eve asked.

      “She is very, very good at her skill set, but she has a different approach to things. She is unique. Headmaster Kyan decided that she wouldn’t be a good fit for the first years. She can be quite…different,” Kelsa said, tilting her head slightly as if trying to find the right words.

      “Different can be good,” Eve added.

      “Not here, and not in the same way you are different. More like, you wake up one day, and all your shoes have gone missing. Or you come back, and she is naked, sitting in the middle of the floor with weird herbs burning.”

      “Is she okay?” Eve asked, concerned.

      “Oh, she’s fine. She is from the planet Lunas, which has about as much daylight as this planet has night. I think the sun makes her a bit crazy. But don’t mistake her weirdness for weakness.”

      “So, I’m going to share a room with her?” Eve asked, worried now.

      “No. She was in this room, but the headmaster had her switched for the lead girl who was overseeing the second years, which is a little unusual. He doesn’t normally get involved with students’ affairs. But I guess since you are his niece, and have a few more needs than most, I can see why he did.”

      “I am not needy,” Eve defended.

      “I am sorry, I didn’t mean to offend,” Kelsa said.

      Eve wanted to ask in what ways she was needy, but worried it would open up questions about how little she knew about this world. “Is the new girl nice?” she asked instead.

      “You tell me, do you think I am nice?” Kelsa laughed.

      “You?”

      “Yes, me. Welcome to my – I mean, our room. I want to get to know you better. But don’t worry. Not in an I’m-going-to-take-you-down sort of way, but in a you-intrigue me-sort of way.” Kelsa plopped down on her bed.

      “I intrigue you?” Eve asked.

      “Oh, yes, immensely,” Kelsa said with a half-grin that scared Eve.

      “How so?” Eve feared the answer.

      “We both know you are not from Luxcustos, Eve,” Kelsa said, looking up at her. “So, tell me where you are from.”
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      I don’t understand,” Eve said, trying to play it off.

      “Your files say you’re Lux, but you look like a reverse splice.” Kelsa looked at Eve intensely.

      “I don’t understand,” Eve repeated as her heart pounded against her ribcage. Was it that obvious she didn’t belong? “What is a reverse splice?”

      “Oh, there is no such thing. But a splice is born when people crossbreed. You get some scary-looking kids, who normally die at birth due to genetic flaws. But you look like someone took every genetic trait out of you and left the bare basics. Your skin is slightly tan, but holds no color; your eyes are a very plain brown; your hair, though you have altered it, is a basic black. You almost look like a bare, basic avatar in tutorials — nothing like someone from Luxcustos. Their sun is so close to the planet that they have dark skin with a slight gold tint. Their eyes and hair hold gold flakes. None of those traits are in you.”

      “I’m basic?” Eve said, wishing she had a mirror.

      “Yes, and it so very pleasing to look at. But it does pose the question. Why do you look the way you do?” Kelsa wondered out loud.

      “I don’t know, I never really thought of myself that way. I wish I had more features and colors like everyone else.”

      “You’d better be careful. You are going to have many people wanting to be your other,” Kelsa replied.

      “My other?” Eve asked, confused.

      “Well, breeding with and marrying another race is prohibited, but it doesn’t mean during the school years before all the customary laws apply, people don’t…indulge. For experimental reasons, with someone they could never really be with except while at school.”

      “Do you have an other?” Eve asked. She regretted the question when Kelsa turned a beautiful shade of pink.

      “Well, I guess since I saw you with yours, it’s only a fair question.” Kelsa laughed.

      “Wait, what? I don’t have an other,” Eve interjected.

      “What about Xavier?” Kelsa added, looking even pinker.

      “He’s my cousin. It isn’t like that, we're just friends,” Eve defended herself. Holy crap, only her first hour living at the school, and people already thought she was romantically involved with Xavier. As if he would ever allow that.

      “Are you sure about that,” Kelsa asked, raising her eyebrow.

      “We hang out to discuss movies, anime, and music. No romantic feelings here,” Eve rushed out as she tried to erase the images of Xavier’s face close to hers.

      “Another reason I know you were not raised on Luxcustos,” Kelsa interjected.

      “Wait; what?”

      “My translator has a hard time keeping up with your words. Which tells me you were raised on a classless planet,” Kelsa said, looking over at Eve with curiosity.

      “My mom was a free spirit,” Eve lied quickly. “She didn’t like rules. I didn’t even have Vita-shots until Kyan took me in. She got sick, and here I am.”

      “You are going to have to learn to talk better if you want people to believe you’re from Luxcustos. Headmaster’s protection will only get you so far. And calling him by his name without a title is a huge disrespect,” Kelsa told her.

      “I didn’t know,” Eve replied. Actually, she did, but she didn’t want Kelsa to know Kyan let her call him by his first name, and it was just a slip of the tongue. She needed to remember all those stupid etiquette rules before she got herself in trouble.

      Kelsa sighed. “It must have been amazing. I heard classless planets don’t have rules against distractions.”

      Eve was glad Kelsa had let the subject of her origin drop. “No, I was not raised with the same rules.” Eve thought back to those wonderful, distracting times. She missed Earth.

      “I want to do my fifth-year internship on a classless planet. But they won’t let me if I don’t get my political ranking up higher. I rock it in the Dome, but I’m not so great in the courts,” Kelsa whined.

      “What is political ranking?” Eve asked. She felt less dumb asking questions now that Kelsa knew she wasn’t from Luxcustos.

      “You can take a Politics course as one of your classes. Most don’t start taking it until it becomes mandatory in your second year. The top students get a chance to do an internship on a classless planet. It’s supposed to help remind us how good we have it, but I want to go to relax and not have all the stress of leading.”

      “Sounds amazing,” Eve said. Maybe she could be sent to Earth and help make it part of the Alliance. She kicked the thought firmly out of her head. Going home was her goal; she needed to remember that.

      “I want to go. But I don’t do well in the mock trails. My Professor says I’m too nice and will never be able to make harsh decisions.” Kelsa pouted.

      “Well, you can practice on me. Maybe it will help.” Eve set Jzera down on the floor. Her arm was starting to fall asleep.

      “Practice on you?” Kelsa questioned.

      Eve giggled as Jzera jumped up on Kelsa’s lap. “You know, work together for mutual benefit.”

      “I like the idea. I guess since you’re only a first-year, you won’t be able to participate and use my ideas against me,” Kelsa said as she cuddled Jzera.

      “I wouldn’t do that to you,” Eve told her. It was sad that a planet with so much social connection had no actual relationships amongst its population.

      “I honestly don’t think you would, but plenty of students would. There are those here who only have one goal in mind.” Kelsa replied as she ran her fingers through her hair.

      “I want to sit and talk more, but I have some things I need to take care of before curfew. I never sat and talked with another student before. I enjoyed it. I like you, Eve,” Kelsa said with a shy smile.

      “I like hanging out with you, too,” Eve said honestly. It was nice to have women around who liked her for her.

      “Let’s chat after I make my rounds. Oh, and before I go. Remember, curfew has been automatically set on your ID. Don’t let them catch you out of bed. They are very strict about it. And if you need anything, just message me.” Kelsa tapped her bulky ID and pushed it against Eve’s. Instantly, a message appeared stating that Eve had a new contact.

      “Got it,” Eve said.

      “I want your ID. So much privacy, I could do whatever I wanted without anyone knowing what I was doing,” Kelsa whined before she left the room.

      Eve looked down at her dainty bracelet. She was glad Kyan had made her a small one. Then a loud beep made her jump. “What the heck was that?” Eve asked Jzera, who just looked up at her, yawned, and laid her head back down. “You’re no help,” Eve said, looking around the room. Another beep sounded. It was almost like it was coming from her. After a few moments of looking all over the room, she realized it was her ID. She hadn’t noticed the slight glow on the band. She activated it, and sure enough, a message alert popped up. It was Xavier asking where she was. After a quick reply that she was in the girls’ dorm, a knock sounded at the door, making her jump. She was getting irritated at how skittish she had become.

      “Who’s there?” Eve asked, staring at the door cautiously.

      No one answered. She waited, and nothing happened. No knock, no voice. Slowly, she moved toward the door and swiped her ID. The door opened, revealing a large box. For a brief moment, Eve felt panic, but then realized it was probably from Kyan since he was the only one besides Kelsa who knew she was here.

      Feeling silly, Eve opened the box, which was full of her clothes and Jzera’s things. Thank you, Kyan. Excited, she quickly got dressed, feed Jzera, and put the rest away. Now she didn’t have to miss class. She wasn’t even sure what time her class started, but her ID did, and it gave her an hour’s warning. She locked the door with her thumb and headed down the stairs.

      This was the first time Eve had been able to walk to class by herself. She had time to kill, so she took it slowly. The light breeze in the air as she walked on the pathway felt good. The girls’ dorm was just across from the building they had entered in the vesical.

      Lost in thought, she almost walked right past Kyan. No, it wasn’t Kyan. It was Tyrus leaning against the bridge post. “Tyrus,” Eve said, walking over towards him.

      “I’ve been looking for you. Even knocked on your door. Let me tell you, it’s been a while since I snuck into the girls’ dorm.”

      “That was you? You scared me,” Eve whispered harshly.

      “Sorry, but once I heard about the accident, I wanted to make sure you were okay. Since my dear brother refuses to talk to me, I had to resort to sneaky measures,” Tyrus rambled.

      “Well, I guess I’m fine. No worse for the wear,” Eve said through a fake smile.

      “Nobody is fine after something like that happens. But I am glad to see you functioning,” Tyrus said and patted her on the head.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “I have something for you. Two things, actually,” Tyrus said with a grin that looked troublesome.

      “For me?” Eve asked, confused. She wasn’t even sure what he could give her. Stuff wasn’t a thing here.

      “You can’t tell anyone I gave it to you. Otherwise, I could get into trouble.” Tyrus winked at her.

      “I don’t want to get you into trouble,” Eve said and raised her hands, palms out. The last thing she wanted was more family drama for Xavier.

      “Then don’t tell anyone,” Tyrus said with a laugh. Before Eve could refuse him, Tyrus pushed his ID against hers. An icon appeared in her vision, and she prayed he hadn’t just given her some weird virus. But to her absolute pleasure, he had made her a playlist—over a thousand songs by recent Earth artists that she loved.

      “Ahh!” Eve squealed.

      “Girls are so easy to please.” Tyrus laughed.

      “Oh, I don’t know how to thank you!” Eve cried out. Without thinking, she jumped up and hugged him. Her day had started so crappy, and now she had a fantastic roommate and music. She felt overwhelmed with emotion.

      “Now, don’t cry. I didn’t do anything,” Tyrus said, giving her a sly smile.

      “Eve, don’t hug strangers.” Xavier’s cold voice echoed over the grounds. Eve immediately backed up a few paces from Tyrus.

      “Hello, Xavier. I see your personality matches that of my brother. One day, I hope you will learn to loosen up a bit,” Tyrus said. He patted Eve’s hand and slipped something into it before walking over toward Xavier.

      “I think my priorities are clear,” Xavier said through narrowed eyes. Eve noticed Xavier digging his thumb into his finger.

      Tyrus looked between Eve and Xavier and said, “You may need my help again one day.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Xavier said in a dark tone.

      “Xavier,” Eve started to say excitedly. She wanted to tell him about the music, but she had just told Tyrus she would keep it a secret. Keeping a secret from Xavier was going to be hard.

      “You’re looking rather radiant for someone who was almost killed this morning,” Xavier said coldly.

      “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” Eve retorted in the same tone.

      “Well, I’ve got places to go that aren’t here,” Tyrus said as he backed away.

      “Bye Tyrus,” Eve said in her sweetest voice to annoy Xavier. She clenched her hand around the object Tyrus had placed there.

      Xavier stomped toward her as Tyrus left and growled, “I told you to stay away from him, and here I find you hugging him?”

      “He was worried about me. He was nice. Something I miss,” Eve barked back.

      “Rules are there for a reason, Eve. Mine and the school’s. If you don’t pull your head out of the clouds and realize this is not Earth, you are going to find yourself in a bad situation,” Xavier whispered harshly.

      “Like being barbequed alive?” Eve shot back.

      “Yes, and until you know who is trying to kill you, I suggest you stay away from everyone. Especially Tyrus.”

      “I will not be kept in a bubble,” Eve retorted.

      A group of students clattered over the bridge. “We’re going to be late for class,” Xavier muttered. The last thing they needed was spectators to their argument.

      Eve waited until Xavier’s back was turned to see what Tyrus had put into her hand. She smiled as she looked down at the sour candy. Opening it, she popped it in her mouth and let the salty-sour goodness wash over her. Apparently, Tyrus had an Earth candy stash.

      Once they were settled in class, it didn’t take long for Professor Ravana to go into a tangent about rules, staring directly at Eve while she yelled. Kyan must have spit in the old bat’s cheerios. Teachers were supposed to be kind and encouraging, not psychopathic maniacs.

      “So, as you all already know, we were supposed to take a tour of the school today. But due to some unfortunate circumstances,” more glares at Eve, “we must remain in the classroom. So instead, you can all take a virtual tour using your IDs. I will be back to check on you in an hour. I will then give you a test on the locations of key areas of my choice. Those of you who do not pass, well. I imagine you can guess what will happen.”

      Eve watched Professor Ravana leave the room, half wondering if she was waiting for Eve to fail so she could kick her out of school. Or waiting until no one was looking to just kill her and be done with it.

      “Did you hear about the fire at the headmaster’s estate?” Shiryu said to someone. Eve ignored the whispers and turned her ID on before someone asked her about it.

      She loaded a map of the school, which looked like one of the dungeons from her RPG games. It looked like there was only one entrance, but Eve knew the information was incorrect because she had used another one that morning.

      Once Eve finished reading the map, she found interesting little side notes about the school. For example, every time a planet entered the Galactic Alliance, it gifted something to the school. Luxcustos had provided Velaria, the giant fountain that circled the school. Eve wondered if it was there to keep students from falling off the edge. Shi-Wu gifted all the beds in the dorms. They are the only ones who have the atmosphere to build them.  Kanatar was her favorite; they had gifted the school a golden toilet. Of course, it didn’t look anything like Earth's toilets, but she found it amusing. The creepiest gift was from a planet called Alms. They had gifted the school the bones of one of their high priests.

      “You know,” said Samael, interrupting her thoughts, “if you’re in the main office and follow the east hallway down through the security area, you can see where they used to keep prisoners.”

      “Where did you find that map?” Eve asked. The map he had pulled up on his ID didn’t look like the map she had found. It seemed older and had many more rooms and passages, including a really big, circular room.

      “Not all updates are for the best. Things get lost when they are constantly updated. For example, I was told there were hallways underneath the school. Some say they were used for experimenting,” Samael said quietly.

      “What kind of experiments?” Eve asked, intrigued. There were a lot of hidden passages near the teachers’ dorms on his map.

      “Nothing spectacular, but I know the portals were invented at this very school,” Samael told her.

      Jun poked his short head over Samael’s desk and looked at his map. “How would the portals be invented at the school?”

      “They say the founder accidentally invented a way to travel to another universe. While trying to get back, he found he could make a doorway. But each time, he ended up on a different planet. He found he could travel to different planets, but only from this one. He couldn’t travel from, let’s say, Polaris to Luxcustos. He would have to go from Polaris to Armacula, then to Luxcustos. For some reason, Armacula connected all the worlds. The school used to be a trading district. But as the access to Armacula grew, so did the need to control it. The peacekeepers were initiated, and then they became the Galactic Senate.”

      “Where did you get your information from?” Xavier asked.

      “The old-fashioned way. It was passed down from generation to generation. Our planet doesn’t just use the information sent to IDs. That information can be changed or altered. We keep hand-written records. We have temples dedicated to preserving knowledge. It can’t be changed; it can’t be erased. We are taught this history from birth,” Samael stated.

      “Truth is held by the majority,” spouted Xavier. “Community information is the only information. If everyone is calling the grass blue, but somewhere back in history it was called green, then the grass is blue.”

      “The truth is the truth, that’s what makes it the truth. If someone is murdered and everyone says it didn’t happen, that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen,” Eve argued.

      “Exactly,” Samael agreed.

      “But if everyone says it didn’t happen, then who is to say it happened?” Min joined in.

      “But it did happen,” Eve shot back, frustrated. “You can’t hide the truth just because the majority agrees it didn’t.”

      “That’s how history works,” added Shiryu. “If two planets are having a dispute, the one who wins gives the version of the truth that is recorded. Both were fighting for what they believed, but only one will be remembered as the truth.”

      “But the truth is the truth,” Eve retorted. She didn’t want to think of all the history she had learned and not knowing if it was what happened or what people wanted her to know. She felt overwhelmed by the thought.

      Samael shook his head. “Arguing with them is pointless. The only way you can change something in this world is with power.”

      “But if no one agreed on the truth, then we would have wars. Is it not easier to agree with the majority?” Min replied.

      “Since you all seem to be done with your tours, how about we start the quiz now?” Professor Ravana barked as she entered the room.

      “Listen, Eve. Become strong and make a difference, no matter what the cost,” Samael whispered to her before taking his seat.

      Eve thought over what Samael said. Maybe she could become an activist and make this world a better place. Then she remembered that she needed to go home. Let them worry about their weird politics. She needed to go back to Earth. Earth was safe.

      “Evangeline, would you like to join the class? Or are you too special to take a test?” Professor Ravana barked at her.

      Embarrassed, Eve hit the start button on the quiz. It wasn’t hard, just basic questions on where things were located. She was disappointed with how easy the quiz was.

      “It looks like you all passed, and we had five people with perfect scores. Keep this up, and you may amount to something. You may take the remaining time in class to study.”

      Eve checked her avatar. She had received five hundred points for getting a perfect score. Not enough to level her up, but it was something.

      Shiryu leaned over and whispered to Eve, “I am excited about tomorrow. We’re finally going to pick out our schedules!”

      “What are the options?” Eve asked. She wasn’t sure how everyone knew what they would be learning the next day. Maybe the teacher had a calendar she shared with everyone but Eve.

      “Mage, Strength, Agility, Wisdom, Weapon, and Battle Arena,” Shiryu said, ticking off on her fingers.

      “Don’t forget the lesser classes like Companion, Combat, and Political History,” Min added.

      “You can take as few as four, or as many as you can fit into a day,” Samael stated, looking up from his ID.

      “But it’s best only to take classes that will help you. A mage would probably want to stick with Wisdom and Mage training. Everyone must participate in Battle Arena training,” Shiryu told her.

      “Don’t forget, we are also competing for the top five,” Min piped in.

      “What is the top five?” Eve asked.

      “The top five students out of each class get together and practice. They get extra exam tests,” said Shiryu.

      “It’s an unfair advantage,” said a girl Eve had seen but never talked to.

      “Your logic behind that, Zurie?” Shiryu asked the girl.

      “Everyone knows the students from top planets are the ones who get into the group. And we all know those students will become part of the greater council.” Zurie’s dark blue eyes met Eve’s. She seemed like some kind of aquatic creature. Her light blue skin complimented her dark blue hair. You could barely see the yellow highlights, but they were there when the light hit them. Her face resembled a fish but not in an ugly way; her oversized eyes and pouting lips gave her almost an anime appeal. Eve found the girl's accent funny, almost Australian.

      “Eve, this is Zurie. She is from the planet Acanthuridae. Her father is Hepatus,” Shiryu introduced her.

      “Hi,” Eve said shyly.

      Zurie laughed. “Aw, you are cute.”

      “She’s going to Everlease with us. I can’t wait for some downtime,” Shiryu said, stretching herself out.

      “You are on the aquatics team, right?” Jun asked Zurie. The little panda boy had been sitting so quietly, Eve had almost forgotten he was there.

      “You know your teams, little man,” Zurie said to him as if she were talking to a child. Jun shifted back and forth nervously.

      “Aquatics sounds fun,” Eve piped up, trying to make Jun less nervous. She hadn’t been to a pool in ages.

      “If you enjoy drills on speed swimming from a coach who doesn’t believe in breaks,” Shiryu chuckled. “I watched the competition last year. They were jumping through hoops from one gravity pool to the next. Three people almost died.” Eve suddenly had no more desire to join aquatics.

      “Don’t be a hater because the water ruins your pretty little wings.” Zurie laughed.

      “I also watched the competition last year. Your team was amazing. I am surprised you are here, and not a full-time member,” Jun added.

      “One of the downsides of being firstborn,” Zurie sighed.

      “That doesn’t sound very fair,” Eve said.

      Jun continued to look up at Zurie admiringly. “Your agility must be amazing in battle.”

      “Guess you’re going have to get in the ring to find out.” Zurie laughed.

      “Since you all seem to be doing more talking than studying, why don’t you call it a day and head out. I have better things to do than listen to idle chatter,” Professor Ravana stated, looking distracted.

      “Wonder what that was about,” Shiryu mused as they all left the building.

      “She seemed off. I figured she’d rather see us expelled than let us go early,” said Zurie.

      “I think the teachers are having a meeting,” Xavier said, pointing to a bunch of adults entering the side of one of the campus buildings.

      “Wonder what that is about,” Shiryu said again.

      “Probably handing out class schedules for the year,” Zurie answered.

      Eve looked around at her classmates. “What are we going to do for the rest of the day?”

      “We have to go back to our sponsor's house,” Min told them before she took Jun’s hand and headed off.

      “I am going to crash; this time difference is getting to me,” Zurie yawned and followed.

      “I think I’m going to work on organizing our trip,” said Shiryu.

      “Need any help?” Eve asked, not wanting to be alone with Xavier. She was still cross with him for yelling at her earlier.

      “Nah, I love things like this,” Shiryu laughed.

      “Guess I’ll go study,” Eve sighed. She wished Jun or Min were still around; heck, even Samael if it meant she could have someone to talk to.

      “Probably a good idea if you want to level,” Shiryu said and headed toward the portal. Eve had forgotten her classmates wouldn’t be moving into the dorms until the following week.

      “Try not to get yourself in trouble,” Xavier said and walked off toward the boys’ dorms, which were in the exact opposite direction from the girls’. Eve guessed he was still mad about Tyrus.
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      Sorry I left you,” Eve said to Jzera as she came back to her room. She kneeled and played with Jzera while she checked her messages to see if Xavier was ready to apologize. She was grateful for the music Tyrus had given her. Nothing like a heavy rock song to clear the mind.

      A few hours later, Kelsa entered the room. Eve was going to strike up a conversation, but Kelsa immediately hit her sleeping unit’s gravitational button and was in deep sleep in minutes.

      Just when Eve was about to call it a night, a beep informed her of an incoming message from Xavier. He thought it would be best if she took minimal classes.

      Eve didn’t quite agree with him. How often would she get the opportunity to do something so awesome? She wanted to do more. But she wasn’t sure which classes would help her and which ones would be a waste of time. At least she was pretty sure she didn’t need Political History.

      “Hopefully, tomorrow I can figure this out,” Eve told Jzera as they cuddled up.

      But the morning came too soon, and Eve still had no idea what she wanted to do. Kelsa was already gone, and Eve had a couple of hours before class started. In need of a distraction, she decided to get dressed and head to the Dome to see if anyone was battling.

      To her disappointment, no one was using the Battle Zones yet. She wandered around, just looking at each circle, wondering when she would get her next chance to fight. A warm breeze swept across the field. Eve closed her eyes and let her mind drift back to Earth.

      “What’s the sad look for?” Reed’s voice echoed over the field. Her heart did three jumps and dived into her belly.

      “Hello Reed,” Eve said shyly. His comment asking why she was at the school still stung.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be in the ring before long. If you were at a higher level, I would challenge you,” Reed said with a wink.

      “I don’t even know what direction to go yet,” Eve replied with a shrug.

      “Yes, you do. I hardly know you, but I can tell you’re a person who knows what they want,” said Reed.

      “I want to go with light damage, but I want to be able to use magic, too,” Eve rambled. Xavier had told her not to get help from anyone, but dang it, if he wasn’t helping what was she supposed to do?

      “I think that’s a great idea.” Reed nodded and looked her up and down. “Your build tells me you are athletic. You could move around easily, making your avatar fast. The downside to what you want is you would be weak against mages and strength-based avatars. A reason most do not use light damage.”

      “Doesn’t sound so great. I would be setting myself up for failure.”

      “No, not if you put in a lot of effort, but I mean a lot. You would need to build your strength and magic skills to be more efficient. I don’t think you would have a difficult time with either,” Reed replied.

      “Why are you helping me? I thought it wasn’t allowed,” Eve asked. She could feel herself blushing for no good reason. She also felt a strong urge to start swaying back and forth, and a weird sensation in her tummy like she was about to ride a massive roller coaster. Oh, for the love of all that was holy, she was turning into a typical teenage girl. The thought scared and intrigued her.

      “I’m a student leader. Helping is my thing.” Reed held out his sleeve to show Eve his rank. “The yellow stripe means I’m a second year, and the black line means I’m a student leader. If I join A-Class, I’ll have a purple line through the black.”

      “You don’t think I’m insane?” Eve asked and looked down at the ground. It helped relax her tummy if she wasn’t looking at Reed. His eyes just seemed to know what she was feeling. And he legitimately seemed concerned for her, which felt so different from the people trying to keep her out of trouble all the time.

      “I think it’s a great choice. You’re smart, creepy smart, but I don’t think you would do well fighting from a distance. You seem like more of a hands-on kind of person. Strength would bog you down, and you would never reach your full potential. You don’t have the build for armor or heavy weapons anyways.” Reed pulled up her chin to meet her eyes to his. “Too many people don’t consider that. I think light damage is perfect for you.”

      Eve’s tummy began to sizzle, like she had a bunch of butterflies in there trying to escape. And her heart began to beat harder. Maybe all this stress was causing her to have a panic attack. “What courses would you suggest, then?”

      “All of them,” Reed said.

      “All of them?” Eve repeated, a bit shocked. Not something Xavier would have suggested.

      “I told you it would be hard. But you would need every skill to be able to combat the other types of fighters,” Reed said with a nod.

      “Okay then,” Eve said and let out a long sigh. She pushed her hair back behind her ear and stood a little taller. She could do this.

      “If you want easy, go mage. But you don’t strike me as the easy type.” Reed tilted his head to the side and stared at her like he wanted to ask something, but thought better of it.

      “What?” Eve asked, feeling very exposed.

      “The way you just pushed your hair behind your ear. It was very…” Reed paused and blinked slowly, then continued, “alluring.”

      “Sorry,” Eve said, slightly embarrassed. She had never been alluring before.

      “Don’t apologize. I liked it very much,” Reed said, then cleared his throat as if reminding himself where he was.

      Eve decided to change the subject. “Thank you for all the advice. I needed it.”

      “I told you I would help you. I think you have potential. Something I don’t see often. You’re smart and athletic.” Reed paused as if he were debating whether to finish the sentence. “You are also kind, Eve, and let’s be honest, kindness is not a trait most people carry here. You are so very naïve. You don’t realize your potential or worth. I want you to be careful who you trust. I know Xavier is your cousin, but he has a lot riding on his shoulders. He isn’t going to want you to outshine him. He might even go out of his way to hinder you.”

      “Xavier isn’t like that,” Eve defended.

      “Nobody thought Headmaster Kyan was until he got his brother Senator Tyrus expelled. You can’t trust a Lux. They stay on top for a reason, and it has nothing to do with skill,” Reed said darkly.

      “Kyan got Tyrus expelled?” Eve asked. She had no idea what had caused the rift between the two brothers. Xavier seemed to think it was all Tyrus' fault.

      “Once you’re in your fourth year, you can challenge students from your planet to keep them from progressing, giving you a better chance at the Senate seat. Headmaster Kyan challenged Senator Tyrus. Senator Tyrus lost.”

      “Is that why families only send the eldest?” Eve asked, remembering what Kelsa and Zurie had said about their duties as the oldest children in their families.

      “Yes, but once you’re a legal citizen, anyone can challenge you for your status at any time. This school gives students more resources and more leveling opportunities than planetary schools. It helps keep anyone who is not already of high status from battling, not that it doesn’t happen,” Reed explained.

      “It seems so scary,” Eve told him, thinking of losing everything just because you went to the wrong school.

      “That, right there, is why I want to help you. You have something about you I have never seen in anyone before. I saw it when you were watching me battle. I can see it in your eyes now. It is downright intriguing and…makes me feel things I shouldn’t,” Reed finished, looking at her so intensely she began to feel a sharp sensation that Reed might have a crush on her. The idea of a guy as hot as him liking someone like her made Eve feel excited and nauseous at the same time.

      “Am I interrupting something?” A voice echoed across the field. Eve automatically looked over to see Xavier standing at the entrance.

      “Xavier,” Eve said.

      “You have a horrible sense of time. I got to class, and you weren’t there. I messaged you, but you didn’t answer. What choice did I have but to find you? And here I thought something bad happened,” Xavier barked out as he stalked over toward them.

      “I take the blame,” Reed said, moving slightly closer to Eve. “I was helping her with her avatar.”

      “I told you I would help her,” Xavier warned.

      “I wouldn’t have been late,” Eve retorted. “I am not a child.”

      “You’d better get to class. I don’t want you to be late on my account.” Reed smiled down at Eve, his face mere inches from hers.

      “Thank you for everything, Reed. I don’t want to take the easy way,” Eve told him.

      “I am glad to hear it,” Reed replied. Eve could smell the wood scent radiating from him. She half wondered if he smelled like that naturally or if it was some kind of cologne.

      “Let’s go,” Xavier said, then took Eve’s hand and pulled her toward him. He put his arm around her waist and glared at Reed. Eve didn’t miss the look of shock that crossed Reed’s face as they started away toward the school.

      Eve pushed Xavier away once they were far enough from Reed. “You are supposed to be my cousin!”

      “I know. But I had to make a statement.”

      “You need to chill out, Xavier. Jealously does not suit you.” Eve gave a quick glance around to make sure they were alone.

      “What? What am I supposed to do? Let everyone in this bloody school throw themselves at you?” Xavier yelled back.

      “No one is throwing themselves at me. You are overly paranoid.” Eve rolled her eyes.

      “You must put off some Earthling scent or something. But for whatever reason, the whole bloody school wants to be near you,” Xavier growled.

      “Maybe it’s because I’m nice, and that’s a foreign concept here,” Eve barked back.

      “Or maybe it’s because they all see what I have seen from the beginning, and maybe I don’t want to share.” Xavier huffed as he ran his fingers through his hair in frustration.

      “And what is that?” Eve asked. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know.

      “That you are a loyal friend to a fault.”

      “Is that why you brought me, so that you would have a friend?” Eve hissed. Why, oh, why would she ever think Xavier liked her. He was just a selfish boy who didn’t want anyone else playing with his toys.

      “Yes. I lived on Earth too long to give up the one thing I cherished most,” Xavier said, turning around toward her.

      “Friendship,” Eve answered in disappointment.

      “Lets head to class before we are late,” Xavier said walking towards the main building. Eve followed in silence. Why was she disappointed? She couldn’t identify any of her emotions and it made her feel unstable.

      Suddenly, Shiryu ran past them. “You two better get to class! We have five minutes, and I don’t know about you guys, but I do not want to get expelled!”

      “Told you,” Reed said as he jogged after Shiryu.

      Within five minutes, Eve and Xavier had arrived, panting, at the classroom. “I don’t understand. I had my alarm set.” Eve huffed to herself as she sat down, then let out a long sigh. She felt out of breath, and it wasn’t from running. Reed made her heart do flip flops, and Xavier made her want to beat him with a stick.

      “Getting in the morning run?” Zurie asked.

      “Sorry, I was talking to Reed,” Eve answered.

      “Then you are forgiven, I don’t know a girl who could resist such a handsome man,” Zurie stated with a sly smile that made Eve blush.

      “It wasn’t like that,” Eve defended.

      Shiryu grinned from her own seat. “It’s only fitting you two would end up together. I’m a bit jealous. Of him,” she added with a wink.

      “That is never going to happen!” Xavier barked.

      “Besides, you are way prettier than me,” Eve told Shiryu.

      “No way, you’re a classic. Just look at you! It’s like you were created from the perfect mold, and the rest of us just got mixed up with whatever species were lying around.”

      “Mundane is not the look I want. I would much rather be as colorful and pretty as you,” Eve said and smiled at her friend.

      “Gag me already. Nobody in this room holds a sun's glow next to you. And stating otherwise is just insulting yourself, so stop it,” Samael barked at Eve.

      “I…” Eve started, but she wasn’t even sure what to say. She couldn’t tell if he had complimented her or insulted her. Or both.

      “Seriously, stop it,” Samael continued. “A good leader has confidence in themselves no matter what they look like. You need to embrace your qualities and use them to your advantage.”

      “If you are done with your vanity trip, Evangeline, I would like to start class now!” Professor Ravana barked and glared at Eve.

      Zurie quickly took a seat next to Eve and whispered, “Well, she is more cranky than usual.”

      Xavier took the chair on Eve’s other side and whispered, “We need to talk after class.”

      Professor Ravana cleared her throat and began, “As you all know, today is the day you pick your courses. I have a list of all the available classes and what time they start. Be sure you don’t overlap your classes. It would be a shame if you were expelled for being late,” she said, not looking at all like she cared if they got expelled.

      A screen containing the class list popped up in front of Eve. How was she supposed to take all the classes? She sat back and started plugging them into her schedule, seeing which times worked and which didn’t. Once she finished, she realized she would be taking classes from morning until curfew. She wasn’t sure what Companion class was, but Reed said all, so she was doing all. She hit the submit button and prayed she wasn’t biting off more than she could chew.

      “So, did you decide?” Shiryu asked her.

      “Yep,” Eve said and sat back, taking in a deep breath. She half wondered if going to college was this difficult. One wrong step and she would be expelled. She would only have thirty minutes or so to get to each class. It was going to be hard, but she wasn’t taking the easy route.

      Shiryu was already describing her own choices. “I decided on Wisdom, Mage, Agility, and of course, Battle Arena.”

      “I went with Physical Fitness, Wisdom, Agility, Mage, and Battle Arena,” Zurie added.

      “Five classes? Are you sure you can manage?” Shiryu asked, concerned.

      Zurie shrugged. “I was thinking of adding Combat, but I wanted to concentrate on magic instead.”

      “What about you, Xavier?” Shiryu asked him.

      “I’m going with Strength, so I am taking Physical Fitness, Weapons,  Battle Arena, and Combat,” Xavier said proudly.

      “What about you, Eve?” Zurie asked. “Did you finally decide what you’re going to do?”

      “Yes. I am taking everything,” Eve said with a nod.

      “What the hell, Eve?” barked Xavier. “You can’t take everything. You won’t be able to practice or study. You won’t have any time.”

      “I think she’s brilliant. I’m taking everything, too,” Samael chimed in.

      “You both are insane. But better you than me,” Shiryu laughed.

      “How do you think you’re going to make it to all your classes on time?” Xavier continued to Eve.

      “I will have time,” Eve retorted.

      “How? Some of the classes are across campus. Did you allot time to get from one to the other?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” Eve hissed back.

      “How?” Xavier yelled. Eve was slightly taken aback by Xavier’s outburst. It wasn’t like him to get so emotional over things.

      “Give her some slack,” Zurie said, coming to Eve’s defense. “She is brilliant, and I bet she can make it work.”

      “I, for one, am not impressed with your actions, Evangeline.” Professor Ravana looked over at their group. “But better to be expelled now for being late than for failing later.” She looked downright gleeful at the idea of Eve failing.

      “He is not going to be happy.” Xavier pouted as he plopped himself back in his chair. Eve was pretty sure Xavier was referring to Kyan.

      “Speaking of the headmaster,” Professor Ravana said, looking smugly at Eve, “I just received a message asking for Eve and Samael to report to his office. I guess he isn’t thrilled with your better-than-everyone-else attitude.”

      “I didn’t do it to impress anyone,” Eve mumbled as she left the class.

      Samael followed her down the hall. “I did it because each teacher gives power-up tests. The best way to level is to take as many as possible.”

      “I just want to be the best I can be,” Eve said with a shrug. She had no idea that trying to be good at something would cause so many issues.

      Samael took the lead and scrolled through his map. “Do you know where the headmaster’s office is?”

      “Yes,” Eve said, remembering exactly where on the map Kyan’s office was located. She liked her new memory enhancements. Once she saw something or read it, it was ingrained into her brain. She found she was able to organize her thoughts easily to access whatever she was looking for.

      One of the school’s security officers stopped them in the hall. “The headmaster is waiting for you both.”

      “Did we do anything wrong?” Eve asked. Why would an officer need to escort them to the main office?

      “The headmaster can explain. This way,” the officer said.

      Eve followed the officer down the hall to the shoots. He motioned for them both to enter, then said, “418.”

      When they exited the shoots, Eve muttered, “I like walking better.” The sideways motion made her feel ill.

      “Follow the stairs,” the officer said and pointed at the double stairwell.

      “Nice,” Samael said, looking between the marble stairs and the tall, ornate ceiling. “And here I thought everything was bland. Guess this planet has some architecture after all.”

      “You should see Everlease, it's gorgeous,” Eve told him as they walked up the staircase and toward the large door.

      At the top of the stairs, a young-looking girl with fawn-like features told them, “Headmaster Kyan will see you both.”

      Eve wasn’t sure what she expected. Either Kyan was going be mad, or he was going to be proud. Either way, she had made her decision, and she hoped he would support her on it.

      When they entered, Kyan motioned toward a few chairs that lined the wall. “You both can have a seat.” Both Eve and Samael sat down.

      Eve watched as Kyan moved his hand over the window. Footage of the campus came up on what had become a screen, and Eve could see students walking around. In a little corner at the bottom right, there was footage of Professor Ravana’s class. Eve could see Xavier staring at the door intently from his seat. Kyan quickly shut down the screen when he saw her watching it. The campus was replaced by the image of the sky.

      “I will get to the point. You two are the only first-year students to take all the classes offered to you. With that being said, you are either brave or foolish.” Kyan looked directly at Eve, making her shift uncomfortably.

      “I would say we are smart,” said Samael. “Learning comes extremely easily to both Eve and me. It would be a shame to miss out on all the school has to offer.” Eve admired his courage.

      “Is that so?” Kyan said.

      “The only problem is that you make it hard for us to gain the full benefits. How are we supposed to walk to each class within the allotted time frame?”

      “Well, that does pose a problem. One which you should have thought about before you signed up for the classes,” Kyan said. Eve had a feeling that not many people stood up to him.

      “I have a reputation I have to establish. I can’t let something like time stop me from learning,” Samael stated in a professional tone.

      “I would love to hear your solution,” Kyan offered.

      Samael folded his hands together and looked calmly at Kyan. “If the headmaster would allow us to use the shoots instead of the stairwell, we could cut down on our travel time immensely,” he pitched.

      “That is a solution, but it would be unfair to the other students. The shoots are off-limits to first- and second-year students. You will build up stamina by walking to class.” Kyan rubbed his hand along his herculean jaw and finally sat down across from them.

      “No, none of the other students took a full course load. They were lazy. It would only be fair for those who are trying to be able to use the shoots,” Samael argued.

      Eve watched as they bantered back and forth about the why and why not. She wasn’t even sure whose side she was on; they both made excellent points.

      “This is ridiculous,” Kyan eventually belted out, standing up with such force that Eve almost fell out of her chair. “I will allow you to use the shoots on one condition.”

      “That would be?” Samael asked.

      “If you fail to make the top ten in the exams this year, you will leave the school on your own accord,” Kyan said, glaring at Samael.

      “I will be first,” Samael said, standing up.

      “First then.” Kyan gave Samael a nod.

      “Eve.” Samael nodded to her before he left the room.

      Eve felt lost. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to stay or follow Samael. She wasn’t even sure what they had agreed upon. Did any of that pertain to her?

      “He is persistent. Just like his father,” Kyan said after a moment of silence. “His confidence might be his downfall, though.”

      “Kyan, I…” Eve started, but Kyan raised his hand and shook his head.

      “Why did you sign up for all the classes? I’m not sure if anyone told you, but you do not have to take so many. I feel it was unfair to you. I will let you choose again,” Kyan said as he looked over at her.

      “No, I need to take them all,” Eve sheepishly admitted. She wished she had Samael’s confidence.

      Kyan sat back down across from her. “Why is that?”

      “My class is light damage. If I don’t take those courses, I will be beaten by strength and mage avatars. My only chance is to take those classes and use the knowledge to gain the upper hand.”

      “I see. Eve, you do know you don’t have to push yourself like everyone else? This is not your real life. You do know this?” Kyan said.

      “It is my reality now. I am not one to back down from a challenge.” Eve squared her shoulders back and sat up straighter.

      “For someone not raised on Luxcustos, you sure do have our competitive spirit. I admire that,” said Kyan. He stood up and paced around the room, as if thinking.

      “Are you mad?” Eve asked like a child.

      “Mad? Why would I be mad? I couldn’t be prouder. I was concerned Polaris was going to beat Luxcustos, but now, I am delighted. I was worried about how high Samael scored compared to Xavier. But you, you can beat him this school year.” Kyan placed his hand on Eve’s head.

      “You want me to represent Luxcustos?” Eve asked, astounded.

      “I will make you a deal. If you can beat Polaris in this year's exam, then I will allow you to return to school here next year. That is, of course, if you want to be here next year. Otherwise, you can redo your schedule, take some easy classes, and return to Earth this summer.” Kyan knelt to be eye level with Eve.

      “If I beat Samael, I get to come back?” Eve asked, a little more excited than she meant to be. It scared her that the thought of returning to the school was more intriguing than the thought of going home.

      “I have complete faith you can do it,” Kyan said.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” Eve said with a sharp nod. She would use it as a challenge. She didn’t actually have to come back, but she did like to have the option if she wanted it.

      “I will grant you full access to the shoots so you can get to your classes on time. It will even give you some spare time. Just don’t go around telling everyone, or abuse this power by letting others go with you. Xavier is the only exception.” Kyan stood and walked back to his desk.

      “Yes, sir,” Eve said happily.

      “Just scan your ID at the shoot entrance. It will take you where you need to go.” Eve watched as he added some type of information to his ID. Well, not the original one she had seen him with earlier. It would seem Kyan had given himself an upgraded version as well.

      “Thank you,” Eve said and stood up.

      “I should thank you. Your design for the new ID is brilliant. We already have more orders than we can process.”

      “Glad I could help,” Eve said with a smile. Kyan had done so much for her. She was glad she was able to do something in return.

      “You helped more than you know. Allowing Polaris into the Senate was a hard choice, and a costly one. Portals are not cheap to maintain or use. Even with all the mining, we are coming up short to maintain them,” Kyan rambled.

      “Mining?” Eve asked. She wondered if he was talking about the same mines they sent terrible people to.

      “Portals run on a rare mineral called halite. Unlike most technology, which overheats, our portals tend to freeze. We must pump liquidized halite through them to keep them from freezing. We tried other methods, but none have worked out for the long run.”

      “Are the mines here?” Eve asked.

      “It is illegal by Galactic law to mine Armacula. We make deals with planets that have the mineral. Polaris has a deposit on one of their moons, but they are also a big pain to deal with. It was the Galactic Senate who outvoted me. They think we need Polaris,” Kyan said, irritated. It seemed he wasn’t as all-powerful as Eve had thought.

      “What about synthesizing it?” Eve asked, thinking of all the fake chemicals on Earth.

      “They have been trying, but it isn’t looking good. The never-ending struggles of running this planet.” Kyan sighed and rubbed his jaw. He looked overwhelmed.

      “I wish there were something I could do,” Eve said.

      Kyan chuckled. “Your job is to do well and beat Polaris this school year.”

      “I will,” Eve assured him.

      “Confidence is good, but it only gets you part of the way. You will need to work hard. I’ll keep an eye on your progress. You have three lunar cycles to prepare for the final exam. Your score will be based on your avatar’s progress. You will also be judged on character development and leadership. Even if Samael’s avatar outranks yours, you can still beat him in other areas. The top students will face off for extra points. That is where you need to excel the most.”

      “I can do this,” Eve said.

      Kyan stood again and opened the large door. “Head back to the dorms, get some rest. The next few days will be your only chance for recreation. Use them wisely. Then I want you to show me how competitive you are.”

      “Absolutely,” Eve said.

      “Sleep well, Eve.”

      On her way out the door, Eve paused. “Kyan?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why is Earth a classless planet but jellyfish can be part of the Alliance?” Eve asked.

      “That is a conversation to have if you graduate from here.”

      “Yes, sir. Good night.” Eve said, then left.

      As Eve made her way down the stairs, the security officer, who had evidently been waiting for her, pointed to the shoots. “This way, please.”

      “Can’t I walk?” Eve asked.

      “Your dorm is in section 1. It would take a few hours to walk there from here. And first years are not permitted to leave section 1 without permission,” the officer told her.

      “Okay,” Eve said, not wanting to argue. “But can you at least drop me off at the BDA so I can walk back to the dorms from there? I don’t want to go to my room yet,” Eve explained.

      “The BDA doesn’t have shoots,” he replied, but his expression softened. “I can drop you off at the main building.”

      “Thank you,” Eve said, and they shot off toward section 1.

      When Eve exited, once again on shaky legs, the officer told her to “Have a nice day.” She began the walk back toward her dorm room, thinking of how she was going to get ahead of Samael. He had just as much at stake as she did. Maybe she could get him to tell her how he was leveling up so fast. Regardless, she would study harder and surpass him.

      There was conflict in Eve’s mind. She wanted to go back home, or at least she thought she did. Now she wasn’t so sure, and it scared her.

      “What did he want?” Xavier’s voice rang out from behind her, causing her to screech.

      “Xavier, you scared me!” Eve hissed.

      “What did he want?” Xavier repeated.

      “‘Sorry, Eve, didn’t mean to scare you. That was so rude of me.’” Eve mocked in her best impression of a man's voice.

      “Eve,” Xavier warned.

      “You suck,” Eve pouted and kept walking. “He wanted to know why I was taking so many classes, and if I wanted to redo my schedule.”

      “Thank you, Kyan. I was worried he was going to make you stick to the schedule,” Xavier said, letting out a sigh of relief that irritated Eve.

      “I am sticking to the original,” Eve said flatly. She hated his lack of confidence in her.

      “You're insane. There is no way you can do this. You don’t even know what you're getting yourself into!” Xavier yelled.

      “I never back down from a challenge. I will defeat my enemies. I will triumph,” Eve retorted loudly.

      “This is not one of your anime!” Xavier snapped back.

      “No, but it sure feels like one,” Eve replied.

      “You need to come back down to reality.”

      Eve stopped, turned towards him, and stalked over like a wild cat. She got up to his face and glared. “Either you are going to help me, or you need to back off,” she growled with an intensity that scared her.

      “You are such a brat,” Xavier replied in defeat.

      “I know.” Eve nodded.

      “How are you going to get to your classes on time?”

      “Kyan said I could use the shoots,” Eve answered.

      “Well, that was nice of him. What about Samael?” Xavier asked.

      “He can use them, too. He’s kind of scary. You should have seen him arguing with Kyan.”

      “Nobody argues with Kyan,” Xavier said in disbelief.

      “Well, Samael did, and he won,” Eve said proudly.

      “And what deal did he make with Kyan?” Xavier asked smugly.

      “How did you…”

      “Nobody argues with Kyan. Not unless Kyan wants something from them,” Xavier said in a warning tone that made Eve nervous.

      “Samael has to make the top five or leave the school willingly,” Eve said flatly.

      “Sounds about right. He doesn’t like Polaris. What about you?” Xavier asked suspiciously.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. Did you make the same deal, or is it different? Kyan loves deals. Gives him a sense of control.”

      “No, he didn’t make a deal with me,” Eve lied. She wasn’t even sure why, but she didn’t want to see that smug look on Xavier's face if he knew he was right.

      “You are either lying or hiding something. But it doesn’t matter. Either way, you are Kyan’s new side project.” Xavier shook his head.

      “I am not,” Eve said defensively.

      “Get some sleep; you’re going to need it. I’ll be at the mall tomorrow if you need me,” Xavier said and gave her a half-smile.

      She felt terrible for lying, and she should tell him the truth, but now that she had already lied, she was too scared to fix it. “Night Xavier,” Eve said and walked the staircase to the girls’ dorms.

      “Where have you been?” Kelsa barked when Eve entered the room.

      “Nice to see you, too.” Eve kicked off her shoes and picked Jzera up.

      “Do you know what time it is? Curfew was an hour ago. You weren’t here, and then I was told you were sent to the headmaster’s office!”

      “I’m sorry. I’m taking more classes than normal, and he wanted to make sure I was up for the challenge. But since I am Lux, he didn’t have a problem with it,” Eve lied.

      “A full course load for a first year is a lot to take on. Are you sure you’re up for it?” Kelsa asked.

      “I can do it.”

      “Well, we’re going to leave for the center in the morning,” Kelsa spouted and changed the subject. “Shiryu sent out all the invites and itinerary. That girl has some energy.”

      “I am glad you are going,” Eve said.

      “I wasn’t going to at first. It is frowned on to associate with other students. But I find myself wanting to,” Kelsa said with a smile.

      “I’m glad. It will be more fun with you.”

      “You are the reason I want to go. It’s like being around a child who just discovered the world. I think you make us better people,” Kelsa told her.

      Eve blushed uncomfortably, but smiled anyway. “I can’t make you better; only you can do that. But I am glad you all are my friends.”

      “I wish I could have met you sooner. I want to give you my contact info,” Kelsa said, tapping on her ID.

      “Okay, can I give you mine in return?” Eve asked.

      “It will do that automatically when you accept mine,” Kelsa told her, then placed her ID against Eve’s.

      A notification popped up asking Eve to accept the contact information, which she did. “Alright, now I can message you,” Eve said with a smile.

      “You could always message me through the school social page,” Kelsa said with a laugh.

      “I can? I mean, I could.” Eve looked around her ID to find such a page.

      “You are so silly,” Kelsa laughed and directed her. “Go to your main page. Click on your classes. Up until now, you only had one. After you see the list of students in your class, you will see a circle with a dot in it. Click that. It holds all the messages sent by your teachers and classmates.”

      “Holy cow!” Eve yelled, louder than she meant to. Three-hundred-sixty-five unread messages. The teachers’ were at the top, followed by the most recent messages from peers.

      “Xavier needs to step it up if he wants to help you,” Kelsa said.

      “I can message you next time I’m running late,” Eve changed the subject, “so you won’t have to worry.”

      “Good. It is exhausting worrying about someone other than myself. I feel like a parental unit.” Kelsa laughed.

      “Don’t you have people to worry about besides me?” Eve asked.

      “No, not really. For some reason, you seem to need someone watching over you. I think that’s why Xavier gets so worried. Everyone is waiting for you to fall off a cliff or something,” Kelsa said with a yawn.

      “Get some sleep, silly girl.” Eve retorted. She was quite able to take care of herself; she wasn’t a baby. Eve put her Pulsate on and slipped out her clothes.

      Once she and Jzera were comfy, she started reading through the messages. At least now she knew the teachers hadn’t forgotten her. All the lessons had been sent to her. Professor Ravana asked several times for confirmation of receipt. She probably thought Eve was ignoring her. Once she finished with those, Eve started reading all the messages from her friends. Friends. Eve smiled at the thought. She had friends.
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      Eve woke up and stretched out, then quickly turned off the sleeping unit and rolled her hand into a small hole. It scanned her ID and then gave her a Vita-shot. She was amazed at how well the Vita-shots worked; she never felt hungry or sick. It made her sad to think such a wonderful invention could solve so many Earth problems, but Armacula was not sharing.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” said Kelsa from across the room. “I took the liberty of picking out your outfit. We need to order you some clothes that are not school-related.” She laid out a dress on Eve’s bed.

      Eve pulled it over her head. The dark green matched her highlights, and it fit her snugly and swished when she wiggled her hips. She giggled and swished it again. “It’s so pretty!”

      “I also thought you could use this,” Kelsa said, handing Eve what oddly resembled a purse. “You can keep Jzera in it. I used to keep my pet in it, but I wasn’t allowed to bring her here.”

      “You had a pet?” Eve asked, putting Jzera in the bag. She watched as her fluffy companion meowed and laid comfortably in the handbag.

      “Yes, but not all pets can be companions. Few use companions because they are too hard to fight with. Not only are you restricted by your Prana, but your pet’s as well.” Kelsa pulled her hair into a high ponytail. “Now, handled right, they can up your level quite a bit. But that rarely happens and takes extensive training.”

      “You look nice,” Eve said, admiring Kelsa’s outfit, a light pink, strapless dress with matching leggings.

      “Here, let me do your hair,” Kelsa said. She pulled Eve’s hair into a similar high ponytail, but left bits of it spiraling down Eve’s shoulder.

      Eve put on a pair of sandals that Kelsa had laid out for her. She felt beautiful, which was a change for her. Usually, she would have hated being seen in this type of getup. But it could have something to do with her new body. With not eating and walking so much, her body seemed to have shed a few pounds and toned up in places. Thank you, Vita-shots.

      Kelsa led the way out of the dorm and down the stairwell. “We’re all supposed to meet up on the 50th floor at Everlease.” Soon, they were jumping through the portal to the docking bays. Eve was excited: She had never been on a girls’ day.

      At the docking bay, a security guard stopped them before the gates that they had initially been processed through. “ID, please.”

      “Why?” Kelsa protested.

      “Due to some incidents, security is now at level 3. All students must be processed while leaving and entering.” Eve was finally able to get a good look at the man’s badge. It said iustitia. It reminded her of something, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember what, which was weird because she remembered everything.

      “Fine,” Kelsa said, holding out her ID to be scanned. She passed through without incident.

      “Next,” the guard said, looking at Eve with interest. After passing over Eve’s bracelet, his scanner beeped loudly at him, and he looked up at Eve. “Where is your escort?”

      “Escort?” Why would she need an escort? Kyan hadn’t mentioned that she needed a bodyguard. Though he did say she was supposed to have gone with Xavier.

      From across the bay, Reed walked up to the pair of girls. “I’ll take her.”

      “Are you authorized to be an escort?” the guard asked him.

      “Yes,” Reed said, holding out his ID for the guard to scan.

      “You know what happens if she isn’t returned. Or if she goes more than twenty-five feet away from you.”

      “Death, dismemberment, and if I am lucky, I get to spend the rest of my days in the mine. Oh, I did hear they were opening a new one on Polaris. Sounds super fun,” remarked Reed sarcastically, making both Eve and Kelsa giggle.

      “Just have her back before curfew,” the guard said. He scanned Reed’s ID, then Eve’s. Then he called Reed a something her translator wasn’t able to define; instead, it just made a beeping noise.

      “I got this,” Xavier said as he ran over towards them. Eve was surprised to see him. He said he was going to meet them there.

      “It’s fine,” Reed told Xavier. “I already checked her out. But you’re welcome to come along if you wish.”

      Eve ran over to her friend to escape the boys. “Kelsa, I am so sorry. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.”

      “I don’t think the girls will care, seeing how you brought along Mr. Hunky,” Kelsa winked.

      Reed caught back up to them, looking their outfits over. “You both look very nice,” he said. Eve was sure she was blushing, and Kelsa couldn’t hide her own pink tinge. She turned three shades darker.

      Xavier also ran back up to the small group. “I messaged you, I told you to wait. Kyan wasn’t going to let you off campus without an escort,” he explained.

      “Sorry, I was getting ready. I must not have heard it,” Eve answered honestly.

      “Did you mute it?” asked Xavier.

      “Can I?” Eve looked through her contacts. Sure, enough, the messaging function was muted. She wasn’t even sure how she had done that. Maybe she had pressed something when she was reading through all the messages last night.

      “Eve, you frustrate me.” Xavier sighed and ran his hands through his hair.

      “While you’re messing with your contacts, let me give you mine,” Reed said, holding his ID against Eve’s. She felt a tingle run through her arm as their wrists touched.

      “Come on, I want to go,” Kelsa said, then ran towards the Vesicals. Eve ran after her, with Xavier and Reed following behind.

      When they caught back up, Reed gave Kelsa a disgruntled glare. “You do know if she gets too far from me, her ID will alert the discipline community and I’ll be arrested?”

      “Wait, what? I thought you were joking about going to the mines,” Eve blurted out.

      “No…well, some. I won’t go to the mines, but I am sure the headmaster would have my head.” Reed shrugged.

      “I don’t want to get you in trouble,” said Eve sheepishly.

      “Then I guess you’d better make sure you stay very close to me,” Reed said with a sly grin. Eve’s heart did about six backflips and a triple spin before landing deep in her chest.

      “Twenty-five feet,” Xavier growled. “You must stay within twenty-five feet. You make it sound like she needs to stay at your side the whole damn day.”

      “I wouldn’t complain,” Reed shot back.

      “No fighting,” Kelsa intervened, though she was many shades of pink. “Today is a no-stress day. You two need to play nice.”

      “Always,” Reed said with a smile.

      Xavier didn’t say anything but sat right between Reed and Eve in the vesical as they made their way to Everlease.

      They rode in silence for a good portion of the trip. Just when the awkwardness was making Eve squirm, Reed asked, “What’s on the itinerary today?”

      “We’re meeting on the fiftieth floor,” Kelsa answered.

      “Sweet,” both Xavier and Reed said. Then they looked at each other in disgust. Eve and Kelsa both burst out laughing.

      “What’s on that floor?” Eve asked, wiping away a tear. It had been a long time since she laughed so hard that it made her cry.

      “Weapons. Are you okay?” Reed asked, looking at Eve with concern.

      “Sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Sweetie, your face is leaking.” Kelsa was looking at Eve’s eyes like she was waiting for them to fall out.

      “It’s a genetic flaw,” Xavier jumped in to explain. “Not a big thing on our planet, though it doesn’t affect many people. It happens when a person is feeling extremely high emotions.”

      “Oh,” Reed said, then reached over to touch Eve’s cheek.

      Xavier caught Reed’s hand and pushed it away. “It’s not nice to touch.”

      “I was just curious,” Reed said with a shrug. He then gave Eve a sly smile that made her heart launch back up, bypassing her chest and landing in her throat. Eve swallowed hard.

      “How do the weapons work?” Eve began to ramble, anxious to move the conversation away from her face. “Do you hold them physically, or are they digital?”

      “Huh.” Reed shook his head and tapped behind his ear, where the translators were. “I got ‘how do weapons work.’ The rest made no sense at all.”

      “It sounded like she said, ‘do you hold them or break them down into code,’” Kelsa said with a laugh.

      “Weapons are virtual. You buy them, and your avatar uses them,” Xavier said and gave Eve the I-told-you-so look.

      “Then how do I practice with them in the non-virtual world?” Eve asked.

      “Why would you need to? All combat is virtual. It’s against the law to possess a real weapon,” Reed told her.

      Xavier added, “You need to build up your real self’s muscle tone and endurance, then the Catalyst will fill in the blanks.”

      “But for my avatar to have a weapon, I have to purchase it?” Eve asked.

      “Yes. Or you can win it. I won my magic shield from a third-year student,” Kelsa preened.

      “I was given my sword from my family. I had it infused before I left to come here,” Reed added.

      “If you are going with light damage, I suggest a sword,” Xavier told Eve.

      Eve didn’t like that idea. She always preferred her staff or bow in the games at home. She never had been good with a sword.

      When the vesical entered the Everlease docking bay, Kelsa sighed, “Finally.” The four of them extracted themselves from the molded chairs and headed for the main building.

      “Stay close,” Reed reminded Eve.

      “But not too close,” Xavier reminded Reed.

      “You can go to the armory unit and see what weapon best fits your avatar,” Kelsa told Eve as they walked down the hall in front of the boys. “There’s a special program where you can run multiple simulations. I’ve even heard of people creating their own weapons using it.”

      “That would be awesome,” Eve said.

      “I’ll show you where it is. Come on, boys, we have a schedule to keep!” Kelsa called back as she ushered them toward the shoots.

      “Wait!” Reed exclaimed before they reached the shoots.

      “What now?” Xavier rolled his eyes.

      “Eve, make sure you stay with me. If we don’t go up at the same time, it could cause a problem.” Reed stepped extremely close to Eve.

      “Okay, then,” Eve said and took Reed’s hand. She didn’t want him to get into trouble.

      “I didn’t mean you had to...” Reed coughed.

      “Oh, sorry. I forgot,” Eve said, embarrassed, but when she tried to pull her hand back, he held it tighter.

      “No, don’t. This will work nicely. It will keep you from getting off at the wrong stop,” Reed said and gave her hand a squeeze.

      “Should we take the next one?” Kelsa said. Eve giggled. Poor Kelsa was such a deep shade of pink Eve felt sorry for her. If holding hands made her this uneasy, Eve half wondered what would happen if she saw someone kissing.

      “This is ridiculous,” Xavier said, grabbing Eve’s other hand and pulling them all into the shoot.

      “Well, now I just feel left out,” Kelsa joked as Reed said the floor number.

      Another fast, nauseating ride later, and they exited the shoot. Reed turned to Eve and asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Yep, I’m good,” Eve said as she sucked in a mouthful of air, trying to focus. She felt an odd sense of vertigo.

      “Hey, guys!” Shiryu yelled as she ran over them. She must have thought something was funny because she burst out laughing.

      “It has been a unique day so far,” Kelsa told her.

      “That’s okay. Min brought Jun, and Zurie brought Tidas. So our girls' day has some extras.” Shiryu laughed.

      Eve let go of both the boys’ hands and walked to Shiryu. She wanted her day to go better, so she decided she was starting it over as of now. Zurie was standing next to an older boy with a tint of orange to his skin, and black hair with orange highlights. They looked super cute next to each other. Just like Zurie, he looked like some type of aquatic creature. Min and Jun were standing side by side. Allurea was talking to a girl with black hair and beautiful red highlights who Eve could only see the back of. When the girl turned around, Eve’s stomach dropped, and not in a good way. Why on God’s green Earth was she here?

      “Reed, Xavier, I didn’t know you two were coming,” Restella said and raised her perfectly plucked eyebrow.

      “Hello, Restella,” Reed said with a smile. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you since last year’s competition. Your brother was amazing. How is he enjoying working at the clinic?”

      “Father still isn’t happy he chose it over being a Senator, but I guess he is happy, and isn’t that what counts?” Restella said with a smile so sweet Eve was scared she would get a cavity.“I heard you were accepted into the internship program. Congratulations!” she added in awe. Eve wanted to bash her head into a wall. How come no one could see through her fakeness?

      “Nothing is official,” Reed told her.

      Shiryu had been walking them down the hall while Reed and Restella spoke, and she stopped in front of a vast room that resembled an arcade. “I figured we could start here since none of us first years have our weapons yet,” she said and ushered everyone inside.

      “Min and I don’t need weapons, but it will still be fun to look,” Jun said as he followed Shiryu.

      “This is so awesome!” Eve yelled and immediately ran over to one of the consoles. There wasn’t anything in it except a visor. Eve guessed it was some kind of virtual shopping thing. “How does it work?” she asked excitedly. Maybe she could find a cool weapon from her favorite MMO.

      “You're so cute,” Shiryu giggled.

      “She hasn’t gotten out much,” Xavier said with a shrug. Then he shot Eve a tone-it-down look.

      “I think it is cute,” Reed agreed. “I was pretty excited the first time I got to use the weapon simulating module.”

      “Same for me.” Tidas laughed. Eve’s heart soared when she saw the look of admiration Zurie gave him. Now that was true love in the making.

      Reed leaned over Eve’s shoulder and activated the module for her. An electrical tingle ran through her body. “What type of weapon are you thinking about getting?”

      “A staff,” Eve replied and put on the visor, which immediately conformed to her eyes. A staff was the best weapon for her. She had many years of real practice with it in martial arts, though they never had staff sparring during competitions. They were forced to use padded swords.

      “I think you should go with a light sword,” Xavier said as he leaned over Eve’s other side. She felt like the middle of a sandwich. Though she did enjoy the smell of Xavier’s body wash; it wasn’t as raw as Reed smelling like cedar, but it reminded her of home.

      “Not if she wants to be fast,” Reed countered. “She should use knives. I bet she would be able to master those pretty quickly.”

      “She would have to be super close to use them. Or she could throw them and lose her weapon,” Xavier argued.

      “True…maybe she should go with a rapier,” Reed offered.

      “Good idea,” Xavier agreed.

      “You two, out!” Eve shoved both of them out of the module. “This is my weapon. Now get.”

      “We were only trying to help.” Reed laughed as Eve pushed him.

      “Typical girl,” Xavier said.

      “Stupid boys,” Eve retorted and ignored their laughs. She scrolled through the options in the module. It asked her to place her thumb on a button, then scanned her. Once it had her body type, it gave suggestions for weapons. The staff was not one of them, but she was not going to let a machine tell her what to do. She looked up the staves in the weapons log, but not one of them was her size.

      “They said I was able to make a weapon,” Eve said to herself as she looked over the options. A “custom” bottom was located at the bottom-left corner. “Now, this is what I need.” She tinkered with the options, impressed with the idea she had in her head. It was the same weapon she was going to use if she was able to make her RPG. After a few tweaks and some cool surprises, she had made the perfect weapon. What wasn’t perfect was the price: almost half of what Kyan had given her as an allowance. Ridiculous. But she bought it anyway.

      “You finished?” Reed and Xavier asked as she exited the console.

      “Yep, and I can’t wait to use it on the two of you,” Eve said with a wink. She was going to kick Xavier’s butt with her new staff. The thought made her smile.

      Reed looked at Eve with curiosity. “I would love to know what’s going on in your head.”

      “Believe me when I tell you, you don’t,” said Xavier.

      “Like you know what I’m thinking?” Eve teased.

      Xavier smiled slyly. “You beating me with your new staff.”

      “Well, I will,” Eve retorted.

      “Good luck with that,” Xavier teased back.

      “Ready?” Shiryu interrupted Eve’s and Xavier’s banter. Eve hadn’t realized the others were standing around waiting for her. She looked at all of them and felt like the luckiest girl in the world. Never had she ever had so many friends. Well, except Restella, she was just evil.

      “Yep. Have I told you how awesome you are for making this happen?” Eve smiled broadly at Shiryu.

      “It was just the logical thing for us to do.” Shiryu glanced away and played with the ends of her hair. “We all need weapons.”

      “No, it’s more than that. You brought all these people together. That makes you amazing,” Eve said and hugged Shiryu.

      “Thank you, Eve,” Shiryu said and hugged Eve back.

      “Now I’m jealous,” Reed laughed.

      “Time to go,” Xavier said and took Eve’s hand. “Where to next?”

      Zurie piped up, “Let’s hit the spa next.”

      They all took the shoots up to the top floor, Xavier holding one of Eve’s hands and Reed holding the other. When they reached the top, Eve’s mouth dropped open. When Shiryu said “spa”, Eve had imagined a massage table and pedicure seats, not a sight straight out of Japan. In the distance was a beautiful building that looked like a Japanese temple, surrounded by the sound of waterfalls. They cascaded down natural-looking rocks into several different water features that looked like small lakes. Eve could smell several different aromas floating around, one that smelled vaguely like the essential oils her mom used.

      “Let’s get changed,” Zurie said excitedly, heading toward the building.

      Eve followed everyone into the large building, getting a tad nervous once they reached the lockers. Everyone else activated their Pulsates and removed their clothes.

      “Why so nervous all of a sudden?” Xavier whispered in her ear.

      “I’m not.”

      “You are such a bad liar. It’s just like wearing pajamas. Don’t think about the fact that we’re all just walking around naked,” Xavier teased.

      “That is not helping,” Eve hissed.

      “You going to change, Eve?” Zurie asked as she shoved her clothes into one of the lockers.

      “Yes,” Eve said, activating the bracelet and slipping her clothes off. It didn’t help that Xavier was humming a stripper song. Thank God the Pulsates somehow managed to keep everyone’s privates private.

      “Shh,” Eve hissed and threw her shoe at Xavier. Xavier ducked and it hit Reed instead.

      “Better be careful, Eve. Physical violence is a no-no,” Xavier teased.

      “I hate you right now,” Eve retorted as she shoved her clothes, and the shoe Reed handed her, into the locker.

      “You know you love me,” Xavier said. Eve rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out in response.

      Clothes put away, Eve opened her handbag and pulled her little companion out. She didn’t want to shove Jzera into the locker. “Okay, Jzera, can you be a good girl and stay by me?” Jzera jumped onto Eve’s head.

      “Guess that’s a yes,” Xavier said and pulled Jzera off Eve’s head. “How about you sit on Eve after she sits down? You might fall if you stay up there while she’s walking.”

      “Xavier, is that you caring for an animal?” Eve laughed.

      “I don’t want you to freak out if she falls and breaks a paw or something. I’ll carry her to the springs.” Xavier walked out the door, Jzera tucked in his arms.

      “You ready?” Shiryu said, then paused and pouted. “Well, that’s unfair. You're so much bigger than me.”

      “I…I…I am not.” Eve crossed her hands over her chest.

      “For such a little thing, you sure have a lot to offer,” Zurie said with a laugh. Eve felt her face grow hot. For a bunch of people who found holding hands embarrassing, they sure did like to look at people’s chests.

      “Let’s go,” Min said excitedly.

      Jun followed his sister toward the door. “Hot springs are great for helping you open up your mind,” he added.

      Eve was grateful to hide in the water once they arrived. She sunk in to her neck, letting the murky water protect her. She gave a few sniffs — the water smelled like lemongrass and lavender.

      “You okay?” Reed asked as he sat down next to her.

      “Yep,” Eve lied.

      “Sit up.” Xavier pulled Eve into a sitting position and placed Jzera on her head. “I can’t let Jzera sit on your head if it’s under the water.” He sat down next to her, shoulder to shoulder. Not that she had never touched Xavier – they were sparring partners – but this felt different, and she wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad feeling. Awkward, extremely awkward.

      “Oh, I love when they put minerals in the water,” Reed said. He wasn’t sitting nearly as close as Xavier was, but it still felt weird.

      “It has been a while since I was last at the spa,” Restella said as she bounced over. Eve stared at the girl’s chest and back at her own. Her dislike for Restella intensified. Surely that girl must have a flaw somewhere.

      “It looks so wonderful,” Allurea giggled. Holy cowhide, Eve didn’t even know they came in that size. Though the look Restella gave Allurea made Eve feel rather good. Jealousy was not limited to Earth.

      “You should have waited for me,” Kelsa said as she caught up to Allurea. Poor Kelsa, she looked like a grape next to a watermelon. Eve tried not to laugh.

      Reed patted Jzera on the head. “It looks like Jzera is enjoying the steam, too.”

      “I’m surprised she hasn’t fallen off. That can’t be easy to do,” Zurie said as she moved slightly closer to Tidas.

      “She is light. I can’t even really tell she’s up there,” said Eve. Jzera either had managed to lose a few pounds or had incredible balance. Eve could barely feel her.

      “I bet she loves being here,” Kelsa said as she slid into the water.

      “She hasn’t gotten out much,” Eve admitted.

      “I bet you can take her to class with you,” Allurea told Eve. “You already have permission to have her.”

      “That would be amazing. How do you like that, Jzera? Do you want to go to class with me?” Eve asked her pet.

      Jzera reached her paw out and gave Eve a pat on the head.

      “Guess that’s a yes,” Shiryu giggled.

      “You ready for next week?” Reed asked Eve. “It isn’t going to be easy.”

      “I can do it,” Eve answered with confidence.

      “I’m sure you will do great,” said Kelsa. “The first few weeks are always the hardest, but you don’t have a lot riding on your future as a first year, so that should remove some of the stress.”

      “I want to do well in the exams,” Eve replied. If only Kelsa knew what was really at stake.

      “I scored high in Agility and Accuracy,” Kelsa said.

      “Because you can fly,” teased Zurie. “Try Aquatics and see how well you do against me.”

      “That isn’t fair, your whole world is underwater,” Kelsa retorted.

      “If you want hard, try Combat Arena,” added Reed. “Every round, they give you a handicap. Each round is harder than the last. The only person I have ever seen do well there was Dax. He made it nine out of ten rounds.”

      “He was outstanding in battle,” Restella sighed. “I do wish he would have gone to the Senate instead of the Clinic.”

      “It isn’t often a first-born turns the Senate position down,” Allurea said.

      Restella shook her head. “Dax did not handle our mother’s death well. He felt someone could have saved her. I think he wants to keep others from going through that loss.”

      “That puts a lot of pressure on you,” Xavier replied. He sounded almost sorry for Restella, which annoyed Eve.

      “Not really, we aren’t as high-ranking as you. We don’t have nearly the amount of pressure or expectations placed upon us as the top fifty planets do. If I fail, there are others. If you fail, well, I don’t think that’s an option for you,” Restella said quietly.

      Eve wanted to yell at Restella for flirting with Xavier, but she also felt bad for her. Eve wouldn’t know what to do if her mom died. Some of her hatred for Restella chipped away.

      “I will do my best. Besides, if I do fail, I always have Eve to step up and run things,” Xavier said, putting his arm around Eve and giving her a squeeze. “Isn’t that right, cousin?”

      Eve felt heat rush to her face. How was she supposed to respond to that? She couldn’t run a planet. She couldn’t even run her guild. She let Xavier do all the work and talking. Xavier’s moods were starting to give Eve whiplash. One minute he wouldn’t talk to her; the next he was using his thumb to stroke her forearm under the murky water. She was legitimately beginning to think there were two of him.

      “You two seem rather close,” Kelsa stated with a sly grin.

      “Her mom raised me. That’s why she can be here. She’s pretty much my sister,” Xavier lied.

      “Right, your mom died when you were born,” Reed said with a sad nod. “Senator Kyan has the verse to run. It would only be fitting to have someone else raise the child until they were old enough to attend the school.”

      “But you weren’t raised on Luxcustos,” Kelsa interjected.

      “No, we weren’t for safety reasons. We aren’t allowed to disclose where we were for the safety of my aunt,” Xavier lied again.

      Eve was impressed with how easily Xavier lied. Though she wondered if he lied to her that quickly as well. His mom wasn’t dead; she lived on Earth. But why Earth? Maybe it was her job. Kelsa did say people studied other planets, and Xavier’s mom had a weird obsession with diseases. And Kyan had mentioned her being an “Earthterian”.

      Reed turned back to Eve and changed the subject. “I saw you’re taking Physical Fitness in the morning.”

      “It was the only time I could fit it in,” Eve said defensively.

      “Well, just letting you know it will be rough,” Reed said with a smile.

      “How do you know her schedule?” Xavier asked Reed suspiciously.

      “I’m helping Sir Aengus with his morning classes and I just happened to see her on the schedule,” Reed said with a shrug.

      “Well then, you saw I was in the class, too,” Xavier said with a tone that warned Reed to back off.

      “Don’t worry, I will make sure I run both of you to exhaustion,” Reed replied in a tone that screamed “challenge accepted.”

      “Sounds fun,” Eve added sarcastically.

      “No easy way,” Reed reminded her.

      “No easy way,” Eve said with more confidence. She needed to be strong, and strong trainers would help.

      Eve felt the pressure of Xavier’s thumb increase. She wondered if Xavier felt threatened by Reed. They were both in the top planetary rankings, but Reed was a year ahead in school and seemed to hold the advantage. This was his world — Xavier and Eve had just been dumped into it.

      “Are you excited about the Centennial?” Restella asked Reed. Eve also noticed that Restella did not like Xavier’s or Reed's attention being on her.

      “Who isn’t?” Reed replied.

      “It will be fun watching all the adults battle. Of course, this year is only the preliminaries.” Allurea laughed.

      “I heard they are going to have a competition for the spectators. Whoever can guess the top twenty-five will win a special seat at the Centennial,” Zurie added excitedly.

      Eve looked up at Xavier. She had no idea what the Centennial was. Xavier must have read her thoughts, because he gave her a squeeze on the arm and a reassuring smile.

      “Planetary ranking isn’t something to take lightly,” said Tidas.

      “It just takes so long for them to finish,” Shiryu whined.

      “It’s probably good that it takes so long. Even if it means the planets that fight first have to keep fighting longer. If they want to rise up in the ranks, they have to be able to handle that.” Tidas replied.

      “But, four years, really. You think they would find a faster way to do this.” Allurea replied.

      “Seriously. It will be two years before we get to see Kyan fight,” Zurie whined.

      “I, for one, am ready to see Triversa battle. A hundred years at rank five is too long,” said Reed.

      “It will be interesting watching Kyan battle,” Xavier replied.

      “You weren’t here for the last time our fathers fought in the Centennial,” Reed nodded. Eve couldn’t help the look of shock that crossed her face. How freaking old was Kyan if he was battling a hundred years ago? There must have been something wrong with her translator.

      “One day, that will be us,” Xavier retorted. Eve didn’t miss the look Xavier gave Reed.

      Reed glared back. “I’m pretty sure we will be battling for property a lot sooner than that.”

      “Don’t mistake my low level for weakness,” Xavier growled.

      “I wasn’t,” Reed retorted.

      Xavier’s body stiffened up. Eve wasn’t sure what Reed meant or how Xavier took it, but she placed her hand on Xavier’s leg to try to calm him down. The last thing she wanted was for Xavier to lose his Earth temper and get them in trouble.

      Shiryu stood up, water pouring off of her. “We should get going. It’s getting late, and we have more to do. I want to take the tour of the expanse.”

      “That sounds fun,” Zurie said and climbed out of the spa, followed by Tidas, Allurea, Kelsa, and Restella.

      Min and Jun both seemed to be in a trance. It took Shiryu splashing them with water before they looked up. “Sorry,” they both apologized. It was super cute when they talked at the same time.

      “We are practicing meditation,” Min added, looking over at everyone. “I didn’t realize it was time to go.”

      “I wondering why you two were so quiet,” Zurie added.

      “Meditation helps us focus and open our minds so that we can retain more,” Jun said.

      “Yes, I think I want to head back to school and study some more. Jun, do you want to come?” Min asked.

      Jun was quiet for a moment before agreeing. Eve felt sad they were leaving. Though they didn’t say much, she liked having them there.

      “Better get changed then,” said Eve as she stood up. She removed Jzera from her head and cuddled her close. “You were such a good girl.”

      “Lucky companion,” Reed whispered under his breath. Eve smiled to herself.

      Stepping out of the hot spring too quickly, Eve felt a bit faint. She lost her footing and fell backward right into Xavier, who by the grace of God caught her before both Eve and Jzera went under the water. Xavier scooped her up, exited the pool, set Eve down on her feet, and patted her on the head with a smirk. For a few short moments, Eve felt safe. It was a weird feeling, being cradled by Xavier.

      “I don’t like him,” Reed huffed as they made their way to the lockers.

      Eve stood at her locker, looking at the contents. Why had she felt so safe with Xavier? No butterflies, no weird heart flips. Just a surreal feeling of belonging. Not at all what she expected.

      “Don’t overthink it,” Xavier said as he pulled his shirt over his head.

      Eve grabbed her clothes and pulled them on. Don’t overthink what? What did that mean?

      Shiryu led the group toward the shoots. Jun and Min were already gone. “The expanse tours run every few minutes.”

      “So, we all need to head to the basement level,” Zurie added.

      “Let’s go then,” Reed said and offered his hand to Eve. Eve smiled as she took it. The butterflies returned, and she felt slightly faint.

      “I have never been on the expanse tour before,” Restella said as she moved between Eve and Xavier.

      They all headed down the shoot. Eve was grateful when it stopped. She may have held onto Reed’s arm more tightly than she should have. The same sense of vertigo hit her again. She was going to have to get used to these shoots if she wanted to get to her classes.

      “Everyone needs to pick a partner,” Shiryu stated and looked around at their group.

      “Can’t we all go together?” Eve asked.

      “The tour vesicals only hold three,” Zurie told her and looked up at Tidas.

      “I think Zurie and I will take one together,” Tidas said with a cough.

      “Eve has to be with me. I’m her escort,” Reed pointed out.

      “Well, I am not letting you go off alone with her,” Xavier growled.

      “That leaves four,” said Shiryu. “We can divide into two groups, so no one has to ride alone.”

      Eve waited patiently between Xavier and Reed as the others hashed out the logistics. She wasn’t sure what Xavier thought was going to happen, but she wished they would stop their power trip.

      “Zurie and Tidas take the first one, then Xavier, Eve, and Reed go next. Then Shiryu and Restella, and Allurea and I will go last,” Kelsa said to them all.

      The vesical resembled a submarine and came into the waiting area on a track. Zurie and Tidas loaded up, and their vehicle left on the same track.

      “Good luck, Eve,” Shiryu said with a smirk.

      When the next little submarine came around, Xavier entered, followed by Eve and Reed. Another Eve sandwich. This was going to be fun.

      “So, what exactly is the expanse tour?” Eve asked as the door whooshed shut. She began feeling very claustrophobic.

      “It’s just a tour of the middle of Armacula,” said Reed.

      “Calm down,” Xavier said and gave Eve’s hand a squeeze.

      “Is she okay?” Reed asked, concerned. “This only goes one way. We can’t go back inside.”

      “She’ll be okay. She just isn’t used to small spaces,” Xavier explained.

      “Give it a second and it won’t feel so small,” Reed said with a smile. A few moments later, the sub disappeared, giving the illusion that they were floating in the ocean. Eve blinked and looked around.

      “Oh, my word.” Eve gasped. A giant fish-looking thing swam underneath them. Eve sat on the floor, or at least, what should have been the floor.

      “This is the expanse,” said Reed. “It’s a massive sphere of water that lies in the middle of the planet. It protects the large crystal in the middle.”

      “What do you mean ‘protects?’” Eve asked, looking around. She had seen movies where people went deep-sea diving and recorded all the wonders that awaited them, but those movies paled in comparison to the real thing.

      “It's just a story. They say Armacula was the original planet, and all life started here. That’s why the portals only send people here. That crystal is the reason we can use the portals. But science has proved that theory wrong. The crystal isn’t native to the planet. So, somehow, a person managed to come to this planet and plant it.”

      “Why did they plant it in the ocean?” Eve asked.

      “To protect it,” Reed answered.

      “How is that protecting it?”

      Xavier stepped in to explain. “That isn’t H2O, Eve. It’s more like a high-intensity acid or natrium.”

      “Well, how are there things living in it?” Eve asked as several sea creatures swam by.

      “Things adapt. Like you,” Xavier said with a chuckle.

      “Though I would not recommend swimming in this,” Reed stated.

      Eve watched the landscape as the sub moved. She would have never guessed they were floating in acid. They entered a small cavern filled with different types of foliage Eve had never seen before.

      “Look over there, Eve,” Reed said as they exited the cavern.

      “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh!” Eve yelled and jumped onto Xavier’s back. The sub was taking them around the crystal Reed had told her about. It was more like a beautiful, colorful rock formation. As they circled the top half, Eve could see giant roots below, like some kind of tree wrapping itself around the top of the crystal.

      “Wow,” Xavier said, trying to adjust himself so that Eve could get a better look.

      “What’s with the roots?” Eve asked as she wiggled herself around, so that her head wasn’t hitting the ceiling. It was hard to know where the walls were with the sub being camouflaged to look like the water. She bumped her head several times trying to see the top.

      “Eve, you remind me of a small child sometimes.” Reed chuckled and moved to the side so Eve could crawl behind him as the sub moved around the crystal.

      “What are the roots from?” Eve asked again, trying to look up but hitting her head again. Dang the small sub.

      “The tree from the school,” Reed told her and dodged her elbow.

      “How are we so close to the school? How are the trees not dead from being in acid? What is holding them up?” Eve shot off her questions.

      Reed answered one by one, “The shoots are amazingly fast. We’re not close to the school, we’re far beneath it. The trees aren’t dead because the crystal is their life source. The water doesn’t affect much on this planet. It only seems to damage alien things.”

      “Like us,” Xavier added.

      “What is the little building in the middle of the crystal?” Eve asked as they moved around the prismatic wonder.

      Reed craned his head to try to look at what Eve was seeing. “There’s no building in there.”

      “Yes, there is. It looked like a small circular building stuck between the roots and the crystal.”

      “It was probably rubble from the original landmass. Before the school was built, there was land, but slowly over time, it kept breaking off and falling into the water. They built the new land attached to the trees so that it wouldn’t fall,” Reed told her.

      “Well, that makes me feel safe,” Xavier said sarcastically.

      “Can we go again?” Eve asked. The sub was completing its lazy circle and turning toward the building once again.

      “It is getting late, and we can’t keep you out past curfew,” Reed told her.

      “That is so unfair,” Eve whined. “Kyan is overprotective.”

      “Eve, you’re whining,” Xavier said, shaking his head.

      “No, I am not.” Eve pouted.

      Reed laughed. “You are.”

      Eve was disappointed when they pulled back into the station. But when she saw Zurie and Tidas standing next to each other, their fingertips a mere inch apart, her heart leaped. There was hope for this planet, after all.

      “Hi guys,” Eve said, walking over to them.

      “Enjoy your ride?” Reed asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “It was very nice,” Tidas said with a cough that made Zurie blush.

      “Hey, guys!” Shiryu walked over to them, Restella in tow.

      “Did you have fun?” Eve asked her.

      “It was gorgeous.” Shiryu beamed.

      “It was okay,” Restella said with a shrug. Eve wanted to say that she wasn’t talking to her, but thought better of it.

      A few minutes later, the sub carrying Kelsa and Allurea arrived. The girls got off giggling hysterically about something.

      “You going to let us in on the joke?” Reed asked them.

      “No,” they both said, and giggled harder.

      Shiryu threw her arm around Kelsa’s shoulders. “Let’s get some drinks before we head back?”

      “That sounds nice,” Kelsa agreed.

      “All right, let’s head to the cafeteria,” Allurea said in a bossy manner.

      “They have a cafeteria?” Eve belted out in surprise.

      “Of course, people like to eat,” Shiryu said.

      “Wait, what?” Eve started to protest, but Xavier gave her arm a pinch.

      “Don’t Lux eat?” Shiryu asked.

      Eve wanted to say not, but instead just smiled and followed them all to the shoots. She found herself extremely let down by the word “food”. The cafeteria was only a vendor selling three items: a condimentum bar and two different types of drinks.

      Xavier handed her a condimentum and what looked like a lemonade infused with dry ice. “Disappointed?”

      “Very.” Eve pouted. Well, until she drank the lemonade. Oh, it tasted like her favorite soda and favorite food had a baby, and its name was delicious. Before she knew it, she had downed her drink. Everyone was talking, so she went over and bought herself another. Then another. This stuff was Good with a capital G. The more she drank, the thirstier she became.

      She found a chair at a small table to sit in while she watched her friends. “Everyone is so cute,” Eve said to Jzera, who was sitting in the handbag. “I wish I had a friend on Earth like them.”

      Xavier took a seat next to her. “Eve?”

      “Why do I fit in more with aliens than people?” Eve asked louder than she meant to.

      “Shh,” Xavier hushed.

      “Shh,” Eve repeated, placing her two fingers over his lips.

      Xavier pushed her hand down. “What is wrong with you?”

      “I don’t know, I have a list. My nose is too small. I don’t have freaking pointy ears like everyone else…” Eve started before Xavier pushed part of a condimentum into her mouth.

      “You’re having some kind of weird reaction to the drink,” Xavier whispered. “I have no idea what to do.”

      “No worries. I will sleep here.” Eve laid her head down on the table.

      “I think that is the last thing you should be doing,” Xavier said, then slapped her on the cheek.

      “Nooo touchy, cousin!” Eve wiggled her finger at him.

      Kelsa walked over to Xavier and Eve and asked, “Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “She’s just reacting to the drink,” Tyrus told Kelsa.

      All three of them jumped; none had seen or heard Tyrus approach. “Why are you here?” Xavier glared at his uncle.

      “It’s a public place, Xavier. Let’s take this elsewhere.”

      Tyrus picked up Eve, who started protesting in Japanese. “I didn’t even know I could speak Japanese,” Eve said and continued rambling words out.

      “Be a good girl,” Tyrus told her as they walked toward the shoots.

      “No, I want Xavier to carry me. I feel safe with him. He has such pretty eyes. The golden flecks sparkle when the sun hits them exactly right,” Eve giggled.

      “Is she drunk?” Xavier asked as Tyrus pried Eve off of him.

      Tyrus shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Hey, you can’t take her – Oh, Headmaster. I didn’t know it was you,” Reed said. All of her friends had gathered around Eve now, looking concerned.

      “It’s not Kyan, silly, handsome boy,” Eve said and ran her fingers through Reed’s hair. Xavier slapped them back. “Hey,” Eve whined as she pulled her hand back to investigate the damage.

      “Who are you?” Reed asked.

      “We are drawing a crowd,” Tyrus said instead of answering.

      “You can’t go anywhere with her, or they’ll call the police on me,” Reed warned.

      “Then we all shall go together,” Tyrus said, then grabbed Reed and threw him into the shoot.

      Eve looked up at Tyrus and noticed he didn’t look like Kyan at all. Nope, he was a good, good man. He always seemed to pop up when she needed him. Like he was following her. How nice to have a personal stalker, she thought as her
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      Eve woke up and grabbed her head, feeling like she got pummeled by the varsity football team. What the heck was in that lemonade?

      “You’re awake. You gave everyone quite a fright,” Tyrus said as he pulled something off of Eve’s head.

      “Am I back at the hospital?” Eve asked. She felt a sharp pinch in her arm when she tried to move it, and noticed the IV line sticking out of her.

      “No, it wasn’t safe to take you there. You’re actually at my house,” Tyrus told her.

      Eve looked over and saw Xavier fast asleep in a chair by the bed. His head was resting on the mattress. If it weren’t for the circumstances, Eve would have been in awe of the king-sized four-post bed she was lying in. Instead, she carefully brushed the hair out of Xavier’s face with her non-IV arm. He could be cute when he wasn't a butthole.

      “He hasn’t left your side,” said Tyrus with a small smile.

      “Was I allergic to the lemonade?” Eve asked.

      “That played a small part. What got you was dehydration.”

      “How was I dehydrated? I was drinking lemonade!” Eve retorted. Other than that, no one on this planet drank anything.

      “I’m quite sure it was the spa. The heat caused your body to lose sodium, and you had no way to replenish it.”

      “Isn’t that what the Vita-shots are supposed to prevent?”

      Tyrus reached down to place something on her wrist. “Normally, yes, but your Earth DNA requires sodium to cool down your body. Our bodies don’t work like that.”

      “So, I need to drink some sports drinks?” Eve asked.

      “If only it were that easy.” Tyrus laughed, then pulled the round object off her arm and looked over it.

      Xavier yawned and responded, without moving, “Try to think of it like someone trying to add crushed-up diamonds to drinks on Earth.”

      “You can’t drink diamonds,” Eve retorted, not liking his comparison.

      “And no other race drinks salt,” Tyrus interjected. “It’s a rock, not food.”

      “So, it isn’t something I can just go pick up?” Eve asked, concerned. She didn’t want to die from something a sports drink could cure.

      Tyrus smiled down to reassure her. “No worries, we’ll come up with some ideas.”

      “How come I’m having issues now? I have been here a while. Why didn’t I have any issues before?”

      “This is my fault. I should have been keeping a closer eye on your vitals,” Tyrus said and ran his hands over his face. He looked worse for the wear. Eve wondered if he had been up all night taking care of her.

      “Why are you watching her vitals?” Xavier asked.

      “Because I don’t trust Kyan to do it. If she dies, that’s one less thing he has to worry about. Who do you think was making sure she had sodium in her Vita-shots to begin with?” Tyrus asked and removed Eve’s IV.

      “I didn’t think–” Xavier started.

      “No, you didn’t, but it doesn’t matter now. The important thing is to make sure she’s getting what she needs now. Without drawing much attention to ourselves.”

      “What’s the plan?” Xavier asked.

      “I need to figure out a way to increase her sodium levels when she leaks,” answered Tyrus. “But it has to go directly into her bloodstream.”

      “When I leak?” Eve gasped in horror. Was she going to start leaking?

      “He means when you sweat. Or cry,” Xavier quickly explained.

      “All humans sweat,” Eve defended herself.

      Xavier turned back to Tyrus and asked, “How long will it take you to figure something out? Eve has class tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? What happened to yesterday? What happened to Reed?” Eve cried out and sat up taller. “They said they would send him to the mines if he didn’t have me back by dusk!”

      “Stop freaking out before you cry again. Your boyfriend is fine,” Xavier barked. “Tyrus switched the escort over to me and alerted the authorities that you were at a relative’s house. Though Reed wasn’t happy about any of it.”

      “He isn’t my boyfriend,” Eve huffed.

      “And I quote, you think his eyes ‘look like the setting sun,’” Xavier said, using a high-pitched tone to try to sound like a girl.

      “No fair, I wasn’t even aware I said anything! You can’t use things I say when I’m not in my right mind against me.” Eve wiggled her finger at him.

      “Well, maybe you should control your girly emotions,” Xavier countered.

      “Not to interrupt your love spat, but I think I have an idea. If you would give me a few minutes, and don’t kill each other while I’m gone.” Tyrus gave them both the I-am-watching-you signal with his fingers.

      Eve barely acknowledged Tyrus, and continued to argue with Xavier. “Maybe you should find a way to control your own emotions.”

      “My emotions don’t have me lying in a stranger’s bed after almost dying,” Xavier retorted.

      “I am here because you brought me here,” Eve hissed back.

      “A most regrettable decision on my part,” said Xavier in a shallow tone.

      Eve narrowed her eyes at him. Sure, let him play the injured party. Typical, making it her fault. She crossed her arms and turned away from him. She hated it when they fought; it made her tummy feel sick and, for some reason, made her feel guilty that she had made him mad, which was stupid. Ugh, dealing with Xavier was like dealing with a toddler. Why must she always be the mature one?

      Tyrus came back into the room a few minutes later. “Alright, I have it.”

      “Good, I want to go back to the dorms,” Eve said. She wanted to get as far from Xavier as possible.

      Holding up an odd device that looked something like a pen, Tyrus explained, “All you have to do is shoot yourself with this.”

      “You want me to give myself a shot?” Eve protested.

      “It’s like a portable Vita-shot, but for an emergency. Just use it after you, er, sweat.” Tyrus handed it to her.

      “Well, at least you won’t miss practice with Mr. Hunkalicious,” Xavier said as he stood up.

      “Tell people you have a genetic disorder and your leaking…I mean, sweating, is from some genetic fluke,” Tyrus said, looking disgusted.

      “I don’t sweat that much. You guys make it sound like I’m peeing out of my skin,” Eve hissed.

      “Well, you are,” Xavier added, knowing full and well that it would tick her off. He knew how humans worked.

      “No, it’s not. It’s my body's way of cooling itself down. Learn your science," Eve growled.

      “Either way, it will be a handicap for you.” Tyrus paused and looked between the two of them. “Kyan isn’t going to like that. So, I think it best we don’t tell him at the moment.”

      Eve finally took the injector from Tyrus’ outstretched hand. “Why wouldn’t he like it?”

      “He puts a lot of faith in you,” Tyrus replied.

      “Why do you think Kyan has a lot of faith in me?” Eve asked. She wondered if Tyrus knew about their deal.

      “You’re still here,” Tyrus said simply.

      “Of course I am, he can’t send me home till summer,” Eve retorted.

      “Yes, of course.” Tyrus cleared his throat. “Just for now, we’ll keep this between us. You have about eight shots in there. Just set the dial to green and inject it like you would a Vita-shot. When you’re out, let me know and I’ll refill it.”

      “Can I take some of your posters?” Eve had taken a long look around Tyrus’ room while she wasn’t talking to Xavier. Books piled in the corners, gathering dust; posters of 1980s Earth rock bands taped to the wall; blankets and pillows on the bed she was in. Oh, how she missed her stuff.

      “It wasn’t always like this on Armacula,” Tyrus said as he looked around the room. “Distractions were allowed. People had hobbies. But things changed as we progressed. Kyan changed.”

      “Come on, Eve,” Xavier said and flipped the covers off of her. Eve was still in her dress, which was now bunched up around her legs. She quickly pulled it down and climbed out of bed.

      “Thanks, Tyrus,” Eve said as Xavier pulled her toward the door.

      “Don’t thank him. You do realize he already knew this would happen and didn’t do anything to stop it?” Xavier turned back to Tyrus. “Were you trying to see just how little sodium her body could run on? Was it another science project?”

      “That isn’t fair, Xavier,” Tyrus said. Eve felt sorry for him.

      “I know you worked in the genetics lab. I know you know more about the Earth than you’re letting on. What I don’t know is how far you want to take you little experiment,” Xavier growled.

      “As far as I need to,” Tyrus said as he walked them over toward the docking bay door. “Don’t forget that.”

      “Trust me, I won’t and never have,” Xavier said. Tyrus closed the door, and the two teenagers were alone again, their vesical traveling back to school.

      “Xavier,” Eve started.

      Xavier turned back to her and snapped, “I told you we couldn’t trust him!”

      “I don’t think I can give myself a shot. Do I even know this is what I need and not some poison?” Eve stared down at the little injector.

      “You don’t have a choice. Tyrus won’t hurt you,” Xavier told her.

      “But you said not to trust him?” Eve asked, confused.

      “Yes, but he wants you alive; otherwise, he can’t finish whatever it is he’s working on.”

      “That is not very reassuring,” Eve said, looking over at Xavier. How could he be so sure Tyrus wanted her alive?

      “Don’t overthink it. Shogani,” Xavier said with a shrug. Japanese for “it can’t be helped.”

      “I hope it doesn’t kill me,” Eve said in response.

      “We’ll find out tomorrow. Keep your pen on you at all times.”

      “I will. I can use the handbag I keep Jzera in. Jzera – Oh my word, where is she?” Eve asked, beginning to panic.

      “She’s fine. Kelsa took her back to the dorms. Check your messages,” Xavier said in frustration.

      “Sometimes it tells me I have a message and sometimes it doesn’t,” Eve protested. Maybe she got an ID with glitches.

      “All messages from your contacts will alert you. The ones from school won't, unless you mark the person a priority.”

      “There should be a user manual.” Eve pouted as she checked over her messages. In her school folder, she had many, mostly from people asking if she was okay. Reed had sent her several messages, but she guessed that since she was unconscious, she had missed the alerts. The messages were sweet, inviting her on another expanse tour when things calmed down.

      “Jzera is with Kelsa,” Eve said as she read the messages.

      “I told you that,” Xavier snapped, then sighed. “I had no idea bringing you here would cause so many problems.”

      “Well, I am so sorry my Earth body has trouble adjusting to a stuck-up planet. Maybe I should go to the doctor and have my Earthiness removed,” Eve replied sarcastically.

      “Don’t be so rash. I don’t think you can have Earth DNA removed,” Xavier said with a shrug.

      “You big-headed jerk!” Eve crossed her arms and turned away from him. Did Xavier like the idea of having her Earthiness removed? Oh, no way she wanted to be like him. He was so cold, and a major-league butthole.

      “You’re the one who suggested it!”

      “You weren’t supposed to agree with me.”

      “Well, you almost died!” Xavier yelled and jumped to his feet.

      “Calm down,” Eve said, trying to shush him even though nobody was in the vesical with them.

      Xavier didn’t calm down at all. “I am sorry if your Earthiness is just a tad too much for you!”

      “Xavier, I can’t help who I am. I was born this way. And I like who I am. And, to be honest, I used to think you liked who I am.” Eve looked over at him in defeat.

      Xavier sat back down and placed his head into his hands. “I like who you are.”

      “I am from Earth. I like the food. I like the color. I like the music. I like looking up at the sky in wonder,” Eve told him calmly.

      “So, you hate it here,” Xavier huffed.

      “No, I’m having fun! Well, most of the time. I like gaming. I like the challenge. I love making friends who don’t think I’m a complete nerd.”

      “But you just…” Xavier cut himself off and looked up at her.

      “I can miss one thing and still enjoy something else. The only thing I deeply miss is my best friend.” She took his hand. “He is so busy worrying about everything he’s forgotten to be my friend.”

      “I am your friend. But I also have to protect you.” Xavier looked down at her hand in his.

      “No, Xavier, you don’t. I can defend myself. I still have a lot to learn, but I am learning. I’m not a baby. I can do this if you would give me a chance. I want you to be my guildy again. Someone I go on dungeon runs with. That is who I need,” Eve told him softly.

      “But what if we’re found out?” Xavier started.

      “Xavier, shogani. We have to live our new lives and stop walking on eggshells.”

      “I will try and be a better friend. But I can’t guarantee I won’t be bossy if I think you’re going to give yourself away,” Xavier said. He held three fingers up and gave her a nod.

      “That’s the Girl Scout salute, but good try,” Eve said and gave him a hug. “I missed you.”

      A few moments passed in quiet before Xavier asked, “What do we tell Kyan?”

      “We do what we’ve been doing and lie through our over-whitened teeth,” Eve laughed.

      “What lie shall we tell? Maybe, we fell madly in love and ran off to be married?” Xavier said slyly.

      “Convincing, but we might be a tad young for that to work in our favor. I was thinking more along the lines of a partial truth. I got drunk, and we crashed at Tyrus’ house because I would bring less attention to him,” Eve said.

      “Fine, but I liked mine better.” Xavier pouted.

      As expected, as soon as they made it back to the checkpoint, they were escorted to Kyan’s office by a team of five security officers. “Where have you two been?” Kyan yelled, causing Eve to jump. She didn’t like Kyan’s scary voice.

      “Eve drank something, and it didn’t agree with her Earthly system. So, instead of bringing her back to the school to expose us all, I thought it would be better if we stayed at Tyrus’ place,” Xavier said, not even batting an eye. It still scared Eve how easily Xavier could lie.

      “What did she drink? How did you get past the security system? How did you avoid the guards that I had watching you?” Kyan asked.

      “It was lemonade. Or at least, I thought it was lemonade. I am sorry I disappointed you, Kyan,” Eve said in her most innocent voice.

      “You need to learn to communicate better. That is what the ID is for. What exactly did this drink do to her?” Kyan asked Xavier.

      “It made her act drunk. A bad drunk. Dancing on tables drunk,” Xavier lied.

      “Who saw this? How did you handle it?” Kyan drilled.

      “Nobody but Tyrus. We took her back to his house.”

      “Why was Tyrus there? That is concerning. What did he say to you?” Kyan asked them.

      “Eve was unconscious, and he told me it was a normal human reaction to the lemonade. And that he was there to keep an eye on her because he didn’t think you could,” Xavier added, strategically redirecting Kyan’s anger.

      “Who is he to think he can handle her better than me? Have you seen her brain scan? That was all me! Tyrus always thinks he can run things better than me. Look how Luxcustos has turned out. Maybe he should go back and fix that,” Kyan barked.

      “What’s wrong with Luxcustos?” Eve asked.

      Kyan ignored Eve’s question; she couldn’t tell if it was intentional or if he was just too worked up. “I could have helped if you had sent me a message. I was worried when you didn’t return.”

      “I wasn’t going to leave a digital trail. You taught me better than that,” Xavier protested. “We don’t know who would have intercepted it.”

      Kyan paused, looking a bit stunned that he hadn’t thought of that himself. “Smart boy, brilliant,” he said, then rounded on Eve. “From now on, you are not to drink anything unless I say so. And stay away from Tyrus.”

      “Yes, sir,” Eve said, looking up at him with her best puppy-dog eyes.

      “Go back to your dorms before you raise any more suspicion. Do well tomorrow and make me proud.” Kyan then nodded at them both to leave.

      “Yes, sir,” They both replied, giving him a deep bow.

      “Thanks for not mentioning the Earth talk,” Eve told Xavier when they exited the shoots back at the main campus building. Thankfully, Professor Ravana wasn’t around.

      “It’s best to keep Kyan in the dark. It wouldn’t end well for anyone.”

      “You know, it scares me how easily you lie,” Eve said as they walked toward the girls’ dorms.

      “I grew up on a planet which knows nothing of aliens. I learned to lie before I learned to read,” Xavier told her.

      “That is so sad,” Eve replied.

      They stopped in front of the girls’ dorm. “Get some sleep,” said Xavier, “we’ve got a long day tomorrow. Especially you. Good luck with your full day of classes.”

      “You’re okay with it?” Eve asked.

      “I will be. If you need anything, just ask.” Xavier smiled.

      “Thanks,” Eve said and headed to her room.

      As soon as the door whooshed shut, Kelsa yelled, “I swear, if you don’t learn to message people, I will personally follow you around. No wonder Xavier follows you so much! You are a walking disaster!”

      “Sorry, I got sick,” Eve said and gave Kelsa her best apologetic look.

      “I could see that. It scared me when Headmaster Kyan picked you up and took you away. I didn’t even know he had any type of parental instinct. But he looked scared. Which made me more scared.” Kelsa ran her hand through her hair.

      “I have a genetic disorder which causes me issues,” Eve explained, trying to avoid using the words “leaking” or “sweat”.

      “Oh, my poor little Lux. No wonder you’re so small. You’re like the runt of Luxcustos,” Kelsa said and patted Eve on the head.

      “It’s okay. We have it under control,” Eve said reassuringly.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t take on so much. Maybe you should have an easier schedule. Are the teachers going to make it easier for you? Reed was super worried and ticked. I didn’t even know he could get mad,” Kelsa rambled.

      “Why was he mad?” Eve asked. Maybe she had said something in her drunken state that was offensive to him.

      “Because Headmaster Kyan made him give his escort rights to Xavier. I think he wanted to be the one who took you to the hospital,” Kelsa told Eve.

      “I feel bad,” Eve replied.

      “Well, whatever you said to him before you left made his skin turn as red as the tips of his hair.” Kelsa looked expectantly at Eve for an answer.

      “I can’t be accountable for what I say when I’m sick. But I do believe it was along the lines of…his eyes were as pretty as the setting sun.” Eve hid her face in her hands. Oh, how was she supposed to face Reed now?

      Kelsa laughed. “Oh, you are never going to hear the end of that. I wish I could have seen his face.”

      “I thought you said he was red.”

      “I didn’t mean Reed’s.” Kelsa giggled and turned pink.

      “Wait, what?” Eve stammered.

      “Inner marriage isn’t unheard of. Everyone sees the way he looks at you. He does a poor job of hiding his emotions.” Kelsa’s skin turned a deeper shade of pink.

      “It isn’t like that,” Eve protested. “We’re just cousins.”

      “I wasn’t the only person who saw his arm around you at the spa, or the way he looks at you when he thinks no one is looking,” Kelsa said softly.

      “Seriously, nothing is going on. He worries. And is overprotective,” Eve defended.

      “Well, if you want people to think nothing is going on, then you might want to tone it down,” Kelsa warned.

      “Yes, you’re right.”

      “Let’s get some sleep. Jzera missed you. She has been dragging your sock around all day.”

      Eve pulled Jzera up onto her lap on the sleeping unit. “Thank you for watching her.”

      “She is a good companion,” Kelsa said with a yawn.

      “You are coming with me tomorrow,” Eve told Jzera and pulled her into a tight hug before turning on her sleeping unit and closing her eyes.
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      Eve woke up to an awful beeping noise. She was dreaming of trying to get into the weird little building near the crystal. Just when she was about to open its door, the beeping started. Eve opened her eyes and activated her ID. Her schedule had been loaded, and now it was telling her to get up and head to her first class.

      “Come on, Jzera.” Eve yawned, rolled over, and habitually took her Vita-shot. A few moments later, she was dressed and heading toward her first class, Jzera snuggled in the handbag that Eve wore across her chest. She walked directly to the shoots and scanned her ID. A small light blinked, then turned green. It shot her off before she was able to tell it where to take her.

      “What the heck!” Eve yelled at it as she exited. Every time she rode in a shoot, she told it where to go. Instead, this one just whooshed her off somewhere. She looked around: She had been dropped off at the main building. Confused, she stepped back into the shoot. Nothing happened.

      “Great,” Eve whined, then looked at her class schedule. Her first class was in the Battle Dome Arena. At least she knew how to get there.

      Once she arrived, Xavier was waiting for her, looking quite dashing in only his Pulsate. “You're late,” he said as Eve ran over to him.

      “No, I have ten minutes left.”

      “There are no shoots in the BDA, the nearest drop off is the main building. You have to walk from there,” Xavier said.

      “Well, that would have been solid advice to give me yesterday,” Eve replied.

      “You might want to change.”

      “Where?” Eve asked, not seeing any lockers.

      “Normally, you change before you come to class,” Xavier replied.

      “Oh.” Eve activated her Pulsate and quickly took off her clothes, setting them nicely next to the handbag to the side of the arena field. “You behave,” she told Jzera, patting the fox on the head. “I have some treats for you if you do good.”

      Eve made her way to the rest of the class, with Reed standing in front of them. “No one expects you to be on top of things,” he told her nicely. Eve felt her face heat up as she tried to maintain eye contact and not let her eyes wander around his body. The Pulsate hugged every muscle he had.

      “I got this,” Eve told him with more confidence than she felt.

      Samael arrived just after Eve, already talking. “Don’t let her fool you. She is stronger than she looks.”

      “Hi,” Eve said.

      “Hey,” Samael replied.

      “Great,” Xavier huffed.

      Exactly on time, a tall, lean man who reminded Eve of a gazelle (which was rather fitting for the class he was teaching) stepped up to the group. “Welcome to your first day of Physical Fitness. I am Aengus, and I plan on helping you achieve the peak of your own personal fitness. What this will look like will depend on you.”

      “Alright then, let's get started!” Reed yelled, startling Eve.

      Eve was surprised at how small the class was, and even more surprised that she was the only female. She recognized Tidas, Samael, and Xavier, but she didn’t know the other two students. One guy looked like he was made out of rocks, and another looked like he had been set on fire with his bright reddish-orange skin.

      Professor Aengus ran them through running drills before he sent them with Reed one at a time, to test each student’s limits using a virtual visor and unique wrist bands. The equipment let the user feel the weight of objects without lifting anything.

      On Eve’s turn, Reed nodded at the results that displayed on his ID. “I’m surprised at how well you did. For someone so sickly, you hold your own against the rest of the class.”

      Eve was sure he meant that to be a compliment, but instead, it just made her mad. She wasn’t sickly.“I’m just getting started,” she challenged.

      Reed smiled back. “I can’t wait to see what you can do.”

      With all the students tested, Samael was the first to start toward the exit, calling back to Reed, “I told you not to underestimate her!”

      “Eve, we need to go, or we’re going to be late for Weapons Training,” Xavier yelled across the field.

      “I’m coming!” called Eve as she grabbed Jzera and her clothes.

      “Don’t bother changing. We can go to the dorms, take showers, and meet back at the hall in fifteen,” Xavier said, heading toward the shoots with her.

      “Can you use the shoots, too? They just shot me off without me giving a location.”

      “I can if you can.” Xavier smiled.

      “I get it. You need me,” Eve said.

      “Don’t get a big head about it,” Xavier retorted as Eve scanned her ID. “Girls’ dorms,” he said.

      When she caught back her breath at the dormitory exit, Eve asked, “How come it listens to you?”

      “I’ll explain after you shower and change,” Xavier said, then ran down the hall toward the stairwell.

      “Yes, sir,” Eve retorted and ran toward her room. She put some food down for Jzera to eat while she showered. Once she was dressed and Jzera was fed, Eve raced back down the hall. She was thrilled to find she was faster than Xavier.

      “Sorry,” Xavier apologized when he joined her. He smelled like his bath soaps, which made Eve jealous. She would love some vanilla body wash.

      The two of them went into a shoot, and Eve asked again, “So, how come the shoots listen to you?”

      “When you scan your ID, it reads your next class. Otherwise, when you use it, it will take you to the girls’ dorm.” Xavier laughed.

      “So, it would have taken us to girls’ dorm either way?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re a butthole,” Eve informed him.

      “I know.”

      The shoots took them to their next class. As they walked the hall, an incredibly soft noise from Eve’s handbag drew her attention. Jzera looked up at Eve right before her breakfast made a fast comeback. “Are you okay?” Eve asked Jzera and pulled her out of the bag.

      “She looks airsick,” Xavier said as he looked over the small animal.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t feed her before shoot rides. Do they make medicine for companions?” Eve asked.

      “Yes, but you would have to take her to the clinic. Let’s give her some time and see how she is after class,” Xavier suggested.

      “Okay.” Eve held Jzera securely against her chest.

      “How are you feeling, by the way?”

      “I feel fine. I was debating using the pen, but I’m feeling great,” Eve said with a reassuring smile.

      “You probably should just have used it. Better safe than sorry,” Xavier said.

      “Would you be so eager to jab yourself with something that may help you or may kill you?” Eve shot back.

      “Just be careful,” Xavier warned. He stopped talking about it as they entered the classroom and found seats. Eve was disappointed when Restella walked in.

      “Hi Xavier,” Restella said sweetly.

      “Hi, Restella,” Xavier returned.

      “Sorry you had to leave early the other day. You are such a wonderful cousin, putting someone’s else needs above your own,” Restella said and swept her hair into a makeshift ponytail.

      “I am standing right here,” Eve interjected.

      “Oh, Eve, I didn’t see you there.” Restella smirked.

      Eve didn’t have time to reply because the teacher came barreling in. He reminded Eve of a dwarf. A tall dwarf. A dwarf on steroids. Bigger than Kyan. This teacher was the first person Eve had seen on Armacula with unkempt facial hair, a dwarfish beard down to his chest. The beard had gold clasps wrapped around it, to keep it from looking like something had died on his face.

      “I am Gudbrande,” he stated in what sounded like a Scottish accent. “You will all be divided into groups of four. Each group will have an instructor to help you run the use of basic weapons. Those of you who haven’t been able to purchase a weapon, go sit down. I don’t have time to deal with laziness.” Two students went and sat on the floor. “Restella, Xavier, Eve, and Kaybel, since you four have your weapons, let's run through the basics. Reed will enter the arena with you.” Eve looked around quickly. She didn’t know Reed was a helper in this class, too.

      “All right, each one of you, go find a marker and activate your Ballarum,” Reed said, coming up from behind Eve. Unlike the BDA classrooms only had one smaller Battle Zone to work with.

      “You might want to put your pet in stasis,” Restella said as she bounced away.

      “She is right, Eve, this isn’t Companion class,” Reed informed Eve.

      “Just go set her down on your chair. I’m sure she’ll be fine till class is over,” said Xavier.

      A lizard girl popped up at Eve’s side. “I'll hold her for you!” Eve was about to protest, but Jzera jumped from Eve onto the girl and curled up into a ball. The lizard girl started petting Jzera.

      “Let’s go, Eve!” Gudbrande yelled.

      “Take good care of her,” Eve said, then ran to the Battle Zone. She quickly found a marker and activated her Ballarum, watching Reed and Xavier activate theirs. She was finally going to be in the ring again.

      Kaybel, standing across from her, was a scary-looking guy. He seemed to be in his twenties and gave the word “goth” a whole new meaning. He had had black tattoos down his face and a black mohawk that stood a good five inches high. Even in his Ballarum, in a black jumpsuit and giving off a black glow, he looked evil. It gave her the creeps.

      “Activate your weapons and push your avatars,” Reed instructed from his own Ballarum. Eve almost wanted to cry in jealousy when she looked over at Restella. Of course, she had a gorgeous pink Ballarum. How come she got pink? “Eve? You want to join them?”

      “Sorry,” Eve said once she was in. Reed was the last person to push, probably because once inside the arena, you couldn’t hear anyone on the outside.

      “No worries. I don’t expect perfection on the first day. That comes on day two,” Reed joked. He was wearing a basic Ballarum jumpsuit like the rest of them; Eve could only guess he had unequipped his armor. The dark black suit with a magenta line down each side went well with his eyes.

      “Besides, we can’t expect much out of sickly splices,” Restella snarked. “How you made it past processing is beyond me.”

      “Only someone from a low-ranking planet would be so classless as to say something like that,” Kaybel said and glared at Restella.

      “Alright,” Reed said, irritated. Eve wasn’t sure if he was annoyed because they weren’t listening or because Restella was mean. “I want each one of you to show me some moves. I’m sure you all have read the user manual on using weapons.”

      Eve looked over at Xavier in a panic. She hadn’t read anything. She didn’t even know she was supposed to. She felt a bit light-headed. Did her weapon come with instructions?

      Reed nodded in Restella’s direction. “You first, Restella.”

      “Okay.” Restella held out her hand, and Eve held back a chuckle as a rapier appeared in it. She half wondered if Xavier had picked it out for her.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” Reed encouraged.

      “Of course,” Restella replied. Eve’s worries vanished as Restella thrust the sword with no technique or skill.

      Kaybel went next. He snapped his fingers and two awe-inspiring, terrifying-looking morning stars appeared in his hands. Eve did not want to ever battle him. He was much more acquainted with his weapons than Restella, and pulled off some impressive moves before smirking at her.

      Xavier impressed the group with his double Kamas. Eve knew he would; they were his weapons of choice during tournaments. He used one of his freestyle weapon routines to demonstrate his skills.

      “Okay Eve, your turn,” said Reed.

      “Okay,” Eve said, then quickly realized she had no idea how to make her weapon appear. She snapped her fingers, thrust her hand up, and even did the arms-crossed swoosh thing Xavier had done, but to no avail.

      “No pressure,” said Reed. “We all have to start somewhere.”

      Eve wasn’t sure why he said that. She wasn’t weak, nor was she a novice. Either way, his comment ticked her off. Lifting her hand in the air forcefully, she summoned the weapon by calling out the name she had created for it. “Artemis!” she beckoned, and it materialized in her hand.

      “Told you it was a staff,” Xavier laughed.

      Needing to redeem herself, Eve used the weapons form she had created for nationals just last year. It won her first place. As she went through each movement, she noticed that using a weapon in the Dome was so much easier than in the real world. By the time she finished, she felt confident that she had chosen the right weapon for herself.

      Reed gave a low whistle and a wide smile. “I need to stop underestimating you.”

      “Oh, come on!” Restella bellowed. “That’s not even fair. You aren’t allowed to set foot in an arena until you get an ID. How could she have been training? She couldn’t even activate her weapon a few minutes ago.”

      “You will all get there. Luxcustos has different rules. They don’t stay number one by their good looks,” Reed said, giving Eve a mysterious smile that made her heart melt. “Restella, stay active. The rest of you, exit and study your user manuals. I will work with each of you one on one.”

      Eve watched Xavier and Kaybel leave, but she had no idea how to turn her avatar off.

      “Eve, you going to stay there all day?” Reed asked her.

      “I don’t know how to exit,” Eve admitted sheepishly.

      “Oh, good gracious,” Restella yelled and threw her hands up in the air.

      “Put two fingers together and make a scrolling gesture,” Reed instructed.

      “Thanks,” Eve said. It took her a second, but she hit the log out button and her avatar pushed back into her Ballarum. The exit button was easy to spot. She pushed it, her Ballarum popped, and she was back in her school clothes. Then she started to walk and quickly regretted it. Her head felt light, and her body felt weak. If it weren’t for Xavier standing next to her, she would have hit the ground.

      “I told you to use it,” Xavier whispered into her ear as he helped her sit down.

      “I was fine earlier,” Eve whispered back.

      “Is she okay?” Gudbrande yelled and ran over to them. Eve could see Restella shooting daggers at her as Reed exited the Dome and came over, too.

      “I’m fine. I just need a minute,” Eve said and plastered a fake smile on her face. Reed should have stayed in there. He didn’t need to be worrying about her.

      “We’ll be right back,” Xavier said.

      “I knew you should have taken time off. I don’t even know how to help you.” Reed ran his fingers through his hair.

      “No, but I do.” Xavier grabbed the Vita-shot pen from Eve’s bag, shoved it against her arm, and pressed the button.

      Eve winced from the pain of the needle; Tyrus hadn’t used the same painless ones the Vita-shots used. “I could have done it.”

      “Or psyched yourself out. I know you too well,” said Xavier.

      “What did you just inject into her?” Reed asked. Eve felt bad for Reed. He looked so helpless.

      “No worries. It’s just meds to help me,” Eve said. The pen worked; she felt great. Like, super great. She felt a rush of energy surge through her.

      “You feeling any better?” Xavier asked.

      Eve giggled. “I like this.”

      “Did you do it right? What was in it?” Reed asked Xavier in a genuinely concerned voice.

      “I don’t know. It was from her doctor,” Xavier replied and looked down at the pen.

      “I think you did something wrong,” Reed said as he watched Eve start running around doing back handsprings.

      Eve felt so energetic. She wanted to go back in the ring and fight someone. She needed to be level three first. Wisdom class. That was next. If she got there, she could take exams and level up. That was a good idea! She needed to get to Wisdom class. She ran over and grabbed Jzera from the lizard girl. “Let’s go, Jzera!” Eve said enthusiastically.

      When she bounded to the door, Xavier was there blocking her path. “We need to go see Tyrus.”

      “I feel great! The shot works great. Tyrus isn’t trying to kill me! Yay!” Eve bounced from one foot to the other.

      “It works too well. You are all over the place,” Xavier told her.

      “No, I am not! I am on my way to Wisdom class so that I can level up.”

      “Eve, you are bouncing on your feet. How do you expect to be still in Wisdom class?” Xavier asked.

      “We’ll find out when I get there. Besides, I don’t want to stay and watch everyone else. I want to fight, too,” Eve said, then ran past him toward the exit. Who needed shoots when she had this much energy?

      “Eve!” Xavier barked and ran after her.

      Eve ran out of the building, letting her feet guide her across an open field. The farther and harder she ran, the more control she felt. Xavier was right; that was way too much. She wasn’t feeling sick anymore, but she did feel shaky. She stopped running and took in several long, deep breaths. Maybe Tyrus had added something else into the pen.

      “Eve!” Xavier yelled as he caught up with her.

      “Sorry, too much energy. I needed a way to release it,” Eve said apologetically.

      “I already contacted Tyrus. We have to adjust the device to give you less. He recommends about half. But I have to say, if you ever need a quick pick-me-up, you have one.”

      “The crash kind of sucks,” Eve said.

      “Hopefully, smaller doses will work. But on a happy note, it didn’t kill you,” Xavier retorted.

      “Good to know,” Eve said and adjusted Jzera in her arms.

      Xavier patted Jzera’s head. “She doesn’t look too good.”

      “I am so sorry,” Eve said.

      “Maybe I should keep her with me.”

      Eve handed the shaking little animal to Xavier. “There has to be an easier way to travel with her.”

      “We’ll work on that later. Right now, we need to get you back to normal,” Xavier told Eve.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m going to walk the rest of the way to class. A long walk will do me some good.”

      “I don’t have any classes now. I’ll take Jzera to the clinic and have her looked at,” Xavier said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Message me if you need anything.”

      “Yep,” Eve replied, then walked toward Wisdom class.
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      Wisdom class was taught by Professor Darissa, a tall, slender woman with an exceptionally long neck, big brown eyes, and two small horns coming out of her forehead. Eve counted at least sixteen visible dark brown spots on the teacher’s skin. She had time to do this, of course, because the class was Boring with a capital B.

      So far, they had covered how wisdom points would help with the use of magic. The more wisdom points you had, the more magic you could use. They were supposed to be reading over the different types of magic, but Eve had already read it twice, and that was more than she needed to. Three types of offensive magic and one defensive. Fire, air, and water were the three offensives: fire beat water, water beat air, and air beat fire. Earth nulled any attack, but couldn’t attack itself. So, no one used it.

      Eve was disappointed that none of her friends were in this class, but with so many different teachers and time slots, it was bound to happen. She did notice the snake boy from Weapons class was here. The only good part about the course was the end, when she got seven hundred points to add to her level. Samael was right. More classes meant more tests.

      “Hey,” Xavier said when she exited the class. He was sitting against a rail, waiting for her and holding Jzera. Eve instantly went over and took her pet.

      “She looks better,” Eve said as she inspected the small creature.

      “Clinic said you should be more careful with her. Their breed is prone to motion sickness.”

      “Thank you for taking her,” Eve said as they walked.

      “You’re welcome. How was the class?”

      “Boring. But I am closer to level 3.”

      “We need to head to the BDA. I have a feeling this teacher would love nothing more than for you to be late.” Xavier smirked as they made their way to the shoots. Eve held Jzera tight as they were whooshed off.

      Eve hadn’t made it two steps into the wide field when loud shrieks echoed around them. Shiryu and Zurie ran over to her. “Can you believe it? We finally have a class together!” Shiryu belted out in excitement.

      “I’m so glad. Class is more fun with friends.” Eve smiled.

      “I heard you passed out in Weapons Training,” Zurie said with concern. “Don’t you think you should be taking it easy, seeing how you just got out of the hospital?”

      “I’m fine.” Eve smiled. She loved how concerned her friends were. It was nice to know people cared.

      “Showing off again, I see, Evangeline,” Professor Ravana said as she walked over towards there group.  No way, what had Eve done to deserve her as a teacher?

      “Bet you’re glad you weren’t late,” Xavier said, standing next to Eve.

      “This class isn’t about fun. It is about rules. Rules which, if you break, will have you expelled. Only one of you first years has taken the time to level up. So, I will use Samael as an example of how to battle.”

      “Yes, Professor,” Samael said and walked over to the closest Battle Zone. Everyone instantly gravitated to it so they could watch.

      “Cassious will battle you. Cassious, please take it easy. Samael is a first year,” Professor Ravana told the other boy.

      Both Cassious and Samael activated their Ballarums. Eve gasped when Cassious’ avatar pushed out. He wasn’t just angelic-looking: he was a downright avenging angel from the Bible. He wore gold armor and a helmet that covered most of his face, and his sword was twice as big as Reed’s.

      Shiryu looked up at the avatar in awe. “Well, that was unexpected.”

      “Poor Samael won’t stand a chance against that armor,” said Zurie nervously. “And look at his weapon. How is Samael going to compete with that huge thing? It looks like Samael is using knives.”

      The battle began, and nothing happened, to everyone’s disappointment. Cassious and Samael danced around the ring, neither one attacking.

      “Well, this is fun,” Zurie said with a fake yawn.

      Eve wasn’t sure, but she could swear she saw Samael say something to Cassious. The older boy’s eyes narrowed and he brought his sword down, just missing Samael’s head. Eve watched as Samael taunted Cassious. She had no idea what he was saying, but it was making Cassious furious. No longer were they dancing; it was like watching a mouse escape a cat. Each time Cassious went in for the hit, Samael barely dodged.

      “He can’t keep evading. His Prana will run out before Cassious’ does,” said Xavier.

      Shiryu laughed. “What’s he going to do? Go over there and pick Cassious’ teeth with those knives?”

      Eve caught sight of Samael’s hand glowing. He must be preparing to use magic, she thought. Cassious came at him with another crushing blow, but this time instead of moving to the side, Samael leaped into the air, did a 180, and landed behind Cassious. The Dome lit up like a pale black Halloween bulb, and both Cassious and Samael were back in their Ballarums. As the dome dissipated, the circle etching on the ground remained gray: Samael had won.

      “What just happened?” Zurie asked the question everyone wanted to know.

      The class just stared at Samael. Even Professor Ravana was at a loss for words. It was Kyan who broke the silence with a clap; none of them had noticed his arrival during the match. “Good job, Samael. Good job,” Kyan said, nodding his head in approval. The rest of the class followed with claps and cheers.

      “Very impressive, Samael,” said Professor Ravana as Samael walked by her.

      “What do you think, Eve?” Samael asked with a grin. “I can’t wait till you get in the ring.”

      “I am almost level three,” Eve said, knowing a challenge when she heard one.

      “I told you I could help you with that. Maybe we can study sometime. I found a great quiet place to do so,” Samael offered with a wink.

      Xavier stepped in front of Eve. “Not going to happen.”

      “Well, we both know you can’t help her. If you aren’t going to let me, then let Reed. He seems like he can handle her,” Samael said and ran his hands through his hair.

      “Xavier.” Kyan’s voice echoed over all the students. Eve knew it was a warning: Xavier’s limit was being pushed.

      “Just breathe,” Jun said. Eve hadn’t even noticed that he was in the class. “If you let the emotion take hold, it won’t do you or anyone else any good. Bottle it and save it for when you have the upper hand.”

      Xavier took a deep breath and looked over at Eve, then back at Samael. “I don’t need to fight you. I already won,” Xavier said with a smirk.

      “You're proud, but don’t think I’m here to play nice. I am here to show the verse just how weak Lux have become. And when they see you fight me during the competition, they will finally know.” Samael pushed past the group to find somewhere to sit down.

      “Let’s get back to class, shall we?” Professor Ravana glared at Eve.

      “What did I do?” Eve whispered to Zurie.

      Zurie replied honestly, “I think you breathe. And I think she would prefer if you didn’t.”

      “You two are going to be strong, too,” Jun said to Zurie and Eve.

      “Thanks,” they both replied with broad smiles.

      The rest of the class time was repetitive. Start Ballarum, push avatar, go back to Ballarum, and repeat.

      “That was worse than Wisdom class,” Eve whined when they were dismissed. Kyan was nowhere to be seen. Eve wondered if he had seen the battle on his window TV and wanted to watch it in person.

      “Our next class is here in the BDA too, so we have some time to kill,” Xavier said and pulled something out from his backpack.

      “I don’t want another shot,” Eve protested.

      “Too bad, I’ll just eat this all on my own.” Xavier dangled a condimentum in front of Eve’s face.

      Eve made grabby hands at it like a toddler. “Give me, Give me!”

      “You have to say please,” Xavier teased and held it up so she couldn’t reach it.

      “Pretty please, with a cherry on top?”

      “How can I say no to that?” Xavier laughed and handed her the snack.

      “SOOO yummy. Tastes like chocolate chip cookies,” Eve moaned. Why couldn’t they stockpile these things?

      “I find it interesting,” Reed said from behind them, causing both Eve and Xavier to jump.

      “Don’t do that!” Eve barked. “You gave my heart a fright.”

      “What planet were you raised on, again?” Reed asked Eve. “No matter how hard you try, at least some of the words you use are not translatable.”

      “I am unique,” Eve told him. “I make up my own words.”

      “That only Xavier can understand,” Reed added suspiciously.

      “Of course, he grew up with me,” Eve said and rolled her eyes.

      “Why are you here?” Xavier asked Reed.

      “Student helper, remember?” Reed told him. “If I intern long enough, I fully intend on becoming a teacher here.”

      “What about Senator?” Eve asked.

      “I have an older brother who is a fourth year. He’s more fit for that. I have no urge to be under the rule of Luxcustos. No offense. I would run things differently,” Reed stated.

      “Says everyone.” Xavier shrugged.

      “So, you get to come here even though you aren’t going to be a Senator?” Eve asked him.

      “I had to meet some requirements, but yes, they are letting me intern here. I already finished school on my planet, so it feels weird being only a second year again.”

      “How old are you?” Eve asked, astounded.

      “What a weird question,” Reed replied.

      Xavier explained, “Time isn’t relevant here. One person could be six attending their first year here, and another person could be 5,678. It just depends on the solar system and planet rotation.”

      “Then how do you know when someone is ready to come?” Eve asked.

      “Depends on the planet. Teens are teens, even if they are 6,000 years old.”

      “I wanted to come,” Reed added. “It’s the best way I can get what I want.”

      “So, you don’t take classes?”

      “Yes, but not in the same way you do. I am at level 35. At level 50, I can be considered a citizen. With that status, I would be able to work for the school. But it does require a lot more learning, so I apprentice for each of my teachers. I’m still a student, but I have a bit more privilege than most,” Reed told them.

      “Like what?” Eve asked, interested. She may not be able to rule Earth, but working at the school seemed like a fun job. Maybe she could take over Professor Ravana’s responsibilities. She could use an early retirement.

      “I can be an escort, I can use the shoots, I get my own dorm room, and I get to work with students.” Reed ticked them off on his fingers.

      “Nothing spectacular,” Xavier replied.

      “With citizen status, I could challenge anyone for their property. Even those from Luxcustos,” Reed added with a glare at Xavier.

      “Only if that person is considered an adult,” Xavier pointed out.

      “I can wait four years.”

      “Well, whatever the case,” Eve retorted, “I bet when I am at your level, I will beat both of you.”

      “So eager to fight,” Reed laughed.

      “Is this or isn’t it Combat Training?” Eve teased.

      “We won’t be using weapons until later in the year,” Reed told her.

      “Did you know I can kick your butt without them?” Eve said in a challenging voice.

      Reed smiled broadly. “I accept that challenge.”

      “Good luck.” Xavier laughed.

      “She will need it,” Reed retorted.

      Xavier laughed harder. “I was talking to you.”

      Eve and Reed walked over to one of the arenas. Most of the people nearby were just leftovers from class, and all of them were very curious about what was going on. Eve activated her Ballarum and felt the adrenaline course through her veins.

      “How come she gets to fight?” she heard someone ask.

      “She isn’t fighting; she is training. You know, the entire purpose of this class,” Xavier bit back.

      A message appeared on Eve’s screen, asking if she wanted to enter Training Mode Level 1. She agreed, and her avatar was automatically unequipped. She pushed, then looked over to see Reed already in the ring, no armor, no sword.

      “You know, I have been training for six years,” Reed said as he stretched his neck.

      “What do you train in?” Eve asked.

      “Combat,” Reed answered, confused.

      “Well, combat-trained Reed is going to get his butt kicked by Taekwondo-trained Eve,” she said with a laugh.

      In her vision, a series of numbers counted down. She was all ready to go when the buzzer sounded and took Reed off guard by attacking first. He didn’t have time to block her first two moves.

      When he went to attack, she was already back on the other side of the dome. She had forgotten that she was competing against his level, too. It was going to take a lot to make a dent in his HP. She wished Samael would tell her how he beat Cassious. Reed lunged at her, which she easily dodged while kicking him upside the head.

      The Catalyst system had a flaw: they could rack up points, but without talent, the user was only winning by brute force. Eve had the ability. Reed relied too much on his magic, weapons and hp.

      “Two points!” Eve laughed and stuck her tongue out at him.

      Reed shook his hands out and attacked her full throttle. He fought like a child in the schoolyard; he had little technique. She was able to see where he was going to strike and quickly counter with kicks and punches. One look at her Prana, though, and she knew she was going to lose. She wasn’t strong enough to do much damage, no matter how many hits she made. She was level two and fighting a boss thirty levels ahead of her. On a time limit. With no aids.

      “That’s enough,” a voice said, and both Eve and Reed were suddenly back in their Ballarums. Eve mentally noted that teachers could stop battles. A woman with overly large eyes and big bunny ears was standing outside the arena circle. “Very impressive, Eve.”

      “Not good enough. I would have lost; my Prana was depleting quicker than I could do damage.”

      “You were also going against a level thirty-five,” the professor laughed gently. “One hit from Reed would have ended the battle, but you still fought like equals.”

      “Did you see the way she fights, Oisin?” Reed asked excitedly.

      “She has a technique I haven’t seen before.” Oisin nodded.

      Reed roared, “We need to get you leveled up!” Eve had never seen him so excited. It was fun to watch, but also embarrassing.

      “Xavier is better,” Eve threw out, trying to get the spotlight off her.

      “No, not really,” Xavier said.

      Reed rambled, “You need to join A-Class. We have the best competitors and always place well in exams. You can teach us your fighting style, and we can help you do weapons and magic.”

      “I thought only the top five students from each class could join?” Eve asked.

      Professor Oisin cocked her head and her ears flopped to the side. “And where do you think you rank?”

      “I have no idea.” Eve shrugged.

      “The rankings of the students are posted on the school site,” Professor Oisin explained. “It changes every week, so just because you can join now doesn’t mean you can join later.”

      “I’m pretty sure you are in the top five,” Reed said. “You didn’t take the easy way.”

      Professor Oisin clapped her hands for the attention of the rest of the class. “Divide into groups, and we will do ten-minute drills.” Eve was disappointed to see that Zurie, Shiryu, Samael, and Jun were gone, but grateful that Xavier was there. She needed competition. Though sparring Samael would have been great. Then Oisin turned to Xavier and Eve. “I want you two to spar, but I want you to spar each other last.”

      Eve loved Combat class. She won all her battles, and tried to give her opponents pointers afterward about foot position and how not to move their shoulder in the direction they were going to strike. By the time the class ended, Eve could see the overall improvement in her classmates.

      “We will let the cousins fight now. Let us see what Luxcustos has to offer. This will be the last match for the day,” Professor Oisin said.

      “You ready?” Xavier stood next to Eve.

      “Let’s show them what Lux are made of,” Eve laughed.

      “Rules?” Xavier asked.

      “Third time’s a charm,” Eve replied.

      “Shoulder?”

      “Knee.”

      “Let’s do this.” Xavier fist-bumped her.

      They both entered the arena with full grins. Eve’s avatar was ready to go. She expected that after all the battling, she would be feeling some fatigue, but she felt great. Eve’s body wasn’t doing anything, only her avatar.

      “You leveled up. You didn’t tell me,” Eve pointed out.

      “You been a bit under the weather,” Xavier replied.

      The buzzer sounded and they both rushed in, missing their marks by mere inches. Eve quickly went on the offensive. She needed to wear him down. After three quick, distracting moves from Eve, he left his knee unguarded, and she tapped it with her hand. “That’s one for me!” Eve moved back to allow him to recover.

      “Round two,” Xavier said in a deep voice.

      “Fight!” Eve added. They both repeated the hit and miss until Xavier came from behind with a back kick and tapped her.

      “I like a challenge,” Eve said, moving back into position.

      “You are a challenge,” Xavier retorted.

      “Round three,” Eve said.

      “Fight!”

      Soon, they were two and two. Their Prana was almost depleted. Eve wanted to try something she had seen Samael do. Instead of attacking when Xavier ran at her, she waited until the very last second, jumped over Xavier’s head, landed behind him, and gently tapped his knee.

      “Game,” Xavier said, backing up and returning to his Ballarum.

      When Eve exited her own Ballarum, Reed was right there next to her. “It took me a minute to figure out what the two of you were doing. I’m going to have to use that when I’m training.”

      “That last move was a little unfair. I don’t think that was legal,” Xavier said to Eve.

      “But we aren’t in taekwondo. We need to up our game, study other forms,” Eve replied.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you are exceedingly competitive?” Xavier laughed.

      Eve smiled. “On occasion.”

      Professor Oisin stepped up to them, closing the screen on her ID. “You two have made the top five. I want you to meet me in the headmaster’s office at the end of the school day.”

      Eve looked over at Xavier.

      “How?” Xavier asked.

      “Teachers assess and give points on students' performance. Combat class gives a lot of points, and both of you performed extremely well,” said Oisin.

      “I’ll be there. Eve?” Xavier asked, looking over at her.

      “I am in,” Eve replied.

      “Class dismissed!” Oisin yelled over the students.

      “I’ll take Jzera with me,” Xavier offered. “You can go to your last classes, and we can meet up at the end of the day by the entrance to the main office.”

      “All right then,” Eve said and looked around the arena.

      “What?” Xavier asked her.

      “This is my next class,” Eve laughed.

      Two shrieks informed Eve this class was going to be fun. “Another class together!” Shiryu yelled, running up to Eve. “And look! Min, Jun, and Zurie are here, too.”

      “I’ll see you later,” Xavier said and started toward the main building.

      “You did well today, Eve,” Reed said and gave her a smile. “I hope you get to be in A-Class. I could learn a lot from you. Not to mention, it would be nice to associate with you outside of class.” The butterflies Eve was trying to keep under control unleashed a flurry of shivers through her body.

      “You are an excellent fighter too, Reed. I didn’t stand a chance against you with your armor and magic,” Eve replied.

      “I would normally agree with you, but dang, Eve. You’re level two and you’d keep up with a level fifty if you had Prana and Power. You would be unstoppable.”

      “We missed something.” Shiryu looked between Eve and Reed.

      Reed laughed. “Just Eve kicking everyone’s butt in combat.”

      “Let’s find out if her mage skills are as good,” Zurie said with a wink.

      “I accept that challenge,” Eve retorted.

      “Magic is far harder to learn than combat.” A majestic, glowing lady floated into the arena. Eve wasn’t sure if she was a ghost or some kind of fae, but whatever she was, she was gorgeous.

      “Professor Freyia,” Reed said and gave the lady a slight bow.

      “Magic is one of the harder paths to travel. It takes concentration and memorization, not just strength. Great mages spend hours learning spells and studying hand movements,” Professor Freyia said softly.

      An older girl with pale, ghostly skin, almost white hair, and huge eyes stepped up next to Freyia. Wherever she came from screamed of deep darkness. “We will start with the basics today.” She kept tilting her head to the side and staring at each person, and Eve backed away a few steps when the girl looked directly at her.

      “This is Lunafrya, my class helper,” Professor Freyia explained. “She will be working with each one of you on basic hand movements. Those of you who have already mastered them, I would appreciate it if you would help your classmates. The faster we learn the basics, the faster we can move to the fun stuff.” Her smile made Eve want to do whatever it took to please her.

      “Don’t worry, we aren’t teaching you the dark stuff yet,” Lunafrya said, her head turning a full 180 degrees. Eve almost shrieked and ran off the field. Lucky for her, she could tell it freaked other students out as well.

      “You all should have participated in Wisdom class by now, so I want you to pick out the element, or elements, which are best suited for your skillset. Remember, once you choose, you cannot undo this choice. It is a permanent part of your avatar,” Freyia warned.

      “Eve, come work with us!” Min called out.

      “Sure,” Eve said. She wanted to go with Shiryu and Zurie, but she hadn’t given Min and Jun much attention. She didn’t want to make them feel left out.

      A few moments later, the three of them choose a Battle Zone now one else was using and pushed their avatars. “What are you going to choose?” Min asked Eve.

      “I don’t know,” Eve replied.

      “Jun and I use wind,” Min told her. Eve watched in awe as Min, using a series of hand gestures, made a sphere of wind appear. Jun was able to make a mini-tornado.

      “That is amazing,” Eve said in awe.

      “You should pick something close to your personality,” said Jun. “Fire is one of the harder elements, but I can see you using it.”

      “Fire is extremely hard. The movements take practice, and with one slip of the hand, you will fizzle,” Min added in a worried tone.

      “I like a challenge. Fire it is,” Eve said. She liked the idea of fireballs. She opened her status bar and selected both fire and earth: From all her years of raiding in her games at home, she knew having a null spell was a must.

      By the end of class, to Min’s surprise, Eve could toss fireballs and create a fire shield. It wasn’t nearly as hard as they made it sound. Magic worked like sign language: Each spell was created by a series of hand gestures, just as the teacher said. It was more about memorizing and studying them, which was no problem for Eve. One slip-up or wrong stroke of the wrist, though, and the spell would fizzle and fail. That sucked because the spell still cost mana, whether it failed or not, and mana was extremely limited. Mana was attached to wisdom: The more wisdom Eve gained, the more mana she would receive.

      “Eve, you are perfect. Memorizing takes hours of practice, but it seems to come so naturally to you,” Min said after they exited their Ballarums.

      “You are a very curious person,” Jun said, tilting his head to the side like he was measuring Eve up.

      “I have a really great memory—a blessing and a curse. Part of being Lux,” Eve lied. She wanted to make Jun feel better, but his face looked so sad. She feared she had made it worse.

      “I heard that about Lux,” Min said.

      Eve was starting to hate being associated with the planet. Everyone seemed to think the people of Luxcustos were cheaters. She had never been to Luxcustos, and she had no urge ever to go.

      “I think it’s all her hard work and dedication,” Shiryu defended Eve.

      “The poor girl has to keep up with Xavier, and that can’t be easy,” Zurie added.

      “I wasn’t saying anything bad,” Min said defensively. “Just that I heard Lux had good memories.”

      “They’re just teasing you.” Eve knelt and gave Min a hug.

      When class dismissed, Zurie and Shiryu insisted on walking with Eve to meet Xavier. They talked about the spells they wanted to learn, and Shiryu wondered if it was possible to make their own. Zurie gave them both an update on herself and Tidas; they had two classes together. Soon enough, they reached the dorms, where Xavier was waiting.

      “You’d better take care of our girl,” Shiryu warned Xavier.

      “No more letting her pass out on your watch,” Zurie added.

      Eve laughed as they walked away, then noticed something missing. “Where is Jzera?”

      “She’s with Kelsa,” Xavier replied.

      “Oh,” Eve said, a bit disappointed. But it was probably for the best. She had several more classes, and she didn’t want to make Jzera sicker.

      “You have become quite popular,” Xavier laughed as they walked toward Eve’s next class. “Bet the girls back home would be trolling you now.”

      “What does that mean?” Reed sighed from behind them. Eve was starting to get creeped out by Reed’s sneakiness.

      “You need louder feet,” Eve retorted as Reed began to walk with them.

      “I get different languages, I do. But the two of you talk in a way the translator can’t comprehend. Why would girls be sending trolls after Eve for having too many friends?” Reed asked.

      “It’s an expression, Reed,” explained Eve. “It means they would follow me around saying mean things about everything I did.”

      “Why would they do that?” Reed asked.

      “To be mean,” Eve repeated.

      “I am so glad I will never have the opportunity to visit Luxcustos.” Reed shook his head. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Xavier and Eve replied at the same time.

      They stopped outside the class building, and Reed sighed again when he saw Eve’s classroom. “I hate Political History. I got out of helping with it this year, hopefully I get just as lucky next,”

      “Well, I need it to level up to beat the two of you!” Eve waved at them, then ran into the small building.
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      Hey Eve,” Samael said with a wave as Eve entered the room.

      “Hi,” Eve said and sat next to him. Xavier would be mad, but she didn’t care. Samael was weird, but not in a mean way.

      “Eve,” Jun’s voice whispered next to her. She greeted him warmly, and Jun sat down on Eve’s other side.

      “I’m surprised you are taking this class,” Samael said to Jun.

      “My parents thought it would be a good idea if Min and I took more courses. But we aren’t in the same class,” Jun replied.

      “It’s okay, Jun, you have us,” Eve said.

      “Welcome to Political History. I am Verda.” The professor’s words entered the classroom well ahead of her body. It took her a good five minutes to walk across the room. Eve wondered if looking like a sloth meant she was going to be as slow as one.

      “Bet this class gives good power-up exams,” Samael grinned as they watched the teacher continue to walk to the board.

      “Let’s hope,” Eve replied.

      Finally reaching the front of the class, Professor Verda spoke just as slowly. “Today, we will be going over the early history of the Galactic Senate.”

      Eve wanted to stick her head in a toaster by the time the class was over. The bad part about remembering everything was that she couldn’t forget it. And boy, would she love not to remember the names of every Galactic Senator starting from Albotros back over two thousand years ago, covering each planet. If she ever needed to put someone to sleep, she could recite all their names. But she did learn two important facts. One, people outside Earth had incredibly long lifespans, and two, she now knew why no one took the class.

      “That wasn’t too bad,” said Samael as the three of them walked across the campus. “Though I would love to know why they started with Albotros and not Arpachshad.”

      “Who’s Arpachshad?” Jun asked.

      “Arpachshad was the first founder of the Galactic Senate. Though his origins are a bit of a mystery, it was he who discovered how to use the portals. We wouldn’t be anything without him.”

      “How did you find that out?” Eve asked. She remembered trying to find more on the history, but coming up short.

      “You won’t find that information on an ID. You would need to find it in the old texts,” Samael said in a hushed voice.

      “Old texts?” Jun asked.

      “All the information on the ID is information the Senate wants you to know,” Samael explained, as if telling a horror story. “All the information that they have deemed worthy. Let’s just say there’s a lot more information out there. If you know where to look.”

      “I’m guessing it isn’t a very legit way of looking, is it?” Eve asked, though she would love the opportunity to read forbidden history.

      Jun shook his head. “Nothing good comes from dwelling on the past.”

      “Those who don’t know their past are doomed to repeat it.” Eve remembered that quote being painted on the wall at her old school.

      “Funny,” said Samael, looking over at her. “That doesn’t sound very Lux-like. You might be more careful about what you say.”

      “I…I am sorry,” Eve said and looked down at her feet.

      “Don’t worry, Eve. We are your friends,” Jun said with a smile that made Eve’s heart melt.

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s your next class?” Samael asked her.

      “Companion Training,” Eve answered.

      “I said I took all courses, but I actually didn’t take that one. They don’t give power-up tests in it.”

      “Why not?” Jun asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure, but it does leave me an open spot to study. I’m going to head off to the mages’ quarters. I like the pavilion they have set up in the middle. It relaxes me,” Samael added.

      “That’s because it is located right above a halite deposit,” Jun said.

      Samael looked impressed to hear something new from the panda boy. “Interesting.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Jun grinned excitedly.

      Eve waved them both off. “I wish I could talk more, but I have to go. I don’t want to be late.” She could take the shoots, but it only took about twenty minutes to walk to each class. Eve wasn’t sure why Samael made such a fuss about using them.

      “Eve!” Reed yelled. Eve’s stomach instantly reacted and sent a tingling sensation down her spine as he caught up to her walking speed partway down the path.

      “Hi Reed,” Eve said.

      “Where are you headed? Don’t forget we have to meet Oisin after school is over.”

      “Companion class,” Eve replied.

      “Don’t you think you’re going to need something for the class?” Reed asked with a smile.

      “Like what?”

      Reed laughed. “Like Jzera.”

      “Why would I need Jzera?”

      “Eve, she is your companion. A companion is your pet. You can’t take Companion class without a companion.”

      Eve stopped still. “Crap.” She was already a good ten minutes into the walk. It would take her another ten to walk back to the dorm. Even if she used the shoots, she still would be late.

      “Where is Jzera?” Reed asked.

      “With Xavier,” Eve replied.

      “You shouldn’t let others take care of your companion. You don’t want her to be harmed.”

      “Xavier won’t hurt her,” Eve defended him. “She was sick earlier, and he took her to the clinic. She doesn’t seem to like all the running around.”

      “Send Xavier a message. Hopefully, he isn’t in class. He could drop her off for you,” offered Reed.

      “Good idea,” Eve said. She sent Xavier a message and prayed he got it. She thought about just calling him, but if he were in class, it could get him in trouble.

      “I would go get her for you, but I’m heading over to help Oisin,” Reed said.

      “No worries,” Eve told him.

      Reed looked her over as they began walking again. “I’ve been meaning to ask, how are you feeling?”

      “I’m good. Don’t worry about me, I’ve got this,” Eve told him.

      “I find it hard not to think about you.” Reed ran his fingers through his hair.

      Eve felt her face heat up and squeaked, “Thanks.” She wanted to ask what kind of thoughts he was having about her, but she felt a rush of embarrassment.

      “Get to class, before you’re late,” Reed laughed.

      “Bye!” Eve waved and ran off toward class. Why was that so awkward? If it was Xavier, she would have had six comebacks.

      When she reached her next classroom, she stopped dead in front of a tall, dark, and handsome man who blocked the door. “Good afternoon, Eve,” he said in his very seductive voice.

      “H-hi,” Eve stuttered.

      “I am Kenya,” he said, looking over her with deep, dark brown eyes that made her want to melt into a puddle at his feet. His sun-kissed skin made Eve want to go to the beach. And he was tall; oh, so tall.

      “Go ahead and take your seat,” Kenya said and motioned for her to move. Eve’s brain said to walk, but her body said “nope.” The teacher knelt to be at eye level with her. “Are you alright?”

      “Me? Ummm, yes…I mean no…wait, what was the question?” Eve stumbled out.

      Kenya stood up tall and shook his head. “Eve, please sit.”

      Eve stepped inside and looked over the rest of the class, and her thoughts cleared instantly. Restella was sitting there with a smirk on her face. Why was she here?

      “Surprised?” Restella asked as Eve sat next to her. Not because she wanted to, but because the other four seats were taken.

      “No,” Eve lied. Her eyes drifted from Restella to the thing she was petting. A small baby dragon cooed as it flew around Restella’s head, weaving in and out of her hair.

      “I am surprised you took Companion class without your companion,” Restella said, smiling. Eve knew that smile well. It was a how-dumb-are-you smile, which was precisely how Eve felt: dumb.

      “Eve,” Kelsa hissed from the doorway. At the look she got from Professor Kenya, she shrank into herself. “I am sorry for the interruption, but I’m bringing Eve her companion.”

      “It’s fine,” Kenya said, giving her a nod. Kelsa tripped on her way over, trying to walk and stare at the teacher simultaneously. Eve was relieved she wasn’t the only one affected by the sinfully gorgeous man.

      “Xavier messaged me and asked me to bring her to you. He would have, but he’s in class,” Kelsa whispered to Eve as she handed Jzera over.

      “Thank you so much,” Eve said and placed Jzera in her lap.

      “Holy hotness, I need to take this class. Did you see his eyes? So dreamy,” Kelsa sighed.

      Kenya cleared his throat from behind Kelsa. “If that is all?” Eve watched Kelsa turn bright pink.

      “Got to go,” Kelsa stated and bolted for the door with her head down.

      Professor Kenya remained standing in front of Eve. He even smelled charming, like fresh-baked cookies. “What type of companion do you have there?”

      “Her name is Jzera,” Eve said and held her pet up.

      “A Morphanite. Rare and extremely expensive,” Kenya said. He picked Jzera up and gave her the once over. “This one is young, very young.”

      “I haven’t had her very long,” Eve admitted.

      “Most people train with a fully grown companion. This will make things harder for you. Not impossible, but hard. If you can train her well, she would make an excellent battle buddy,” Kenya said with a nod.

      “Umm, okay,” Eve said. Was she like a hunter, and this was her pet? She didn’t see Jzera helping her fight. Maybe sleeping or running around chasing her tails.

      Restella laughed. “My father had Drizzilla trained for me. She adds massive amounts of damage to my fighting.”

      “Well, Jzera was a present, and I like her just the way she is,” Eve said and pulled Jzera into a tight hug.

      Professor Kenya took control of the classroom. “Welcome to Companion class. I am Kenya. In this class, we will be learning how to train and fight with our companions. Because of the complexity of this class, you will not be graded. This class is only to help those who want to become battle masters.”

      “So, we don’t actually have to be here?” A snake-looking boy asked. Eve recognized him as the same boy from her Wisdom and Weapons classes.

      “Mambas, I see you have a Chameleon Colubridae,” Professor Kenya said.

      “Yes. My father is a battle master and he wanted me to take this class. But I don’t see the point if I’m not going to level or be graded,” Mambas stated.

      “Once you sign up for your classes, they are set. If you want to change something you will need to talk to the headmaster. And until then, you can still be expelled for lack of attendance, so I suggest you take this class seriously,” Kenya lectured.

      Mambas sank into his chair. “Yes, Professor.”

      “First thing first. We need to establish your link. Remember, once your link is established, it cannot be broken or changed unless your companion dies, or you do.” Kenya pulled some sort of alien-looking gun out of his desk.

      “Wait, why would I die?” A boy from her Physical Fitness class asked. Eve was beginning to see a pattern. There were only six students per class. She wondered how many first years attended the school.

      “Good question, Roxcus. Some companions have longer life spans than their masters,” Professor Kenya said.

      “So, what happens to my companion if I die?” Restella asked.

      “Depends on the battle master. If your companion is in stasis, it will remain in stasis and usually be buried with its owner. If it’s not in stasis, it sometimes is killed and buried with its owner anyway. Otherwise, the owner passes the companion down to their heir.”

      “They kill their companions?” Eve asked, horrified.

      “Don’t worry, they feel no pain, and it rarely happens. Mostly companions are passed down to an heir,” said Professor Kenya. “Now, if there are no more questions, I would like to start the linking process.”

      Eve watched as Kenya made his way around the room. Eve knew the other two students, too. Chartereux was a boy in her Combat class, and Hildr was in her Wisdom class. Neither one seemed friendly, though Hildr had a small fairy that Eve wanted to touch. Well, until it bit Roxcus.

      “Nibbler, don’t bite,” Hildr scolded her companion. Eve half wondered how the girl sat with the massive white wings that poked out her back. Swan must run through her veins.

      “Keep your pet in check,” Roxcus said, examining his finger. Eve was quite sure the fairy was more likely to break a tooth than penetrate the rock-hard skin Roxcus had. He looked like he belonged in a superhero movie. His pet, on the other hand, seemed a couple of rocks shy of a boulder. It reminded Eve of an armadillo, only made from stones. It kept running in circles, then flipping onto its back and sucking its toes.

      When Kenya finally stopped in front of Eve and Jzera, holding out the gun, she asked, “Will it hurt her? What is it?”

      “It’s a link. It won’t hurt her,” Kenya said and gave Eve a smoldering smile.

      Eve watched as Kenya scanned her ID, then injected Jzera in the back of the neck.

      “Oww,” Jzera hissed and looked up at Eve. “You just let him shoot me up with who knows what!”

      “What was I supposed to do? Tell him no and…” Eve stopped and looked down at Jzera.

      “What?” Jzera asked, looking up at Eve with her large emerald eyes.

      Eve stood up, knocking Jzera to the floor. Her heart was beating in her chest so hard she thought it might explode. Restella’s snicker brought her back to reality. “Poor splice,” Restella whispered.

      “Are you okay?” Kenya asked Eve.

      “Ummm, yes,” Eve said, unsure of what to say.

      “He can’t hear me,” explained Jzera. “Only you can hear me. It is part of the link process. Though I am confident it usually only works one way, and lets the companion understand the owner. Or maybe it was the opposite.”

      Eve picked Jzera up off the floor and whispered, “So, you’re talking in my head?”

      “Yes and no. I am just communicating my thoughts using telepathy rather than words.”

      “Can I do that?” Eve whispered. She was worried people were going to think she was insane if they heard her talking with her pet.

      “No, you have to talk normal,” Jzera laughed.

      “Great,” Eve breathed out. “And I thought you were a baby.”

      “Time is irrelevant here,” Jzera said, purring in Eve’s lap. “I was scared when I was caught. I am so glad you found me.”

      Having finished linking each student to their companion, Professor Kenya re-took the floor. “Alright class, now that the link is established, I want you to work on getting your companion to understand some basic moves. I have added a companion book to each of your IDs, and you can read them. I would like each of you to be able to do one thing before you leave today.”

      “Such high standards,” Jzera laughed and looked up at Eve. “What does the book say?”

      Eve opened it up and read quietly to Jzera about the basics of companionship and how to get one’s companion to behave.

      “Do you think reading to that thing is going to help?” Restella laughed. “You need a good trainer to be able to teach them correctly. Like this. Drizzilla, sit.”

      Drizzilla jumped to the ground and ran around in a circle, chasing its tail. Restella yelled the command several times with no luck.

      Professor Kenya walked toward Restella. “A companion respects their trainer. If you want your companion to listen, you must be the one to train it. Having someone train it for you will not work. It is linked to you, and your emotions feed it. If you cannot stay calm, neither can it.”

      “That isn’t fair!” Restella barked. “I paid good money to have her trained!”

      “A little research goes a long way,” Kenya replied.

      Jzera laughed. “I also think her Drizzilla is a boy.”

      “How is it going with you, Eve?” Kenya asked. Eve hoped he hadn’t seen her smiling.

      “Good, I think,” Eve said, wanting to ask him whether it was normal that her pet could talk.

      “Can you make Jzera do anything? It won’t be easy to train a baby,” Professor Kenya said and patted Jzera on the head.

      Jzera growled, “Oh, I am not that much of a baby.” Kenya pulled his hand back.

      “Jzera, would you please sit?” Eve said awkwardly. It seemed weird to ask someone to sit on demand.

      “I am not a sideshow,” Jzera replied and jumped on Eve’s head. “I will help you in your battles, but only if you help me. And I will not do parlor tricks.” She tapped Eve on the head with her paw.

      “Umm, I don’t think she feels like it right now,” Eve said sheepishly.

      “If you want to be able to battle, you are going to need to train her. And you might try to find a different form for her. She is very tiny. While that makes it easy for her to travel with you, it will make battling hard.” Professor Kenya stepped away from Eve and addressed the whole class. “Your homework is to set up your companions’ points. As you level up, so will they.”

      After the class was over, Eve walked toward the shoots. She didn’t want to risk running with Jzera. For some odd reason, she felt more guilty about making her sick now that she could talk.

      “I don’t like to be in the bag,” Jzera informed Eve as they walked.

      Eve took Jzera out and placed her on her shoulder. “No bag, then.” One class left before she needed to head over to Kyan’s office.

      Arriving at her last class, Eve was once again greeted with a shriek of joy and a hug. “Eve!” Shiryu giggled.

      “Shiryu,” Eve said and returned the hug.

      Zurie came to join them both. “I can’t believe we have more classes together.”

      “Classes are more fun with friends,” Shiryu replied.

      This room is different than the other classrooms,” Eve stated as she looked around. The room was large and round the giant opened ceiling gave it an amphitheater vibe.

      “It is odd,” Zurie agreed.

      “I wish Kelsa wasn’t a fourth year, she is so fun to hang out with,” Shiryu said.

      “We need another get-together,” Eve told her.

      Zurie looked at Eve suspiciously. “But no drinks.”

      “No drinks,” Eve agreed.

      “We can meet at the mage training grounds and watch the preliminaries of the Centennial in a couple of weeks,” Shiryu offered.

      “That sounds fun,” Zurie replied. “The opening games should be broadcasted on our days off.”

      “I heard that Luxcustos is playing foul this year,” said a little pug-nosed girl who had overheard their conversation. “Even heard they already had a few Senators withdraw.”

      “You’re from Luxcustos, aren’t you, Eve?” Restella purred as she walked over to them. Eve rolled her eyes. Another class with Miss Thing. And how did she get here so quickly?

      “Eve doesn’t know much about politics,” Shiryu said.

      “What person on Luxcustos doesn’t know politics? It’s the capital of nosy,” Restella said matter-of-factly. “She must have been living on some half-ranked planet not to know what’s going on. Then again, that would explain why she is still here.”

      “I could claw one of her perfectly plucked eyes out, if you wish,” Jzera chimed in with a little growl.

      Restella backed away a few feet even without hearing Jzera’s words. “You might consider leaving the pet at home if it’s going to be hostile.”

      “Where’s your pet?” Eve asked.

      “In her biosphere, of course,” Restella said, holding out the dragon-shaped prismatic shard she had chained around her neck. “Most people don’t allow their pets to be out in the open. Bad things tend to happen to them.”

      “Sounds like a threat,” Shiryu said to Restella.

      “It wasn’t a threat, just some good advice,” Restella said with a shrug and walked away.

      “Ignore her,” Zurie said.

      “She isn’t a bad person, but she does have some issues with splices,” Shiryu explained.

      “I am not a splice,” Eve hissed.

      “No, no, you are not,” Zurie said quickly.

      “I don’t think you are, either,” added Shiryu. “A runt for sure, but not a splice.”

      “I am not a runt either,” Eve protested.

      “You are so tiny, and sickly, and even Kyan watches you. That is not normal Lux behavior. Usually, they kick the bird out of the nest and see what happens,” Shiryu told her.

      “Lux suck,” Eve huffed. Shiryu and Zurie both giggled in agreement.

      “Restella isn’t wrong about Jzera, though,” said Zurie. “You might want to get her in a biosphere.”

      Eve was about to ask what a biosphere was, but the teacher came flying into the room. He swished around them and landed in the middle of the Battle Zone. “You have 30 seconds to find a marker and stand on it,” he yelled, then stretched his massive wings out and flew above them again. “There are six markers and six of you. Go.”

      Eve watched as the class scrabbled to find the glowing red markers on the floor. Eve happened to be standing on one already.

      “15 seconds,” the man said, then, “Time’s up. Push your avatar and begin.”

      Eve’s Ballarum asked if she wished to proceed in the training exercise. She agreed and pushed her avatar. Vertigo instantly hit her and she kneeled on the small platform, Jzera’s claws digging into her head. The space inside the Dome was massive and open. Other than the six platforms she and her classmates were standing on, there was nothing but air.

      “Welcome to Agility Training. I am Recarcin, and this class is going to be one of your favorites.” Recarcin’s voiced echoed around the massive space. Colored lights illuminated the dark surroundings. It reminded Eve of a painting she had seen in a book. “Your goal is to collect as many stars as you can. Red is worth one, blue three, and yellow five. How you collect them is up to you.”

      Several students took off into the air. Eve didn’t have wings; how was she supposed to collect any of them? Shiryu was flying about gracefully, collecting the spheres and giggling. Even Restella was hopping around, though Eve had no idea how. Zurie looked a bit nervous, too, before she leaped off the small platform and began collecting the lights.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Jzera asked in Eve’s ear. Eve turned to face a small hummingbird.

      “Jzera?”

      “Why are you so surprised? You knew I could shapeshift,” Jzera said and fluttered around Eve’s head.

      Eve dug her fingers into the platform and tried to stand. “Why now?”

      “You don’t seem so sure on your feet, and I’d rather not fall. Even if it is just an illusion,” Jzera replied. “Now, you’d better start collecting some stars.”

      “How? I can’t even stand up!” Eve barked.

      “Stop using your Earth brain. The physics of Earth no longer apply. This is an illusion, like a game.” Jzera dodged Restella, who seemed to be trying to knock Eve off her perch as she swished by.

      “Okay, just an illusion. I need something to help me fly. Let’s see.” Eve thought through her aching head. “I got it.”

      “Now, just open your ID and summon it,” Jzera told her.

      Eve opened her ID. A message automatically let her know that she was participating in a training exercise, and her choices were limited to magic use. She only knew fire magic, not wind.

      “Think Eve,” Jzera said as another student flew past them.

      “I can’t fly, fire does not fly!” Eve barked back.

      “But fire can make things move, like an engine.”

      Eve thought for a minute and summoned her staff, then used her fire magic to enchant it. Hopping on it, she began to zoom around.

      Shiryu flew up next to Eve and grinned. “I love how your brain works.”

      “Happy Halloween,” Eve chuckled as she leaned forward to make herself go faster.

      “Halloween?” Shiryu asked.

      Eve didn’t have time to reply. She swooped back and forth in the arena dome, collecting as many stars as she could. She was trying to keep her eyes on the yellow ones, which were few and far between. She swept in and took several right before Restella was able to grab them. Restella may have looked more graceful, but Eve was faster.

      “All right, that’s enough,” Recarcin said, waving his hand. With no warning, they were all back in their Ballarums. “The number of points you earned will be added to your avatar. I hope this will be an incentive for you to train harder. I saw some creative forms of flying, though those who already possess wings might consider using magic to enhance their function. And I have to say, that was the first time I ever saw a student use their weapon for flying.” Recarcin stopped and looked at Eve. “If it wasn’t for you sitting for a good length of time, I do believe you would have been first place. But that and an extra 1,000 points will be going to Restella.”

      “Now can I claw her eyes?” Jzera growled. She was back in her fox form and seemed a bit smaller than before.

      “I wondered what this class was going to be like,” Shiryu exclaimed after class was dismissed. “I think I’m going to enjoy Agility Training. Plus, I love watching live games, and it was fun to have our own.”

      “Live games?” Eve asked, trotting to keep up with Shiryu.

      “You know, the teams that compete every spring. If I weren’t going to be a Senator, I would love to join the Hissing Hatchbacks. They’re the team from Kasai.”

      “Just like I wanted to be part of the Aquanites team,” Zurie added.

      “When are the live games?” Eve asked.

      “Every four years. Well, they divide them up for seasons, just like the Centennial. It takes a while to go through all the rankings to get to the top ten. Only the top fifty will be broadcasted to the verse,” Zurie explained.

      “Sounds fun,” Eve replied. It sounded like the Olympics, but Eve stopped herself from saying that out loud.

      Restella tutted as she passed by the three other girls. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” she asked Eve.

      “How did you know?” Eve asked.

      “Because you aren’t the only one fighting for the top five,” Restella answered and walked away.

      “You better hurry,” Shiryu said and pushed Eve towards the main building, and Kyan’s office.
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      You’re late,” Xavier said as she exited the shoot.

      “I am not late,” Eve retorted.

      “Did you survive your full day of classes?”

      “Yes, and thanks for sending Kelsa with Jzera,” Eve said and patted Jzera on the head.

      Jzera asked, “Is he always this moody around you?”

      “Yes,” Eve replied.

      “Yes?” Xavier questioned.

      “Never mind, let’s go.” Eve nodded toward the stairs.

      Kyan and Oisin were waiting for them in the main office. To Eve’s surprise, there were other students in the office too: Jun, Samael, and another boy with gray skin whom she didn’t know.

      “Glad you could join us.” Kyan nodded at them. Eve could see the look of displeasure across his face. “I will cut to the chase. I want you five to join A-Class. Usually, I would wait a few weeks into the semester, but Oisin insists we start now.”

      “As you all know, only the top five students from each year get to join A-Class,” Professor Oisin explained. “They have the opportunities for more power-up exams and more time one on one with older students. Not to mention, students who graduate at the top of their class can move to internship status. This allows you to shadow a Senator and earn citizen status earlier.”

      “I’m in!” Eve shouted before she could tell her brain to shut up.

      “I figured you would be,” said Kyan. “The rest of you must decide now. This offer expires when you leave this room.”

      Samael shrugged. “Anything to get ahead.”

      Kyan glared at Samael. “If you don’t maintain your high rank, you will be banned from the class. This is the only way for a student to reach the top five in the exams. This is not a game.”

      “I decline,” the gray-skinned boy replied. Eve knew him from her Wisdom and Mage classes, but couldn’t recall hearing his name.

      “May I ask why?” Oisin asked.

      “A-Class is for people who take becoming a Senator seriously. I honestly could care less about my scores. I’m here because my parents made me come. I have no urge to do more work than necessary.”

      “Very well, Draxes. You can go ahead and leave. We appreciate your honesty,” Kyan said and motioned towards the door.

      After Draxes left, Xavier spoke up. “I am in.” Kyan nodded his head in approval.

      “I, too, would like to join,” Jun replied softly. “I would like the opportunity to better myself.” Eve just wanted to bend down and hug him. He was so cute when he acted all shy. She was glad she would have the chance to train with him. Maybe he could teach her a thing or two about magic.

      “There you have it. Oisin, you may take them and test them,” Kyan said rather slowly, as if this was all a significant inconvenience and he had better things to be doing.

      “Wait, don’t we get to study first?” Samael asked quickly.

      “No, this is a unique test. It will add points to your avatar and establish a placement for the top five,” Kyan said. “Second thoughts?”

      “I don’t back down from a challenge,” Samael responded.

      Professor Oisin ushered them out of the office, down the big staircase, and into a large room. “We will use the Citizen’s Battle Dome Arena.”

      This Dome was different from the ones Eve had been using in her classrooms, and even on the field. First, it was three times the size. Second, it had different sized pillars scattered around the space, reminding Eve of an old Greek amphitheater. The seating was above the fighting circle instead of just a few chairs nearby.

      “This is huge,” Eve said, her voice echoing off the enormous ceiling.

      “This is the Citizen’s Battle Arena,” Professor Oisin explained. “Only those who have been deemed worthy of being a citizen of the Galactic Alliance may battle in here. This one is used to solve disputes among teachers. Every main Senate building has one. The School replicates it to use for the fourth-year’s final exams,”

      “We’re battling each other?” Samael looked over at Eve and gave her a smug look. Eve returned it.

      “No. Most of you are not level three, and that would be illegal,” Oisin told him.

      “Maybe next time, Eve,” Samael said.

      “I will be ready,” Eve replied.

      “You will each be fighting a shadow simulation. The avatar you fight will be several levels above yours in skill, but will maintain the same level as your avatar in health and Prana. This avatar will also match your class. You will get points based on the skills you use and how long you last.”

      Samael cracked his knuckles. “Now this is my type of test.”

      “Seems too easy,” Eve said.

      “It is anything but easy. The avatar is set to level thirty,” Oisin told her. “Jun, you will go first.”

      When Jun entered the Dome, a shadow appeared in front of him and took his shape. He was fighting himself, only a level-thirty version. It did not take long for Jun to lose to the avatar. He wasn’t equipped to handle moving and using magic at the same time, not at the same rate as his shadow avatar could.

      “Excellent Jun, you lasted four minutes.” Professor Oisin smiled as he returned to reality. “Don’t forget, you are fighting a better version of yourself. Meaning that one day, that avatar will be you.”

      Samael lasted seven minutes with his shadow self: He couldn’t taunt or evade his reflection. The shadows did not give you any time to think; you either reacted or got hit. Xavier went next, and only lasted six minutes. His shadow self came at him full force. Several times Eve wanted to scream for Xavier to move, but she knew he couldn’t hear her.

      When Xavier stepped back out of the Dome, Samael was laughing at him. “Are you that bad, or are you trying to hide your true potential? Either way, I now know why you aren’t able to help Eve.”

      Jun laid his hand on Xavier’s arm and shook his head. Xavier looked like he wanted to punch Samael in the face.

      “We are here to bring each other up, not tear each other down,” said Professor Oisin to the two of them. Samael just shrugged in response. “Eve, you're next.” She caught sight of Jzera and added, “Sorry, no companions.”

      “Fine by me,” Jzera said. She leaped off Eve’s head and over to Xavier.

      “Good luck,” Xavier said as he picked Jzera up.

      “Thanks.” Eve quickly set up her avatar and pushed; no sense in psyching herself out. Then she watched as a shadowy version of herself appeared before her. “Artemis, come!” Eve yelled for her staff. It instantly materialized in her hand. She needed it if she wanted to survive this.

      Eve knew that if she wanted to beat herself, she would have to not play as herself. She remembered how she always thought out of the box while sparring against Xavier. That was what she needed: not to think, but to act.

      The buzzer sounded and Eve leaped into the air, landing behind the shadow avatar. Eve slammed her staff hard against the avatar's right side. The avatar blocked Eve’s hit and retaliated with a roundhouse kick, which Eve barely dodged. Eve leaped around the pillars, trying to maintain her distance while she formed a plan.

      The avatar picked up on Eve’s tactic and attacked using magic. A bolt of fire grazed Eve’s side, knocking her health below half. A direct hit would end this battle quickly. Eve took a deep breath and decided to go with a full-on offense.

      The avatar went in for another round of fireballs, which Eve was not-so-gracefully able to dodge. She knelt for a few seconds, letting the shadow run at her. She knew it would take a few moments for the avatar’s magic to recover. As it leaped into the air to give the final blow, Eve somersaulted out of its path and used her staff to land a crushing blow to the avatar’s head.

      Eve then used her agility to leap from one pillar to another, avoiding Shadow Eve’s attacks. Once Eve’s magic gauge was built up, she made several hand gestures and sent fireballs hurtling toward her opponent. While the shadow was dodging the fireballs, Eve moved into position. The avatar vaulted to miss the last fireball. Eve gave a sly grin as she leaped into the air and twisted Artemis sideways, sliding her finger onto a button. The staff transformed into a large bow, and Eve pulled back the bowstring to release a series of fire arrows. All hit their mark, since Shadow Eve had jumped straight into the attack Eve had set up.

      Suddenly, Eve was outside the arena, still holding an imaginary bow in her arms. “What happened?”

      “Oisin pulled you out,” Xavier told her. He looked annoyed.

      “I didn’t die,” Eve whined. She wasn’t out of Prana, and she wanted to try the other features of her staff.

      Professor Oisin was beside herself with excitement. “What was that?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Eve said. She prayed she wasn’t in trouble.

      “Your staff, it changed into a bow during the battle! I have never seen a multi-functional weapon before!”

      “Really?” Eve said, surprised. She played a lot of video games, and most of their weapons could be multi-purposed. She was surprised a super planet couldn’t figure that one out.

      “Who designed it?” Oisin asked.

      “I did,” Eve said, a bit embarrassed.

      A few words came out of Oisin’s mouth, but Eve’s translator bleeped them out. Eve tried not to laugh. “Sorry,” Oisin apologized. “Eve, if you ever need a second profession, you should consider weapon making. You could make a fortune selling weapons. And the best part is, once you made it, that design became yours automatically. Nobody else can use it.”

      “Did I pass?” Eve asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Oh, you passed. And I gave you a bonus point for creativity. I will see you all tomorrow after the class day ends. We meet in the BDA.  Head back to your rooms and get some sleep. I need to show this video to some of my friends,” Oisin said, walking away from them excitedly.

      “What video?” Eve asked Xavier.

      “All battles are recorded automatically. You can download them and watch them whenever you need to study someone else. Teachers use them to see how well students are improving.” Xavier pouted. “I liked the bow idea. I wish I had thought of it.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t, I know how much you love your RPGs.”

      “I liked your weapon too,” said Samael. “It’s hard to think a Lux could have such a great imagination. You are an enigma.”

      “You keep surprising me,” Kyan said from behind Eve, placing his hand on her shoulder.

      “Kyan?” Eve said. He must have arrived while she was inside the arena dome.

      “Since you all passed, I have something else for you,” Kyan said and snapped his fingers. A lizard woman in a white doctor’s outfit entered the room carrying what looked like IDEM boxes.

      “Well, today just keeps getting better,” Samael said.

      “If you haven’t already guessed, these are the new IDs,” Kyan explained. “Since you all are in the top five, I will let you try them out. I need more feedback on the new features.”

      “Jun, Son of Zhou, Senator of Shi-Wu,” the lady called out.

      “This is Clinic Doctor Chamilly, and she will change out your IDs,” Kyan announced as Jun stepped up.

      “We need to go,” Xavier said and forcibly ushered Eve out of the room.

      “You can be so pushy,” Eve retorted, but followed Xavier’s lead. “I didn’t get to say bye to Jun.”

      “You do not want to see them switch the IDs,” Xavier warned her. He scanned his ID at the shoots and pulled her inside with him.

      “Why?” Eve asked.

      “They are attached to your wrist. It’s a process to be unattached. And I will let your imagination fill in the rest.”

      “What about mine coming off?” Eve asked. “I can’t wear it on Earth.”

      “Kyan will have a plan,” Xavier said.

      “Does it hurt? Will they be okay?” Eve wondered aloud.

      “Yes, the doctor will give them something before she does the procedure. I just didn’t want you to have to watch,” Xavier said.

      Eve blinked a few times and realized that the shoot hadn’t sent them to the dorms. “Where are we?”

      “This is the mage training grounds. I figured it’s a good place to talk since school is over, and the curfew is in effect.”

      “Talk about what?” Eve asked.

      “Your day, your first official school day on an alien planet! Was it as horrible as you thought?” Xavier asked, petting Jzera’s head.

      “Well, I didn’t enjoy getting shot in the neck, but thanks for asking,” Jzera purred at Xavier.

      Eve tried not to laugh; she wished Xavier could hear Jzera, too. “It was interesting, to say the least.”

      “You regret anything?” Xavier asked.

      “You're forgiven, if that is what you’re trying to get at. You were right. I like the school. But you would have yielded better results if you would have just asked me. And bringing up the event, how did you get me here when I was unconscious?” Eve asked. It had been plaguing her mind, especially wondering who the other person in the room that night was.

      “I had help. But do you really forgive me?” Xavier asked as he looked up at one of the moons.

      “Yes. Who helped you?”

      “They would like me not to say, seeing how it was illegal and all,” Xavier said.

      “Noted, but honestly, you could have just asked.”

      Xavier turned to Eve. “Hey, Eve, I am an alien from the planet Luxcustos and would like you to attend an alien high school based on virtual battling. Oh, and if you screw up, my psychopathic father will send you to the mines or may kill you.”

      “Okay, maybe you would have just ended up in the psych ward.” Eve laughed.

      “You think?” Xavier replied.

      “And let’s hope Kyan doesn’t kill me or send me to the mines,” Eve added.

      “He has a strange attachment to you; I find it odd because he doesn’t really seem to like anyone. And I’m his kid.”

      “Probably because he trusts you and is waiting for me to screw up,” Eve told him.

      “Or maybe he just likes you more.”

      Eve was about to argue when a shadow streaked past them.

      “Did you just see...?” Xavier asked. Jzera jumped from his arms and ran into a nearby bush.

      “Yes,” Eve replied softly, not moving. “Jzera?”

      The little animal replied from inside the bush, “I don’t see anything, but someone was here.”

      For a long, tense moment, all was quiet. “That better have been an animal,” Xavier finally said.

      “What if it wasn’t?” Eve asked hesitantly. She did not want their conversation to be spread elsewhere.

      “We should go,” Xavier said. Eve picked Jzera up and followed him. “Kyan is going to be ticked if that was a student who overheard us.”

      “No one would believe them, anyway. Who in this world would question Kyan?” Eve felt every hair on her body standing at alert and pressed herself closer to Xavier.

      “You're probably right, and if it was a student, they hopefully have the sense not to spread rumors. Don’t worry too much about it,” Xavier told her softly.

      “All we can do is wait and see.”

      Xavier took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Let’s head back to the dorms.”

      “Agreed,” Eve replied and squeezed his hand back. Xavier walked Eve to the girls’ dorm and made sure she was in her room before he was satisfied that she was safe.

      “Where have you been?” Kelsa asked with a yawn when Eve entered the room.

      “Go back to sleep,” Eve told her.

      “She is just worried about you,” Jzera said.

      “Speaking of which, I’m worried about you,” Eve whispered. “What is a biosphere and aren’t you supposed to be in one?”

      “If you try to put me in one of those stasis crystals, I will claw your pretty little eyes out,” Jzera growled.

      “Is stasis like when bad people get sent to the mines?” Eve asked, thinking back to the man from the courtroom.

      “Yes. Remember what your teacher said. Could you imagine being fully conscious and having no control over your body? In a frozen state? And then being buried or trapped forever?”

      “That sounds super scary.” Eve shivered. She couldn’t imagine being buried alive—another on her list of ways not to die.

      “It is,” Jzera replied.

      “Were you in stasis?”

      “Yes, until I was dug up and sold to the pet shop, and then sold to you,” Jzera told her.

      Eve pulled Jzera into a tight hug. “I promise I will never put you in stasis.”

      “Stop talking on the phone and go to sleep,” Kelsa muttered.

      “Yes, Mommy,” Eve said to Kelsa.

      “You’re so weird,” Kelsa replied, then rolled over to sleep.
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      Jzera pawed at Eve’s head. “Get up, sleepyhead!”

      “I think I liked it better when I couldn’t hear you.” Eve rolled her hand over and turned off the bed. Kelsa was already gone. She quickly checked her messages: Mage Training was going to be held in the mage center. She wondered why they didn’t just do that yesterday. Xavier had messaged her, asking how she was, but she ignored that. She would be seeing him soon enough.

      “I am not going to class with you,” Jzera said as she stretched out on the floor.

      “I need you for Companion class,” Eve protested. She didn’t want to get expelled for not having her companion with her.

      “I will meet you in front of the building for class. But I have other things to do than follow you around all day.”

      “Like what?”

      “Listen, I appreciate you getting me out of that store. And I appreciate you taking care of me, and I will repay my debt to you, but you also must understand I am not like a normal companion. I have some unfinished business with this planet,” Jzera said darkly.

      “Can I help?” Eve asked.

      “Can you tell me who murdered my family, put me in stasis, then buried me?” Jzera licked her paw.

      “No, but I could ask around. How many murders have happened here? Things like that.”

      “So naïve,” Jzera replied. “But sure, if you want to investigate, then who am I to stop you?”

      “I am not naïve,” Eve responded.

      “Get to class, Earth girl.” Jzera motioned towards the door.

      “Do I leave it open for you?” Eve asked. If she locked the door, how would Jzera get out?

      “Naïve,” Jzera said and morphed into a little girl, a very Earth-looking girl with white hair and sun-kissed skin.

      “Are you human?” Eve asked.

      “I can change my shape, remember?” This time Jzera used her mouth to speak instead of telepathy.

      “I thought you could just turn into other animals or something,” Eve answered.

      Jzera changed back to her original form. “Don’t put limitations on things you don’t understand.”

      “So why do you stay a fox thing?”

      “Because I want to, and cute things tend to be taken care of in this society,” Jzera replied.

      “Okay,” Eve said. She had so many more questions, but was confident Jzera had no urge to share information.

      When Eve walked into Physical Fitness class, it was still with a brow deeply knitted in thought. “You look confused,” Xavier said.

      “Do I?” Eve asked. She was still dumbfounded; her pet was also a kid.

      “Where’s Jzera?”

      “Good question,” Eve replied, wondering where Jzera was planning on going.

      “Eve, where is Jzera?” Xavier asked again.

      “Still in the room. I think it’s best to leave her there until Companion class. Don’t want her to get sick again,” Eve lied.

      “Okay…” Xavier gave Eve a once over.

      Reed yelled from across the field, “You two going to join class?”

      “Yep!” Eve called back.

      Professor Aengus ran them through the same drills as the first day before making them break off into teams. Eve was surprised that they were a student short. She wondered if Professor Ravana cast her magic and expelled the poor boy.

      Reed stopped her when class was over, before she could take off. “Eve, you are doing great. Just don’t push yourself too hard.”

      “What happened to the other boy who was in class with us?” Eve asked.

      “I guess he didn’t make the cut.” Reed shrugged. “He isn’t on the class roster anymore.”

      “What do you mean, make the cut?” Eve asked.

      “School has officially started. Only about half the students will make it to the next year. If they mess up or fail, they must leave. It’s a bit early for students to be leaving, but honestly, it seems Kyan has zero tolerance this year.”

      “Eve, we need to get to our next class,” Xavier said.

      Reed added, “I’m going to watch the Centennial preliminary battles in a couple of weeks. Are you going?”

      “Yes, she is going with me,” Xavier said and grabbed Eve’s hand.

      Eve shook it off and glared at him. But he was right – they did need to leave. She muttered an apology and headed to the shoots with Xavier. “What the heck?” Eve barked when they were out of earshot.

      “I’m pretty sure he was going to ask you out.”

      “So?” Eve retorted.

      “So, you can’t date. Kyan would kill you,” Xavier shot back as if she were stupid.

      “Why would Kyan care? And even if he did, I’m not running off and getting married. We would be with everyone else.”

      “You are not allowed to date him,” Xavier said in a low tone.

      “You don’t own me,” Eve replied in the same tone.

      “God, you frustrate me. Get showered and changed for your next class, and don’t forget to give yourself a shot. I would hate to see you pass out during Weapons Training again.”

      Eve wished she could slam the automatic door in her room. “I frustrate him,” Eve barked as she entered.

      Kelsa chuckled from her desk. “I see you’re fighting with Xavier again.”

      “He is so controlling. Why can’t I date Reed?” Eve huffed and pulled out her school uniform to change into.

      “Besides the obvious?” Kelsa joked.

      “Kelsa,” Eve whined.

      “Reed is from Triversa. Xavier is from Luxcustos.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Have you heard of interplanetary agreements?”

      “No.”

      Kelsa stretched her arms and turned to face Eve. “Reed’s father and Headmaster Kyan have an agreement of neutrality, which means that they both have something the other wants from their planet. It extends past the political acceptance of the Senate. More like, Triversa had land, and Kyan wanted to develop something there. That’s just an example. It could be land, space, or resources. But whatever it is, they both benefit from the agreement.”

      “I don’t understand what that has to do with me, or Reed,” Eve ranted.

      “Eve, if Reed likes you and his father agrees, they can use you to trade for whatever Kyan wants from them,” Kelsa put it bluntly.

      “You can’t trade people,” Eve replied in shock. This was an advanced civilization, not Neanderthals.

      “You won’t have to worry too much about it. Reed holds no power, and his brother is next in line. Now, if you caught Ren’s attention, I would tell you to leave and go back to your mom.”

      “You can’t trade people. That should be against the law,” Eve told her. What did Xavier think was going to happen, Kyan would trade her off for some land? Ha, she didn’t even belong to Kyan.

      “You will learn more about it in Political History,” Kelsa said.

      “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “Xavier just worries. And speaking of, I’m supposed to tell you to make sure you take your meds.”

      “Okay,” Eve said and grabbed her injector pen. Better to do it now than pass out later.

      When Eve exited the girls’ dorm a short while later, clean and changed, Xavier was waiting for her. “Did you use the injector?”

      “Yes, and I get why you don’t want me to date Reed. Could have told me I could be sold off if someone likes me,” Eve said as they walked to Weapons Training.

      “Wait, what?” Xavier asked, confused.

      Eve shrugged. “Kelsa told me the reason why I can’t date Reed. Something about Kyan wanting land and trading me off.”

      “Yes, that’s the reason,” Xavier said sarcastically.

      “What did I do wrong now?” Eve barked.

      Xavier rubbed his temple. “You make my head hurt. Let’s go to class.”

      Eve followed Xavier down the pathway to Weapons class, wondering why he was so broody. She had agreed to not date Reed. Even though technically, she wasn’t sure if Reed was going to ask her out.

      When they arrived at the pitch, Professor Gudbrande didn’t even give her a chance to sit down. “Eve, you and Restella are going to be partners today.”

      “Fun,” Eve replied.

      “Let’s see if you can actually use your weapon,” Restella said, fiddling with the crystal on her necklace. Eve wanted to tell her that companions didn’t like to be in them.

      “Xavier, you and Kaybal will be partners. And since we are a student shy and Miss Purtie has not yet gotten a weapon, we won’t have to worry about uneven teams,” Gudbrande continued.

      “What happened to the other student?” Eve asked.

      “Not my place. I only work with the students they give me,” Gudbrande replied. “Now, I want all of you to enter the arena.”

      Eve activated her Ballarum and pushed her avatar. Reed was already in the dome. Xavier, Kaybal, and Restella joined them.

      “No companions allowed,” Reed said to them.

      “Do you just leave yours at home?” Restella said to Eve. “How heartless of you.”

      Eve noticed Restella’s wrist. “New jewelry?”

      Restella smirked and held up her delicate new ID. “I made the top five, and Headmaster Kyan gave it to me. Apparently, you aren’t the only favored one.”

      “What does that mean?” Eve barked back.

      “Okay, stop fighting and start fighting!” Reed yelled at them.

      Eve jumped back, barely keeping Kaybal’s morning star from smashing her in the face. His other weapon contacted with Eve’s leg, slamming her to the ground. Restella giggled and barely dodged Xavier’s Kamas.

      “You are going need a weapon!” Reed barked at Eve.

      “Artemis,” Eve said, and her staff appeared in her hand. She was able to use it to block Kaybal’s weapons from smashing her, and pushed back enough to knock him off his balance so she could get back to her feet.

      “You need to pay better attention and stop letting other people’s emotions dictate yours,” Kaybal said as he swiped his weapon down, just barely missing Eve. She retaliated by doing a backflip and kicking him in the face.

      Eve looked over in time to see Xavier kick Restella to the ground. Not liking her partner, but knowing it was part of her grade, Eve switched Artemis into a bow and shot Xavier before he was able to land a hit, which gave Restella time to move out of the line of fire.

      Kaybal threw one of his morning stars into Eve’s chest, which knocked her back a few paces. “I am surprised you helped her.”

      “Restella’s out!” Reed’s voice echoed in the dome.

      “Crap,” Eve said as Xavier flanked her from the side.

      Kaybal laughed. “Nowhere to go.”

      “I’m not out yet,” Eve said. She dodged around their blows, buying time to let her magic build back up.

      Xavier nodded at Kaybal and ran toward Eve from the rear while Kaybal came at her from the front. Eve used her magic to help her jump high enough that when Kaybal slammed down his morning star, he hit Xavier instead. The blow knocked Xavier to the ground. Eve landed behind Kaybal and fire blasted him repeatedly until he disappeared.

      Reed had to dodge to avoid being hit himself. “That leaves two.”

      “Sneaky trick,” Xavier said, cracking his neck. He couldn’t have much health left. Kaybal’s morning stars packed a wallop.

      “Wanna see another one?” Eve ran at Xavier. She just needed one more hit, and she was sure he would be out.

      Somehow, Xavier teleported in front of her, and rib-checked her with his Kamas. “Too slow!”

      “How?” Eve barked at her Ballarum as she found herself inside it again. She let it pop and landed on her feet.

      Professor Oisin had joined them by the time Eve and Xavier returned to the outside. “I see someone has been studying,” she said to Xavier.

      “You’re too nice,” Reed told Eve as she walked by. “You could have beaten Kaybal sooner if you hadn’t stopped to help Restella. That time cost you.”

      “Wasn’t that the whole point of this, to work as a team?” Eve huffed.

      “I don’t think you understand how it was supposed to work. You fight till someone wins. If you and Restella were both left, you would fight until one of you won,” Reed told her.

      “That would have been great information to have before we got in the ring.”

      “Listen, I told you this before. You are smart, but you lack judgment. Students are here to get ahead and compete to become stronger, win resources, and defeat everyone else. Especially family. Xavier is not here to help you. He used his Lux teleportation special. Just like I have my enchanted weapon. Lux can use teleportation once during each battle.”

      “That sounds cool and helpful,” Eve said.

      “Eve,” Reed huffed in frustration and ran his fingers through his hair. He looked over toward Xavier, who was being kept busy by Oisin.

      “What? It’s a cool technique.”

      “Where are you from, Eve?” Reed asked slowly.

      “Luxcustos,” Eve lied.

      “If you are from Luxcustos, why can’t you use the technique, too? Or better yet, why have you never even heard of it?”

      Xavier trotted up to them and moved between Reed and Eve. “What are you talking about?”

      “The battle and what I could have done differently,” Eve lied.

      “I was surprised you tried to help Restella. Didn’t think you liked her much,” Xavier said.

      “That was a pretty slick move you pulled off,” said Eve, changing the subject. “Thought I had you.”

      “Can’t keep letting you get ahead, can I? I’ve got to have some of my own moves, too.”

      “I have to get to my next class,” Eve said as she met Reed’s eyes. She promised herself she would not cry. At least not until no one could see her “genetic flaw”.

      A look of concern crossed Xavier’s face. “Want me to walk you?”

      “Nope, I’m going to take the shoots. I want to get there early and study up so I can take more power-up exams. Apparently, I need to get stronger,” Eve replied. She hoped it was enough information to keep Xavier off her for a bit.

      Eve left them both, fighting back the urge to cry. She needed to control it, or she was going to need another shot. Luckily for her, none of her friends were in Wisdom class, so she could throw herself into studying. By the time the boring class was over, Eve felt in more control of her emotions. She also wasn’t able to find anything on the teleportation technique in her reading. Lux must keep it on the down-low. But then how did Reed know about it?

      “Have you seen Mambas?” asked a cute bunny girl as Eve walked out of the class. “I am quite sure you have Weapons Training with him.”

      “No, I haven’t seen him. They just said he was no longer on the roster,” Eve answered honestly.

      “I hate the Centennial, I hate how students leave school because of some stupid competition,” the girl ranted.

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” Eve told her.

      The bunny girl glared at Eve. “What would a splice from Luxcustos know? I shouldn’t have asked you.”

      “I have a class to get to,” Eve said as she backed away. She didn’t want to be associated with Luxcustos.

      “I hope Luxcustos gets fried,” she barked after Eve.

      Eve wasn’t sure what “fried” meant. Maybe the rabbit girl wanted someone to beat Luxcustos in the Centennial.

      “What are you thinking about?” Shiryu asked when Eve entered Battle Arena class.

      “What does ‘getting fried’ mean?” Eve asked.

      “A mean way of saying someone hopes your planet is burned up by the sun,” Shiryu responded.

      “Who is being mean to you?” Zurie asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Eve replied.

      Samael walked over to them with his usual smug expression. “All planets have an expiration date.”

      “Don’t be so doom and gloom,” Shiryu said.

      “It’s true, though.”

      “Don’t scare Eve,” Xavier added.

      “You should only fear the unknown,” Samael protested. “As long as she has the knowledge, she won’t have fear.”

      “I don’t know about all that,” Eve stated.

      “Are we going to begin class, or do we need to baby Miss Evangeline some more?” Professor Ravana asked.

      “Yes, Professor,” Eve said. She didn’t miss that Ravana was wearing the new ID. She wondered what had changed Kyan’s mind about giving her one.

      “Today, we are going to look at different arena styles,” Professor Ravana told them all. Eve found the information rather interesting. There were four types of arenas: earth, air, water, and fire. A user got a Prana boost if the arena type matched their magic element. Objects and obstacles could be added to make a match more entertaining or challenging. Some objects were built into the arena circle, but only for training purposes.

      “I like the air best,” Shiryu told them after class.

      “Because you have wings,” Zurie laughed.

      “I don’t know, Eve doesn’t have wings and she kicked my butt in Agility class yesterday,” Shiryu told her.

      Reed walked up to their group as he came into the BDA for Combat Training. “If Eve keeps this up, she will graduate at the top of her class.”

      “What Shiryu didn’t tell you was I didn’t win, Restella did,” Eve told him.

      “Modest as ever,” Samael said before he headed for the exit.

      “Bye, Sammy!” Eve waved at him.

      “Sammy…” he stopped, turned toward Eve, and smiled. “I like it.”

      Eve took the time to study in the half hour between classes, since she didn’t need to run from one to the other. “Let’s get the class started,” Oisin said once all the students had gathered, then broke everyone up into pairs. Eve found herself frustrated to be paired with the bunny girl, whose name was Usako. She wanted to be paired with someone who liked her.

      “Stop coming at me so fast!” Usako barked at Eve after the first few drills.

      “I’m not; you can’t just wait to think about your next move. You need to react,” Eve told her.

      “Easy for you. If I was born on a planet that trained you out of the womb, I would be number one,” Usako replied.

      Eve blew out a breath of frustration. “Just try and anticipate where I will be attacking you and block it.” She slowly moved towards Usako, then faked a right punch. Usako put both her hands up to block the right, and then Eve hit her with a left punch.

      “You cheated!” Usako bellowed.

      “I am not cheating!”

      “Let’s call it,” Reed said, quickly appearing in front of them. “Eve, you have another class to get to. Usako, I will stay and work with you.”

      “Okay,” Eve said, and exited the arena.

      Kaybal called to Eve as she walked past him, “You know it’s not normal for a student to help another student?”

      Eve paused. “She needs help.”

      “If you are helping her, how are you going to get better? You can’t be so nice. You wasted your day.” Kaybal sighed and left Eve just standing there.

      “He’s not wrong,” Xavier said, coming up behind her.

      “I have to go to class,” Eve replied. She didn’t want to talk to Xavier. Who was he to tell her right from wrong? Instead, she headed over toward the mage training grounds.

      “Eve,” Jun said as he found her on the path and began to walk next to her.

      “Jun,” Eve smiled.

      “I am glad they moved class.”

      “Silly that they didn’t just start us here.” Eve laughed.

      “We had to choose our magic first, because the mage training ground is divided up into four sections. The diamond-shaped center is where the class will begin, but then they will separate us based on the magic we chose.”

      “Wow,” Eve said, impressed. That was probably the most words Jun had ever said at one time. He must really like Mage Training.

      “Wow?” Jun questioned.

      “Where’s Min?” Eve asked.

      Jun paused, then said quietly, “She’s not here.”

      “Is she not here with us, or not here like not at school?”

      “She went home.”

      “Why?” Eve blurted out.

      “With everything going on, our parents decided only one of us needed to be put at risk. Min can return after the Centennial,” Jun told her.

      “That is so unfair to Min.”

      “I…I guess,” Jun said, shuffling his feet in the dirt.

      Eve knelt next to him. “Jun, I’m so sorry, this has to be hard on you. I know how close you two are.”

      “She is always with me,” Jun said and placed his hand on his heart.

      “Come on. Let’s get to class.” Eve took Jun’s hand and walked to the center of the mage training ground.

      Jun was right. As soon as they entered the diamond, Professor Freyia separated them by their magic choice. Shiryu and Jun were moved to air, Zurie to water, and Eve was placed in the fire zone. Each zone had its own arena, specially designed for training their elements.

      Lunafrya – who told them to call her Luna – addressed them all before they entered their Ballarums. “It’s simple, just push your avatar. The arena has been programmed to your magic. All you need to do is practice.”

      “Simple,” Eve repeated.

      “Don’t forget, basic spells are in your manual, but the good spells are ones you learn on your own.” Luna’s body turned and walked away, while her head kept staring at Eve.

      “Creepy,” Eve shivered to herself after Luna left.

      It wasn’t hard to figure out how it worked. Each basic spell had a hand gesture; combining hand gestures produced stronger spells. Eve knew how to make a fire shield, but when she combined it with a fireball, she was able to throw flying disks. She played around for the remainder of the class, throwing fire disks at the lava columns her arena produced. She wondered if Zurie in her water arena was in the water itself, or just jumping around on top.

      When Eve exited her Ballarum, Jun was right there waiting for her. “Want to go to the next class together?”

      “How long you been there?” Eve asked, slightly creeped out that Jun had been watching her.

      “Not long…with Min gone, I don’t know anyone, and I don’t like to be alone.” Jun rubbed at his ID.

      “Well, I’m sure Political History will take your mind off that,” Eve said as she extended her hand. Jun ran over and took it.

      Professor Verda continued their lesson on Senators and how to become one. Eve was trying to listen. She heard that a person could battle family members to overtake political status, but the rest of the lesson just faded away as her mind drifted.

      “Hey.” Someone poked her cheek.

      “Mmm?”

      “Wake up,” said Samael.

      Eve yawned. “Crap, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      “You’d better not let Headmaster Kyan see you sleeping. He would probably kick you out of school.”

      “Nah, Kyan wouldn’t do that.” Eve stood up and stretched. She hoped her Earth body wasn’t going to need naps. She didn’t have time for naps.

      “Are we talking about the same guy? Headmaster Kyan, who seems to be weeding out students like a diseased field?”

      “Not all the students are leaving because of Kyan. Their parents are making them go home. Something about the Centennial,” Eve replied.

      “Where are you getting your information from?” asked Samael.

      “Jun said Min was sent back.”

      “Interesting. If you run into the headmaster, you should ask him. Get the information from the source,” Samael told her.

      Eve laughed. “If I see him.”

      “You’d better get to class.” He added, “And try and get more sleep.”

      “Roger that,” Eve said and ran off to the shoots. She didn’t have time to walk.

      Jzera was waiting inside the classroom when Eve arrived at Companion class. “And you were worried about me being late.”

      “Sorry, I fell asleep in class,” Eve said and extended her arm down. Jzera jumped onto Eve’s hand and ran up her arm, then perched on Eve’s shoulder.

      “I’m new to this school thing, but I am guessing that’s a big no-no,” Jzera said.

      “Yes, a very big no-no,” Eve replied.

      Restella stared at Eve from across the room. “You know they can’t actually understand you?”

      “That’s a matter of opinion. I like to think she can,” Eve retorted.

      “And you wonder why people think you are weird,” Restella mocked.

      “Nobody thinks I am weird,”

      “Don’t trust people. Just because they are nice to you, does not mean they aren’t talking behind your back,” Restella said. She flipped her hair and walked away.

      “She’s pleasant,” Jzera said.

      Eve took her seat with Jzera on her shoulder. “Are you going to help me today? Just do something to at least make it look like I know what I’m doing?”

      “I came, isn’t that enough?” Jzera answered.

      “Great.”

      Eve wanted to slam her head against a brick wall by the time class was over. Even Restella’s dragon, who was trained by someone else, was listing to simple commands. Jzera just laid on Eve’s lap, sleeping. Eve was so embarrassed. Maybe she should ask Kyan if she could drop the class.

      “Eve, a word?” Professor Kenya asked as Eve got up to leave.

      “I am trying, and she just isn’t into helping. She’s not dumb. She just well, she just–”

      Kenya interrupted her. “I was just going to tell you that we are training in the main arena starting next week.”

      “Sorry,” Eve replied. She could feel her face turning pink.

      “It takes time to develop a bond with a pet. Years, maybe. I can tell you two have a strong connection. Just let it develop naturally. Although, you might want to consider keeping her in a biosphere.”

      Eve didn’t want to lie and agree, so she just nodded. Professor Kenya looked like he wanted to ask something else, but thought better of it. Eve took it as the conversation being over and headed out.

      “Why didn’t you tell him no?” Jzera asked as she jumped to the ground.

      “Because I don’t want to explain how I know my companion is claustrophobic.”

      “I can go to Agility class with you, if you would like,” Jzera offered.

      “I won’t tell you no, but I won’t force you either,” Eve said.

      “I have nothing better to do,” Jzera replied. “But let’s walk, I don’t like the shoots.”

      “Okay,” Eve said. She was surprised Jzera wanted to go with her.

      Professor Recarcin was right when he said Agility would be a favorite class. Eve loved the non-combative training. They spent the time that day in a rope course. No magic allowed: they had to balance, jump, and climb their way through. Jzera stayed in the shape of a hummingbird, helping Eve by telling her when to jump or slide her foot. She almost made it halfway before she fell.

      “Good job, Eve,” Zurie said as Eve exited her Ballarum.

      “Who’s left?” Eve asked.

      “Shiryu and Restella,” Kelsa said from behind her.

      “Kelsa!” Eve squealed.

      “Hey, sorry. I was busy yesterday, but I am the class helper for Recarcin,” Kelsa said, then gave Eve a hug.

      “So you want to be a teacher?” Eve asked.

      “No, absolutely not. I just need the extra points for graduation. All fourth years have to do some type of student helping. I chose dorm duty and helping a teacher,” Kelsa replied

      “Well I am glad you’re here,” Eve told her.

      “How’s Shiryu doing? Her wings are amazing. They are so much sturdier than mine,” Kelsa said with admiration.

      “I wish I had wings,” Eve smiled at Kelsa.

      “Don’t tick that one off.” A pug faced girl said as she pushed past them.

      “Hey, you might want to explain yourself, Basco,” Kelsa barked back.

      “Haven’t you noticed how many students have left the school?” Basco replied.

      “That happens, especially during the Centennial,” Zurie cut in.

      “And they all happen to be in her classes. There are 234 first years, and all the ones who have left are from her classes.”

      “That is just speculation,” Kelsa interjected. “First years are divided up randomly.”

      “So why are her classes so small compared to others?” Basco asked.

      “Is that true?” Eve asked Kelsa.

      “It’s unusual for only six to be in a class,” Kelsa admitted. “They usually average about twenty. But I think that has to do with Headmaster Kyan being so protective of you.”

      “So, it wouldn’t be ridiculous if Kyan was getting rid of students who don’t agree with Eve,” Basco said.

      “Kyan wouldn’t do that,” Eve defended.

      “We’ll see. I ticked you off, so if I end up going home, at least I know my theory is correct!” Basco barked. She then turned and left the group.

      “Eve?” Xavier said from behind them.

      “How long have you been there?” Eve asked.

      “Long enough,” Xavier said and glared at Kelsa.

      “I think I need to talk to Headmaster Kyan.” Eve looked over the group. She hated the idea of Kyan thinking she was such a security hazard.

      “You already know the answer,” Xavier told her.

      Kelsa looked between Xavier and Eve, then said, “Let’s go to A-Class.”

      “Fine,” Eve agreed.

      “This atmosphere is a little too dense for my liking,” Jzera said, then hopped down from Eve’s lap and ran off.
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      You need to rely a bit more on your magic if you want to advance. Your fighting skills are good, but only work up close,” Professor Oisin told Eve. “Go in the ring with Reed.”

      “Okay,” Eve responded. She didn’t miss the look Xavier shot Reed, but Oisin had him fighting with Restella.

      “Finally, alone,” Reed laughed as she entered the dome.

      “You want to be alone with me?” Eve winked. She wasn’t sure why she said that, and regret quickly followed.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think?” Reed asked. Eve felt her stomach drop and her heart race. Her avatar was not immune to Reed’s charm.

      “Well, I won’t be sold off for land, so I can’t date you!”

      Reed laughed. “What in the verse are you talking about?”

      “Kelsa said if I dated someone, Headmaster Kyan would sell me off,” Eve replied.

      “We don’t live in the dark ages, and I highly doubt Headmaster Kyan would sell you off. He is way too attached,” Reed replied.

      “But Kelsa…”

      “Eve, you need to start making your own decisions. Stop listening to others,” Reed said, but with that, he charged. Eve wasn’t expecting his advance and wasn’t able to dodge; Reed swept her feet out from underneath her and caught her in one move.

      “That wasn’t very fair,” Eve said with Reed’s arm still wrapped around her waist.

      “Exactly. Life is what you want it to be; fair is an illusion,” Reed said and stood Eve on her feet.

      Eve smiled and tried to punch Reed, but he caught her hand easily and flipped her, so her back was against him. She could feel his breath on her neck.

      “I want you to be my other,” Reed whispered into Eve’s ear. It sent shock waves of tingles throughout her body.

      Eve turned quickly, her face a mere inch from Reed’s chest. He was so tall. She looked up at him in shock. “Why?”

      “Because I like you, and I think you like me, and there are no breed restrictions between Lux and Triversa.” Reed breathed out as he lifted Eve’s face to meet his.

      “Xavier…” Eve started, but Reed swiftly kicked her feet out from under her again, then caught her before she slammed onto the ground. One of his hands was on the small of her back, the other right below her rib cage.

      “Xavier is Xavier, and you are Eve. Make your own decisions. I will wait for your answer and won’t push you to do anything you don’t want. But don’t deny what you want to spare someone else’s feelings.” Eve could feel his breath against her cheek.

      “Reed,” Eve breathed the word out. She placed her hands around his neck. When he smiled, she managed to flip him and pinned his arms over his head with her staff.

      “Not bad,” Reed breathed out.

      “Give me a few days to think it over?” Eve whispered into Reed’s ear.

      “Girl, I would give you the stars in the sky if you asked like that.” Reed’s breath was erotic.

      “Good to know,” Eve replied.

      Reed jumped, using his feet to catch her hips and flipping her. Now she was the one on the bottom. “Doesn’t mean I will let you win.”

      “Now what?” Eve laughed. She had no way to move. Reed had her hands so she couldn’t use magic or her weapon, and he had her legs trapped.

      Reed was about to reply when he was yanked off Eve and thrown across the arena.

      “Don’t touch her!” Xavier’s voiced growled.

      “Xavier!”

      “Shut up!” Xavier yelled at her.

      “You don’t tell me what to do!” Eve yelled back.

      “Yes, I do,” Xavier said, walking toward her with a fierceness that scared her.

      “No, you don’t,” Eve replied, her voice wavering. Why did she feel so scared?

      Reed caught his footing again and returned to Eve’s side. “Leave her alone, your problem is with me.”

      Xavier pointed at Eve. “I’ll deal with you in a minute.”

      “You are not some almighty warrior who can just jump into battle because their daddy runs the school.” Reed’s weapons appeared in his hands.

      “I am Lux, you are nothing compared to me!” Xavier attacked.

      Reed easily dodged Xavier’s moves. “It means nothing if you don’t have the strength to back it.”

      “You can’t even be a Senator!” Xavier barked back.

      “You have no idea what I can and cannot do!” Reed said as he dodged Xavier’s Kamas.

      “Xavier, stop being like this!” yelled Eve.

      Reed moved swiftly to dodge Xavier’s kick, and tossed Eve a smile. “It will be fine.”

      “Stop dodging, start fighting!” Xavier barked.

      “Okay,” Reed said with a shrug, then lifted his sword and attacked. Xavier was able to avoid it, but barely. Reed kept attacking, and Xavier was only able to dodge. It was clear that Xavier was out of his league. Reeds technique had massively improved in just a few short days.

      Eve tried to exit the arena, but her ID said she was engaged in a battle. All she could do was watch as Reed attacked Xavier. Even though Xavier deserved it, Eve felt bad for him.

      “Your level is too low,” Reed stated.

      “But yet, you haven’t won,” Xavier retorted.

      “Fine,” Reed huffed. With a few short moves, Xavier was back in his Ballarum, and the match was over.

      “I really didn’t want to fight him,” Reed said as he looked over at Eve.

      “He started it,” Eve said.

      “Meet me at the preliminaries. I don’t think I will have another chance with you alone again,” Reed sighed.

      “Okay,” Eve agreed. She knew what Reed meant. As soon as Kyan found out, he would make sure Reed wasn’t allowed to be alone with her. She just hoped he wouldn’t kick Reed out.

      “Stop worrying, I’ll be fine,” Reed said and exited the arena, leaving Eve alone. She took a moment to breathe and process everything before she, too, returned to her Ballarum.

      “What happened?” Samael asked when Eve exited the arena.

      She looked around quickly. “Where are Reed and Xavier?”

      “They were both called to the headmaster’s office.”

      “I hope no one gets expelled.”

      “Nobody actually gets expelled or leaves until the end of the year. They like to keep the pressure on the students,” Samael told her.

      “Min left because of the Centennial, and lots of students in my classes have been expelled,” Eve retorted.

      “Are you sure they were expelled, or just moved to new classes? Headmaster Kyan likes money. He wouldn’t give up money for lazy kids.”

      “But Ravana said…”

      “It's just a scare tactic. People don’t get expelled,” Samael laughed. “This is a school for entitled Senators’ children. You think they are just going to let Kyan kick their kids out? Plus, the portals only work during certain times of the year. They aren’t going to spend the money it takes to send a lazy kid home.”

      “But Jun said Min went home,” Eve said.

      “Maybe her parents paid for the port. But more likely, she is at her sponsor’s house. Which would be less safe than the school.”

      “I’m confused,” Eve said.

      “Don’t worry too much. If students are no longer in your class, that’s Kyan’s doing. And if Min is gone, that’s her family. But I can guarantee they were not sent home, and they have not ported off this planet.” Samael placed his hand on Eve’s head to comfort her.

      “Maybe,” Eve said slowly.

      “Just wait a few weeks. I’m sure you will see them walking around campus. Or at the preliminaries. You will be there, right?”

      “Yes,” Eve said as a blush covered her face. She hoped Reed would be there, too.

      “My offer still stands to help you level up. But I wouldn’t trust Xavier. Especially since Kyan favors you. Xavier is your competition, not your friend,” Samael told her.

      “I’ll think about it,” Eve said honestly. She really did want to level up, and Xavier didn’t seem too keen on helping her.

      “By the way, if you're wondering why everyone wants to help you, it’s because they all want to see Luxcustos fall. And everyone knows you aren’t Lux,” he added and looked her over. “Though they will pretend you are.”

      “I have Lux DNA,” Eve retorted.

      “That’s not what I mean. You might have Lux genetics, but you have no Lux personality. None. And if someone like you could rule Luxcustos, then the rest of us would benefit from it. If Xavier rules Luxcustos, nothing will change.”

      “Change?” Eve parroted the word.

      “This school needs to change. It needs color. It needs art. It needs compassion. It needs to revert back to how it was before the Lux overtook it.” Eve stared at Samael for a few moments, not knowing what to say. She had no urge to run a planet. But he continued, “Xavier isn’t strong enough to rule Luxcustos. Kyan knows this. That’s why he moved up to this planet, so he could keep his power.”

      “Kyan is scary, but he is a nice guy,” Eve defended.

      Samael shook his head. “You’d better get back to your dorm, it’s getting late. And you might want to send Reed a message to make sure he’s okay,” he added with a wink.

      “Okay,” Eve replied.

      “Reed’s a lucky guy,” said Samael as he walked away.

      Eve let his words roll over in her head as she walked back to the dorms. Wasn’t she the lucky one? Reed was such an amazing person. He helped others, he was always trying to help her be a better version of herself, and he was hot.

      “What are you thinking about?” Reed’s voice cut in through Eve’s thoughts, startling her. She had reached the door to the girls’ dorm, and they stood alone together in the gathering evening.

      “What brings you to the girls’ dorms?” Eve asked, trying to play off her nervousness.

      “You,” Reed said and stepped closer to her.

      “I heard you and Xavier got called to the headmaster’s office. I was worried you would be expelled.”

      Reed raised his eyebrows. “You were worried about me?” Eve’s heart jumped down to her stomach.

      “I don’t want to see all your hard work get thrown away because Xavier has a temper tantrum,” Eve told him.

      “Is that it?”

      Eve tried to change the subject. “So, what did Kyan say?”

      “You really need to say what you mean. Why do you hide your emotions?” Reed closed what little space was left between them.

      “Emotions get you in trouble.”

      “Well, then I am in a lot of trouble,” Reed replied and brushed Eve’s hair behind her ear.

      Eve tried to swallow the butterflies that were trying to escape. “Are you avoiding the question?”

      “Are you avoiding my advances?”

      “Fine,” Eve huffed.

      “Fine?”

      “Be careful what you ask for.” Eve motioned for him to come closer and Reed bent down. Eve stood on her tiptoes, mustered all her courage, and kissed him right on the mouth. Reed drew back instantly and brushed his fingers over his lips, but smiled. Eve felt a sudden rush of embarrassment. In all her fantasies about kissing, she never once imagined that she would be the one who instigated it. “Sorry, I should have asked you first,” Eve started to apologize.

      Reed pulled her closer. “Then, should I ask you if I can do it back?”

      “Do you want to?” Eve breathed.

      “Silly girl,” Reed said, then bent down and kissed her. His kiss lasted a lot longer than hers and left them both panting for breath.

      “I need to go,” Eve told him. She had no idea a kiss could spark so much emotion. She couldn’t calm her heart down, and she wanted more. A whole lot more. The thought scared her.

      “Okay,” Reed said with a nod and let her go. Eve loved how he respected her boundaries.

      “Night,” Eve said as she turned to leave.

      “Night,” Reed returned and smiled at her.

      Eve teetered a few times on her way through the holographic door and into the lobby, where Jzera was waiting for her. “Well, that was interesting to watch,” she said as she leaped up onto Eve’s arm.

      “You shouldn’t have been watching,” Eve retorted.

      “What about Xavier?” Jzera asked.

      “What about him?”

      “Well, he is sitting next to your dorm door waiting for you,” Jzera informed Eve.

      Eve stopped in place. “Wait, what?” Her heart pounded in her chest, and she began to feel nauseated.

      “Be honest with him,” Jzera told her. “I can’t stand any more drama.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “What is the worst thing that could happen?” Jzera asked.

      “He will hate me forever,” Eve replied.

      “Then he wasn’t your friend from the beginning.”

      Eve sighed and entered the shoots to take her up to her floor. “Guess I can’t avoid him forever.”

      Xavier was leaning against Eve’s door, fiddling with his fingers. Once he noticed her, his nervous look was replaced by an angry face. Eve wondered how long Xavier would hide behind that mask.

      “Do you like him?” Xavier asked.

      “Yes,” Eve replied.

      “Why?”

      “Because he is nice, and kind, and he helps me to be a better version of myself,” Eve answered honestly.

      “I do that, and I’m the one who brought you here. I knew you were smart.” Xavier pouted.

      “It's not the same. Xavier, you brought me because you didn’t want to attend alone. And you protect me like an older brother. But Reed pushes me out of the nest and helps me fly.”

      “Fine. Kyan told me to back off. And since you are almost an adult, I guess I can’t really tell you who to date. But do me a favor and just watch yourself. He may be helpful now, but that’s because you pose no threat to him. If you ever do, it might not end the way you want it to,” Xavier lectured.

      “Noted,” Eve said.

      “He is taking this way better than I thought,” Jzera piped in. “Rather boring.”

      Xavier pulled Eve into a hug. “You’re my family, and that won’t ever change.”

      “You’re my family too,” Eve said and hugged him back.

      Xavier let go after a moment and sighed, then began to walk away. “Get some sleep.”

      Eve felt like a massive weight had been lifted off her. She had been worried for nothing. Deep down, she had wondered if Xavier had a crush on her, but she realized now that was just her imagination. Xavier was like a brother to her. The thought didn’t comfort her as much as she wanted it to.
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      Time to get up!” Kelsa said as she turned off Eve’s bed.

      “Already?” Eve mumbled.

      “The preliminaries are today. And we need to get dressed,” Kelsa said excitedly.

      She couldn’t believe half the school year was over. Between class and Reed, her days just seemed to blur together. What her translator had called a “school year” was something closer to a semester back home, but it had already been several long Earth weeks since she’d begun school, made friends, joined A-Class, and gotten a boyfriend. It had been exhausting.

      “We’re on school grounds, aren’t we supposed to wear uniforms?” Eve asked after she took her Vita-shot.

      “Not today. Today, we are going to dress up. And I have a great idea for your hair.”

      Eve let Kelsa curl her hair into cute little spirals, then pull it all up in a high ponytail. The hairstyle matched the emerald-green dress Kelsa had picked out for her.

      “Perfect,” Kelsa said with a nod of approval.

      “If you ever need a second career, you should be a fashion designer,” Eve said, admiring the new look.

      Kelsa laughed and twirled around in her own colorful dress. “I wish.”

      “Maybe you can do both,” Eve said.

      “Let’s go. I want to get a good spot.”

      Kelsa bent down to pick Jzera up, but the furry creature avoided her grasp. “I think I will stay here,” Jzera said.

      “Doesn’t she want to go?” Kelsa asked Eve.

      “No, crowds are not her thing,” Eve lied. Lately, Jzera was only around to be fed and go to Companion class. Which she still didn’t help in.

      Zurie was waiting at the front door when they exited the dorms. She was standing next to Tidas, their fingers intertwined. “You two are running late.”

      “Sorry, someone needed her beauty sleep.” Kelsa motioned towards Eve.

      “Hi Zurie,” Eve said. In turn, she greeted all of the friends who had turned up to go watch the preliminaries together.

      “Let’s get going,” Reed said as he took Eve’s hand into his. Eve smiled up at him.

      Restella grabbed Xavier’s arm and pulled him forward. “Yes, let's go.” Something deep inside Eve’s belly churned like she had eaten something bad. Was that where he had been going? Was he with Restella now?

      “Well, someone is happy, but I feel a bit left out,” Shiryu pouted.

      “Nonsense,” Kelsa said and held her hand out to Shiryu. Shiryu giggled and took Kelsa’s hand, and they skipped after Restella and Xavier.

      “Well, that was unexpected.” Reed laughed as he pulled Eve along.

      “What was?” Eve asked.

      “I didn’t think Xavier would give you up so easily. But I guess he moved on with Restella,” Reed said as they walked.

      “He didn’t move on with Restella. I don’t even think he likes her,” Eve retorted.

      “Are you sure?” Reed nodded toward the two, walking hand in hand. Xavier was smiling at Restella like she had said something funny, which made Eve mad because Xavier hardly ever smiled at anyone. Especially girls throwing themselves at him.

      “Well, I am happy for him,” Eve lied.

      “It’s a good fit. Restella’s planet has three mineral moons. Kyan could make a killing off the materials, and Restella’s family would move up in rank.”

      “So, how do the preliminaries work?” Eve asked. She wanted to not be talking about Xavier. Why Restella? So many other females but no, he had to pick her.

      “There are 1,004 planets in the Galactic Empire,” Reed explained. “Today is the official start of the competition, which will give each planet their new ranking for the next hundred years.”

      “So, do all planets fight?” Eve asked, thinking about the jellyfish planet.

      “No, some are content with just staying low. Others may not be able to afford the fees associated with the competition. Those planets will take a test that is designed to rank them according to their intelligence. If a planet aces the test, they will automatically be allowed to compete in the top fifty.”

      “Does that happen often?”

      “Never. Well, never until Polaris came out of the woodwork and aced it. It’s the reason Samael was able to attend school.”

      “Sammy is smart. He deserves to be here,” Eve said.

      “Sammy?”

      “Samael, from Polaris.”

      Reed chuckled and turned toward Eve. “I absolutely adore the way your mind works.”

      “What did I say?” Eve asked.

      “Polaris is competition. And you are talking about how well they are doing and rooting for them. That’s not a normal thing. Most people would have called them cheaters or said they had bribed their way through. But you, you amaze me.” Reed placed his head against Eve’s.

      “We are falling behind,” Eve said.

      “So?” Reed pulled Eve to him and kissed her. Reed was an exceptionally good kisser, and Eve found herself no longer caring if they went to the preliminaries or not.

      “What was I talking about?” Eve panted.

      “That I really need to stay near people when I am with you,” Reed said and pulled her toward the mage quarters, where they intended to watch the broadcasted preliminaries.

      “Why is that?” Eve asked. She stumbled a few times as Reed pulled her along. Her legs had somehow turned to jelly while Reed was kissing her.

      “Have you ever had an other before?” Reed asked.

      “Nope. Have you?” Eve asked. He hadn’t brought up the question before. Eve was kind of happy, because she had wanted to ask him but didn’t have the courage to.

      “Yes. And I have to be careful because I’m actually in my sixth year of school. I am considered an adult. But you are only in your first and won’t be adult until you finish four years of school.”

      “What happened to your other?” Eve asked. She felt a bit deflated at the idea that Reed had had another girlfriend.

      “Her name was Xenoth, and she was in my third-year class. Since I was going to school on my planet, she was also Triversa. Like most, her family found her a suitable husband, someone who could bring them up a few ranks.”

      “Did you love her?” Eve asked.

      “Love?”

      “Did you want to spend the rest of your life with her?” Eve explained.

      “No. I found her company enjoyable and we had a lot of common interests, but she did not make me feel the way you make me feel,” Reed replied and squeezed Eve’s hand.

      “I make you feel what, exactly?” Eve asked.

      Reed stopped and leaned toward Eve. “You make me feel like I should disobey all the laws, jump into a portal with you, and start our own family on a classless planet,” he whispered into Eve’s ear.

      “That is a pretty strong feeling,” Eve said. She wasn’t sure if she was flattered or creeped out. She had no urge to start a family of any sort anytime soon.

      “That’s why we should probably stick around other people for a while. I have a lot of feelings I have never felt before. And I am beginning to see why Xavier is so protective of you.” Reed laughed.

      “Well, I am in no hurry to start colonizing anything,” Eve told him. “I want to finish school.”

      “And you should, and you will have me to help you along the way,” Reed told her.

      “So, no family-starting thoughts,” Eve warned.

      “Come on. We’re going to be late.”

      By the time they got to the mage quarters, the preliminaries had already begun. Lucky for them, Eve’s friends had saved them seats.

      Shiryu nudged Eve’s shoulder. “How’s it going with Mr. Hotness?”

      “I like him,” Eve said with a blush.

      “Just be safe.” Shiryu winked.

      “Okay,” Eve replied. Safe from what? She wondered if it was the same warning Xavier had given her.

      Then Shiryu motioned toward Xavier and Restella, sitting a short distance in front of them. “I see Xavier didn’t waste any time replacing you.”

      “Who Xavier dates is none of my business,” Eve retorted, but she glared at the two love birds. Xavier was running his fingers up and down Restella’s wrist, making her giggle. When did Xavier turn into such a lovey-dovey boyfriend type?

      “Zurie and Tidas cut out early,” Kelsa laughed and pointed to two empty seats.

      Eve looked around the rest of the room. “Jun didn’t even come, and neither did Sammy.”

      “You won’t see him here. His family already made the top fifty,” explained Kelsa.

      “But it’s still fun,” Eve said.

      “Polaris has a score to settle. I don’t think fun is on Sammy’s agenda,” Reed replied.

      Eve tried not to think about Samael sitting alone in his room with no friends. She also tried not to think about Xavier’s new romantic side. In the seventeen years she had known him, he never once gave a girl attention, and now he was all over Restella. She tried to keep her attention on the broadcast, but by the time the preliminaries were over, Eve wanted to punch Xavier in the face.

      “You okay?” Reed asked as he offered his hand to her. The sun had already set, and everyone was heading back to the dorms.

      “I’m fine. Those fighting skills were rather weak,” Eve replied.

      “Well, you can’t expect much from a low-ranking planet. Even at your current level, you could still beat the lower twenty.”

      “Really? Why don’t they level up?” Eve asked.

      “Because some planets don’t care about the working system,” Kyan said from behind Eve.

      “Kyan – I mean, Headmaster,” Eve said and gave Kyan a bow. She hadn’t seen him much over the past few weeks. He looked like he had lost some weight.

      “I am going to escort Eve this evening,” Kyan said to Reed. Reed nodded and backed away a few paces.

      “Everything all right?” Xavier asked from next to Eve. Holy crap, did sneaky feet run in the family. Eve hadn’t even realized Xavier had moved near her.

      “I just want to have a chat and see how school is going. As a concerned parent, I have that right,” Kyan laughed. Eve noticed all the weird looks that were given when Kyan said the word “parent”.

      “Do you want me to come, too?” Xavier asked.

      “No, you can escort Restella back to her dorm,” Kyan said, then motioned for Eve to follow him.

      Reed gave Eve’s hand a squeeze. “I’ll message you later.”

      “Okay,” Eve said and followed Kyan to the shoots. When they reached Kyan’s office, she asked, “What’s going on?”

      “Reed’s a good man,” Kyan said as he sat down.

      “He is,” Eve agreed. She hoped Kyan didn’t want to talk about her having a boyfriend. She never even talked to her parents about dating.

      “So, you have probably noticed that your classmates seem to be disappearing,” Kyan said, rerouting the conversation.

      “I have noticed. And not just in my classes,” Eve said. She had overheard other students talking about it. She was glad nobody thought it was her fault anymore.

      “As of tomorrow, there will be guards stationed at all school shoots and entrances,” Kyan said bluntly.

      “Why?”

      “Because I am not the one removing students,” he told her flatly.

      “Wait, what?” Eve said, alarmed. What did he mean he wasn’t the one? Who else held that type of power?

      “It is not me. I do not expel students until the end of the year. It would not be profitable,” Kyan replied.

      “Then what happened to them?” Eve asked.

      “I don’t know, but we are launching a full investigation. We are certain it has something to do with the Centennial. It isn’t uncommon for children to be used as ransom. And while normally I wouldn’t go to these lengths, to avoid drawing attention to the situation, I also have two students and would rather not have you disappear, too.” Kyan rubbed his jaw.

      “So, you hired guards to protect the school?” Eve asked. “Does Xavier know?”

      “Yes, and no. I will tell Xavier later. But first, I also wanted to tell I am proud of your recent scores and brain scan. Apparently, Lux DNA suits you well. I was worried it would cause abnormal reactions with your human DNA.”

      “Abnormal reactions?” Eve asked.

      “I wasn’t sure your body would adjust. You could have gone mad, or your system may have just shut off,” Kyan replied.

      “Shut off as in die.”

      “Yes, but you seem to be doing fine. Better than fine. Except for falling asleep in class. But I have talked to your teacher, and if you pass the tests, she won’t hold it against you. A human body can’t be sustained on four hours of sleep. And it always seems to be the same class,” Kyan added wryly.

      “You knew?” Eve placed her face into her palms.

      “I watch all the classrooms,” Kyan said.

      “Then how are students going missing? No offense.”

      Kyan raked his hands through his hair in frustration. “Exactly. Someone knows my system better than me.”

      “Can I help?” Maybe she could watch out for suspicious-looking people.

      “There’s not much you can do that I can’t. You can keep working hard at school and stick to our deal,” Kyan replied.

      “I can do that,” Eve said with a nod.

      “As far as Reed goes, I am fine with you continuing to date him on three conditions.”

      “Which are?” Eve’s stomach dropped.

      “One, you can’t be alone with him. Two, you must maintain your grades. Three, if I feel that he is a threat in any way, I have the right to terminate the relationship,” Kyan said as he ticked off three fingers.

      “Sounds reasonable. Did you, by chance, already discuss this with Reed and Xavier?”

      “That conversation was a bit different. Though Xavier could learn to be a little less hot-headed.” Kyan laughed.

      “Well, he seemed fine when he was making googly eyes at Restella,” Eve mumbled.

      “Jealousy doesn’t suit you, and will lead down a dark path.”

      “I’m not jealous,” Eve rushed out.

      “Good. Then get back to the dorms and don’t be alarmed tomorrow when there are guards stationed about. And do not tell anyone what is going on,” Kyan warned her.

      “Don’t want parents pulling their kids out of school,” Eve replied. “Wouldn’t look good on you.”

      “Good girl, you are starting to get how things work.” Kyan walked over and patted Eve’s head.

      Eve pretended to zip her lips. “I will keep my mouth shut.”

      “One more thing,” Kyan said as Eve went to exit the room.

      She turned back to face him. “Yes?”

      “You’re mine, and if Reed touches you in any way I deem overstepping, I will kill him,” Kyan growled.

      Eve nodded and left the room. As soon as the door was closed, she ran to the shoots. Holy hell, what was that? She knew Kyan could be scary, but she was fearful for Reed’s life. What would Kyan call overstepping? Was kissing her bad? No, he would already know about that. Eve’s heart raced in her chest as she made her way to the dorms.

      Jzera was waiting for Eve at the dorm shoots. “You’re late getting back.”

      “Kyan wanted to talk,” Eve replied.

      Jzera let out a small squeaking noise and jumped up onto Eve’s shoulder. “I don’t like him.”

      “You are entitled to your opinion.”

      “Eve!” Kelsa yelled, running up to her before she took another step. Eve’s heart dropped when she saw the look of panic on Kelsa’s face.

      “Kelsa, is everything alright?” Eve ran over to her friend.

      “By the look on her face, I would say no,” Jzera snarked.

      “I can’t find her anywhere!” Kelsa cried.

      “Calm down, who can’t you find?”

      “Zurie. She messaged me saying she would be able to meet me, but I didn’t ask her to. So, I tried messaging her back, and it won't register. It says she doesn’t exist. Like her ID turned off,” Kelsa cried.

      “She couldn’t have left the school,” said Eve soothingly. “I know the portals aren’t working at the moment, so she has to be at the school or in Everlease. Did she and Tidas go somewhere? They left early.” Eve could feel her own heart rate rising. She prayed Zurie hadn’t become another one of the missing students. Hopefully, she just lost track of time.

      “I tried Tidas. He said he dropped her back off at the dorms and then she ran to meet me. But it wasn’t me. I never messaged her.”

      “Did you report this to Headmaster Kyan?” Eve asked.

      “If I wasn’t so busy with Shiryu, then this wouldn’t have happened. I have been slacking at my job as a student leader!” Kelsa placed her head into her hands.

      “You are a great student leader. What did Headmaster tell you to do?” Eve asked.

      “He told me he would handle it.”

      “Okay, so while he gets help, why don’t we send messages out to everyone? Surely someone must have seen her recently,” Eve told her.

      “Good idea,” Kelsa replied.

      “Send out your messages and get some sleep. We can start looking around campus tomorrow.”

      Eve and Kelsa messaged furiously during the walk back from the shoots to their door, then reluctantly got ready to sleep. “I am beginning to see a pattern,” Jzera stated as Eve climbed into her bed.

      “What pattern?” Eve whispered.

      “All the students who have gone missing seem to know you.”

      “Not true, I heard some students went missing just the other day,” Eve replied, not liking what Jzera was implying.

      “Okay then,” Jzera answered.

      Eve tried not to think too much about it. She messaged everyone asking if they had seen Zurie. To her dismay, no one had. She wasn’t even sure what time she fell asleep, but morning came too quickly.

      Kelsa was already gone, and Eve was running late. She didn’t even bother to ask Jzera if she wanted to come. Eve ignored the guards that were next to the shoots. Kyan had already warned her, but she felt awkward with them staring at her. They seemed to be covering a lot of space. Not only were they at all the shoots, but also stationed by all the doors and outside all the classrooms.

      Reed was already at the training grounds when Eve arrived, and two more guards were stationed nearby. “Hey, pretty lady.”

      “Hey,” Eve replied shyly.

      “I see we’re going to have spectators for class.” Reed looked around at the guards staring at them.

      “Kyan isn’t going to sit back and do nothing with students going missing,” Eve replied.

      “I figured it was more to keep an eye on you and Xavier. If Kyan can’t keep track of his own children, how can anyone trust him with the school?”

      “No, Kyan cares about all the students,” Eve retorted. “He isn’t going to sit back and idly wait till someone picks them off one by one.”

      Reed shrugged. “It happens. With the Centennial coming up, people will do anything to get ahead. Even killing other Senators’ children.”

      “You think Zurie is dead?” Eve bellowed, feeling a bubble of anxiety well up in her.

      “You act like this is new,” Reed said in surprise.

      “That is horrible. You are horrible!” Eve yelled, jumping to her feet and causing the two officers to run over toward her.

      “Are you okay?” asked one of the officers.

      “What did I do?” Reed asked, confused.

      “Zurie is my friend! I am not going to rest until I figure out what happened to her!” Eve shouted.

      Reed looked over at the security officers. They both gave him a shrug in response. “Why are you so emotional?”

      “Because Zurie is missing!” Eve cried out, exasperated. What part of that wasn’t computing in his head?

      Xavier jogged over to them from across the arena. “Eve, calm down.”

      “Do you hear him? He acts like Zurie is just another statistic. Not a living, breathing person!” Eve yelled, glaring at Reed.

      “I don’t understand why she’s mad. My planet didn’t do it!” Reed threw his arms up in defense.

      “Eve, I think we should discuss this later,” said Xavier, trying to calm her down. “This isn’t the place or time to deal with this.”

      “Oh really? When is a good time to care about a friend? I thought that’s what we all were. But no, you all are just the same as everyone back home—two-faced jerks, who only want to use someone until they serve no purpose anymore! Well, I am not that type of friend. I will find her!” Eve hissed at both of them.

      “As noble as your statement is, it would be impossible to help her and maintain your place here,” said Professor Aengus, walking over to them. “You need to concentrate on your classes and leave the investigation to the citizens. If you continue to disrupt class, I will have to ask you to leave.”

      “Yes,” Eve replied, deflated. She couldn’t get in trouble. She needed to be here. She just had to find a way to help Zurie and keep up with her classes. She knew in her heart Zurie wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be.

      Aengus nodded and motioned toward the field. “Good, now give me fifteen laps.”

      Eve didn’t have much time to dwell on her thoughts. Aengus kept them busy for the entire class period.

      “Where is Jzera?” Xavier asked after class was over.

      “In my room, though I’m not sure why you care!” Eve barked as she walked toward the shoots. She was starting to feel lightheaded, and she had left the stupid pen in her room.

      When she reached the shoots, Eve had to lean on the wall in order to stay upright. “Are you okay?” asked one of the security officers stationed there.

      “I’m fine,” Eve shot back. She didn’t need a babysitter.

      “Where is your pen?” Xavier asked, pulling her toward him and giving her a once over. She hadn’t heard him follow her all the way here.

      Eve pushed him away. “Why do you care?” She ran into the shoot before he could say any more and stumbled her way to her room.

      Kelsa was immediately worried when Eve practically fell through the door. “Eve, are you okay?”

      “Fine, just need a shot,” Eve murmured and slumped against the wall.

      “Where is it?” Kelsa asked frantically.

      Eve didn’t answer. She just needed to catch her breath. She closed her eyes..

      Kelsa slumped next to Eve on the floor and put her head in her hands. “Please, please don’t ever make me have to do that again.”

      “Do what,” Eve asked feeling more refreshed.

      Kelsa held out her hand holding the Vita-shot pen. “I injected this into you. I wasn’t even sure if I did it right,”

      “Well I’m not dead so you did good. I really should be more careful,” Eve said, giving Kelsa a side hug.

      “You scared me!” Kelsa cried into her hands.

      “Hey, it's not that big of a deal. I’m fine. See, all better.” Eve stood up and did a little dance.

      “I can’t lose another friend. I like my friends. I don’t want to lose you like I lost Zurie!” Kelsa wailed. Understanding flooded Eve.

      “Zurie is not gone. We will find her. I need to figure out a way to track the last message she sent you, or find a way to access her ID.”

      “Only Headmaster Kyan can grant someone permission to access someone else's ID,” Kelsa stated.

      “Then I’ll ask him for help.”

      “I know it’s normal for students to go missing. But I like Zurie, and it weighs heavily on me. I am such a civilian,” Kelsa huffed.

      “I don’t know what a civilian is?”

      Kelsa calmed a little when she assumed the role of Eve’s teacher. “You have children, civilians, and citizens. Children are school-aged, civilians are those who never level higher than fifty and have no rights, and then you have citizens who level over fifty and do have political rights.”

      “Well, I think you’re a great friend, and worrying about someone other than yourself shows how kind and noble and amazing you are,” Eve smiled at Kelsa.

      Kelsa shakily smiled back. “Thanks, Eve. You are a perfect friend.”

      “I wish I could talk more, but I have to go class, and I don’t want to be late,” Eve said, getting up. She grabbed the pen and shoved it into the handbag, just in case.

      Eve’s day did not improve during Professor Ravana’s class. It didn’t matter how much Eve had improved, Ravana could find something wrong with her. In fact, Eve was pretty sure Ravana was teaching her stuff that was wrong just to mess with her.

      “Don’t let her stress you out too much,” Xavier said afterward.

      Restella pushed past Eve to his side. “Come on, Xavier, I’ll walk you to your next class.” Xavier took her hand, and they walked off without even a goodbye. Eve’s heart clenched in her chest. Just because he had a new girlfriend didn’t mean he could be a jerk to her.

      Jun passed by her and said, “Don’t let it get to you.” It made Eve feel good that someone else noticed what a butt Restella was.

      Eve stepped out of the arena to get some fresh air, and found Samael outside. “Eve!”

      “Hey, Sammy.”

      “No word on Zurie yet?”

      “Not yet, but thanks for asking,” Eve replied. It was nice to hear someone cared about Zurie being kidnapped.

      “Told you something was going on,” Samael stated.

      “You were right, they couldn’t have left.”

      “I’m not sure what Kyan expects to do with the Galactic Police. They’re all just standing around watching.”

      “I know, why aren’t they checking the dorms or underground passages? I was just thinking I needed to start looking,” Eve told him.

      “If you want something done, do it yourself,” Samael agreed.

      “You want to help? I didn’t really think people were your thing.”

      “No, caring for people is not your thing. You’re from Luxcustos. I am from Polaris: People are our number one priority. That’s why I’m at this school. Polaris usually stays out of the political agendas of planets, but it’s causing an imbalance in the universe. So, I was sent to help balance it back. Apparently, you were sent, too.” Samael laughed.

      “But you don’t seem to like anyone,” Eve replied.

      “No, I just mind my own business.”

      “Do you have any idea where they might be?”

      “No, but there are many places in this school that would be ideal for hostage situations. Though, I don’t think they’re being ransomed,” added Samael. “I haven’t quite figured out any real pattern, except they all had one thing in common.”

      “What’s that?” Eve asked. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer, especially if it was the answer she thought it was.

      “You’re smart, you tell me.”

      Eve sighed. “Most of them were from my classes.”

      “Yes, and at first, I thought it was Kyan trying to protect you. But he wouldn’t have the Galactic Police here if he were the one behind this. And then other students started to go missing.”

      “Kyan wouldn’t kidnap people,” Eve defended.

      “I even thought it could have been you, but I quickly stomped that out. You are way too nice. Unless it’s a front and you’re about to kidnap me.” Samael laughed.

      “How can a student lure someone off to who knows where and keep that many imprisoned without them finding help?” Eve asked.

      Samael nodded. “I thought that, too. So, I have concluded it must be a teacher. Someone working with an outside source. Probably has something to do with the Centennial.”

      “Ravana hates me. Maybe she’s the one behind all this,” suggested Eve.

      “Well, we can’t just go accusing teachers without proof. Because I value my life and would rather not have an unfortunate accident.”

      “Teachers wouldn’t hurt students,” Eve retorted.

      “Maybe not on Earth, but here in this world, they have no second thoughts about taking the life of a nosy child.”

      “Earth, what’s Earth?” Eve replied quickly. How did he find out? Did Kyan tell him? Earth wasn’t even in the ID.

      Samael held back a smile. “My planet is full of record keepers. Took me a bit to figure it out, but the quote you used, ‘those who don’t learn their past are doomed to repeat it.’ I had heard it before, and it wasn’t a Lux quote. Also, you don’t look anything like a Lux. So, of course, I started looking into things.”

      “Please don’t tell anyone,” Eve begged.

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” Samael assured her. “I have no intention of doing such. But I will make you a deal. You let me train you.”

      “That…isn’t how deals work,” Eve said.

      “Actually, it’s a win-win. I think you have the potential to surpass us all. Which means you will surpass other Lux. And since you are Lux, once you run Luxcustos, then you can help me change things from the inside.”

      “I can’t run Luxcustos!”

      “Not yet. But with my help, you can. And in return, I will help you find the missing students and keep your secret,” Samael replied with a shrug.

      “So, you train me, keep my secret, and help me. What do you get out of this deal?” Eve asked.

      “You running Luxcustos. It would be so much easier and more cost-effective than having to invade the planet, and killing millions of people.”

      “Polaris is going to invade Luxcustos?” Eve stammered. “I thought wars were fought only in the Catalyst.”

      “Just because Kyan thinks he has everyone in check doesn’t mean he really does. Maybe someone was just waiting for him to move the right piece. Did I get that reference right?” Samael added with a smile.

      “Sammy, I don’t know if I can keep my end of this bargain,” Eve said. He was asking way too much of her.

      “Let’s just start slow. Think of it as a war deterrent. If you do well and become Senator, then the Lux don’t have to be exterminated.” Samael put his hands on her shoulders. “You would be saving millions of lives.”

      “Holy Hell,” Eve breathed.

      “Baby steps. Today, I will work on a plan to look around the school. We can split up and search. Tomorrow, we start your training.”

      “Sammy, I–” Eve started, but was stopped by Samael shaking his head.

      “Confidence will come in time. Kyan forged this weapon, and I intend to use it.”

      “I am not a weapon,” Eve hissed.

      “Oh, but you are.” Samael laughed. “A Trojan horse of sorts. You will become strong, and no one will see it coming.”

      “If I don’t agree, and tell Kyan?” Eve asked.

      “You’re from Earth, and you know what will happen. I won’t be the one who reports you: Kyan will have to do it. He won’t want to lose face, so he’ll have to find another way to get rid of you. Because even if you tell him the plan, there’s no way for him to stop it. Our ships are already on the way to Luxcustos. It would take years for him to gather enough of an army to defend them. By then, it will be too late.” Sammy didn’t seem mad. Just honest.

      “Then I have no other option but to oblige for now,” Eve replied.

      “Smart girl. Now, get to your classes. I have plans to make,” Samael said and walked away from her.

      “This is not how I saw my day going,” Eve huffed.
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      I still don’t understand why you’re upset,” Reed said as after pulling Eve aside during class. She had been doing a good job of avoiding him all day.

      “And I don’t understand why you don’t care that Zurie has gone missing,” Eve replied.

      “I care, don’t get me wrong. I like Zurie, she’s a good student, but it happens, Eve. It happens a lot. You can’t stop your own life because someone else has problems,” Reed told her.

      “I am not like you. I care. And I get that you don’t understand my way of thinking, but you just don’t stop caring because it becomes inconvenient. I mean, what if I disappeared? Would you look for me?” Eve asked him.

      “Headmaster Kyan is not going to let that happen,” Reed replied.

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      Reed raked his hands through his hair. “Of course I would care, but I would wait and let the Galactic Police do their job.”

      “Okay,” Eve said. She felt hurt, but then again, she also saw it coming. How many times had Reed told her not to worry about other people? He didn’t care about others. Xavier was right: Reed only liked her because she was not a threat to him.

      “What does that mean?” Reed asked.

      “It means I need to get to class. And I should concentrate on myself.” Eve walked away.

      Reed’s voice echoed behind her. “Eve!”

      Eve ignored Reed and scanned the classroom. If she was lucky, Jun hadn’t left yet. The first assignment Samael had messaged to her was to ask him more about Min’s whereabouts.

      Xavier noticed her searching and walked up to her. “Looking for someone?”

      “Jun,” Eve replied.

      “He already left,” said Xavier. “He seems in a hurry these days. I don’t think he’s doing so well without Min to guide him. He’s been throwing himself into training. But it's paying off. I can barely keep up with him.”

      “I guess I’ll try and talk to him in Mage Training if they put us in the same location. Or maybe I can catch him in Political History.” Eve huffed. Why did she have to be so busy?

      “I know this Zurie thing has got you wired. Let Kyan handle it. He’s smart, and he has been around longer than us.” Xavier handed her a condimentum bar.

      She pushed the treat away. “No, thanks.”

      “You don’t handle stress well, Eve. Don’t let this interfere with school.” Xavier patted her on the head and walked away.

      Nobody but Samael cared. Even Jzera had said it wasn’t worth Eve’s time. By the time Eve got done with her work in Mage training, Jun was gone again. For such a small thing, he moved fast. But she still could catch him during Political History.

      When she walked into class, Samael was waiting for her. “You talk to him yet?”

      Eve sighed in defeat. “No.”

      “Talk to who?” Jun asked as he sat next to Eve.

      Samael laughed and took the seat on his other side. “You.”

      “Me?” Jun squeaked.

      “How Min is doing,” asked Eve. “And how she got home with the portals being closed.” She hated putting Jun on the spot. He was nervous enough.

      Jun looked around the rest of the room before whispering, “Min is staying at our sponsor's house. But don’t tell anyone. I am supposed to say she went home so no one looks for her. I don’t want her to be a target.”

      “Why doesn’t she answer her texts?” Eve asked.

      “Because she is supposed to be back home. Our parents had her ID locked,” Jun told them.

      “What’s an ID lock?” Eve asked.

      “When a student is naughty, they can be locked out of certain features of their ID, like chatting,” explained Samael.

      “It's so people think she left,” Jun said.

      Eve reached for Jun’s hand and squeezed it. “I am sorry, Jun; I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just worried Min was one of the students that went missing.”

      “She would be proud to have friends like you,” Jun said and smiled up at Eve.

      “I am glad she has a brother like you.” Eve didn’t get to say anything else before the class started. She tried to pay attention but found herself drifting off.

      Samael poked her on the head. “You really need to stop sleeping in this class.”

      “Huh?” Eve yawned.

      “Sleeping in class.” Samael laughed.

      Eve looked around the room; everyone else had already left. She yawned again.

      “I'll walk you to your next class,” he offered.

      “Okay,” Eve said and followed him toward the shoots. At least she didn’t have to worry about being late.

      As they walked, Samael began thinking out loud. “Well, I can rule Jun out.”

      “Jun was a suspect?”

      “The whole Min thing was suspicious, but now that he explained it, I understand better,” he replied.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Eve asked. She wished she had eaten the bar Xavier offered her. She had a sudden urge for a snack.

      “I sent you a map of the school. I figure if we can find the students before the semester ends, then we don’t have to worry about them being moved off-campus. If we don’t, then they could be moved anywhere.”

      They fell into silence as they reached the shoots and made the rest of the trip to Companion class. Restella was waiting outside the building, furious, and with Jzera in her arms. One of her hands was clutched on Jzera’s neck.

      “You are the laziest companion owner I have ever met,” Restella growled.

      Eve quickly grabbed Jzera. “Why do you have her?”

      “Because I found her stuck in the classroom!” Restella barked.

      “I wasn’t stuck,” Jzera growled and shook out her head. “I was checking on something. This stupid girl knows her animals.”

      “How did you manage to tame her?” Eve asked.

      “She’s a Morphanite. Just hold the skin around her neck, and it pretty much immobilizes them. Maybe you should use your school privilege to have Headmaster Kyan remove you from Companion class. For the safety of your companion,” Restella chastised.

      “She is a good girl,” Eve retorted. “A little unruly, but I like her that way.”

      “I don’t see what Xavier likes about you,” Restella hissed and went into the building.

      Eve turned to Jzera. “You are going to get me in trouble.”

      “It would have been fine if she wasn’t lurking in the halls,” Jzera protested.

      “Do you need me to watch her for you?” asked Samael. Eve had almost forgotten he was there.

      “No, Agility Training is after Companion and she likes that,” Eve said. Jzera transformed into a hummingbird.

      “Interesting.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” he shook his head. “Get to class. Look over the map. We will start your training tomorrow, and on all our days off.”

      “Fine,” Eve said and went inside.

      “Did I miss something?” Jzera asked. “When did you start working with him?”

      “He’s going to help me find Zurie and the other students,” Eve replied.

      Jzera scoffed. “I still say you should mind your own business.”
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      Eve was beginning to think Jzera was right. Weeks had passed, her finals were approaching, and they were no closer to finding the students., She searched whenever she had a chance, but maintaining her schedule and participating in A-Class was sucking up her opportunities. They were running out of time, and more students were missing.

      “Eve! Pay attention!” Jun yelled, just before a fireball struck her in the face.

      “Sorry, Jun.” They were supposed to be playing a game of catch with fire, but Eve’s mind just wasn’t in the game. She had lost interest in training during class. Her training with Samael was intense and she had been improving significantly, but he had warned her not to use what he was teaching her during class. People would get the wrong idea.

      “You are getting faster,” Xavier told Jun when the exited the Dome.

      “I have been practicing,” Jun said proudly. The past few months in A-Class had really helped him bloom. Jun was now third on the leaderboard. Eve had dropped to fourth, even though she knew she could score higher.

      “Eve, you’d better get your head out of the clouds,” Reed said.

      “Sure,” Eve replied absently. She couldn’t decide if she should try the abandoned library next, or the old school cafeteria. Funnily enough, the people of this planet used to eat. Eve had found a whole kitchen with jars of things. She didn’t dare try any of it.

      When A-Class dismissed, Samael approached Eve at the same time Xavier did. “Eve, you want to go hang out later this week?”

      “Yeah, I think that would be a great idea.” She needed to sit down with him and form a new plan. Maybe they needed to enlist more people to help. He waved and set off to the boys’ dorms, leaving her with the rest of her friends to walk back together.

      Xavier scowled. “I hate how much you’re hanging out with Samael.”

      “He’s nice,” Eve replied. Kelsa and Restella were laughing. Eve felt a twinge of anger at Kelsa, who seemed to have forgotten about Zurie over the past few weeks.

      “I know what you’ve been doing,” Xavier whispered into her ear.

      “And what is that?” Eve said, trying not to bring attention to their conversation.

      “You won’t find them at school. It's pointless to keep looking. All you’re doing is letting Samael distract you. You’ve fallen to fourth place. Soon, Restella will be ahead of you. You notice Samael is in first now.”

      “Sammy is just better at keeping up with his studies. Plus, he knows more than even our IDs. He deserves to be in first,” Eve defended.

      “What bothers me the most is you haven’t once asked for my help,” said Xavier quietly. “You went to a stranger. Not just a stranger, but the opposite of our native land. Basically, you’re working with the bad guy instead of your family.”

      “I don’t ask for your help for this reason, right here,” Eve shot back. “Same reason I don’t ask anyone else for help. Nobody seems to care about it besides Sammy and me.”

      “Trust Kyan,” Xavier told her.

      By then, the whole group had made it to the girls’ dorm. “Come on, Eve,” Kelsa said, waiting by the main door.

      “Good night, Xavier,” said Eve. She tried not to notice Restella wrapping her arms around Xavier’s neck, and turned to walk with Kelsa to their room.

      “Eve, are you okay? You haven’t really been your happy self,” Kelsa said when they arrived and she switched on her Pulsate.

      “Just a lot going on,” Eve replied.

      “I am here if you need me. That is what friends are for.” Kelsa smiled as she switched on her bed.

      “Thanks,” Eve said, activating her own Pulsate. She didn’t want to argue about what the word “friend” meant. It didn’t mean forgetting about people, especially if they disappeared suspiciously.

      They didn’t have classes the next morning so Eve headed out early, before anyone could question where she was going, and avoided the guards that were stationed at the dorms. Samael was already waiting for her near the main office. All the good passages seemed to stem from there.

      “Any luck?” Eve asked.

      “No, and we’re running out of time. Exams start this week. If we don’t figure this out, we will be sent back home, and whoever took the students will be able to leave with them.”

      “We need a new plan. Where haven’t we looked?” Eve asked.

      “We haven’t been able to get to the hidden library, or that really big, circular room. But the only way there is through the teachers’ dorms.” Eve knew what he was thinking: neither of them knew how to open the lock pad to enter the teachers’ dorms.

      “Have you tried the master key?” A male voice asked from behind them. Eve jumped about two feet.

      “Headmaster Kyan has one, if you can get it,” Kelsa added. She and Reed were standing together just behind Eve and Samael.

      “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Did you tell them?” Samael asked Eve.

      “No, she didn’t,” Reed answered, “but she isn’t the best at hiding her emotions. We knew something had been up, but it was Xavier who finally figured it out.”

      “I personally thought that maybe you and Sammy just had a fling or something.” Kelsa turned pink.

      “You were pretty good about staying hidden, so it was hard to track you,” Xavier said as he strolled over to them. Their secret spot wasn’t all that secret anymore.

      “Why are you all here, exactly?” asked Samael suspiciously.

      “Well, Eve is right. These are our friends who are missing, and believe it or not, we do care. We just never really thought about acting before. That is left to the citizens,” Reed stated.

      “But if we want to be good leaders, we should step up and help too,” Kelsa said.

      Xavier winked at Eve. “You need to learn to ask for help.”

      Eve wasn’t sure if she was relieved, angry, sad, or happy. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she looked over at them. She had thought they all didn’t care. She never considered that maybe they just had no idea how to react.

      Xavier pulled off his blazer and used it to wipe her tears. “You know I hate when you cry.”

      “I thought you didn’t care,” Eve sniffled.

      “Silly girl, we do.” He pulled Eve into a hug. “Just not in the same reckless way you do.”

      Kelsa coughed and ignored her bright pink face. “So, you think a teacher is responsible?”

      “It’s the only place we haven’t checked,” explained Samael. “There are several areas located past the teachers’ dorms.”

      “I can get the master key,” Xavier said.

      “How? Wouldn’t Headmaster Kyan expel you?” asked Reed.

      “He isn’t going to expel his own son. He will be mad, but he isn’t going to want to admit his kid did something wrong.”

      Samael nodded slowly. “How fast can you get it?”

      “He has to be present at the arena field during our exams. That would be the best time. I can sneak into his office and get the master key. It's only a few days away,” Xavier offered.

      “How are you going to get into his office?” Kelsa asked.

      “He is my father. My fingerprint can get me in.”

      “Once we get the key, then what?” asked Reed. “How are we going to go missing from the exams?”

      “We take turns. The top students don’t duel till last. If I’m not back, Sammy and Eve can buy me some time. After I get the key, I can go battle, and Sammy can go look.”

      “Why Sammy?” Eve asked.

      “Because you stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “I do not,” Eve protested.

      “It’s fine, Eve. As long as we find them, that’s what is important.”

      Samael was right; it didn’t matter who found them. All that mattered was that they were found. “Okay,” Eve agreed.

      Reed nodded. “We start during the arena exams, then.”

      “Should we let the rest of A-Class know what we’re doing?” Kelsa asked.

      Xavier shook his head. “No. If there are too many of us, it would cause a problem.”

      “And Jun already has enough pressure on him with Min gone,” Eve added. “He has been improving so much, I don’t want him to get expelled over this.” Jun had mentioned a few weeks ago that his family didn’t care if he failed; they would just send another kid. Besides, she really didn’t want Restella’s help. Or to watch her and Xavier make out.

      “So, what do we do till then?” Reed asked.

      Kelsa brought up the map of the school on her ID. “Are there any places we can get to that you haven’t looked?”

      “We pretty much checked the school,” Samael told them.

      “We should act normal and practice,” said Xavier. “Let’s go to the Dome.”

      “Good idea,” Reed agreed.

      Eve found it odd that the two of them were getting along so well. She really must have missed a few things these past couple of weeks. She struggled, but couldn’t hold back a yawn. “Since we have a plan, I think I might take a nap.”

      “Good idea, you look tired,” Kelsa nodded.

      Eve laughed. “Sleep hasn’t been a priority.”

      “We can tell,” said Reed and Xavier at the same time.

      “I’ll walk you back,” Kelsa offered.

      “Come on, Sammy, you can show me your moves in the Dome,” Reed said to him.

      “I’ll pass, I have some things to do.”

      “Let’s go, Eve.” Kelsa pulled Eve along toward the dorms. Eve wanted to protest; it wasn’t like Samael to say no to a battle. “I’m sure he just wants to get some sleep, too. You guys have been busy,” she added as they walked back.

      “Yeah,” Eve said. When they arrived, she kicked off her shoes and activated her Pulsate. She hadn’t even realized how tired she was. Jzera looked like she wanted to say something but instead just curled up next to her. Eve instantly fell asleep.
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      “Eve, are you awake?” Jzera asked as she pawed at Eve’s face.

      Eve yawned. “I am now.”

      “You have been asleep for over a day.”

      “What? Why?” Eve sat up quickly.

      “I know you have been looking really hard for your friends. I think you were putting too much strain on your Earth body.”

      “Exams are tomorrow, then,” Eve sighed.

      “Yes, and then you go back to Earth,” Jzera pouted.

      “I have to. My parents are there.”

      “What about me? I don’t want to be here alone.”

      Eve smiled and stroked Jzera’s head. “I will ask Kyan if I can take you back to Earth.”

      “I can’t leave this planet,” Jzera said.

      “Why not?”

      “I am not like you. I haven’t had alterations; I won’t be able to survive in a different atmosphere.”

      “I…” Eve didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to stay here; after all this time, she still wanted to go home. But she didn’t want to leave Jzera by herself.

      “Do you miss Earth,” Jzera asked her.

      “I thought I did, but honestly I don’t really know. I mean I miss my parents,” Eve replied.

      Jzera jumped up and Eve’s lap “I miss mine too,”

      “What happened to your parents?” Eve asked pulling Jzera into a hug.

      “I don’t know. I am trying to find out. I can’t remember much before stasis. But when I escaped, I was alone,” Jzera sighed.

      “I am so sorry,” Eve told her.

      “One day I will figure it out. For now, I will just except my new life. I am scared for you to leave me,” Jzera pouted.

      “I will figure something out,” Eve promised. She thought over who she could trust while she was back on Earth.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by Kelsa entering the room. “You’re finally awake.”

      “I can’t believe I slept so long,” Eve replied.

      “We have our classroom exams over the next two days. Then our combat exams the day after. You think you’re ready?” Kelsa asked.

      “I guess,” Eve said, not feeling ready at all.

      “I think you should take today to study. You haven’t had a chance to in a while. I think it would do you some good.” Kelsa grabbed something out of her closet and left again.

      “She is right. You should study,” Jzera said.

      “I will figure out what to do for you,” promised Eve.

      Eve spent the rest of the day taking Kelsa’s advice. She was at level eight, but so were the rest of the A-Class first years, and Xavier and Jun were at level nine. If she aced her exams, she could leave school at level nine. She hadn’t realized how far behind she had gotten in her studies. The only reason she had managed to stay ahead of most of the first years was because of her memory. But she wanted to earn her place. She read all the teachers’ assignments and worked on power-up exams just to test her skills. By the time Kelsa came back, Eve was sure she would do well the next day.

      “How was your day?” Eve asked Kelsa.

      “I spent time in the Dome with Reed and Xavier.”

      Eve winced. “I should have practiced, too,” she said, though she was confident in her combat skills thanks to Samael’s training.

      “You needed the sleep and time to catch up,” Kelsa told her.

      It was already time to get ready for bed, and Eve was more than ready despite how long she’d slept. “You’re probably right.”

      “I am your friend,” said Kelsa as she turned the lights off. “I don’t want to see you hurting yourself.”

      “I’m fine,” Eve said with a yawn.
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      Eve’s alarm woke her up way too soon. She wanted a few more days of sleep. Now that they had a plan, she felt a bit more at ease.

      “You ready?” Kelsa asked, already up and dressed. “You look much better.”

      “Yep.” Eve really didn’t need to get dressed. She would shower and change after Physical Fitness.

      Xavier caught up to her as she walked to the BDA. “You look much better.”

      Eve rolled her eyes. “Good morning to you, too.”

      “You ready for this week?”

      “Yeah, I really think I am,” Eve said with a nod.

      “Glad to hear it. I’m not exactly sure what to expect, besides a lot of tests.” Xavier laughed.

      When they entered the arena field, Reed was there waiting. “Wow, you’re looking a lot better.”

      “Why do people keep saying that?” Eve asked.

      “Because you were looking really sick,” Reed replied.

      “I was not,” Eve protested. Had she really looked that bad? Sure, she was running on zero sleep, but she felt fine. She reached into her bag for her pen, but didn’t feel like she needed it.

      Xavier cleared his throat. “Let’s get started.”

      As Eve ran her laps, Professor Aegnus called out, “Much better, Eve. Glad to see you finally participating in class.”

      “What does he mean by that,” Eve whispered to Xavier.

      “You have only been half here,” Xavier answered.

      When class was over, Reed came up to Eve and said, “Much better, Eve. I was worried you wouldn’t pass, but you really stepped it up. Apparently, sleep does your body good.”

      “Let’s head back and shower,” Xavier said to Eve.

      As they walked back to the shoots, she asked, “Have I really been slacking that badly?”

      “Yes, you were scaring me. Even Kyan was worried. Vita-shots can only sustain your body, not your brain. It needs sleep.”

      “I feel a little bad. I didn’t realize I was so out of it.”

      “You’re getting better.” Xavier smiled. “That’s all that matters.”

      “Only because you agreed to help me. Otherwise I would still be finding ways to search the school,” Eve retorted.

      “You need to hurry for your next class,” Xavier told her.

      Eve showered, changed, and headed to Weapons Training. She concentrated on doing well. This was her last chance to score high.

      “Glad to see you're not looking like the walking dead,” Restella laughed and twirled her biosphere around her finger.

      “Thanks,” Eve replied.

      Restella had improved with her rapier, though Eve was still better. Reed pushed them hard through drills and had them spar with each other for the exam. Their scores would be based on technique and improvement. Eve hoped she had done well. She wasn’t sure how much she had improved.

      “I really am glad you’re finally trying,” Reed said and handed Eve and Restella each a condimentum bar.

      “Thanks.” Eve smiled, taking it from him.

      “What are your plans after the school year?” Reed asked. He shuffled his feet a bit. Eve wondered why he was so nervous asking her that.

      Xavier came up behind Eve and took a bite out of her bar. “She is going home with me.”

      “Hey, that’s mine!” Eve squealed and hid her bar from him.

      Restella broke off a piece of her own and gave it to Xavier. “You can have mine.”

      “You both are going back to Luxcustos?” Reed asked. Eve could hear the disappointment in his voice.

      “What are your plans?” Eve asked, then shoved the rest of the bar in her mouth before Xavier could take it.

      “I’m staying here. I am doing an internship, so I have to stay till it’s over. I just figured since Headmaster Kyan stays all year round, the two of you would also,” Reed replied.

      “It has been a long year,” explained Xavier. “I think some time away would do us some good.”

      “Well, at least I’ll see you both back next year.”

      Eve’s heart fell. Would she really be back next year? She knew she needed to beat Samael in the exams to make it happen, but honestly, she didn’t want to. Samael was smart and deserved to be here. She couldn’t even protect her friends.

      “Eve, you okay?” Reed asked.

      “Sure,” Eve replied.

      “I feel like you’re not telling me something.”

      Xavier cut in, “She’s tired. She has been studying a lot, and with exams, she isn’t used to the pressure.”

      “I think I need to get to my next class,” Eve said.

      Xavier made no move to stop her, and just said, “Good luck.”

      The Wisdom exam was just as boring as the class. The teachers didn’t give out scores until the end of the year, so the only thing Eve could do was go to her next class.

      When she arrived for Arena, Xavier greeted her. He seemed to be showing up a lot more these past couple of days.

      “Shut up! It’s time to take the exam!” Professor Ravana bellowed at them all. She looked worse than Eve had felt. She half wondered if the professor wasn’t sleeping.

      After Battle Arena was Combat Training. Eve tried her best to spar with the class, but she was distracted by noticing that Samael wasn’t there. She hadn’t seen him since they decided to make their move during the physical exams.

      “Have you seen Sammy?” Eve whispered over to Xavier.

      “No, why would I?”

      “I heard he went back to Polaris,” Jun told her. “Well, officially he is at his sponsor's house.”

      “He wouldn’t go back,” Eve retorted.

      “It’s just what I heard,” Jun said and looked down at his feet. Eve had forgotten how sensitive Jun was. She instantly regretted snapping at him.

      “I’m sorry, Jun. These exams are stressing me out,” Eve lied.

      “I think we’re all feeling the pressure,” soothed Xavier.

      Professor Oisin turned her attention from the previous pair of sparring students to those who were waiting. “Eve and Jun, you two are next.”

      Eve nodded, went to the Battle Zone and activated her Ballarum.

      “You ready?” Jun asked.

      “Yep,” Eve lied. She hated battling Jun; she never felt like she could go full force. He was always so sensitive. But when the battle started, she barely dodged his first attack. His technique had become truly impressive in A-Class. “You're getting better!”

      “Just wait.” Jun laughed and started shooting tight balls of wind at her. She dodged each one. She wasn’t too worried about his projectiles, but she did find it weird that he was only using one hand. She could see his other hand behind him, glowing a light gray. She had seen Samael use that technique before and wondered when Jun had learned it.

      She waited and planned her own attack around it. Soon, Jun was flipping into the air, thinking he had an opening. Eve went down on one knee and he went over her. As soon as he was directly above her, she used her staff to catch him in midair. She had to wait for him to start the hand gesture. Once she interrupted the gesture, she knew he would fizzle—a flaw in the strategy. If you couldn’t complete the move, it wouldn’t work. And that particular move took all of the user’s Prana. Sort of a one-shot. Great if you could pull it off, but you had to distract your opponent enough for it to work.

      “How?” Jun asked, suddenly standing outside the arena.

      Eve exited after him, victorious. “Don’t feel too bad, Jun. Sammy already taught me that one, so it was easy to spot.”

      “I don’t understand why I still can’t beat you! It’s not fair…I will never be as good as you. I need more power!” Jun cried. Eve’s heart melted.

      She knelt to be eye-level with the smaller boy. “It’s not about power; it’s about knowing the battle and all the moves. Once you know them, you can avoid them. Take Restella. She can use her Kanatar power to predict others’ moves. That’s how she was able to move up the ranks so fast.”

      “But I wanted to choose scan for my next ability, like Reed,” Jun whined.

      “It’s hard to choose. And you never know which one will come in handy during a battle.”

      “I really want to be number one.”

      Eve put her hand on his shoulder. “I know you have a lot of pressure on you. But honestly, you know you’ll be back next year, just by being in the top five. So you should be proud of that.”

      “You’d better get to your next class,” Restella told them. She was right; they were both going to be late if they didn’t hurry.

      “Come on, Jun, we have Mage class.”

      “Okay.” Jun pouted as he looked over at Restella.

      The Mage exam was mostly about which spells the students could perform. Eve knew all of the ones she had learned in class, and a few more that Samael had taught her. Of course, she didn’t use those in class because technically, they weren’t common knowledge.

      “See you tomorrow,” Eve told Jun before she headed back to the dorms. Eve tried sending Samael texts, but he wasn’t responding. She was getting worried.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Eve headed out to Companion training with Jzera on her shoulder. “You going to help today?”

      “Depends, if I feel like it,” Jzera replied.

      When they arrived, Eve noticed immediately that Restella wasn’t present. “We seem to be a few students shy,” Professor Kenya said idly as they started class.

      Eve sent her a quick message. She didn’t like Restella, but she didn’t want to see her fail. Restella didn’t respond.

      Eve fought and won her battles, no thanks to Jzera. Her companion just bounced around the battle, avoiding being hit. And even though Eve won, she was pretty sure she had scored super low.

      “Why won’t you help?” Eve asked as they walked back to the dorms

      “What’s the point? You win anyway,” Jzera retorted.

      “Class is about how well we work together, not about me winning,” Eve shot back.

      Jzera just licked her paw. “It’s a stupid system, anyway.”

      “Fine.” Eve knew it was pointless to argue with her. She set Jzera down in the dorm, changed, and left for her next class. She loved Agility Training, and the exam was fun. They repeated the same exercise they had done the first day, catching stars. Only Restella wasn’t in class. Eve sent her another message.

      On the way out of Agility Training, Eve still hadn’t decided whether she wanted to even go to Political History. But her inner voice told her to. So, after a long, drawn-out test, she left feeling brain-drained and got to the BDA early just to relax before A-Class.

      Jun found her there and sat down next to her. “Long day?”

      “Yes…hey, have you seen Sammy or Restella?”

      “I saw Restella yesterday, and I haven’t seen Sammy in two days,” Jun replied.

      Reed joined them and added, “I heard Sammy went home.”

      “I doubt that. I need the master key,” Eve said, frustrated.

      “Master key?” Jun asked.

      “A key that unlocks any door,” Eve replied.

      “There isn’t a key like that. Everything is controlled with your ID. I guess Headmaster Kyan’s ID could open any door, but there isn’t a key. That would be a safety hazard.”

      “But Xavier said…” Eve trailed off as she looked over at Reed, who was staring down at his feet.

      “Hey guys,” Kelsa said as she joined them.

      “You lied to me!” Eve barked at Reed.

      “We didn’t lie. We just altered the truth.”

      “What’s going on?” Kelsa asked.

      Eve rounded on Kelsa. “Did you know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That there was no master key. That there’s no way to get into the teachers’ dorms unless you have a teacher’s ID?”

      “It was for your own good Eve,” Xavier said from behind her.

      “My own good.”

      “You weren’t sleeping. You weren’t studying. You were slowly dying,” Kelsa nervously explained. “We couldn’t just let that happen. We needed to find a way to help take the stress off.”

      “And what about the plan for tomorrow?” Eve asked.

      “Tomorrow we have physical exams. Once you’re in the arena, you can’t leave, so you’d be safe there. Then after exams, you could go looking around till you left,” Reed told her.

      “You needed to sleep,” Xavier added. “We’re your friends. We weren’t going to sit there and watch you die.”

      Eve smacked his outstretched hand away, then turned and ran, shouting back, “You are not my friends!”

      “What’s wrong?” Jzera said as Eve stormed into the dorm. She had run all around the school but had no place else to go and no one to talk to. Samael wasn’t answering.

      Kelsa entered the room a few minutes behind her, when Eve was settled into her bed with the lights off. “Eve?”

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” Eve said and rolled over.

      “I am sorry, but I don’t regret it. I’d rather you not like me and be healthy. I already lost too many people,” Kelsa whispered in the dark. When Eve didn’t answer, Kelsa quietly prepared for bed herself, and the night passed in silence.
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      Eve got up as early as she knew she wouldn’t get in trouble for being outside. “Let’s go,” she said, picking up Jzera.

      “Oh, I get to go today?” Jzera puffed.

      “Why do you even stick around if I am that horrible to be around?” Eve asked her.

      “I can leave whenever I feel like it. I just don’t feel like it yet.”

      “Well, I don’t feel like doing exams today. And weren’t you the one upset about me going back to Earth,” Eve replied.

      “I wasn’t worried. I just don’t want to be left with a domineering man who thinks he is god,” Jzera replied.

      “Do whatever you want. I am not staying,” Eve said with a shrug.

      “Fine, I’m coming but not because you want me too,” Jzera replied.

      “Whatever,”

      When Eve walked out of the girls’ dorm building, she found Kyan near the front door. “Eve.”

      “Kyan,” Eve returned with a slight bow.

      “You are looking healthy. I was worried our planet was making you sick.”

      “I am fine. Any luck on the students?” Eve asked.

      Kyan shook his head. “A few leads, but nothing solid.”

      “Why are they going missing?” Eve cried.

      “Eve, it’s the Centennial. It's normal for students to disappear in the night. Some of their parents might have lost wagers on who will come out on top, and can no longer afford to send their kids. Some might be scared of having their kid kidnapped. Others might just be pulling their kids for not doing well. This school isn’t cheap. If a student isn’t doing well, they will be pulled, and their family will send another.”

      “But most people only have one kid,” Eve argued.

      “There are ways around that. They will have their son or daughter marry someone who is stronger and send the other person, who is then technically part of their family. Usually a cousin or some other relative, to keep the family name.”

      “Eww.”

      “This isn’t Earth,” Kyan told her. “Our customs are not the same. Pure blood is powerful and strong, and most people like to keep the money and power in the family.”

      Still, Eve thought.

      “You’d better get to the BDA. You have combat exams today. I want you to do well.” Kyan ushered her over to the shoots. She could see other students arriving as she exited on the other side.

      “I don’t like him,” Jzera growled as Eve followed the other students.

      “You don’t like anyone,” Eve replied.

      “Well, I don’t like him the most.”

      Xavier was already at the BDA, and ran toward Eve as soon as he saw her. Eve twisted though the students to get away from him. He was the last person she wanted to see. As she ran through the crowd, she saw Tyrus over in the corner and jogged up to him. “Why are you here?” Eve asked.

      Tyrus huffed. “I have business with Kyan, if he would stop ignoring me.”

      “I just saw him over by the girls’ dorms,” Eve replied.

      “Hey, does this belongs to anyone you know? It isn’t often someone leaves their companion lying about.” Tyrus held up a crystal pendant in the shape of a dragon.

      Eve snatched it from his hand. “Where did you find that?”

      “Over by the teachers’ dorms.”

      Eve paused for only a moment to absorb the implications. “Tyrus, you said you would help me if I ever needed it. Can you get me through the teachers’ dorms? I think my friends are in trouble,” she spouted.

      “Your exams are going to start soon. I don’t think that would be best,” Tyrus replied.

      “I can buy her some time,” Reed said from behind her. Eve startled and turned to face him. “It’s the least I can do for you. I didn’t want to lie, but I also didn’t like seeing you look so run down.”

      “What’s going on? Aren’t you the boy from the mall?” Tyrus asked.

      Eve took his attention back by begging, “Please, Tyrus, I would owe you one.”

      “Fine, but you’ll owe me a huge one.”

      “Hurry, before they lock the doors,” Reed urged them. “Once they’re locked, only Kyan or a teacher can open them.”

      “Let’s go,” Eve said and pulled Tyrus through the crowd, Jzera still riding on her shoulder.

      “You’re pushy,” Tyrus said, but followed Eve out of the area. They worked their way through the crowd and back up the shoots until they got to the entrance to the teachers’ dorms.

      “Is this where you found it?” Eve asked, knowing this was the only place she had no access to.

      “Yes, I was meeting someone here,” Tyrus said.

      “Can you get me in?” Eve asked.

      “Let’s find out.” Tyrus used his thumb to unlock the door. Eve's heart jumped as the screen lit up green. Finally, she could find her friends. She knew they had to be in there somewhere. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Tyrus said as Eve led him down one corridor and through another.

      “I am confident,” Eve said. Jzera jumped down from her shoulder to run beside her.

      “Why did you bring your pet?” asked Tyrus. “She should be in a biosphere.”

      “She doesn’t like them,” Eve told him.

      “And?”

      “And nothing, she doesn’t like them.”

      They passed another corridor, and Eve led the way with no hesitation. “How do you know your way around here so well?” asked Tyrus.

      “There is a large circular room up ahead. In it, there is a passage to an underground library,” Eve said, ignoring Tyrus’ question.

      “And you think the students are locked in there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kyan, is that you?” a woman’s voice said from behind them.

      “Go, I’ll distract her,” Tyrus said and turned toward Professor Ravana’s voice. Why on Earth was she down here? She should be at the exams with the rest of the school.

      “Okay,” Eve said. She and Jzera sped up, leaving Tyrus to block the professor's view.

      Eve ran until she found the circular room. She didn’t have time to admire the ancient writing on the walls. Instead, she moved her hand along the wall that she knew was hiding the opening. Lucky for her, the person who was using the passage hadn’t thought about the fact that the whole room was dusty, except where the entrance was. She pushed on the clean space on the wall, and it opened.

      Eve felt the wall and used her memory to guide herself down the darkened hall. The deadly silence as she made her way down wasn’t giving her hope. Surely if the students were locked down here, they would have been calling for help. She couldn’t imagine Restella just sitting quietly while being kidnapped.

      “Ahh,” Eve heard a familiar voice. Jun’s voice.

      “Jun!” Eve yelled and moved more quickly. Jun was in trouble.

      “Please,” Jun’s voice begged as Eve ran, not caring that she was tripping over everything. Soon a faint glow from the back of the library illuminated the area enough that she could navigate better.

      “Jun!” Eve gasped, out of breath when she turned the corner. Jun was standing next to a large, glowing crystal, looking scared and panicked. Eve ran over and hugged him. “You’re safe Jun, you’re safe!” she cried. She needed to get Jun out. She could look for the others later.

      “Safe from what?” Jun asked, looking up at Eve like she had two heads.

      “You can’t stay here. It’s not safe. I’ll take you back to the exams.” Eve rushed her words as she tried to move him, but he was pulling back in protest.

      “I am glad you came. I don’t think I could do the exams without you, too many people to fight. I wouldn’t have enough power,” Jun told her.

      “It's fine, Jun. You are strong, but we really need to leave.”

      “Eve, I don’t think you can leave.”

      “Why?” Eve stood up quickly. Someone must be in the room with them. She looked at all the crystals that dotted the area, more than a dozen and all human-sized.

      “Eve, look closer,” Jzera hissed from on top of the closet one.

      Eve walked slowly over to the crystal and looked inside. Restella stared back, a look of terror on her face. Zurie, Samael, and other students who had gone missing all stared at Eve in crystallized form from every corner of the room.

      “Jun, we really, really need to leave,” Eve said and turned back toward him.

      A smile crept across his face. “You are just the person I need right now. I would never beat him on my own. I need more power.”

      “Power? Who do you need to beat?” Eve asked, confused.

      “Kyan. I can’t beat Kyan at my current power level. I don’t have enough energy,” Jun said and held out his ID.

      “You don’t have to beat Kyan. He isn’t even a student.” Eve looked around for Tyrus to back her up, but he was nowhere to be found.

      “If I beat Kyan then I can take back everything he stole from my family,” Jun said, slowly walking around one of the crystals.

      “What did Kyan steal?” Eve asked, worried that Jun might be suffering from too much stress.

      “He stole my family, our land, our mom, us, he took it all and gave it to someone else.” Jun cried out.

      “I don’t understand,” Eve admitted.

      “Our father, Yu-Wen was the Senator of Shi-Wu. That was until Zhou, the Vice Secretary decided to challenge my father. He tested the waters with my mother. He won. Kyan handed off my mother like she was a piece of property. Not only that, but myself and all my brothers and sisters were forced to acknowledge Zhou as our new father. Then he came back and challenged my father for the Senate position,” Jun said as he clenched his fists.

      Eve thought back to the trial Kyan made her sit through. She was there when Jun’s father lost everything. Guilt flooded her. “Jun, I am…”

      “Don’t, just don’t.” Jun interrupted. “I don’t want to hear you defending him. I don’t want to hear how it just how things work. The whole system needs to be brought down. The only way to do this is to take Kyan down.” Jun lashed out.

      “I don’t think he is right in the head,” Jzera whispered.

      “Jun, that should have never happened. Your right, the system is broken.” Eve replied calmly.

      “What do you know, you couldn’t even die properly,” Jun huffed back.

      “Excuse me,” Eve retorted.

      “Did you know that all the sleeping units are made on Shi-Wu?” Jun asked.

      “Actually, I did,” Eve replied not liking where this was going.

      “Do you know that ever sleep unit has its own address to alert the user when the bed needs refilled with Vita-solution? If the Vita-solution isn’t separated just the right way and if some of the chemicals accidently interact it causes an extreme meltdown, A flaw Shi-Wu keeps secret from the Galactic Senate Board. It was too easy to just get the information before the refills were sent out to Kyan’s estate,”

      “You are the reason my bed caught fire,” Eve gasped as she remembered the intense blaze that almost barbequed her.

      “I was trying for Kyan’s but anything to hurt Kyan would have been a win,”

      “I get you don’t like the system but lashing out and causing other people pain isn’t going to fix it,” Eve retorted. She very much wanted to punch Jun in the face but was holding back till she got all the details.

      “I really don’t care; I just want power. Power so no one can take anything else away from me,” Jun growled.

      “Eve I think we should just leave,” Jzera said as she nudged Eve with her nose.

      “Jun, why don’t we leave here and go find Min,” Eve said slowly. Maybe Min could talk some sense into him.

      The panda boy placed his hands on one of the crystals. “Min…I do miss our conversations. But I guess I can still talk to her. She just doesn’t talk back. No more telling me how I will improve one day. Telling me to just let the system work. She wanted us to just keep our heads down until we could overtake Zhou. But she wasn’t looking at the big picture. Why take down the tail when I can chop off the head,”

      “You’re the one kidnapping the students?” Eve asked, the realization creeping over her.

      “Yes.” Jun scoffed at the look on her face. “You are so naïve.”

      “Why?” Eve squeaked out.

      “You are smart, I am sure you can figure it out. Though I don’t know how you are so smart, you can be so stupid Eve.”

      “I am not stupid,” Eve hissed.

      “You think you have friends. What a stupid idea. Friends don’t exist. And as soon as your opinions differed, you dropped them. Your word ‘friend’ is just another political strategy. Be friends with people who can get you ahead. If you weren’t friends with Reed, you wouldn’t be as good at your weapon. If you weren’t friends with Samael, you wouldn’t have known his magic. If you weren’t friends with Xavier, you wouldn’t even be here. Those aren’t friends. What did you do for them? You act like you are nice, but really you are just like everyone else,”

      “I…” Eve tried to argue, but he was right. She wouldn’t be where she was if it weren’t for her friends. But she got mad at them as soon as she didn’t like the way they thought. What kind of friend was she?

      “You don’t have to dwell on it. Soon you can join the others,” Jun said and rubbed his ID.

      “How?” Eve asked.

      “Using the ID link,” he said with a smile.

      “ID link?”

      “Yes, I can link the user to myself, taking their Prana as I see fit. I can even use some of their basic stats and skills. I should have gone for you and Xavier from the start, but I was worried Kyan would notice his children going missing.”

      “You’ve been cheating!”

      “It’s not cheating,” Jun said defensively. “It’s the same as the link you and your companion have. I just used it on students, so I could use their Prana and magic skills in battle.”

      “That’s why your magic was the same color as Sammy’s.”

      “The more I took, the better I felt. I need more. Every time I partake in their Prana, I feel a rush of energy. It makes me feel alive.” Jun laughed and looked over at something behind Eve.

      “What did you do to them?” Eve asked, panicked. Min hadn’t been to school for months. She could be dead in that crystal.

      “They are alive,” Jun assured her. “As long as they are in the crystals, they are in stasis. They don’t need to eat or sleep. Their bodies are just stuck the same as when I froze them.”

      “Jun, how could you?” Eve cried.

      “At first, it was just to get Min out of the way. I wasn’t going to let her tell anyone about my plans to kill Kyan. But my power wasn’t enough, I found a book on ID linking when I was hiding her stasis crystal down here. Min wasn’t going to be participating anymore so I figured why not. But it wasn’t enough. I needed more. I could only use hers once every few days, so every battle, I needed a new host. But you saved me the trouble of having to hunt someone down for the exam. I want to thank you for that,” Jun said and moved closer to Eve.

      Eve backed away. “You can’t just go around stealing people’s stats! They work hard for them.”

      “I felt bad at first, especially about how ill you looked while trying to find the missing students. I even thought about quitting and releasing them, but I needed them,” Jun insisted, his eyes slightly glazed over. How could she have missed the signs?

      “You don’t need them, you’re strong on your own,” Eve replied, trying to get him to see reason.

      “I lost to you. I used Sammy’s, Zurie’s, and Min’s power during our battle, and I still lost!” Jun yelled.

      “You just need more technique.”

      “Yes and thank you for the suggestion.” He patted Restella’s crystal. “I do find Restella’s ability to be very handy.”

      “Let them go!” Eve yelled.

      “I need it! Eve, you don’t understand how much pressure there is to protect what belongs to you. Min would understand, I know deep down she wants me to avenge our father. And we are truly together this way. Every time I link with her, I can feel her, running through my veins.”

      Eve just stared at the friend she thought she knew. “Jun, I think you need some help.”

      “I think we are a bit beyond that,” Jzera remarked.

      “That is what I need. I need your help. I bet you will feel better than them all. You are so pure. I can feel your aura. I have felt it since day one. You are not like the rest of us. You are something different, the perfect specimen. I shall enjoy using your energy.” Jun laughed and held up some type of crystal in his hand.

      “No, thanks!” Eve said and turned to run.

      She didn’t have time. Some weird device popped out of the crystal Jun was holding and attached itself to her arm. She tried to pull it off, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “It is fruitless to pull it off. It’s a stasis crystal, used to transport prisoners to the mines. Our planet produces these little beauties too. Once attached, it will only become unattached if the user chooses or the crystal breaks.”

      “Jun, don’t,” Eve tried to beg.

      Jun shook his head. “Sorry, Eve.”

      “I won’t die like this!” With the stasis crystal still clinging to her, Eve ran to kick the controller out of his hand. It sailed into the air and Jun pulled his hand back in pain.

      “Physical violence is illegal!” Jun yelled as he grabbed for the device again.

      Eve caught Jun’s leg and pulled him back. “What the heck do you think kidnapping and holding people against their will is?”

      “It's not the same,” Jun said and tried to kick her off.

      Jzera was on him quickly, and brought her teeth down onto Jun’s leg. “I got this,” she growled.

      Jun let out a cry before he smashed a button on the device. Eve knew she had lost when her whole body froze up. She felt like she had been put on pause. She could still see and hear, but nothing else worked. How long had Min put up with this?

      Jun stared at her in awe. He was actually shaking. “Oh my, your power is amazing.”

      “This is dumb,” Jzera said.

      “You think?” Eve thought sarcastically, wondering why Jzera was in stasis with her.

      “Because we are linked. But what he doesn’t know is I do not like to be in stasis!” Jzera bellowed in a roar that scared Eve.

      In a moment, the sound of shattering crystal ripped through the room. Eve fell to the ground and gasped for breath.

      “No, it’s impossible!” Jun backed away from Eve’s body, no longer in stasis.

      “I won’t be a prisoner,” Jzera growled in the form of a massive, winged lion. “Not again!”

      “How? It is impossible to exit stasis on your own!” Jun cried again and repeatedly smashed a button on the crystal controller. Nothing happened. Eve looked down at the crystal that he had attached to her arm. It was shattered.

      Jzera’s massive wing slapped Jun across the library into the bookshelves. “I won’t be a prisoner!”

      “Jzera!” Eve rushed over to her companion. Jzera had followed him in a fast, furious leap.

      “I won’t!” Jzera yelled and flung Jun across the room using her teeth.

      Eve threw herself around Jzera’s huge neck. “He can’t hurt you. No one can hurt you, you are safe.” She hated seeing Jun hurt, but he technically deserved it. What she couldn’t stand was the pain Jzera seemed to be going through. Eve could feel it in the depths of her soul.

      “I won’t,” Jzera said more calmly.

      “No, you won’t,” Eve reassured her.

      From the floor a good several feet away, Jun muttered, “Why?”

      “Eve, catch.” Jzera swung the crystal that she had ripped out of Jun’s hand to Eve. “Break it.”

      Eve took the crystal, threw it on the floor, and stomped on it. Blue sparks erupted from it, and a large, piercing sound erupted around the room. Jun was now lying in the fetal position, rocking back and forth and wailing as if he was in pain.

      “Jun?” Eve said and walked over to him.

      “Don’t touch him.” Tyrus' voice startled her. Tyrus, Ravana, Kenya, and a few other teachers were standing at the library doorway.

      Eve backed away and let the teachers approach Jun. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “That’s for the hospital to figure out,” Tyrus said as he walked to her.

      “What happened?” Eve heard Restella’s voice.

      “Restella, Zurie, Min!” Eve bellowed. They were no longer in stasis, and all looked the same as Eve remembered. The other missing students were also blinking awake in confusion. Samael wanted to say something put was interrupted by Min.

      “Jun, Jun is planning!” Min cried.

      Eve put her arms around Min. “It’s all okay now.” She kept the little panda girl’s back to the scene unfolding behind them. Jun had been put into stasis and was being moved out of the room. Eve wondered what they were going to do with him. Send him home? He wasn’t an adult, so maybe he would just have to deal with being expelled.

      A moment later, Kyan entered the library, followed by five security officers, and glared at Tyrus. “Why doesn’t it surprise me that you are involved in this?”

      “Hello, little brother.” Tyrus smiled smugly at Kyan.

      “Don’t you have a planet to run?” Kyan growled, but then looked over at the audience. “Tyrus, I thank you for what you have done today. Why don’t you take the students back to the arena? It would only be fair to let them participate in the final exams.”

      “Final exams? What happened to the school year?” Zurie cried.

      “It will be okay,” Tyrus said and escorted them out.

      “Eve, you can stay for a moment,” Kyan said with a stern look.

      “Yes, sir,” Eve answered. If she got expelled, it would be worth it.

      When the other students and most of the teachers had left, Kyan asked, “Why didn’t you come to me?”

      “I tried, but you told me to leave it to the police. And no one seemed to care,” Eve told him.

      “Eve, what would you have done if he stuck you into stasis?”

      “I didn’t think.”

      “Or, what if it wasn’t a student? What if it was an adult, one who could have killed you?” Kyan knelt down to her level.

      “I–”

      Kyan put his hands on her shoulders to stop her protests. “I know you wanted to help, and you did, but none of this means anything to me. I wanted to keep you safe. I know these are your friends, but I am your family, and you are more important than the other students. I was scared when you didn’t show up for exams. Even more scared when Xavier had no idea where you were.”

      “I'm sorry,” Eve told him.

      “I know, I know it’s not your fault—it’s the way you were raised versus your current society. I just want to keep you safe, and I wish you would trust me to do my job. I had everything set up.”

      “He knew a student was to blame,” Professor Ravana barked at her. “He just didn’t know which one. He was waiting to see which student didn’t show up.”

      “When you weren’t at exams, I was scared you had been kidnapped, too,” added Kyan.

      “You knew it was a student?” Eve asked.

      “Yes. There is no way on or off this island. We knew the students were here. I was waiting until the year was over to search when the school was empty. There are dangerous areas here, and we didn’t want any students getting hurt or worried,” Kyan said.

      Ravana added with a sneer, “Basically, you interrupted exams for no reason, and now those students will have to participate in the exams and mostly fail.”

      “So, I made a mess of things.” Eve sighed.

      “You did well,” Kyan said. “Just listen next time, and trust me. I have been doing this for a long time.”

      One of the officers stepped back into the room. “Senator Kyan, we found something.”

      “What’s that?” Kyan asked as he stood back up.

      “It looks like the boy was getting into the library from an old drain. It must of took a lot of effort to climb in and out of this room,”

      “Eve, why don’t you head to the BDA so you can do your exams?” suggested Kyan. Eve nodded and headed toward the door.

      Before she left, Professor Ravana squeezed her arm. “I was really hoping it was you who was kidnapping the students.”

      “Let go!” Eve pulled her arm away and fell backward against the wall. Her hand landed on a switch, and the whole library lit up.

      “What the…” Ravana said, astonished.

      “Eve, get to the arena, please. And good job finding the right button for the lights…it will make clean up easier.” Kyan held back a smile and nodded for Eve to leave.
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        * * *

      

      “Where the hell were you?” Xavier barked at Eve when she jogged back into the BDA.

      “I was with Kyan,” Eve replied.

      Zurie ran over and grabbed Eve in a hug. Restella followed a few steps behind. “I guess I should thank you.”

      Eve handed Restella her biosphere. “I believe this is yours.”

      “Thanks,” Restella said with a genuine smile.

      “Alright, enough time has been wasted,” boomed Kyan’s voice from the speakers around the arena. “Let’s get the exams back on schedule.”

      “Eve,” Samael said as he hugged her from behind.

      “Hey, Sammy,” Eve said with a smile.

      “You did it.” Samael grinned. “Now we can finally have a real battle. You ready?”

      “You know it!”

      “I think I will wait back in the dorms. I have had enough excitement for the day,” Jzera whispered. Eve gave a swift nod to acknowledge her furry friend.

      The exam worked like any other sport in a tournament bracket. Students battled, and the winner moved on. Eve won all her battles, including the one against Restella. She wasn’t at all surprised when Xavier lost to Samael. The two of them were the last first years standing.

      “I have been waiting all year to get you in the ring.” Samael laughed as they waited for the clock to count down to their start.

      “Well, let’s see what you’ve got. Has the student surpassed her teacher?” Eve winked.

      When the timer hit zero, both Eve and Samael attacked, missing each other by mere inches. Eve dodged the cyclones of water magic he shot at her. Samael managed to dodge her bow attacks and fire arrows. The match was getting more intense as they attacked and dodged. Eve could tell their Prana was depleting. She looked over outside the dome to see a grin on Kyan’s face. If she won, Samael could be sent back to Polaris. He didn’t deserve that. She looked back and narrowly missed his daggers.

      “Keep your head in the game,” warned Samael.

      “You haven’t won yet,” Eve retorted.

      When Samael attacked her one-handed, she knew he was powering up to use his full counter. If she was going to lose, at least she wanted to lose in a glorious way. She slid her hand over the bow and it turned into a scythe. Her blade began to glow red with the fire enchantment she was casting, gathering as much energy as she could. Then Eve did three backflips and unleashed her ultimate weapon. Samael hit the blazing fireball with his knife and full countered. The result was that Eve’s magic reversed and hit her instead. The blowback of Samael’s full counter was doubled, and Eve lost.

      “Great battle, Eve,” Reed said as Eve’s Ballarum popped.

      Eve sighed. “But I didn’t win.”

      “But it isn’t always about winning.” Kelsa walked over to congratulate her. “You get points for other things, and that weapon shift was amazing!”

      “Listen, I am sorry. I haven’t been a very good friend,” Eve told her.

      Kelsa laughed and hugged her. “You’re forgiven.”

      “Well I don’t I haven’t seen you in ages,” Shiryu whined as she joined the group.

      Kelsa rolled her eyes and smiled at her “She doesn’t mean it, she forgives you too,”

      “Eve.” Samael glared at her.

      She smiled back. “Good battle, guess you are better than me.”

      “I don’t like–”

      “You have all done well,” Kyan’s voice boomed over all of them. “I think it is time you all headed back to your dorms and let the teachers do your scoring. The list will be made available for viewing tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Guess he’s dismissing us,” said Kelsa.

      “We will see you later,” Shiryu said as she pulled Eve into a hug.

      “Where are you to going?” Eve asked.

      “It’s been a long day, we are going to just go for a long walk,” Kelsa replied.

      “Have fun,”

      Before they could start the walk back to the dorms, Xavier pulled Eve away. “Kyan is looking for you.”

      “Again?”

      “I don’t think he is very happy about you letting Samael win.”

      “What do you mean? Sammy is just better than me. He even beat you,” Eve defended.

      “Eve?” Xavier said as he turned toward her.

      “What?” Eve asked.

      Xavier leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “Why do you make me worry so?”

      They made their way toward Kyan’s reserved place in the audience, and found Tyrus nearby. “There you two are.”

      “Tyrus,” Xavier nodded.

      “Guess you were right; she does belong in this world,” said Tyrus with a grin. “Besides a few hiccups.”

      “I figured it was you who had helped him get her here,” Kyan said as he joined them.

      “About that…” Tyrus said.

      “You were the guy in my room?” Eve asked.

      “Guilty.”

      Kyan ran his hands through his hair and wouldn’t let her focus on that revelation. “You did well, though I don’t know why you let Samael win.”

      “I didn’t–” Eve started to say.

      “You knew his full counter. You knew how to counter it, and you chose not to.” Kyan pulled up his ID and showed her the clip of Jun using the same ability against her.

      “I–”

      “You didn’t want to see him removed from the school,” Kyan interrupted. “It was too much pressure on you. I should not have dragged you into my battles. Polaris isn’t your problem, it’s mine. I don’t want to see you fail because you are too nice, either. You're going to have to work on that next year.”

      “But I didn’t beat Sammy?”

      “I am the headmaster. I can change the rules as I see fit.”

      The implications finally dawned on her. “So, I can come back?”

      “If you don’t, I might have to go to Earth and bring you back.” Kyan laughed.

      “And that is saying something. Kyan hates Earth,” Tyrus shot back, which made Kyan glare at him.

      “I knew you made a deal with him!” Xavier shouted at Eve.

      “And I knew you made a deal with Tyrus,” Kyan shot back.

      “So, we all have our webs of lies.” Tyrus shrugged.

      “Now what?” Eve asked.

      “Tomorrow, you say goodbye to your friends and I send you and Xavier back to Earth. I still have the Centennial I have to oversee, and I can’t be planet-hopping with kids in tow,” Kyan explained.

      “How long will we be back on Earth?” Eve asked.

      “Three months of Earth time,” Kyan answered. “But you will have a lot of new rules, and things won’t be the same. And if you break the rules…” Kyan started.

      Eve threw up her hands. “I won’t break the rules.” She had no urge to tick him off.

      “Good girl,” Kyan said with a nod. “You two need to head back to the dorms. I’m sure everyone will be talking about today, but try to keep things quiet. Students don’t need to know how or why. Just that a student was jealous and using his parent's technology to get rid of the competition.”

      “Yes, sir,” Xavier said. Eve just nodded. It was best if they didn’t know Jun was linking into the victims’ IDs, and essentially the victims themselves. Eve wondered if she should tell Kyan the students could hear and see during stasis. She would wait until a different day.

      Eve and Xavier walked slowly back to the dorms, in no hurry to reach them. “It's over,” said Xavier.

      “Yes, and everyone is safe,” Eve replied.

      “I am sorry I lied to you.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t a very good friend,” said Eve. “This isn’t my world, and I can’t judge and be mean just because someone’s opinion is different than mine. I promise to be more understanding in the future. And I won’t be so rude to Restella. If you like her, I will try to like her, too.”

      “I missed you,” Xavier said and pulled Eve into a tight hug.

      She hugged him back. “I missed you, too. I also miss cookies, soda, brownies, and pizza and I can’t wait to get home.”

      “Don’t drool on me.”

      Another several feet of walking passed in silence before Eve asked, “You think Jun will be okay?”

      “I think he will get the help he needs.”

      “I hope so.”

      When Eve finally entered her dorm room, she was surprised to see Zurie, Restella, Min, Shiryu, and Kelsa all waiting for her.

      “You did well,” Restella said, rubbing her necklace.

      Kelsa was sitting on her own bed with Jzera, petting her head. “Why don’t you ever use Jzera to battle?”

      “Mainly because she doesn’t listen, and I suck at being a battle master,” Eve replied.

      Jzera huffed snootily, but accepted the pets. “I didn’t ask to be a sideshow.”

      “I can attest to that,” Restella said. “It is nice to know you aren’t perfect at everything.”

      Min smiled gently. “We wanted to get together and thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me,” Eve said, trying not to cry. “It's me who should thank you. Because of you, I have learned so much. I couldn’t ask for better friends.”

      “Don’t get emotional,” Restella whined. “It's weird when your face leaks.”

      “Alright, no matter what happens tomorrow, we all need to stay friends.” Kelsa pulled out a handful of necklaces from a drawer in her bed, then handed one to each of the girls.

      Eve held hers up to the light. Inside was a rainbow of colors. “It's so pretty.”

      “It’s a stone from my planet. It reminds me a lot of Shiryu’s wings”

      “I like it,” Shiryu said with a blush and clutched the stone to her heart. Eve didn’t miss the sweet look Kelsa gave Shiryu.

      Restella hooked hers on the chain next to her biosphere. “We’d better go before we get in trouble.”

      “Good night,” Eve told them all as they left the room. Then Eve and Kelsa were alone and preparing for bed for the last time.

      “I am going to miss you,” Kelsa told Eve as she turned out the light.

      Eve was still admiring her necklace in the half-light. “Well, you will always have my number.”

      The next morning, Eve slept in as long as possible before Xavier blew up her ID with messages to meet up with him. She took her time to shower and change before leaving the room, wondering if she would get to come back later. And if not, what would happen to all her stuff?

      “Come on, Jzera,” Eve said and motioned for her companion to follow her.

      On the way to meet Xavier, Eve found Reed waiting awkwardly at the shoots. His face brightened when she rounded the corner, then fell again. “Eve,” he said.

      “Hey.”

      “So, I um…have something for you.” Reed shuffled his feet and ran his hands through his hair.

      “Really?”

      “Here,” Reed said and took something out of his pocket. It was a necklace with a small, magenta pendant. The color reminded her of Reed’s eyes. “Can I?”

      “Sure.” Eve moved her hair to the side and let Reed put the necklace on her.

      “It's from my planet,” Reed told her softly from behind. “So you won’t forget me.”

      “I will never forget you.” Eve turned to give him a hug. Then she pulled back and said seriously, “I do have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything,” replied Reed.

      “Can you take care of Jzera while I’m gone? She can’t go with me.” She had thought long and hard about what to do. She knew Jzera was smart, but Eve didn’t trust the people on this planet not to catch her and lock her up again. “If you’re okay with this?” Eve asked Jzera.

      “Yes, he is nice,” Jzera said with a nod. “But when you get back, you have to take me back.”

      “Of course,” Eve said and hugged Jzera, then handed her to Reed. Jzera may have been a butt, but she was her butt.

      “Are you sure? Not many trust other people with their companions.” But Reed snuggled Jzera and Eve knew she had made the right choice.

      “Don’t worry. If you hurt her, she will eat you,” Eve said. Then she kissed Reed on the cheek and ran off before she changed her mind and tried taking Jzera back to Earth.

      “Wait, what?” Reed yelled after her.

      Xavier was waiting for her at the vesical docking bay, where Eve hadn’t been since their trip to Everlease months before. “You’re late,” Xavier said. “But you look good.”

      “Thank you.” Eve swished her dress. Shiryu had finally made good on that promise and bought Eve a dress. Its green and shimmer matched her hair.

      Xavier ran his hands through his hair. “You have changed.”

      “You both have,” Kyan said, joining them as silently as ever.

      “Now what?” Eve asked.

      “Now, we go to the portals and send you two back,” Kyan told her.

      “But what about our scores?”

      “You both did well,” Kyan nodded. “Xavier came in second, and you third. Samael, sadly, was first.”

      “But I beat Xavier in the combat exams,” Eve whined. Samael was one thing, but she hated losing to Xavier.

      “You lost a lot of points during the time you spent roaming the school instead of studying. I told you it wasn’t just based on winning,” Kyan scolded.

      As Kyan led them to the vesical, she whispered to Xavier, “I will beat you next year.”

      “We will see,” Xavier told her.
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      Xavier wasn’t lying when he said the portals were like a train station. They walked through three security checkpoints before they even reached a space that resembled a waiting area. Chairs dotted the walls, and screens reporting arrival and departure times were displayed above each section.

      “We need to go down,” Kyan explained as they headed for the shoots. “Each level has different portals. They are ranked the same as the planets.”

      Eve followed Kyan as he scanned his ID, and they entered the shoots. As they descended, Eve felt fear take over her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go back. She missed her parents, but she didn’t want to leave her family here.

      “Come on,” Kyan said, escorting them down past another waiting area. They got to the end and had to go through another security checkpoint.

      “How did you even sneak me in?” Eve whispered to Xavier.

      “I would love to know,” Kyan added and glared at his son.

      “Tyrus did it,” was the only answer Xavier gave.

      It took three more shoot rides with more security checkpoints before they arrived. By the time they descended, the atmosphere had changed dramatically. Instead of a nice waiting area, there was a chilly space with police officers standing around. Instead of departure screens, there were warning signs.

      “Are we in the right area?” Eve asked.

      “Earth is a forbidden planet,” Kyan reminded her. “Only Earthterians are allowed there, and only two at a time. It is restricted, and if anyone accidentally uses the portal, they will be shot on sight.”

      “Then, how am I not dead?” Eve asked.

      “I don’t know, and Tyrus won’t tell. He is stubborn.” Kyan shook his head. “Either he managed to bribe his way through, or he knows another way to travel. But if he does and is traveling to Earth, not even I can help him with the punishment he would receive.”

      “Why is Earth so bad?” Eve asked.

      “Well, Earth’s air is poisonous to most species. Only Lux and Earthlings can breathe it. And even then, it's not ideal. Breathing it so regularly diminishes your life span by 90 percent.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “A long time ago, Earthlings could live to be 1,000 years old. But then something happened to the air, and now they live to be about 100. I don’t know what happened, but we are trying to find out, so it doesn’t happen anywhere else. Xavier’s mother has been researching this for us,” Kyan explained.

      “Isn’t she shortening her own lifespan, then?” Eve asked.

      “Yes, but it is her own choice.” Kyan ignored any more questions as they approached another checkpoint. “Here we are.”

      The three of them walked down a hall lit up by small yellow lights. Each one turned green when they passed. “Where will it take us?” Eve asked.

      “Earth,” Kyan said.

      “No, like, where on Earth?”

      “Guatemala.”

      “How did I get to Guatemala without a passport?”

      Kyan sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “Again, ask my brother.”

      They reached the end of the hallway, and Eve realized what it was she hadn’t been hearing. “You have been awful quiet,” she said to Xavier.

      Xavier shrugged. “Just wondering how we get to explain all this to your parents.”

      “I am sure Nora handled that,” Kyan replied.

      They stopped in front of a pair of large doors, where a security officer nodded to Kyan. “May I please scan your IDs?”

      Eve held out her arm in front of his scanner, and a machine tattooed some type of bar code on her hand. She knew it would fade, just like the one she got at the beginning of the year.

      “And there it is,” Kyan said as they walked down the last hall. A large stone circle was etched into the wall, with tubes coming out of it. It had a faint blue hue, and it sounded like a computer fan trying to cool down.

      “It looks disappointing,” Eve said.

      “Well, it will get you home. I would have you two stay, but I have things I need to get done and can’t watch you,” Kyan told them.

      Eve grinned. “It’s okay. I want to see my parents.” She watched as the hum grew louder, and the light blue began to darken. Soon the stone circle was emitting an electrifying dark blue throughout its center. It looked like static on an old TV screen.

      Before Kyan could leave them, Eve turned back and gave him a hug. “I am going miss you.” Kyan stiffened under her touch, then relaxed and hugged her back.

      “Glad I didn’t kill you,” Kyan said with a nod.

      “Wait, what?” Eve said, before Xavier grabbed her hand and pulled her through the portal.
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