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“ There was a door to which I found no key; 
There was the veil through which I could not see…”
~Omar Khayyam
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Chapter One


SHE GRABBED SEVEN’S  hand and pulled him hard in her direction. “This way!” she exclaimed to both of them as the persistent shrill of the alarm sounded about the dark steel corridors. 
Seven’s mind was still spinning. He disbelievingly looked back at his double to make sure he was still there. How far away the academy now seemed.
The mysterious, bright yellow-skinned girl who held his hand had opened his eyes to a world that seemed too cruel to be real. Yet there he was, and there she was, her long, dark green hair swaying behind her. Part of him still clung to the hope it was all nothing more than a dream. That any second now he would awake to the sound of Pi or Iris banging on the door to his dormitory room, urging him to wake up lest they be late for class. Yet, the feel of her warm hand, the clanging of his boots on the cold metal underfoot, the stifling thin air he breathed, the sting of the cuts on his body and face, all felt real. A reality the likes of which he had never tasted before. This was the reality he had always been denied. A reality they had kept from him. A reality that wanted him dead.
The urgency of the situation still eluded him, for he had yet to see any attackers, and had only her word to cling to. The fact was, this new existence began and ended with her words, convincing as they were. His other self really was running behind him, and the mysterious girl’s desperation to escape seemed genuine. He trusted her, or wanted to. She could just as easily have left him there at the academy, and he would have been none the wiser, but she hadn’t. She had freed him. The truth had to be better than the perpetual lie he had inhabited.
They ran, weaving through flickering corridors, snaking past oily archways and doors. All of a sudden, any doubts he had vanished in a cry that sounded behind him. He turned as they stopped running to see his other self jerking violently, electric blue forks of light enveloping him. The horror of what Seven witnessed rocked him to his very core.
“We have to keep going!” shouted the mysterious girl, pulling at his arm once more. “Come on!”
Breath catching in his throat, Seven locked gazes with his duplicate, whose eyes shone as tears rolled down his cheeks, just before his body crashed limply to the ground beneath.
“Come on!” Like a rising echo, the mysterious girl’s voice shattered the veil that fogged his devastated mind, and he ran with her faster than he had before.
Seven now ran slightly ahead of the girl as she directed him toward a large doorway ahead. Upon crossing its threshold, he stopped, awed by the enormity of what was before him. He found himself standing on a long, narrow metallic bridge. Surrounding him was a tremendous, cylindrical area that extended up and down into pitch darkness as far as the eye could see. At the other end stood another doorway.
As he made to dash toward it, the bridge retracted into the dusty stone wall on the other side. Seven turned with haste, to make certain the mysterious, green-haired girl was behind him, ready to jump. Emerging from the depths beyond the doorway, she dragged herself to its threshold, clinging to her deeply slashed leg, dark blue blood gushing as she held it.
Panic coursed through Seven’s body. She looked at him, defeat and regret saturating her eyes. He was not going to lose her. She had released him from his prison. She had been his guide and saviour. She was his world.
“Jump!” he shouted, stretching out his hand, imploring her to take it.
He looked into her eyes, his mind ablaze with words he wanted to tell her. The girl whose name he didn’t even know had saved his life, had revealed the reasons and secrets behind his very existence, and he knew nothing about her. And now time was running out. With every beat of his heart, the bridge retracted a little more, and it would soon be too late for her to reach him.
“Jump!” he repeated so loudly his throat burned. Seven reached out as far as he could, tears streaming from his eyes, as the mysterious girl remained where she lay, gazing silently at him.




Chapter Two


BANG. BANG.  “SEVEN! Get up! You’re going to make us late!” Bang. Bang.
I stirred, grumbling to myself, as Iris continued to bang on the door. With her around, I didn’t need an alarm clock to wake me up. I wish the tune were nicer, though.
“Seven!” Bang.
“I’m up, I’m up!” I replied in a raised voice as I dragged myself from under the thick covers and onto the edge of the bed where I drowsily scratched my head.
“She’s losing it, man. You’d better hurry.” Pi was my other best friend. I could see his wide grinning face in my mind as he spoke those words, hoping Iris really would lose it for his own entertainment. 
“Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.”
I pulled on the first combats and jumper I saw as I scoured the piles of clothes, pizza boxes, books, and random objects scattered around my room for my boots. Once I finally found them, I quickly packed my black satchel bag with the textbooks I’d need that day, threw it around myself so it hung by my hip, grabbed a Dagon fruit from the table in the corner, and opened the door to my dormitory. 
“Hi,” I casually said and then took a bite out of the round pink fruit.
“Next time I’m coming in there to get you!” seethed Iris, walking up to me, pointing her index finger in my face. “If I’m late again, I’ll get detention, which means I’ll have to help clean the school after hours. And if that happens,” she threatened, leaning in closer so we were face-to-face, “I’ll show you the true meaning of pain.”
Iris was as beautiful as she was fiery. She was an Arcus, a race who looked very akin to mine, but for their shimmering skins, which consisted of micro scales that shone every color of the rainbow. Despite her evident anger, looking into her large violet, almond-shaped eyes never failed to bring a smile to my face, which often annoyed her.
“Stop smiling,” she griped, her own lips curling into a reluctant smile as she tapped my shaggy hair-covered forehead with her palm, “This is serious.” As short tempered as she was, Iris couldn’t stay angry with me when I smiled at her, which also annoyed her.
“Could you guys carry on flirting as we walk? Because we really are about to be late,” noted Pi through a yawn, stretching his long, hairy arms as he ambled up the path.
Pi was an Acedian. A very placid, content race who, despite their rotund appearances, were tremendously strong, but too lazy to do anything about it. It was seldom that anyone attacked or viciously teased an Acedian, for not only did they possess enormous strength, they had relatively long claws at the end of their fingertips. Having said that, Pi would tell you that any one of his kind would choose lazing around eating over fighting any day. As I’d already mentioned, the Acedians were a naturally rotund, portly race, something they didn’t give a second thought to. Not Pi, though. Despite his perpetual lazy, laid-back attitude, he had a slight complex about his weight, wishing instead to be trimmer. As such, he despised the nickname “Pi.”
I should probably mention at this point that Pi and Iris were nicknames. At the academy, every student was assigned a number, not a name, for the purposes of “efficiency.” So, Iris’ “name” was really 11, Pi’s was 314. Mine was 7. Iris and Pi agreed it suited me, so I remained Seven.
“Shut up, Pi!” Despite turning away from me suddenly to scold him, I knew her multi-colored cheeks had turned a bright shade of red.
They went on ahead. I briefly looked up at the clear blue sky above. What I was actually looking at was the ship’s dome. They changed every morning and then again at night when the blue faded away to expose the kaleidoscopic vastness of space through which we sailed. 
The academy was the Sky Drifter, an enormous white space cruiser aboard which we lived our lives as it wandered through galaxies in search of knowledge, stopping every once in a while when it reached a planet that was part of the syllabus. When that happened, trips were organized by the various professors, whose lessons had been focused on that particular place. More dangerous planets were reserved for the older years, leaving the safer, boring ones to the first and second years. Iris, Pi, and me being the latter meant that the most exciting things we’d seen so far had been the Pupans, who were tiny, doll-like beings, whose planet resembled a patchwork quilt, and the spitting Bufos, whose spit temporarily changed your appearance into just about anything you could imagine (I was turned into a smelly sock, a cup of tea, and a hairy orange eye).
I could still hear Iris scolding Pi as I caught up with them, and we ran together toward the academy, which was in the very center of the town. Its tall, white clock tower rose high above the houses and shops, which surrounded it, and could be seen from anywhere on the expansive platform.
We entered the winding maze of streets, trying not to knock into any of the residents who ambled along, which proved an almost impossible task for Pi given his bulk, and headed to the academy. 
The inhabitants of the Sky Drifter consisted mainly of professors, students, merchants and crew, with students residing in rooms outside the town, itself being occupied by the adults. A wide variety of species from countless different galaxies lived, studied, and worked aboard, making the Sky Drifter the only known place where inter-racial co-habitation existed.
We finally reached the large wrought-iron academy gates just as the clock above us began to chime, signalling the start of our classes.
Running just ahead, Iris looked back at me, and said, “If you’ve made me late, I will kill you, Seven!” We dashed through the main doors, and she disappeared around a corner on her way to her Space Theory class.
“I think she means it this time, dude.” Pi smirked while we continued up the stairs to the first floor where we had our first class.
“Yeah, yeah. That’s what she said last time,” I replied, wondering whether she really was serious this time.
Iris was part of a race of extremely gifted hunters, renowned for their short tempers and beauty. Aside from their bewitching eyes and lightly shimmering multi-colored skins, their light blue, wavy hair made them irresistible to most species, and therefore deadly if you happened to be their prey. At that moment, I felt right in the middle of Iris’ cross-hairs.
Nearly out of breath, I reached the first floor with Pi still halfway down the stairs. I turned the corner, relieved that I’d arrive to class just in time, when I suddenly crashed into something large, which caused me to fall hard to the floor. I raised my hand to my nose to check it for blood while looking up to see what I’d collided against. The unmistakably wide, stony frame of a Morex stood leaning on the wall in front of me. Green and brown moss covered various parts of their hard, gray bodies, and they were known more for their physical prowess than for their academic ingenuity. From the other side of the Morex came a voice I recognized all too well.
“Watch where you’re going, Simian,” came the snide, cold voice of One as his faceless head peered round the Morex.
Satisfied no blood gushed out of my nose, I simply replied, “Shut up, Imago,” so used to his sneers and insults.
He especially loved referring to me by my species, despite knowing what my name was. So I replied in kind. His was a very mysterious race whose hidden faces were always covered by smooth, plain masks that wrapped around their heads. The only clue that they even had eyes was the single spherical hole on the upper left side of their masks. I didn’t need to see his face to know he was a jerk, though.
“You never learn, do you, Simian? Don’t you know you’re supposed to respect your superiors?” he quipped, walking out from behind the Morex.
All Imago wore the same attire, which consisted of a black full-length, tight-fitting coat fastened in the middle by red buttons from the waist all the way up to the neck. Their hands were always covered by long, dark red gloves, which concealed only their thumbs and index fingers, revealing the ghostly white skin of their others. Their trousers were always tight and black and they wore thick black boots with a red buckle on the side.
“You keep telling yourself that, No Face.”
At my words, One’s Morex friend turned to look at me through his deep-set, yellow eyes, no doubt ready to throw me through a window or smash me into a wall, as he, One and the other Morex I hadn’t seen rounded up on me. Luckily, however, it was at that moment Pi appeared, huffing and wheezing behind me. That day, he wore his usual khaki shorts and flip-flops, and a three-times-too-big bright pink Hawaiian shirt with green and brown palm trees on it, which he believed made him look slimmer, but, in fact, exaggerated his already massive frame. After having watched a presentation on ancient Simian cultures, Pi had become obsessed with the “surfing lifestyle” from my planet, and often proudly wore clothing that reflected his passion.
At the sight of him, they stopped in their tracks. Despite their greater number, both Morex and One knew their combined strengths were no match for Pi’s.  
“What’s going on?” he asked casually, his patchy, dark brown-eyed gaze slowly shifting from me to them.
Moving away from me, One said, “This isn’t over, Simian. See you in second class.” He and his sizeable friends walked down the hall.
“You okay?” asked Pi as I grabbed one of his claws to stand back up.
“I’m fine. I just ran into the back of one of them.” 
“Ouch.” Pi winced.
“No big deal,” I replied, dusting myself off and smiling. 
“Oh, man, I think we’re officially late.” I turned to see what Pi pointed to. The hall was completely empty, which only meant one thing—class had started.




Chapter Three


I RAN DOWN THE HALL  to the second door on the right with Pi still wheezing behind me. I stopped right in front of the smooth, white door to the classroom, paused and took a deep breath. Once I thought I’d gathered myself as much as I could, I pressed the small blue square pad to my left and the door swished from right to left in one swift motion. Feeling slightly more confident with him behind me, I stepped forward and into the classroom.
”…an intrinsic form of angular momentum carried by—” Mr Clarus turned to face us, and with his nasally voice remarked, “Good of you to join us, gentlemen. Perhaps you’d be good enough to sit so I may continue teaching, hmm?”
I liked Mr. Clarus, our Quantum Mechanics teacher. Despite his cold level-headedness, he had a good heart. Something his anatomy re-enforced since his entire body was made of a clear type of glass, exposing the shadows of his brain, its stem, his heart and the jittery electricity that coursed throughout him.
As Pi and I sat at our desks and then turned on our screens, Mr. Clarus called out, “File three hundred and eighteen, gentlemen, if you please.” He spoke with a slightly jovial voice, pushing his ever-slipping glasses back up his nose.
While I waited for the four-dimensional display above my desk to prompt me for my password, I looked around the class. The desks were three levels high and formed a semi-circle, facing the much larger display at the front inside which Mr. Clarus stood. As with most of the academy, the walls, floor and ceiling were all a shiny white with each corner molded into the next, forming a smooth cube. The windows had been dimmed so we could better see the displays around us.
Mr. Clarus continued teaching while he walked around the various formulae that surrounded him.
Pi, who sat to my left, whispered, “Psst, did you do the preparatory homework for today?”
Keeping one eye on the teacher, I leaned in, and replied, “No, I had Sphere practice yesterday and I forgot.”
“Misters 314 and 7,” began Mr. Clarus, facing away from us, “perhaps you would be kind enough to answer a simple question, assuming you did the required work for today’s class.”
In that moment, all eyes turned silently toward us in expectation as Pi and I froze, and I felt the blood drain from my face.
Turning finally to face us as a sea of numbers and words continued surrounding and whizzing past him, Mr. Clarus asked, “What is the operator to measure spin along an arbitrary axis direction, gentlemen?”
I felt light-headed as all the eyes I felt on me weighed heavily on my blank mind. I looked across at Pi, who, judging by the scared look in his eyes and his open mouth, hadn’t done the homework, either. 
“Ooh, gentlemen,” began Mr. Clarus, pushing his glasses back up his nose. “A simpler question there couldn’t be.” He let out a theatrical sigh, and looking around at the other students and asked, “Does anyone know?” Various hands went up, and the teacher randomly picked one. “Yes, 202, if you please.”
A leafy Brattean over to the right answered, “S equals h-bar/2 ( u_x \sigma_x + u_y \sigma_y + u_z \sigma_z ).”
“Well done, 202, well done! Yes, indeed.” Turning back to us, Mr. Clarus said, “Make sure you do your homework next time, gentlemen, yes?”
“Yes, sir,” we drawled in unison, feeling deflated. 
I spent the rest of the class being as quiet and invisible as I could be, in case the teacher decided to ask me another question I’d have no answer for.
After the class ended, Pi and I walked out into the bustling hallway as students of all shapes, sizes and colors hurriedly went to their lessons. Standing by the stairway, we made plans to meet in the canteen for lunch before Pi ambled down the stairs to his class and I climbed to the fifth floor where I had my Strategy class.
On the first day of academy, a series of tests were devised to sort us into different classes of specialisations like navigator, engineer, race relations, and interpreter. Strategist, however, was so specialised only very few were selected for it. There were, in fact, a total of ten students throughout the entire academy who attended Strategy class. I was one of them, and, unfortunately, so was One.
I entered the large class and saw him already standing behind his station as the teacher, Ms. Photuris, stood behind her own, watching us with her oval black eyes as we flowed in and settled. She looked as proper as always with her high-necked, long black coat with yellow trim. There was something about the yellow-green light that glowed inside her that was so calming, where everything seemed to fade away until the only thing that remained was the Strategy class to focus on.
I walked over and then stood behind my station, which was adjacent to One’s. I turned the vertical panel above it on by passing my hand just over the pad on the console in front of me and then turned to face Ms. Photuris to await her instructions. After everyone had turned their stations on, the two long antennae on her pale forehead twitched, and I suddenly heard her deep, elegant voice inside my mind.
Good morning, my children. Today, we have a new battle simulation program for you. Your opponents will be randomized. As always, speed and efficiency will earn you more points. You may turn to your screens, where the simulation will begin momentarily. 
With that, I turned back and saw the display on my screen change to a three-dimensional mountainous range, the base of which was a flat, barren landscape. The display zoomed in until it hovered above a multitude of attack vessels of different shapes and sizes, facing away from it. On the far opposite side were other vessels. These also varied, but their shapes and designs were different. Both sides faced each other, ready for battle.
Tapping rapidly on her own console, Ms. Photuris announced, You may now begin. The program started. 
My first move was to send the four heavy artillery ships from the back left and right flanks charging ahead on the far sides of the field, drawing immediate fire from my opponent’s long-range reserves. 
“You’re mine,” whispered One opposite me.
Focusing on the battle again, I deployed the front light-infantry ships and my reserves behind them toward my adversary, ahead of the flanking artillery ships, which had taken much damage and had stopped. This prompted them to deploy their own light-infantry toward mine. 
“Got you!” scoffed One quietly almost to himself.
Just as they were set to collide, however, I retreated both infantry and reserves back toward home territory. As predicted, my opponent followed with his own infantry and reserves, hungry for victory.
As their ships drew closer, I sent my infantry ships racing ahead while my reserves split left and right, creating a “U” shape. Just as their ships were in the center of the “U,” my own turned and fired, trapping them. Their ships abandoned formation in desperation and I sent my heavy artillery, which I’d made them believe were destroyed, charging toward their own. Their mind being on the enormous damage their infantry and reserves took, my heavy artillery quickly disposed of them, and soon the battle was over.
Expertly done number 7. Full marks, began Ms. Photuris as the glowing light inside her gradually dimmed and then stopped. 1, your efforts are as impressive as always, though your rash decisions continue to impede your progress. You shall all, as always, find the recorded files of this class on your personal academy pads. I highly suggest you take some time to study 7’s methods.
I dropped my head to look at the console, feeling it becoming hotter and hotter. I wished Ms. Photuris wouldn’t keep using me as an example. While my other classmates didn’t seem to resent me, it was still embarrassing.
I glanced up briefly to see One standing completely still, his fists clenched on his station console, and I understood that it’d probably been him whom I’d just faced. While I’d been paying attention to my own screen, it was possible for anyone to look over at anyone else’s. His reaction and evident anger toward me suggested he’d looked over at mine. He hated losing to me, and I knew later that day he’d do everything he could to make me pay.
Aside from playing Sphere, Strategy class was my favourite thing to do, and I always had the highest grade in the class, with One usually being second. Despite not being able to see the look on his face, I felt the rage still seething inside him. Even if I hadn’t been able to, however, the very colorful adjectives he’d used to describe me after class as he shoved passed me and then out of sight would have been enough of a clue.
After I walked out of class, I headed downstairs to the rumbling sounds of my stomach. I negotiated through the crowds of equally hungry students, which at times proved to be challenging.
The academy was a multi-species environment and accommodated students of all shapes and sizes. Winding around races like the Eris was easy enough, given their small size, albeit carefully due to the multitude of spikes on their backs and arms. Belluas, however, were much trickier, if not impossible, to overtake. So big were they that should two of them walk side by side the entire hallway would look like an impenetrable slow-moving, gray wall.
Once I finally managed to fight my way to the far right side of the academy, I entered the wide, high-ceilinged canteen, which was already bustling with the sounds, songs, and growls of students.
The six-legged, black Langors were already standing motionlessly in line under the nourishing light that shone from the glass above. The colorful, shapeless Pingos made their usual mess by throwing liquid globs of themselves at each other, leaving blotches of paint everywhere. And the tall Umbras, who, when sitting together, created a circular pitch darkness around them.
Pausing to scour the many circular tables around, I finally saw Iris and Pi, sitting near the back, and then headed over to them. It never ceased to amaze me how, despite his relaxed, languid way of walking (and of doing everything else), Pi was always first to reach the canteen. I’d tried various times to make it to his class on time to catch him leaving, but he had always, somehow, eluded me. Whenever I asked him how he did it, he always replied with a simple, “I was hungry.”
I reached them and sat on one of the chairs while Pi complained to Iris about something as he stuffed his face with wriggly tineas, which were a type of worm he loved.
“Mmfmf…But…mfmf…He…always pickin…mfmfm…on me.”
“Well, I don’t know, Pi,” replied Iris with slight irritation in her voice, her attention mostly directed on the hand-held Equinox console she held. “Maybe he has a point. If you keep falling asleep in his class, he’s bound not to think very highly of you, is he?”
“I was…Mfmfmf…real…mfmf…tired!”
Her brow furrowed. Iris was now fully immersed in the game and didn’t reply to him.
“Hi,” I said to Pi, knowing full well Iris wouldn’t hear or reply to me, so engrossed was she in the game.
“Iri…Mfmf…is mean…mfmfmf.”
“Don’t let her hear you say that,” I half-joked as I chose the lunch menu I’d have that day from the clear display screen on the table.
His bowl of tineas finished, Pi sat back, resting his hands on his stomach with a satisfied look on his face, and asked, “Sooo, did you beat No Face again?”
“Don’t I always?” I replied as I finalized my order and pressed “send.”
“He’s going to let you have it when you play Sphere later, you know.”
“This I know, Pi. This I know. He more or less told me so as we left class, using colorful language to describe exactly what he intends to do to me.”
“Don’t worry about it. All you have to do is beat him,” he replied, drumming his fingers on his stomach as he looked around the room.
“That’s easy for you to say,” I griped. “You’re not the one who’ll have a swinging metal ball thrust at him, are you?”
“Nah, you’ll be fine. You worry too much.”
“Sigh” I conceded. Pi was just too laid back to argue with.
A service bot pulled up beside me. The panel in its mid-section swished open and then a tray slid smoothly out of it, revealing my lunch. “Please take your order,” stated the bot in a metallic voice, which I rapidly did before placing the round plate onto the table. As soon as I’d done so, the service bot thanked me and hovered quickly away.
“Why won’t you die?” exclaimed Iris in utter frustration at the game, briefly looking up. “Oh, hi. When did you get here?”
“Just now,” I replied.
“Help me kill this guy?”
“Gladly,” I answered, plunging my hand inside my bag and then pulling out my Exodus. Just as I turned it on and found the game, I heard the all-too-familiar sound of Pi sniffing.
“Hey, what do you have there?” 
“Hands off, Pi. It’s a burger. Nothing you’d like,” I told him, doubting my own words.
Still sniffing, Pi looked around again, and said, “I’m hungry.”
“How can you be hungry again?” exclaimed Iris. “You’ve had four bowls of those worm things—”
“Tineas, thank you,” interrupted Pi.
“Of those things,” continued Iris, obviously slightly annoyed Pi had interrupted her. “Where does it all go?”
“Let me tell you a little something about my species,” began Pi as I took a big bite of my chicken burger, worried he might swipe it “We need to eat a lot. It’s what makes us strong,” he stressed.
“If you say so.” Iris sighed, turning her attention back to the game just as I started playing.
At that moment, I heard some raised, indignant voices behind me, and as I turned, saw the two Morex I’d previously encountered clearing a path for One, who was headed straight for me. Once he reached our table, I was momentarily surprised that they stopped about three feet from it, but then I realized they’d done so because Pi was there.
“May I help you?” I asked, maybe a little more cockily than I would have allowed myself if Pi hadn’t been there.
“Do you think you’re funny, Simian? You wouldn’t be so brave if your hairy friend wasn’t sitting here,” he spat, nodding at Pi, who sat comfortably back on his chair with his eyes closed.
“You shouldn’t underestimate Iris, either,” I retorted, signalling to her with my head as she continued to play the game, oblivious as to what had happened.
“Come on, Simian,” continued One, “you think you’re so clever. Let us settle it right now. Follow me outside by yourself.”
“Seven! What are you doing? Are you even playing?” snapped Iris, suddenly looking up. “Oh, what do you morons want?”
“It’s okay, Iris—” I started.
“I doubt it,” she quipped. “Whatever it is you want, we don’t care, so leave.”
“Shut your mouth, princess, and know your place.”
A dark veil of disbelief fell over Iris’ face. “What did you say?” she spat furiously.
“Don’t talk to her like that, Imago,” I warned.
“Or what? You’ll get your twinkling girlfriend to teach us a lesson?”
Iris and I simultaneously stood as she threw her drink at One, hitting one of the Morex instead, who briefly recoiled before lunging toward me with his enormous fist. As it was almost about to land on my face, however, a bigger, hairier hand caught it, and we all turned in unified surprise to see to whom it belonged. 
Pi stood, a look of grumpy sleepiness on his face, as he looked from Morex to Morex to One.
“You woke me up and insulted my friends,” he began, applying sudden pressure to the fist he gripped, making the Morex yelp in pain and crouch on one knee. “You should probably leave now.”
After releasing his grip on the Morex’s hand, Pi sat back down, keeping his gaze fixed on One as he did so.
“This isn’t over, Simian,” said One bitterly. “I’ll see you at Sphere.” With that, he turned and left the canteen with the two Morex in tow. 
“Urgh, I can’t stand him,” exclaimed Iris, sitting back down. 
“I know. I don’t know what his problem with me is,” I added.
“Guys,” started Pi, “there always has been, and there will always be, creatures like him wherever you go. There’s no point stressing about them. Just be cool, keep to yourselves and be happy,” he stated, stretching his long, muscular arms. He yawned and closed his eyes again.
“That’s easy for you to say,” mumbled Iris while she and I resumed playing.
The rest of lunch went by uneventfully. Iris and I defeated the boss in the game (thanks to my quick thinking, I might add), and Pi devoured another two bowls of slimy tineas after I scolded him for trying to steal my half-eaten burger.
Once the melodic voice over the loudspeaker announced it was the end of lunchtime, Iris and I headed to our Interplanetary Ecology class as Pi ambled sleepily away to his cooking class (this was his favourite class, and the only one he gave his full, serious attention to, so much did he love it).
We negotiated the long, shiny halls that, with the bustle of students hurriedly going to their various classes, looked like canvases splashed with living paint of every color you could imagine.
As we crossed a walkway, whose long windows exposed the picturesque purple and green gardens outside, Iris asked, “Are you excited about the day trip tomorrow? I hear the planet is one big forest! There should be so many interesting things to see!”
“Are you joking?” I asked in a pessimistic tone. “There’s never anything exciting to see in the places they take us. It’s always ‘cute’ little species or oddly-shaped trees, plants, or rocks. It’s always the same boring stuff they show us.”
I turned to face Iris, whose eyes, staring somewhere in the distance, practically shone. Her open mouth curled into a dream-like smile, no doubt relishing all the cute beings she’d probably see the following day. As tough and quick-tempered as she was, she just couldn’t resist cuteness, especially if big, “adorable” eyes were involved. I shook my head and smiled. There would be no convincing her.
Soon after, we reached the Interplanetary Ecology classroom, which was, by far, the most entertaining one of them all. Dark purple Radix clung and twisted all the way up the left wall, spreading in every direction over part of the ceiling. Its tips, like fingers, dangled above, and at the end of each, perfectly spherical, multi-colored eyeballs unblinkingly watched everything below and around them.
Yellow and burgundy leaves clung to the right and back walls with their many legs, occasionally spelling out words in various idioms or taking the shape of and mimicking our teacher, Mr. Sylva, out of boredom. Around the edges of the large, yet cramped, room there stood various glass display cabinets and cylindrical glass jars, inside which an extensive variety of flora from different planets in sundry galaxies were displayed. 
In the center of the room stood the desks and chairs, which, despite technically being white, were  covered by layers of dirt and moss, some immobile, some not, which sometimes made it difficult to turn on the display screens, especially when one of them was asleep right on top of the pressure pad.
A large, round protuberance of leaves, dirt and moss with a dark hole in its center was stuck on the wall behind the teacher’s desk. Being a Nemus, Mr. Sylva had to have constant contact with soil otherwise he’d rapidly shrivel up and die. To ensure that didn’t happen, he’d built his home within the classroom itself, remaining there for the majority of the day, unless his duties required him to leave. As we all sat and I carefully lifted some orange moss from the pad to turn on my screen, Mr. Sylva’s green expansive hair (which reminded me of my native planet’s head of broccoli) popped out from the hole in the horizontal mound. Two light gray roots followed on either side, and as his fingers applied pressure to the hardened soil they gripped, he pushed himself outward until his entire body was revealed. He unceremoniously thumped to the floor, and a thin cloud of dust rose around him. The sight of the teacher dropping like that always made most of the class giggle, Iris included. Mr. Sylva slowly stood, and without a hint of expression on his face, briefly dusted himself off and then casually sat on his desk. 
“The Brattean race will be the subject of today’s class,” he began in his usual gruff monotone, “whose planet, I am certain you are aware, we shall visit tomorrow.”
Rumor had it that Mr. Sylva was over twelve thousand years old, which, given his occasional loss of memory, wasn’t unthinkable. Sometimes it could be difficult to know exactly what he said because, despite there being times where he repeated himself, the light-gray, mossy roots that started on the space between his eyes and continued on to halfway down his chest muffled his words.
I think, though, that what I liked most about him were his crazy, rolling eyes. The sockets, on either side of his head, rose into stubs, inside which they rose and dropped and rolled and spun all around as though he tried to see everything at the same time.
“Now, as you know…The Brattean race will be the subject of the class today, so…turn to file seven hundred and ninety one—Bratteans, which will be the subject of today’s class.”
A rising choir of sighs came from around the room as we turned to the file. The rotating, tree-covered planet appeared on the display, above which the name “Brattea” was written. I touched the image of the planet with my index finger, and the display zoomed in until it stopped and listed just above a great sea of trees.
“Bratteans,” continued Mr. Sylva, “are sentient beings belonging to the Arbora family, much like I am. They are diminutive in size and are passive by nature.”
“Of course they are,” I grumbled under my breath, which earned me a slap on the back of my head from Iris, who sat next to me, before she went back to dreamily staring at the Bratteans displayed on her screen.
For the rest of the class, Mr. Sylva spoke about the Brattean culture, their customs, their gathering habits and such, and I tried very hard not to fall asleep by having a staring contest with a cycloptic plant in one of the glass jars to my right. Besides, if I had done it, Iris’ hand would no doubt have found itself colliding with my head again.
After the class ended, Iris went to another of her classes, her face still beaming from the overload of cuteness she’d witnessed, and I went to mine. As the last loudspeaker announcement sounded, indicating the end of the academy day, I rejoined Iris and Pi at the front entrance, as we always did.




Chapter Four


“I’M  SO EXCITED ABOUT the trip tomorrow!” exclaimed Iris, turning to Pi. “You have to see them—they’re so cute!”
“Yeah, they sound great. It’s a shame I’m not going, though.” Pi sighed theatrically, placing his hands behind his head and stretching. “Yes, such a shame. I’m so jealous of you, Seven,” he teased, tilting his head toward me, winking. I smiled at his comment, careful Iris didn’t see me.
“Well, they are cute, and you will be missing out,” snapped Iris, detecting his sarcasm as she looked round to make sure I wasn’t smiling. “Won’t he, Seven?”
Luckily, I’d already straightened my lips and had added a disapproving frown to my face. “Yes,” I agreed and lowered my eyes so I could no longer see Pi’s huge mocking grin. “Definitely.”
“Are you ready for Sphere?” he asked. I heard he was still grinning at me by the sound of his voice.
“Yeah, I left my things in my locker at the stadium, so I don’t have to go back to pick them up.”
“Are you looking forward to playing against No Face?” he taunted.
“If I play him. Today’s just practice.”
“Oh, come on, you know the coach loves putting you up against each other. You’ll totally go against him today.”
“Yes, you’re probably right,” I conceded, feeling a sense of excitement rising inside me. As much as I didn’t like One, and as
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