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Chapter 1
Nueva City’s buildings split clouds, scraped the sky, and shined the greatest 

of all seven homeworld capitals. The city was the living embodiment for 
centuries of prosperity within the Union. The sunsets over Nueva Bay were 
equally remarkable, but Celia Vickers preferred the city's night's unknown 
beauty. A galaxy of megalopolitan lights glittered below her, mirroring the 
celestial version above—the very place Celia needed to be before the sun rose. 
She exited the floating skyway among the towers. She spiraled down the 
crackling energy ramp into the waterfront warehouse district that bordered the 
Union Corps airbase. The city was uncharacteristically busy for this early hour, 
and Celia pressed down on the accelerator.

“You’re late.“ The voice came over the TexCom implant within her head. 

“Good morning to you too, dad.“ Celia gritted her teeth, “We launch at zero-
seven-hundred,“ 

“If you’re not early…“

“… you're late. I know. I've only heard it a thousand times before—and I'm 
never late.“ The energy ramp dissipated as the off-roader transferred to the 
chilled winter roadway with a whine from the grav-track system. She loved this 
thing. Her family had explored many of the mountains and deserts outside her 
home city. It may be the thing she would miss the most after joining the Corps. 
“You know, I'd have more time to prep if you didn't insist on my graduating four 
months early.“ 

“Insist? May I remind you, you wanted to squeeze in an archaeological dig 
before reporting for duty. Graduating early was the only way to do both. You’re 
not changing your mind?“

Of course, she was changing her mind. If she did well today, her future in the 
Corps was set. Do well today and she would spend the next three months on a 
legitimate archeology dig. But what if being an archeologist was really what she 
wanted to be, not just follow in her father’s footsteps for the rest of her life?

“You can’t back out, there’s too much at…“ Her father’s voice cut short.

“No… it just feels weird taking the final command test over winter break. I’ll 
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miss graduating with my class, the full-dress parade, the honor ride, and the 
parties.“

“Listen, honey, it's been… a hard year, and getting away might be good. Go 
off, have fun doing something you enjoy, and forget, well, you know. Take it from 
me; once you're keeping peace in the Galactic Corps, you may never get another 
chance like this.“

That’s what Celia was afraid of.

“I'm not sure how being a few hundred light-years away from Terra Prime 
will make me feel better.“

“You won’t be here.“

“What?“

“Nothing… Remember, at this point, it's this or the homeworld grand tour 
with your mother. Either way, you’re off-planet sooner than later.“ 

“Gods, no. Between the constant reminders that I'm wasting my life with the 
Corps or attending luncheons with random grand duchesses, I'd rather jettison 
myself out an airlock. Not to mention all her questions about Hunter…“ She 
closed her mouth, hoping to catch the last word before it came out.

There was an excruciating pause.

“Listen, today is all that matters; we don't get to write tomorrow.“

“What the hells? What are you thinking, you idiot!“ She yelled out the 
window.

“Excuse me?“

“Sorry, dad, not you. It's these Hamii's Fortunate kooks; they're packing the 
streets acting like there's no tomorrow?“ 

“Your driving? My tracker?“ 

She hated how he would get possessive when he wanted her to do things his 
way. When she played along, he was the most generous man in the Galaxy. Show 
the slightest bit of resistance, and he's checking water usage every day. It was no 
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wonder why Nate lived with their mom. 

“I’ve had to go to the base a bunch of times because this was all last minute.“ 

“A bunch?“

“I’ll bring Fred home after I get back.“  

“So, you’re not on the base yet?“

She pinched her eyes shut.

“No, the celebrating Gurch and Rezzamists have choked the city all the way 
to East Gate, so I took the skyway to cut through the warehouses. I’ll still be there 
before the crew.“

“About that, I called to talk about your selections. I’m not encouraged by their 
numbers.“

“Dad, I’m on my way to the hanger now; there’s no time to discuss my 
selections.“ 

“Not exactly, I've taken the liberty to have my staff go over your classmate's 
numbers, and a few candidates may better serve these roles. Cadet Kan-La 
Neribella’s scores are impressive. He is on all the right lists, an Enari, and would 
make an outstanding science officer. You should…“

“Kan-La? Dad, he’s a creep, I’ve known him for four years, and if I have to 
spend my last day in Stonegate with him, I’d rather do the grand tour with 
mom and her sisters.“ 

“Alright, let’s table that and talk about your XO selection. My staff has 
contacted other selections, and they’re standing by.“ 

“You what?“ Celia struggled to focus on weaving through the traffic.

“It's fine, Celia. Even if they don't make our cut now, they'll receive an 
Admiral's note in their file for their willingness to help.“ 

“I don't need help, I have a crew, and we lift off in two-and-a-half-hours. 
Kr'lTraax is an outstanding officer.“ 

“Her numbers seem good, but she lacks club affiliations and merits of 
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distinction. She isn’t on-track for top assignments after graduation.“ Celia heard 
digipapers shuffle over the TexCom. 

Half listening, Celia drove the off-roader around more worshipers carrying 
enormous banners and signs cut in the shape of falling stars.

“She’ll be fine.“ She said, then realized her mistake.

“Fine, is not good enough. That’s why I’ve had Stonegate Academy 
Command replace her with cadet Lieutenant Maxtron Blain. His profile is 
exceptional and will make a great executive officer.“

She stabbed the pedal, and the grav-locks ground the tracker to a halt in the 
dark city street. 

“What the hells? For the last two months, you've all but planed my mission. 
Our mission planning session was last night. When did you do this?“ She 
punched the accelerator, “Please change it back; Maxtron’s, not a good fit.“ 

“I'm sorry, kiddo, he's yours, and Kr'lTraax has a special assignment to 
accompany me at today's Unity Day ceremony. This will give her that much-
needed merit of distinction, and you get an upgrade. Everyone's numbers 
improve.“

“The numbers aren’t always right.“  She hated it when he did things like this. 
“And since when are you here? I thought you were off on some special, whatever, 
on the other side of the Galaxy?“

“Can’t a father be there to make sure his girl takes off on the most important 
day of her life?“

“I gotta go; I'm at the gate.“ Her eyes filled with tears of frustration, and she 
wanted to throw-up.

There was a pause. 

“Celia?“

She wiped the tears away and cut the wheel to avoid a load-hauler backing 
into the roadway.

“Yeah.“
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“I couldn’t be more proud of you.“

It didn't feel like it, and she didn't. An incoming TexCom message flashed in 
her visual cortex. 

“I have to go. Bye, Dad.“ She cut the connection.

Fuck me.

Celia scrolled past myriad messages from secondary school friends looking to 
crash with her for the Hamii celebration, a few from her mother, but nothing 
from Kr’lTraax. She went to the top, selected the latest message, and the words 
appeared into view.

Where are you? I've loaded my mission equipment on-board 
and  the  ship  it  fueled.  And  where  is  everyone  else? 
@HMerriweatherLCDR 

The final block was packed full of people and lorries. Celia spotted an open 
warehouse doorway. He's there already? She flashed on her lights as the off-roader 
bounced into the warehouse. Payloaders swerved out of the way as drivers 
unloaded curses. Doesn't he sleep? She steered toward an open roll door. If you're 
not early, you're late. Fred launched from the loading level back down to the damp 
tarmac in a shudder.

The airspace above Sterium Base looked like a Unity Day light-show 
celebration as countless ships launched and landed. The holographic landing 
lights and ship tags added to the spectacle. The boulevard along the Base's 
Eastern border was packed with celebrants prohibiting the South Gate traffic. 
Just her luck, the biggest Gurch and Thandarian holy days fell on Unity Day and 
her final command test mission. On any other day, she would be right there in 
the mix, dancing the days away, but why couldn't it be an Enari or Protean holy 
day? They were far more reserved races.

But reserved wouldn’t get her through the semi-hedonistic scrum. Celia 
unzipped the flight suit top, cranked whatever was on the music player and 
rolled Fred into the crowd with a smile. People hung off the off-roader's sides, 
making Fred the latest parade float, and she passed through the scrum to join the 
gate queue in no time.
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Celia leaned back in a moment of relief as the smell of hot exhaust from the 
ships taking off blew in from the airfield. She was one step away from her life's 
goal; to serve the Corps and command a fleet vessel. The area pulsed in an 
unsynchronized pale blue light as the gate force barriers lowered and raised with 
each passing vehicle. The nonplussed guard swung a scanner from the shelter in 
her direction.

“Orders.“ The muscular Gurch guard sat in a tight guardhouse, with the blue 
barrier light reflected off her gray-green skin.

“Cadet-Lieutenant, Celia Vickers, reporting for testing.“ She flicked through a 
few holofiles on her wrist imager until finding the right one.

“Testing?“ The guard leaned back, withdrawing the scanner from her reach, 
“Isn't it a little early?“ 

“Yo, is that Celia Vickers?“ A voice called out as another transport rumbled 
away from the neighboring guard shelter. The guard flicked the red light on and 
left his position to a chorus of protesting horns and squeezed into the Gurch’s, 
now, cramped guardhouse. “Well, well… What brings you here this fine 
morning?“ He caught sight of her flight suit. “You flying somewhere?“

“Morning, Lassiter,“ The best part about a military base was, everyone came 
with a name. And, sometimes, the worst part was the people attached to those 
names. “Yup, nothing gets by you.“ Horns blared from his gate lane.

“Says she's taking her command test.“ The Gurch held out the scanner.

“No, shit?“ Lassiter said.

“No, shit.“ She moved her orders below it, and the light turned green.

“Damn, you grew up fast.“ His eyes made a pretense of looking at the off-
roader but centered on her as she zipped the flight suit back up. “Guess you'll be 
our boss someday soon.“ He gave a stupid laugh. “But, I'd be okay with a 
little yes ma'am with you as my CO.“ He made a languid salute, then moved his 
hand close to the gate button and paused to the dismay of everyone but him. 
“Well, you get to it and show us what you got today.“ His finger pressed the gate 
button. The force barrier dissipated, and she raced through.
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“Thanks, I guess,“ Celia hunched in the seat as she pulled away.

“You're better than Emilia, baby.“ Lassiter hollered after her.

Celia wanted another shower. The gatehouse guards treated her like a little 
sister or daughter when she was younger. Since she put on a Stonegate Academy 
uniform, they forgot their sisters and daughters.

Transport vehicles packed with corpsmen and payload filled every block 
beyond the South Gate. Celia turned onto a restricted side-street and drove 
through the already active single-story administration buildings. She could kiss 
her early graduation goodbye if someone caught her, but the ten minutes saved 
was worth the risk. 

Another message appeared in her feed.

Still, time to revise the crew. @RAdVickers

Her eyes rolled as she turned toward the airfield. Don't bite, C. A line of 
vehicles and payload stretched for a kilometer. She spotted a gap in the cross 
traffic and mashed the accelerator. Horns blared as she steered Fred through a 
narrow opening.

Lights from dozens of cargo craft rose and fell in the blackness before her. 
Celia drove toward a small rectangle of light among the silhouettes of aircraft 
hangers in the last hour of the night. The lev tracks hissed on the dewy tarmac in 
concert with the cargo ships' low rumble as she sped to the hanger. 

I’m one minute out. @CVickersLCDR 

Celia wanted to involve her mother, but the last thing she needed was to add 
more fuel to the burning ruins of her parent's severed union. In four days, Lady 
Margaret Lyon-Vickers would bring Nate from boarding school for an early 
graduation dinner. No need to make the first family get-together in five years a 
guaranteed disaster.

Ozone and the smell of hot metal filled the high-tempo airfield, and Celia 
wondered if this would affect their take-off schedule. In the Corps' eyes, 
Stonegate mission priority fell to the bottom, no matter how important it was to 
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the cadets. Her stomach knotted.

The last four hangers were the beginning and end of the Corps. All new 
aircraft and ships prepared for decommissioning passed through them. As a 
concession, Stonegate was given access to these near-mothball ships to train the 
next generation of Corps leaders. Despite the airframe's age, they spun up a 
storm of excitement in every cadet who boarded them. 

 J. Hamilton Merriweather was her first choice for science officer. Following a 
training disagreement as firsties, they were always there for one another. It didn't 
hurt that he entered Stonegate with five advanced degrees. Persuading Hamilton 
to leave his labs was the hardest part.

Beyond the hangers, past layers of barriers and shields lay the ForceCon 
compound. Rear Admiral John “Big Jake“ Vickers advanced through their ranks, 
so The Compound evoked a mix of fear and respect within Celia. That mixture 
was a significant reason she tapped the only ForceCon operator in Stonegate as 
her Operations Officer. His lack of regard for the Academy’s rules garnered many 
questions of her selection. But it was his challenge toward convention that made 
him an asset in her eye. Trust the man on the ground. Ph'avell had been beyond the 
wire more than of all cadet options combined. It took two weeks of shadowing 
him every morning on PT to get his attention. And only after she smoked him on 
those runs and the O Course for three days straight did he finally agree.

Her pilot selection was no less controversial in the eyes of the command 
board. Fresh out of flight school, Cadet Ensign Jacey Cort would be the youngest 
cadet to join a final command test in Stonegate's history. Jacey won a galactic AR 
game tournament to secure a Stonegate billet and was the top-ranked pilot with 
an aptitude for mechanics and systems.

Now, her Executive Officer was Cadet Lieutenant Maxtron Blain. A self-
serving, rich outer-world Terran with the preternatural ability to insinuate 
himself into anything he perceived significant. In this case, she feared it would be 
the mission supervisor, Major S'kandaii. She would have to compensate for his 
lack of selflessness.
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