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      To our found families—those that we choose and those who choose us—the meaning of life becomes clearer because you’re walking it with us.  

      

      Imogene Sol is for you.
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      Imogene raced across the room to grab the bo staff leaning against the wall, her opponent just steps behind her. The zip of his staff buzzed the air near her head as she ducked, rolled across the mat, and grabbed the weapon she needed from the holder. She turned and crouched with her back to the wall, wielding her staff to block her attacker. The clack of his weapon against hers vibrated up her arm through her elbow, jarring her teeth, but she ignored the discomfort—she was used to it—and shot forward.

      “That’s all you’ve got?” She smirked at her opponent.

      Vempur growled, showing his sharp incisors. His stark, black hair curled against his umber-toned temple slick with sweat as he followed it up by stabbing the end of the staff toward her face. His eyes, usually green flecked with sparkles of gold, turned completely black as he swung.

      She blocked and went for a jab.

      Vempur parried, then swung the staff at her head, once more with a loud grunt and frustrated huff. “You’re too quick,” he snapped.

      Imogene smiled at her best friend but subdued the laugh. She knew he wouldn’t take it well in the middle of a fight. Not with everyone watching. Their silent, judgmental gazes were enough of a deterrent to keep Vempur’s temper in check. Besides, she wouldn’t have appreciated his humor at the moment either. There was too much on the line.

      “You’re stronger. Taller,” she grunted out as she ducked once more. It wasn’t to feed his ego. “Find my weakness.”

      “What weakness?” he snapped, frustrated more with himself than her, it would seem. “You haven’t lost yet today.”

      “Exactly. I’m tired.”

      Vempur growled, surging forward.

      But she couldn’t afford to lose and that was the difference.

      She rocked back, arching as the staff narrowly missed her gut, then swung her stick out to catch Vempur’s feet. He jumped and brought his bow down to the mat barely missing her back as she rolled out from under his strike.

      “Stars!” Halo Mins—their instructor—yelled across the sparring room. “It shouldn’t look like a dance. It should look like a fight!”

      Several of the other Year Sevens in the room snickered, and she knew it was at their expense.

      “Shit,” Imogene swore, resetting as she hopped away. “He’s going to knock me down.”

      “He won’t. He can’t.” Vempur punched out, and Imogene blocked the weapon. They pushed against one another and locked, resting for a beat. “You’ve dominated everyone today.”

      “Not everyone.” She pushed, using her momentum to twist and swing, the pole wide, catching Vempur’s ankles. His giant frame slammed against the mat, and she went in for the kill, feigning a stab into his throat. 

      Vempur opened his hands against his bow staff in supplication and frowned. “Everyone knows you belong on the leaderboard, Imogene.”

      “You’re partial.”

      “Sol! Neiklot! That wasn’t good enough!” Mins yelled and stalked across the mat toward them. “If your trial was using the staff, you’d fail. But I’ll give you that an audience would stand and clap for your riveting performance.”

      The rest of the students laughed.

      “Neiklot, you’re so much taller than Sol, she shouldn’t be able to get inside with her reach. How the Carnos did she beat you?” It was safe to say, Mins was angry as he continued to rant, cataloging their weakness and failures, though Imogene couldn’t think of a time when Mins wasn’t doing that when it came to her. The sight of her seemed to set him off, as her name—Sol—set off so many when they met her. She probably should change her name, only she couldn’t until she achieved legal status as a Federation employee. 

      Imogene widened her eyes at Vempur to communicate her incredulity at the teacher’s comments, a look they’d perfected over the last six years at the Academy and extended her hand to help him. He smirked and got to his feet. They both turned to look at Mins. 

      At his full height, Vempur was at least a foot taller, her head only reaching his wide shoulders. He’d grown into his Astra-Felleen features. His big, wide eyes, green now because he was looking at her, were more often filled completely black, which occurred under heightened emotions in a Felleen. His brows hung heavily over those eyes, especially when he was irritated, which was most of the time. But whereas many Felleens had narrow faces and narrow features, Vempur’s human qualities showed through. His face was broad through his cheeks and sculpted through his wide jaw. Where most Felleens had a narrow, flatter nose, Vempur’s was decidedly human, a touch wider, crooked, and scarred from fighting. His sharp teeth were often hidden behind a nicely shaped mouth but were a touch terrifying when he growled. If Vempur weren’t more like a brother, she supposed his features were pleasing.

      And here she was, a tiny human by comparison.

      They were an unlikely pair, she knew, but they’d found one another anyway. 

      The rest of the Year Sevens in their section watched with feral gazes, relishing their chastisement. It had been that way since her first year when they learned her name was Sol and all the jaded history attached to it. She supposed in their shoes, had she lost a loved one because of what someone’s parents had done, she might feel the same. But most forgot she had lost her parents as well. As a Year One, their hatred had manifested into things like running into her in the hall, picking on her in sparring sessions, stealing things, and refusing to be her partner. 

      Vempur hadn’t had it easy either, even if his name was clean. When they entered The Ring Academy at 15, they’d been alone. It had been clear many of their classmates had grown up together as legacies, arriving at school already familiar with one another. Given her name and Vempur being not only an Astra Felleen, but a scrawny, orphaned Astra at that, they’d both been the favorite targets of the browbeating. They’d found each other, fought together, and though they often lost, they’d been friends ever since, becoming the family the other needed. Now, in their seventh year, at 22, it seemed like a lifetime from those first days.

      While their classmates’ vitriol wasn’t as targeted as it once had been, most gave her a wide berth. Some worked hard to undermine her with halos. The worst offered her their open hostility. She and her classmates might have aged, but that didn’t take away their hurt and anger from what her parents had done. 

      “I expect better!” Halo Mins finished.

      “Sir? How often do you think we’ll be in a real-life situation having to use the staff?” Imogene asked. “It’s peacetime.”

      The halo’s eyes widened with incredulity. “Are you kidding me, Sol?”

      She shrugged rather than say no. 

      Someone snickered across the room, drawing her gaze. She wasn’t sure who. She wondered if it was someone on the leaderboard with her. There were 25 of them—four in this class—including herself and Vempur. She was on the cusp of slipping below the top five, with only a point between her and Dwellen Ridig in sixth place. Slipping below five and making way for Dwellen—one of those hostiles—felt like a death sentence. 

      Her eyes skimmed over Timaeus Kade—number three on the board—his dark gaze intense as he watched, his expression unreadable. Imogene pressed her teeth together and looked away, hating that she couldn’t read him. She was also sure he was relishing her admonishment, as usual. They’d been competing since the first year, though truthfully, he’d never been openly hostile like Dwellen, just reserved and standoffish. 

      “I don’t care if you use a slaggin’ spoon, Sol! You will leave my class knowing how to use any weapon at your disposal whether you need it or not.”

      She straightened. “Yes, sir!” Besides the staff, they’d used twin daggers, knives, and a rope that day. With the Trials coming up, the review was necessary. Today, she’d gained the upper hand for each of them. Some by skill, but mostly by her tenacity. She couldn’t afford to be knocked from her spot on the leaderboard. Her life in the Federation depended on it. 

      “Because of your impertinence–”—Mins turned away from her and Vempur— “Anyone think they can best Sol today? None of you have.” He said it with disgust.

      “Using the staff, Halo?” someone asked—she was sure it was Dwellen and knew he’d jump at the chance, though maybe not with that weapon.

      Mins looked over his shoulder at her and smirked. “Your choice.”

      “I’ll do it,” a voice rang out, cutting off Dwellen, who she was sure had been about to volunteer.

      Imogene wanted to close her eyes, recognizing the voice. Of course Kade volunteered. She pressed her teeth together, tightening her jaw but keeping her face even and hopefully as unreadable as his.

      “Excellent, Kade!” Halo Mins clapped his hands together. “Choice?”

      “Hand-to-hand. No weapon.”

      Imogene refrained from rolling her eyes. 

      “This will be our last fight for today. Let’s see if you can go undefeated, shall we, Sol?”

      Imogene watched Vempur cross the mat back to the rest of the Year Sevens, while Kade stepped onto it, drawing his dark hair away from his face with a band. She refused to allow herself to linger on the handsome aspect of his human face or the width of his muscular shoulders, or the sinew of his arms, or the grace with which his body moved. Who was she kidding? She was lying to herself that she didn’t notice. She noticed. She was a living, breathing woman after all. Noticing was maddening.

      “Gear, sir?” Kade asked.

      “No. Let’s make it interesting.”

      “But–” Kade’s thick brow collapsed over his dark eyes. “That’s–”

      Mins raised a hand to silence Kade. “Sol can take it.” The halo waited for her to admit she couldn’t. A challenge, but Imogene refused to admit that. The halo knew that and would use it against her somehow, deduct her points, which would impact her rank. His grin widened when she didn’t respond, then he said, “Ares rules apply. Take-downs only, a point for each. No face punches or low blows. Best of three wins.”

      Imogene rolled her neck and got into her stance. Kade mirrored her, and she couldn’t help but admire him, objectively of course. She certainly couldn’t admire him in any other capacity. He was taller than her. Not quite as tall as Vempur, but close enough, which made his reach dangerous. She was quick but no match for his size and strength. She glared at him, knowing he’d picked hand-to-hand because it would be the easiest way to beat her.

      “Something wrong, Sol?” he asked. Was he just trying to rile her up? 

      She couldn’t be sure, so she said, “Nope,” with a polite, if reserved smile, even if the grin was a lie.

      “Oh!” Mins interrupted.

      Imogene glanced at the teacher, who was now standing across the room with the rest of the students. 

      “Whoever loses gets a deduction.” He crossed his short arms with a self-satisfied smirk on his face. 

      Slag. Slag! Imogene swore to herself and glanced at Vempur with a see-I-told-you-so look. She couldn’t lose. Her heart sped up, and her brain began to spin with trepidation that against Kade, she might. She swallowed and made the mistake of looking at her nemesis. His facial expression shuddered, then was indecipherable once more. 

      Then Mins yelled, “Fight!”

      Imogene used her speed to avoid Kade’s lunge, hopping backward on the mat as her heart lurched up into her throat, threatening to choke her. She wasn’t afraid of Kade. She was terrified of losing, losing her spot, losing any capital she had to get a strong placement. Her name wouldn’t get her one. As her mind swirled, she turned away from Kade but miscalculated his movement, smacking against him. 

      He swept her legs out from under her, and they fell to the mat.

      “One point, Kade!” Mins shouted with a bit too much glee.

      Kade rolled away and stood to face Imogene once more. “Focus,” he whispered, the sound razor sharp. 

      “Don’t pretend like you care,” she snapped, getting to her feet.

      “Don’t assume you know me,” he snapped back, shaking out his arms.

      “Fight,” Mins yelled.

      This time, Imogene focused on Kade’s body, keeping her eyes glued to his tells. She liked to think that she knew her classmates. She’d had enough time over the years to study them—especially Kade—since she’d been competing with many of them since they were fifteen.

      He had a few tells—though she figured he’d deny it if she ever told him—like the tension he carried in his shoulders and jaw he was always battling to relax. Or the infrequent way his eyes expressed the depth of his emotion when he thought no one was watching. Or the way he sometimes wiped his palms over his thighs when he was nervous.

      He wasn’t nervous now. He was focused like always, but she caught the subtle movement of his foot as he shifted his weight.

      Kade lunged, and Imogene ducked, darted around him, and jumped, wrapping her legs around his hips and her arms around his neck. She secured the hold against his windpipe before he could get the break, then held on. Kade fell backward, slamming her against the mat to break her hold. Her breath knocked from her lungs, but she held on, unwilling to cede the point. 

      The ocean in her ears receded as she tried to catch her breath, and she could hear the yelling, a cacophonous eruption of sound, most of them yelling in favor of Kade. He gave it his all. Eventually, Kade tapped her arm.

      Imogene released him, but Kade’s hand remained on her forearm a second longer than necessary before flopping out to the sides.

      “Point, Sol,” Mins called. 

      Kade, his back against her front, didn’t move immediately, his weight melting against her. Her breath caught for a different reason, aware of his body between her thighs, then mentally rebelled. Just before she pushed him off, he rolled—brushing against her thigh—stood, and held out a hand to help her up.

      Imogene batted it away and stood on her own.

      “Match point,” Mins reminded them.

      Kade leaned toward her. “That’s more like it,” he said with a cocky smirk, then resettled into his starting spot.

      “Ready to lose?” she asked, taking her place across from him.

      He laughed. “No chance.”

      “Fight!” Mins said. 

      Her classmates’ yelling diminished until it was just the hollow noise of emptiness inside of her once more. The pressure of needing the win rose like the Cliffs of Mnor, but she forced herself to focus on Kade, and the tenacity she needed to best him instead. Her moves mirrored his, and she knew they were both looking for openings for their released punches and kicks. But as she maneuvered the mat, looking for a take-down opening, she couldn’t find one. After several minutes, her own lungs grappling with themselves for air as her exhaustion began to take over, Imogene felt the worry creep back in. 

      She glanced at Kade and stalled for a split second.

      His dark eyes—usually devoid of emotion—looked loaded with it, only she couldn’t decipher what the look meant. She hadn’t put any study into that.

      He stepped back, dropping his guard, and giving her an opening for a take down, though she couldn’t tell if it was on purpose, or if he was just as tired as her. Even as conflicted as she was that he might be intentionally allowing her an opening, she couldn’t lose her spot. She took it. 

      Only as she did, her leg buckled. She grasped onto Kade and fell to the mat, pulling his full weight down on her, his hands on either side of her head. When he reared back, his emotive eyes held hers. The silence inside her stretched like deep night, with only the stars twinkling in the night sky, her body lighting up like those stars. 

      “Point, Kade!” Mins yelled.

      Their classmates cheered.

      Kade jumped up. “No. Sir. She took me down–”

      “Your point, Kade. Judge’s final decision.”

      Imogene sat up, her arms on her knees, and released a long breath, seeking to regain her center. 

      Kade turned back toward her and crouched. “Sol…”

      “You won,” she said, unfastening a hand wrap. “And I’m three behind you now.”

      “I didn’t want–”

      Imogene got to her feet. She refused to show her struggle to him. “You won, Kade. I’ll make up the points in the Trials.”

      “I tried to tell–”

      “I don’t need any favors,” she said.

      Vempur appeared at her side, his eyes narrowing on Kade. “You okay, Sol?”

      “Yeah,” she said, and without a glance at Kade—who still had that strange look she couldn’t decipher on his face—walked out of the sparring room, knowing that deduction might have just cost her everything.
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        TO GOOD FRIENDS

      

      

      
      With another day behind her, Imogene walked into her room. The lights flickered on as she crossed the threshold, the door sliding shut behind her. After the lock engaged, she leaned against its slick surface and sighed, her chin tucked against her chest. She muttered a swear word, then another, and groaned before pushing away from the door, unbuttoning her uniform. It might have been one more day, but her days at the Academy were numbered. The final Trials were only a few turns away, and her ability to change her position on the leaderboard—now at six—was slim. 

      No room for mistakes.

      Stripping out of her workout clothes, Imogene walked into her small bathing room. She drew the shirt from her body and slipped it into the laundry centrifuge for a quick clean so she could use it again the next day. After peeling her pants from her legs, she turned them right side out and considered skipping the check of her pockets, but breaking the centrifuge sounded unappealing. She’d done it once as a year four with a loose button, angering her entire floor because back then, they’d had to share. With the perks of having seniority, she didn’t have to share anymore, but she went through the motions of checking anyway, shoving her hand into all the nooks and crannies of her pants for a stray item she might have stashed.

      Her fingertips brushed up against something inside a pocket. Imogene paused a moment, her breath caught with confusion before diving into the pocket for the item, sure she hadn’t stashed anything in her pants. Protocol. Breakfast. Courses. Spar. Workout. Dinner. When she pulled out a piece of parchment, thick, yellowed, and sinewy, her heart tightened then slammed up against the inside of her chest to restart a haphazard rhythm. Parchment—if that’s what this was—wasn’t used in the Federation. There wasn’t a need for it with the tech available. Coms, readers, zips among other kinds of ways to communicate, the only kind of paper Imogene had ever felt was in an ancient book in Codex Hall where tomes were locked up. History stories placed paper as the turning point for the downfall of Earth.

      Curious, Imogene unfolded the slip of paper, her tremulous breath attempting to find a rhythm. It was a tiny bit of parchment with a single word scrawled in black across its yellowed surface. 

       

      
        
        SURRECTION

      

      

       

      What the hell was this?

      Her heart racing, she took her shower, staring at the small scrap of paper lying on the counter through the glass, recalling every minute of her day, working through each action, and couldn’t pinpoint any moment in which something like this—something that felt dangerous somehow—had made it into her pocket.

      After drying off and dressing, Imogene shoved the message into her pocket once more and left her room to meet with her best friends. When she reached the door to Jenna’s dorm room, she rapped on the black surface with her knuckles, then rechecked to make sure the bit of paper was secure in her pocket, glancing around as if she were guilty of something. Guilt was a strange companion. Unsure of what to make of it, she pushed it away. Since her best friends served as her advisory council, she’d figured bringing it to them would alleviate her bizarre reaction. She took a deep breath and put on her best normal-Imogene face. 

      The door slid open with a whoosh. 

      Jenna, human like Imogene, swiveled in her chair to face Imogene, grinning, her twin dimples deep in her cheeks and her hazel eyes twinkling. “Since when do you knock? Usually you’re yelling at me.” Her smile lit up her cherubic face. She had round, rosy, apple cheeks with wide eyes that appeared innocent (she totally wasn’t). Add to that her golden hair and engaging smile, Jenna was adorable. 

      “I always knock. A yell is a knock. I just wasn’t sure you’d be alone.” Imogene wiggled her eyebrows suggestively and walked into the room, the door slipping closed behind her. She flopped on Jenna’s bed. The room looked like most dorm rooms of an upper-classman who monitored a unit—just like Imogene’s. A bed, shelves, wardrobe, and a desk whose perks included a small kitchenette and a small bathroom with the centrifuge independent of the hall. Jenna had her room decorated with colors that reminded Imogene of images she’d seen of the sea on Jenna’s home planet, Lavi II. “Who knows what might be happening behind closed doors when you’re seeing someone.”

      Jenna blushed and swiveled back to face her Com glowing with the text. “Good thing you weren’t here earlier, then.” She tapped the screen adding the open document for one of her classes.

      “Why? You did have a special guest?”

      “Several of them.” Jenna glanced over her shoulder with a grin.

      Imogene threw one of the fluffy pillows at Jenna who ducked and laughed. “Oh?” She pushed a pillow behind her back and pulled another into her lap. “Does this harem have a group name?”

      “The Fly team.”

      Imogene laughed. “I bet Vempur could make that happen if you asked nicely.”

      Jenna blushed again. “Stop!”

      “You’re blushing. Since when do you blush?”

      “I’m kidding,” Jenna said and turned her back to Imogene.  

      “Me too.” Imogene studied Jenna a few more beats, watching as her friend made finishing touches to her essay and wondering if there was something she was missing. Jenna wasn’t typically a blusher. She was audacious and funny, rarely embarrassed about anything. And though she’d shared that she was seeing someone—someone she hadn’t introduced to the group yet because she “wanted to make sure it was a real thing first”—Jenna didn’t often check herself. Of their friend group, Jenna was the impetuous one. 

      That’s how they’d met, in fact. During a lunch at some point early as Year Threes, Imogene and Vempur had been eating in the Globe, at their usual table alone. A norm. Jenna—who they’d never met—had plopped her food tray onto their table and sat with a vibrant and disarming smile. “This is okay, right?” she’d asked and proceeded to eat her lunch. Imogene remembered exchanging a wary look with Vempur, both of them positive they were being set up somehow, but lunch after lunch passed with Jenna returning to their table until that became the norm.

       “Speaking of Vempur,” Imogene started, “where is he?”

       “How should I know?” Jenna asked, straightening her desk. A nervous tick. Imogene knew another of her habits was braiding her hair, undoing it, then braiding it over and over. “You talk to him more than I do.”

      Imogene observed Jenna adjust her Com, then readjust it as if deciding she didn’t like it where it was and moving it to a new place on her desk. 

      “Everything okay? You only fidget when you’re nervous.”

      Jenna turned in her chair and clasped her hands together. “Stop studying me. It’s unnerving. And I’m not nervous. Everything is fine. Why wouldn’t it be? How are you? Better than after spar?”

      A change in topic. Curious, Imogene thought. “You already know how I feel. I think I expounded on my feelings ad nauseam at the Globe earlier.” 

      Jenna nodded. “Understandable. And Timaeus–”

      Imogene grunted at the sound of Kade’s name and hated that imagining him made her body feel sort of weightless. “He knew what he was doing.” 

      “What do you mean?”

      “He picked hand-to-hand. Obviously, he would have the upper hand.”

      Jenna made a noise that hummed from her nose. “And how would you have felt if he’d picked something where he didn’t?”

      “Great!” Imogene said, her voice a bit too bright.

      Jenna swiveled back to face her and narrowed her eyes. “Really? Because I can imagine that conversation. In fact, I think we’ve had it before. Damn him for thinking I’m weak,” she said, dipping her chin to her chest and pitching her voice like Imogene’s, “–and need an advantage.” Jenna lifted her brows in challenge.

      Imogene wanted to argue the fact but knew Jenna was right. “That does sound like something I’ve said.”

      Jenna smiled. “You know what I think is interesting.”

      “I don’t know if I want to know.”

      “You sure do a lot of talking about Timaeus Kade.” 

      Imogene opened her mouth to argue, but the words to disagree locked up. She knew they were a lie. “That’s because he’s my toughest competition. And he’s always trying to prove to me he’s better.”

      “Last I checked, Kade was in third, not first, which doesn’t make him your toughest competition. That would be Hemsen, Ravi, then Kade. Also, isn’t that what you’re always trying to do to him?”

      Imogene harrumphed at Jenna, who chuckled.

      “Are you sure he was trying to make a fool of you?” Jenna asked and shrugged into an aqua sweater.

      “Why not? You know how it has always been between us–”

      “True…” Jenna pulled a piece of lint from the fabric.

      “And? Clearly you have more to say.”

      “You know I’m neutral when it comes to Kade. But have you ever considered that maybe he wasn’t trying to hurt you. Vempur seemed to think–”

      “Vempur? Vempur hates him. What are you talking about?”

      Jenna blushed again.

      Imogene narrowed her eyes. “When were you and Vempur talking about it?”

      “In the Globe. You were there. We were all talking about it.”

      Imogene had been there, but maybe she’d missed it, too angry about having received the deduction and spending too much of her time looking for Kade to shoot imagined daggers at him from her eyes.

      “Anyway, what I meant was that maybe things have changed, you know?”

      “In what way?” Imogene asked, completely confused by Jenna’s trail of thought.

      Jenna pulled her knees up to her chest, her eyes sliding to meet Imogene’s, then back to the black fabric of her pants. “I don’t know.” She plucked at the fabric covering her leg. “Don’t listen to me. I’m just rambling.”

      “I value what you have to say, Jens.” Imogene thought about bringing up the paper but didn’t, as if the words were being held back inside her.

      Jenna smiled. 

      “You sure you’re okay?” Imogene asked.

      Jenna’s grin broadened, and she shook her head, then nodded, leaving Imogene slightly confused. 

      “Great.” Jenna’s voice was a bit too bright now, and Imogene was sure something was happening that her friend wasn’t sharing. But she respected Jenna enough to give her the space she needed until she was ready to share. 

      Which seemed to be right then, because Jenna jerked forward and put her feet back on the floor with a loud thud. “I got my placement,” she blurted. “And I was afraid to tell you because I don’t want you to feel bad especially after losing a spot today. And–”

      “Jenna.”

      “There’s so much riding on everything right now–”

      “Jenna.”

      “–so I was worried…”

      “Jenna!” Imogene raised her voice. “I’m happy for you.”

      Jenna’s eyes finally locked on Imogene’s. “You are?”

      “Of course I am. Are you kidding?” Which made Imogene wonder if she’d given her friends the wrong impression somehow. She leaned forward toward Jenna, who was still sitting in the chair. “You don’t need to protect me. I want to hear what’s going on in your life. Everything.”

      Jenna blushed again and fiddled with her hair. “I know. I just… I didn’t want it to seem like I was throwing it in your face.”

      “You should throw it in my face, Jenna. You got your placement. That’s amazing.” Imogene grabbed hold of Jenna’s hands. “I’m so happy for you. So damned proud!” 

      Jenna grinned.

      “What is it?” 

      “Comms at the Federation–”

      “In Reblion City?” Imogene’s eyes widened. “Headquarters of the Federation?”

      Jenna nodded and smiled. “I’ll be working in the Chancellor’s office.”

      “Holy stars!” Imogene whistled. “Wow, Jens. That’s amazing. You deserve it.”

      Jenna nodded but didn’t say anymore.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re holding back because you’re worried about me. I’m not made of glass. I want to celebrate with you.”

      Jenna launched from the chair into Imogene’s arms. “I’m so excited,” she squealed. “Maybe your placement will be there too, and we can live together!”

      Imogene thought of the strange paper, but shoved the thought away for now, for Jenna. Her drama could wait. “Tell me everything.” 

      Jenna chattered about the interview, and Imogene focused on her friend and her joy.

      Eventually, a knock sounded at the door, interrupting Jenna’s recitation of what she’d be doing at the Comms Commission. She stretched, reaching across her desk to the control panel and pressed the appropriate button. The door slid open revealing Vempur, who ducked slightly as he entered, and Tsua, operating his floating chair in behind Vempur.

      “The party has arrived,” Tsua said, raising several containers.

      “He brought groff,” Vempur said, his eyes meeting Imogene’s, darting to Jenna’s, then looking down at his feet. He
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upright, have a head with two
eyes for sight, two rounded ears
for hearing, a single nose to
detect scent, & a mouth which
serves to both communicate &
take in sustenance.

Originally from the single-sun
Elgnis System, their home
planet—Earth—failed in 2967, &
/ they were forced to their space
colonies. From there, they
explored, ventured, & colonized,
bringing them to the Billenium
Galaxy.

They present as two genders at birth
—male & female —though this
identification is not paramount to an
individual ~ being’s  sexuality &
identification, which is adaptable.
Another variation of this adaptability
is the human compatibility with
many other humanoid  species
variations, resulting in Astra (mixed-
species) variations.

This species is intelligent &
communicative. Strengths  include
their ability to adapt, communicate,
reason, plan, & persist, often taking
over an environment to meet their
needs with their adaptation,
intelligence & ingenuity.

Weaknesses include their
immune  system, which is
susceptible to virus & bacteria,
& their difficulty fighting off
such invasive species. They
require oxygen & are unable to
breathe in liquid or other
gaseous environs without
mechanisms.

Bi-pedal species which walk
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THE RING ACADEMY

Founded in 65G2 UFB (United Federation of Billenium
System), the Academy is located on Serta in the Ngall
System. With 2 centuries of tradition, it is one of the most
prestigious Federation schools in the galaxy; only The
Centurion in the capital city of Reblion ranks higher.

@ 1t is a 7-year program. First year (Y1) acceptance is at
15/16 & there are two more entry points Y2, and Y3, Y4-7
are considered "upperclassmen.” Year 7 (age 21/22) cadets
are just below halos (trainers) & are offered the benefit of
rank at the academy.

@ scholarships are offered for those who qualify.

@ Each student is competing for the choice positions in the
Federation——specifically within their “recruit class".
From Year 1-7, students are ranked based on intellect,
physical ability, & leadership potential. Students begin
receiving offers for placement as early as Y5.

@ An important Ring tradition is the Year 7 Trials. This is a
rite of passage at the school before Federation promotion
and serves to help those not in placements "highlight" their
abilities.

@ The Trials consist of the Trial by Chaos, the Trial of
Acumen, the Trial of Tenacity, & the Trial by Examination.
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Spiral Galaxy with five known independent
systems and eleven habitable planets.

System Akros: Habitable: Drand & Carnos

System Rykin: Habitable: Lavi 1, 2 & 3
System Enoz: Habitable: Hommash I
System Ngall: Habitable: Serta & Ozmo

System Ares: Habitable: Slegmus IV,
Inmara II, & Tolo.
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