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      Every time Murdina Ritchie set foot in the hangar of the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy, she felt just as overwhelmed—as awe-struck—as she had the very first time she had seen it.

      It wasn't because it was a cavernously large space. Granted, growing up in an overcrowded space station made her far more accustomed to small spaces, but still. She had been inside big, open structures before. Open space didn't bother her.

      On the other hand, it wasn't the fact that this hangar was closed off from the sky that bothered her, either. She knew the sky was just a short journey up one of the many aircraft elevators, and there was nothing more than a door between her and that openness. Those doors kept the wind out, and after her first semester at the academy, she'd seen enough storms to know why keeping equipment out of that wind was important.

      Wind was a new thing for her, but she found it quite exhilarating, even when it was bone-chillingly cold and carrying droplets of rain that stung when they struck her face.

      No, what was overwhelming about the hangar was its location in the heart of the mountain. It was hard to put it out of her mind, the thought of all of that stone overhead, just waiting to crush all of this like so many toys. And her with it.

      She had gotten used to tuning out that feeling while in the dormitories, which were technically deeper within the mountain than the hangar. But the walls there were lined with panels, the floors and ceilings covered with tile. It was easy to imagine she was back home on the space station, where the thought of the vacuum of space all around her with all of its dangers had never once entered her mind.

      But here in the hangar, the floors were bare stone, the walls were bare stone, the ceilings were bare stone. There was no way not to know she was standing inside a mountain.

      And maybe that mountain didn't want her there.

      She had only been in the hangar a few times that first semester. Before she could go up in a glider, she had to complete all the ground school work the rest of her classmates had done the year before. She had worked hard, but it had still been nearly the end of the semester before she had passed that test and had been allowed to sit behind the controls.

      When the second semester started, she would be crossing this hangar three times a week, every week. For the rest of this year and for every year after that she remained at the academy. She had to get used to it.

      Not that she had told Colonel Hansen about her struggle to control her fear when she had asked for permission to get flight hours in over the inter-semester break. No, officially, she was getting more practice time in because the few flights she had done after passing ground school had been very rough. She needed extra time to build up her basic skills.

      Which was totally true, but she worried about that less. Having to work harder, to prove herself worthy of being here? That she was used to. She had no problem with that.

      But the thought of all the stone over her head, waiting to smash her like a bug?

      "Ugh," Ritchie said, speeding her steps until her glider came into view. It was a gorgeous thing, even here in the murky dark. The other cadets hated these gliders. Being a remote and underfunded school, the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy had the worst examples of everything, and that included these outdated gliders. But to Ritchie's eyes, it wasn't so much old as classic, from back when designers still wanted things to have a certain beauty to their form.

      Plus, it was gold. Well, sickly yellowish-green under the hangar lights. But in the sunlight? Pure gold.

      Ritchie climbed into the cockpit, buckling in before putting on her helmet. It adjusted to fit optimally around her skull as if it were built just for her, but the odor from the last cadet who had been assigned that helmet still lingered. Fear sweat.

      "Cadet?" Colonel Hansen's voice came in over the comm. Physically, he was in the command room on the end of the hangar deck, but the screens there gave him views of everything on the deck and in the sky.

      "Running preflight checklist now," she said. The glider had very few systems, so this was a short task. "How's the weather?"

      "Iffy," he said, which in her experience was usually how the weather was on Oymyakon. "Nothing you can't handle."

      "Yes, sir," Ritchie said. "I'm good to go."

      "The lift is on its way to you now," Hansen said. She turned in the cockpit to see the square of metal skimming over the stone hangar floor. It slipped under her glider with only a small jostling when it passed itself under the wheels of her landing gear.

      Then she was moving backward, away from the cavern wall and towards the center of the cavernous space. The quality of the light around her changed slightly, and she knew the door at the top of the shaft over her was open now, but that the skies above were too dark to illuminate anything below.

      As her glider moved up, the hangar passed out of sight. Nothing to see now but more rough-hewn stone much closer outside the cockpit windows. Ritchie checked her seat restraints, then the strap on her helmet, then ran down the same preflight checklist another time.

      Then her glider was out in the wind, and that oppressive feeling of being trapped under stone finally passed. The wings rocked gently at the buffets of air. The wind couldn't do more to her glider than that even when the whistle built up to a shriek as it whipped past her cockpit; the lift platform was still holding her glider firmly as it carried her to the first of a long row of launching stations.

      She came to a halt sitting at a steep angle, her back pressed against the seat behind her.

      "Launching in five," Hansen said.

      "Roger," Ritchie said and pulled down her helmet's visor. Its holographic display surrounded her, measuring the distance between her and the most prominent of the clouds above her, between her and the mountain peak off to her left, between her and tip of the launch station just visible in front of her glider's nose.

      She focused her gaze directly in front of her and ignored the toggling numbers as one billow of cloud or another moved to the fore. Hansen was still counting down in her ear. She just had time to take one last deep breath.

      Then the launch system fired her glider up into the air. She kept her hands off the controls as she was pressed even deeper into the seat behind her. A metallic taste spread over her tongue, and she realized too late that she had once more been nervously chewing at her lip and had bitten down hard at the moment of launch.

      Bad habit.

      She punched through layer after layer of clouds, water droplets striking the cockpit window only to be streaked away.

      Then she was through, past the highest level of the storm, into clear, calm atmosphere. Her helmet visor immediately darkened the spot where the sun should be off to her right, preventing it from blinding her. The rest of the sky was a deep indigo blue, a color of sky she never saw down on the ground, even when the clouds briefly parted.

      If she kept going, she'd be in space. She was so close.

      But without a source of propulsion, her glider couldn't keep going. Its ascent was slowing down, coming to an end.

      Ritchie put her hands on the controls, leveling out before she had quite lost the last of her momentum. Then she started scanning the skies around her.

      One minute she was alone in the sky; the next, she was surrounded by enemy fighters.

      She knew they were figments, that if she lifted her visor with its holographic display, she would see nothing but the tops of the clouds and all of that indigo sky, but with her visor down, they looked so real. The one directly in front of her was so close she could hit it with a rock if she had one around to throw.

      She could see sunlight dancing over its wings as it banked, the outline of helmet and flight suit of the pilot within, the movement as they raised a hand to flip a switch.

      Then the glow deep within the barrel of its gun just before the laser fired.

      Ritchie rolled her glider out of the way, then came around to fire herself.

      Her first attempt at flying an actual glider had left her cursing the simulator back home she had thought was teaching her all she needed to know. It had been even more inadequate than her scant knowledge of how to fly in atmosphere before she went through ground school here. But now, after days of flying morning, noon and night, it was like she could feel the patterns of the air around her. She could feel how to catch the pockets that would cradle her as if in the palm of some giant's hand and lift her back up into the sky.

      It was like she could control that wind, to convince it to carry her glider around the sky. As exhilarating as the wind was down on the ground, it was far more so up in the sky.

      Ritchie lost herself in the dance, staying out of the line of fire of all of those enemy ships but slipping in behind them to take them out one by one. It was almost relaxing.

      But she couldn't stay up at that altitude forever. Soon the fight had sunk down into the clouds, the other fighters erupting from the storm around her with little warning, then losing her when she attempted to pursue them through the gray fog. When she shot one down, she could just hear the explosion, as if it were muffled by the fuselage around her and not just another part of the illusion.

      Occasionally a rumble of thunder would rattle her glider. She could feel that rumble lingering in her chest, and from time to time she even thought she could smell ozone on the air. That was definitely not part of the simulation. The wind wanted to bounce her, to rip the yoke out of her hands, to throw her and the glider down to the ground below, but she had a feel for it now. She didn't fight it; she worked with it. She waited for every opportunity to turn that wind to her advantage, to get a clear shot at another enemy fighter.

      Then she was through the bottom of the storm, the open fields that surrounded the school visible below, the grass flattening under bursts of wind. There were still a pair of fighters pursuing her. The wind around the mountains was even more chaotic than it was higher in the storm, but she was also more familiar with its vagaries. She took out the last two fighters, one after another, then pushed her visor back with a sharp exhale of breath.

      It was the closest thing to a cheer she'd allow herself.

      "Land on strip 45," Hansen said blandly in her ear.

      "Roger," Ritchie said, then caught herself biting at her already sore lip again. Strip 45 always had a crazy crosswind. Ritchie was pretty sure it only existed to take advantage of that crazy crosswind for training purposes. She had wrecked her glider on four of her first five landings, much to everyone else's amusement.

      And the weather that had been iffy when she had launched had downgraded significantly. But she could still feel the wind around her. It wasn't quite chaos. It would still hold her aloft if she let it.

      She worked with it, moving the nose at an angle to the strip that would've freaked her out just a month ago. But she knew now to listen to the wind and not that panicking voice in her head.

      She landed without a bounce, speeding down the strip until the landing system caught her.

      Ritchie unbuckled from her seat and opened the cockpit, climbing out and dropping down to the ground still rolling beneath her. She hit the ground at a run parallel to the glider riding on its lift platform, then slowed to a walk and changed direction to meet Hansen walking towards her across the grassy field between the strip and the control tower where he had been supervising her flight.

      He had his fur-lined cap pulled down low over his dark eyes and the collar of his jacket buttoned all the way up to his nose, but the scarf around his neck was dancing in the wind in a way that was eye-catching if not particularly functional. He never seemed particularly bothered by the cold, and Ritchie suspected he had been in much harsher environments during the military career that had eventually brought him to this remote world.

      She still didn't know where he had gotten the scars that crisscrossed the olive skin of his face, deep furrows on one side tapering off to an almost beautiful filigree on the other. A particularly brutal environment was one theory among the cadets.

      While she would still say that the bite of the wind was more reviving than any amount of coffee, she would also have to admit that on days like today when it made her eyes water, then froze that water to her lashes, it was a bit much.

      The moment she and Hansen were within arm's reach of each other, they both turned to walk together towards the tall glassed facade of the academy's library building. The rest of the school was beyond that wall, tucked away inside the mountain. There was a warm familiarity with the way their strides just matched. But it was odd, that feeling of familiarity, because while Hansen had been the officer that escorted her to the academy, she had had no classes with him since and was only working with him now because most of the staff had left when the cadets did at the end of the last semester.

      "How did it feel, cadet?" Hansen asked her first, as he always did.

      "Pretty good," Ritchie said.

      "It looked pretty good," he said. "You feel ready for the next semester?"

      "I don't know," Ritchie said. "It's different when the other ships are actually around you, flown by other cadets." Cadets who were watching you. Judging you. But she didn't say that part out loud.

      "Well, I'm not a combat flight instructor," Hansen said. "It's been years since I was in a glider, and I've never even actually flown combat myself. So I may not be the best judge of your skills. But I do think you're ready."

      "Maybe I won't embarrass myself this time," she said.

      "I think you're being too hard on yourself," he said.

      "I won that simulation, sure, but barely," Ritchie said. "I had maybe another minute's worth of momentum going before I would've been a sitting duck, down on the ground where anyone could take me out."

      "A win is a win," Hansen said. They were at the library steps now, carved out of the mountain's own stone in wide, shallow steps designed to encourage students to linger in groups or study there.

      Not that anyone ever did. Whoever had designed it hadn't really understood about the wind and frequent cold rain, clearly.

      The outer door opened as they approached, and they went inside, waiting in the entranceway as that door closed before the inside door opened. Hansen caught the end of his scarf, which was still whipping in the wind behind them, snatching it inside just before the door shut.

      The sudden silence in that enclosed space was like a pressure on Ritchie's ears. But it only lasted a moment before the inner door hissed open.

      "Ritchie," Hansen said before she could step away.

      "Sir?" she said, but his attention appeared fixed on his own hands carefully folding the long scarf into a neat square. Only after he had tucked that square away in his inner coat pocket did he look up at her again.

      "We agreed to try level five on that simulation, yes?" he said.

      "Yes, sir," Ritchie said. That metallic taste was back, and she forced her teeth to let her lip go. Level five was beyond what the senior cadets were required to do, but she had wanted to push herself. Now she knew why she had succeeded, even if barely. Hansen had dialed it back without telling her.

      "You just flew a level seven," he said. "And you did just fine. Don't worry about next week. Now, are you heading to the cafeteria?"

      "No," Ritchie said, her head spinning at how fast he had just changed the subject. "I was going to study more before breaking for lunch."

      "Study?" Hansen said, raising a single eyebrow.

      "Current events, sir," Ritchie said. "I'm not behind the others in terms of diplomatic theory, but I'm missing a lot of cultural context in class discussions."

      "Very good," Hansen said. "Do you mind checking in on Keller and Wyss? I see less of them than I do of you. Just remind them I'm available by comm if they need me."

      "I will, sir," she said.

      "Back to the grind tomorrow," Hansen said with what sounded like a sigh of regret. Then he gave her a little nod before heading across the open foyer at the heart of the library towards the main hall that led to the rest of the school, turning left to go down the administrative wing and disappearing from her sight.

      Tomorrow. The rest of the cadets would be back from break tomorrow. She had lost track of the days. Her buddy Moreau would be back. Their roommates, Frei and Grof, would be back. She would once more fall asleep with the sounds of three other people softly breathing around her; that would be nice after days of that echoing emptiness broken only occasionally by the soft whir of a cleaning drone passing through.

      Fitz would be back. Not that they had spent much time together over the last semester. He was new to this academy the same as she was, but he had transferred from another academy, a more respected one. He wasn't woefully behind the others like Ritchie was. Thankfully, Moreau was in the same boat with her in being new to the foreign service academy system, and they had supported each other through those first horrid weeks when all of their deficiencies came to light.

      And with that thought, about those horrid weeks, she realized that Jeger also would be back, and all the good feelings that had coursed through her entire being at learning she had defeated a level seven simulation were gone in a flash.

      Well, Jeger was always going to come back, Ritchie told herself, and went to find Keller and Wyss. Her steps were a bit more forceful than she intended, almost a stomping march. She stopped and took a deep breath.

      There was nothing she could do about Jeger. She, along with Cadet Bale, were the two cadet captains, leaders of all the other students in the school. But where Cadet Bale liked to lead by example, putting himself in front of all the others and encouraging them to follow, Cadet Jeger had a more disciplinarian approach. She pushed those in the back to catch up with the others. Ritchie knew that she was in the back of her class in nearly every category, and she was working hard to catch up.

      But no matter how Jeger framed her interactions with Ritchie, Ritchie knew she wasn't really trying to help Ritchie succeed. On the contrary, she wanted her to fail. To drop out. To no longer be one of Jeger's problems.

      What Ritchie couldn't ever figure out was if it was personal in any way. Had she done something to get on Jeger's bad side? Was there something she could do to change the way Jeger saw her?

      She wished it was, but the more she searched for a reason, the less likely it seemed that there was one. It wasn't personal. She was just a number that Jeger didn't like. The last name on a list that needed to be shorter.

      Ritchie took another deep breath, then resumed walking in a more normal stride. She had worked hard last semester to bring herself up to spec. Her instructors, while never effusive with their praise, had grudgingly accepted the results of her efforts. One way or another, Jeger was going to have to as well.

      Ritchie crossed the foyer and turned into the library itself. Just being there went a long way towards quieting her mind. As much as she loved to fly, the library was her favorite place to be at the academy. Even in its current neat and tidy and echoingly empty state, it was a comfort. There was a reading nook set into the base of every tall window, with chairs drawn close together to catch whatever rare bit of sunlight might penetrate the cloud cover outside. The cushions in the reading chairs were fluffed up invitingly, spare readers resting on various little tables for cadets who had left theirs back in the barracks. The spine of the room was the single long table that looked like bare wood at the moment but was, in fact, a series of holographic workstations.

      The space where the table stood was open all the way up to the ceiling four levels above, with the railings for balconies overlooking the table itself. Ritchie had not been up to those other levels since her first tour of the academy, but they held a variety of older model computers or computers that belonged to other species or cultures whose technology didn't interact neatly with that of the Union of Free Worlds. Some of the more advanced cadets with specific interests used them for specialized research.

      But Ritchie's current destination was the glass-walled private conference rooms that stretched the length of the back wall. Each of these had its own holographic table with chairs around it. They were empty, gleamingly clean, with chairs arranged neatly around the central tables, ready for the rest of the cadets to return. All of them, that was, save for the very last room. She could hear voices coming from within, but the glass walls had been turned to opaque mode so that she couldn't see inside.

      She raised a hand to knock, but then hesitated. She had been giving Wyss and especially Keller a wide berth since the other cadets had gone on vacation. Wyss was all right, but every conversation Ritchie had had with Keller had left her deeply bothered. The girl was forceful with her questions, oblivious to the feelings of others, and for someone with an interest in alien languages, shockingly unaware of social cues. She rubbed lots of cadets the wrong way, but she didn't seem to mind. Her ability to just not process other people's negative feelings towards her was kind of admirable in a way.

      But she seemed to feel that Ritchie was her particular friend. And Ritchie had tried to be kind to her, at first, until it got just too exhausting. If Colonel Hansen hadn't specifically ordered her to do so, she'd never be going into this room and starting a conversation at all.

      But he had ordered to do so. She just hoped that Keller didn't find some excuse to bring up Ritchie's father. Again.

      Ritchie knocked briskly, then opened the door and stepped inside. Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the gloom within, but the assault of stale food odors and burnt coffee hit her at once.

      "Hey, guys," Ritchie said, blinking until she could make out the silhouettes of their heads leaning close to the surface of the holographic tabletop. It wasn't set to projection mode, but the surface was covered with faint green sigils she couldn't make heads or tails of. "How's it going?"

      "Abysmal," Keller said, waving a hand over the control to return the walls to full transparency, then dragging her hands through her thick red curls and leaving them more tangled than before. "We've been at this since the semester ended, and we have nothing to show for it. No progress at all."

      Ritchie looked from Cadet Keller's freckled face to Wyss's pasty, pale one. Wyss just shrugged his shoulders.

      "This is the written language of the cloud people of Grove Prime?" Ritchie asked. No one could pronounce what they called themselves, although computers could simulate it. Mainly because "cloud people" didn't mean people who lived in clouds or anything like that. It meant beings who were actual clouds. And yet were sentient. Naturally, their way of communicating was exceedingly not human.

      Keller nodded. "Well, I'm not surprised. Advanced level linguists with multiple PhDs and years of experience haven't cracked this one. Did you really think you'd do it in fourteen days?"

      Wyss gave a little laugh, but Keller flushed red. Clearly, she had expected just that. Then her face lit up. Ritchie felt a prickle of discomfort before Keller even spoke a word.

      "But you recognized this as the manuscript of the cloud people," Keller said. "Is that because of your father's work with the gaseous species of the Vien District? Because a lot of people think they might be related."

      "Keller," Wyss said softly, making a little negating gesture with his hand, but Keller ignored him.

      "Your father made some significant breakthroughs in understanding how their written language differed from the spoken one," she went on. "I don't suppose you could find his notes for us on that? That would be so amazing. But anything you just remembered about it could help."

      "I was five when he was working on that," Ritchie said. "I recognize the script, but not even from then. It's from my studies here." She put every bit of resistance to delve into this she could into her voice and her body language and hoped Keller would take the hint.

      Usually, she didn't. She might not have this time either, but Wyss stepped in before she could speak.

      "We're not giving up yet," Wyss said. "We're just out of ideas for how to tweak the algorithm. I know we're close, though. We just need some time away from the problem."

      "And now we're going to get it whether we like it or not," Keller groused, flopping back into a chair and slouching down low.

      "All of this training is important," Ritchie said, picking up a much-covered topic between them. "Even though you already know what you want to focus on, a wider education is valuable."

      "Yeah, yeah," Keller said, still pouting. But then she perked up, sitting up in the chair to lean forward as she asked, "how did flight training go?"

      "Well," Ritchie said. While a less delicate topic than her missing father, she didn't really want to discuss her academic problems with two novice cadets. They hadn't even started basic glider training yet.

      "Your assessment or Hansen's?" Wyss asked, raising his eyebrows at that short answer.

      "Both," Ritchie said.

      "You'll show her," Keller said, nodding sagely. "She'll have to lighten up on you now."

      Ritchie bit her lip, then flinched at the rawness of it, licking away another coppery splash of blood. She had to kick that habit, seriously.

      Keller was still looking up at her with wide green eyes, waiting for Ritchie to say something.

      To vent. That's what Keller wanted. Keller hated almost everything she was expected to do at the academy, and she wanted Ritchie to complain a little, too.

      And the words were there, waiting to be spoken. Every frustration with Jeger and her unfair treatment of Ritchie. Of how hard Ritchie had worked, how much she deserved that work to be recognized. The words wanted to come out.

      But not to Keller.

      Not just because it would be bad for morale. Not because as a cadet of a higher class, she should set a better example for Keller, but also for Wyss, who was watching her closely as he waited to hear what she had to say.

      No, in truth, it was because Keller wanted it too much. She had been trying to bond with Ritchie since the moment they met. Ritchie half suspected Keller was only here over break because she had known Ritchie would be, although how she had roped Wyss into also staying, she had no idea. Maybe their project really interested him that much; she didn't know.

      But Ritchie was reluctant to be more than acquaintances with Keller. Not because they were in different years; Ritchie didn't really care about that, although many other cadets absolutely did. No, it was because constantly, when given any sort of opening at all, Keller wanted to grill Ritchie about her father, about his work, even about that last diplomatic assignment he had gone on. The one he hadn't come back from.

      There was nothing Ritchie wanted to discuss less. But then, that was the whole reason for her even being in the library in the first place. She had to study up on current cultural and political situations because she had been purposefully tuning that out since the day her life went off the rails.

      She could set her feelings aside to study things in an abstract way. She could block out the memories from her childhood of going over the current events with her diplomat father, who always asked for her take first before telling her his. Of the way he had treated her almost like an equal. At the very least, like her impressions were potentially something he could use in his own work.

      Painful memories now. She could push them back while studying on her own, mostly.

      But Keller pushed for more. She insisted on dredging them all up.

      Not maliciously. Ritchie understood why Keller kept asking about things her father had said or wrote, or what he had said to her when she was still a girl. Keller had a fascination with how very alien species communicated with humans and how humans could better communicate with them. That had been her father's focus as well. And he had been very good at it.

      Until the day it all went wrong. Until that last diplomatic summit with the Yuffids had seemed to be going swimmingly right up to that last minute when her father was beaten unconscious in front of the cameras streaming it all over the Union of Free Worlds. And no one knew for sure if he even still lived. The Yuffids had refused to speak to any human since.

      "It will be fine," Ritchie said, not sure if she meant her problems with Jeger, or their struggles with the translation algorithm, or her own shattered childhood. Maybe all at once. "Colonel Hansen says to message him if you need anything."

      Then she left the room, burying her hands deep in her flight suit pockets, all thoughts of studying gone now.

      She needed more people around her. She wasn't exactly popular, but the crush of other cadets was a comfort.

      She was glad the break was nearly over, even if it would mean dealing with Jeger again on a daily basis.
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      Shackleton Fitz IV stood at the shuttle window, bobbing his head to the driving beat of the music that filled the lounge and shuffling forkfuls of beef and broccoli noodle bowl into his mouth.

      He wasn't going to get luxury like this when he disembarked at the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy. Gone would be the chairs covered in leather as warm and soft as butter that molded to his form when he sat on them. Gone would be the music playing out loud and filling the space around him, not just through his implant for his ears only. Gone would be access to his own replicator that already knew all of his favorite dishes.

      Gone would be beef and broccoli noodle bowls. The academy mess hall wasn't bad, but it wasn't great either.

      Still, even with everything his father's private shuttle could offer him, he wished he was going back on the intergalactic railway again. He had been hoping to see the VIP car steward again, Tassa Sokolov. He had never gotten a chance to say a proper goodbye, and she hadn't been on the crew on his trip out.

      If she didn't work for the railway anymore, he hoped it was because she had moved up in the universe. She was an excellent steward, but she could be an even more excellent... well, just about anything else. Her fast thinking had saved his friend Murdina Ritchie. And he hated that he'd missed his chance to thank her for that.

      The aft door opened with a hiss, and without any command from anybody, the music instantly dropped to a volume little more than a hum.

      "Stop playback," Fitz said with a sigh. The music he liked wasn't suited to soft background noise.

      The system was programmed to lower the volume when either of his parents entered the room, but he didn't need to turn around to know it was his mother coming in to see him.

      "Hey, mom," he said before shoving another forkful of food into his mouth. In case he needed a reason not to answer whatever she was about to say.

      Fitz was standing with his backside resting against the back of one of the seats, timing his bites around the rocking of the shuttle around him. Now they hit a pocket of turbulence that made it feel like the entire shuttle floor was dropping out beneath them, then rushing back up and shaking like a horse trying to dislodge its rider. Fitz left the fork in his mouth, putting a hand on the fuselage to brace himself. He stayed on his feet, just barely.

      But as much as his mother might be retired from the world of dance, she still moved with all the grace she had had in her heyday. She didn't even reach out to touch the seatbacks around her, just rode the wave as if she had long rehearsed every movement the shuttle was about to execute around her. Her short, bouncy hair
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