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      This, Murdina Ritchie thought, was as close as she ever expected to get to a perfect moment.

      She knew the panorama arching over the crowded terminal floor was fake. The Intergalactic Transport Depot Delta-Gamma-Delta was convenient to a handful of jump points, but nowhere near anything as picturesque as the pink, lilac and blue nebula shimmering so intensely she felt like she could reach out and touch it. No, it was just an illusion to cheer the weary traveler, of which she was one of billions.

      But the warm bulb in her hand was real, and she had waited four years to taste its contents again. She hadn't needed it in a bulb—her travel plans weren't going to involve any stints in free fall—but the language barrier between her and the race of creatures who sold what she knew to be the best drink in the galaxy had been sizable. Her attempts to pronounce the name of the drink had been met with puzzled blinks, but the words "uber coffee bomb", spoken by the smiling man waiting behind her in line, had triggered a fluttering of tentacles that ended with her with this bulb in her hands, minus every bit of pocket change she had been saving over the last year. She was just happy to have gotten it in any form at all.

      And she still had time left to get to the correct terminal ahead of schedule to report to the officer from the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy.

      Her stomach had been a tight knot of nerves for, in retrospect, most of the last four years. And it would knot up again in just a few minutes, she was sure, in advance of the moment she would meet the officer and her new fellow cadets.

      No one was going to call her by her first name anymore. It would be Ritchie, just Ritchie. All day, every day, nothing but her family name. Every time she thought of that, that constant reminder of her father, the knots would tighten even more.

      But for just one moment, one last perfect moment, all her stomach felt was a rumbling longing for what it knew was in her hand.

      She slipped out of the crowd of her fellow travelers—some human like her but others of a wider array of species than even she with all of her studying could name—and perched on the edge of a raised plant box where she could look up at the nebula while she sipped at her treat and not get jostled.

      Once settled with the bag with her personal possessions tucked close to her side, she turned her full attention to her treat. She squeezed the bulb ever so gently so that its neck opened up enough for her to get a whiff of its rich, sugary contents. The caramel smell was just as she remembered from when she'd had this drink once before. But there was something else laced beneath it, sort of a smoky aroma, that she didn't remember at all.

      It wasn't coffee, not really. She had never had coffee before her grandmother had first given her this drink four years ago, but she had had a lot of coffee since. Some good, some bad. Now that she had more of a palate, what would this taste like to her? Was she about to be disappointed?

      Ritchie pushed away the thought and took a sip. The first part was all creamy foam, rich and almost too sweet. Then a splash of the hotter liquid below reached her lips, and that smoky aroma became a smoky, roasted flavor that made every cup of coffee she had ever had dull and bitter by comparison.

      Ritchie let the bulb close up in her hand, looking up at the hologram of a nebula overhead as she let that little sip linger on her tongue as long as possible.

      Even better than she remembered.

      She sat with the warm bulb in her hand, watching humans and aliens pass in front of her as she spaced out those little sips as much as she could bear.

      The travelers on the shuttle with her had been, by virtue of the design of the seats more than anything, entirely humanoid. Their skin and hair had been a variety of colors and textures, and many had needed breathing apparatuses over their mouths to adjust human-standard environmental settings to their personal needs, but they all had walked upright on two legs and were accustomed to gravity or gravity-simulating spin.

      But an endless variety of beings were bustling through the main terminal. She saw water-based creatures in liquid-filled suits that either simulated bipedal motion or hovered along like floating aquariums. She even saw a few air-based beings, traveling inside the safety of containment fields to keep themselves from dispersing, or, perhaps more importantly, to keep others from blundering into their wispy forms.

      From what she had studied in school, most air-based beings weren't harmed by being disrupted like that, but she imagined it was deeply annoying. She had never met one before, although she had seen a few back home, especially when she had spent time waiting in the hallways of government buildings with her mother.

      What a strange life it must be, to be a cloud.

      Ritchie was used to moving through crowds back on the space station she called home, but the sound here was very different from the chaos of her neighborhood. It was more like in those government buildings, with many people moving together inside the confines of noise-blocking bubbles so that their conversations would not be overheard by others. She could see the shimmering of the air around them, watch the noiseless moving of their mouth or other speaking appendages.

      She knew the bubbles only suppressed the sound from within them, but she could never shake the feeling that they were sucking the sound out of the rest of the world, too. She should be hearing a lot more swishing of clothing, a lot more sniffles and coughs, a lot more scuffling of feet. But mostly what she heard was the soft whir of drones hovering over the crowd, watching for any need that might arise they could assist with, and the deeper hum of floor robots constantly tidying up after the never-ceasing throng of beings moving through the depot.

      What languages she could hear were all strange to her ears. If she really focused on any one voice her implant would offer to translate for her, but she knew from experience it would remind her first that this was considered rude in most cultures.

      Ritchie grinned. This was the world she had longed for, the world she just knew she belonged in. Full of... well, everything and everyone.

      But where she was going, a remote academy on a remote planet, was about as far from everything else as it was possible to get.

      It was only for three years, she reminded herself. Less than that, since she was starting the year late because of her delayed acceptance.

      Her little self-pep talk didn't help. Her stomach was twisting in nerves again, and her happy moment had passed.

      She glanced at the chronometer in the corner of her vision and decided she should probably find the meeting point, just in case it wasn't somewhere obvious. The bulb in her hand was still warm and still more than half-full, but the longing for sweet, rich delight had passed.

      Hopefully, it would come back. She wasn't likely to get anything this good at the academy. She didn't want to waste a drop of what she seemed doomed to always wait years for.

      Her implant offered her a map of the station, but with everyone moving around her, she was afraid it would be too disorienting to navigate that way. The last thing she needed was to get lost and miss the train. She dismissed it in favor of a little glowing light only she could see that would lead her through the throng to where she was supposed to be.

      The crowd closed in around her, sweeping her along like a river of sentient beings. The light in front of her flashed at her that she had reached her destination, but at the same moment, something flared overhead. A part of the already glorious nebula erupted into a truly spectacular show of color and light.

      Her guiding light flashed again, and a notification sounded that only she could hear. She tried to step to the side, out of the flow of bodies, but her eyes were still on the dome above her. She felt her foot catch on the wheel of some conveyance and looked down, but too late to avoid the thick passing tentacle that swept her other foot out from under her.

      She was falling. The only instinct she had left was to raise the bulb so it wouldn't get crushed beneath her.

      That might have worked, if someone else hadn't stepped forward to catch her. The hand on her left elbow was steadying, and it did indeed keep her from crashing to the floor.

      But there was no matching hand on her right side, nothing to stop her shoulder from colliding with the broad chest of her rescuer.

      And the bulb she had tried to thrust up out of harm's way had only made it to the level of her shoulder before that impact.

      The bulb was designed to tumble through free fall without leaking. It was even designed to hit a wall or two without losing a drop.

      But it wasn't designed to be violently crushed between two bodies.

      "Oh, no!" Ritchie cried as the air filled with the sweet smell of caramel and the smoky undertones of whatever those aliens roasted that was not quite coffee. Her cry was one of mourning for what she had just lost. Every drop was gone, splattered all over her uniform that had still had that newly replicated smell up until just a second ago.

      And all over the remarkably similar uniform of the man who was still holding her by the elbow.

      "Oh, no," Ritchie said again, her mourning turning to despair.

      She doubted it was possible to make a worst first impression.

      "Cadet..." the dark-haired man said, looking down at the name tag on her uniform, mostly obscured by white foam now. "Ritchie, is it?"

      Was there an edge to his voice when he said that name? Some hint of familiarity, of contempt? She looked up at his face, but his expression was inscrutable. All she could tell was that he was getting impatient, waiting for her to answer him.

      "Yes, sir," she said miserably, but when he narrowed his eyes at her, she snapped to attention. "Sorry, sir."

      "Don't apologize to me," he said sharply. He held his hands in front of his own chest, but then resisted the urge to wipe the mess off of himself, opting instead to wave a finger in the air until he had the attention of one of the hovering drones. "Sorry doesn't undo a mistake, cadet."

      "Yes, sir," Ritchie said. She was spared having to find anything else to say when four drones descended on them, suctioning up every sign of the drink from both of their uniforms as well as the floor and, to her surprise, her hair. As the drones worked, she tried to sneak a few glances at the officer without him noticing.

      He looked old enough to be retired, although his hair was jet black and so thick that even with its regulation short cut, no scalp showed through. But the olive-colored skin of his face bore some kind of scarring she had never seen before. Was that from some past battle, or maybe an environmental mishap?

      The drone whisked away the last of the foam from the front of his uniform and she saw his name and rank. Colonel Hansen.

      "Colonel Hansen," someone else said. Ritchie turned to see a petite blonde girl standing behind her, also dressed in a cadet's uniform and offering a crisp salute. The colonel returned it, then waved the still-hovering drones away. "Cadet Moreau reporting for duty," the girl said.

      "At ease," the colonel said. "We're still waiting on two others."

      Moreau relaxed her posture, then turned her attention from the colonel to Ritchie. Moreau's assessing gaze ended in something Ritchie was sure was a smirk. Surely the drones had cleaned up every sign of the coffee mishap. She felt her cheeks reddening and fought the urge to touch the ends of her newly cut hair. Was the style not right? Was she going to stand out?

      Moreau had all of her pale blonde hair twisted into a knot on the top of her head. She was so slight of frame Ritchie wondered how she had even passed the physical requirements. Was the topknot there to add just a little bit of needed extra height? But there was no way anyone could cheat like that. She must have qualified.

      "Cadet Ritchie," Moreau said, reading Ritchie's name tag. Again Ritchie found herself searching a tone of voice for clues, only this time she could feel the colonel's eyes on her, watching her as she did it.

      "Cadet Moreau," Ritchie said, as if Moreau had spoken in greeting and not with that little lift at the end that just suggested a question. Or maybe a challenge.

      Moreau seemed to find that amusing, but before she could speak they were joined by another young cadet, this one a boy with reddish-brown hair just starting to curl at the ends despite the shortness of its cut. He snapped to attention just behind Moreau, his hulking frame with its broad shoulders and almost excessive height completely dwarfing her.

      "Cadet Weld, sir," he said to the colonel. "I'm on time?"

      "Is that a question, cadet?" the colonel asked. Ritchie expected him to raise an eyebrow as he spoke, but the colonel's face didn't move at all, his expression revealing nothing. Cadet Weld was clearly forcing himself not to squirm.

      "A statement, sir," he said firmly.

      "And a correct one," the colonel said. "If just barely." Then he seemed to dismiss all three of them from his mind as his eyes scanned the crowds around them.

      "Hi," Weld said to Moreau. She actually snorted and rolled her eyes, to Weld's obvious confusion. He looked to Ritchie, as if uncertain whether he should even try speaking to her.

      "Hello," Ritchie said, thrusting out a hand for him to shake. "I'm Cadet Ritchie."

      "Pleased to meet you," he said, and returned her smile. But then something else passed over his face, a look of wonder or puzzlement. "Ritchie. I know that name from somewhere. Is it common in this quadrant?"

      "Not that I know of," Ritchie said. "I'm not from here myself."

      "Oh," Weld said with a shrug. "Me neither. But I thought maybe I went to school with your brother or cousin or something."

      "I'm an only child," Ritchie said, then added for good measure, "an only child of only children. So no brothers or cousins."

      "That's a shame," Weld said.

      "Is it?" Ritchie asked.

      "Well, maybe not to you," he quickly amended. "I have five brothers, three sisters, and more cousins than I can count. I can't imagine not having any."

      "Well, it's all I've ever known, so..." Ritchie said, ending with a shrug.

      Moreau snorted again. Ritchie turned to look at her, but Weld spoke first.

      "I suppose you're an only child as well," he said, and this time it was very clear that to him this was a bad thing.

      "Of course," she said with a toss of her head. That gesture suggested to Ritchie that Moreau usually wore her long blonde hair down, and that it would flip in a supercilious manner when she tossed her head like that. To drive home whatever point she had just made. "But you do know why her name is familiar, don't you?"

      "Do I?" Weld asked, looking to Ritchie.

      "I think we just established that it isn't familiar," Ritchie said. She could feel the colonel's eyes on her again, and the knots in her stomach drew tighter.

      Moreau knew. And she was certain that the colonel knew as well.

      But Weld didn't seem to.

      "How do I know the name Ritchie?" he asked.

      "Gustav Ritchie," Moreau said. Then, at Weld's deepening frown, "Gustav Ritchie, the diplomat?" Weld just shrugged, and Moreau rolled her eyes even more than she had before. "The diplomat who has taken by the Yuffids five years ago and no one knows if he's alive or dead?"

      "Four years ago," Ritchie said, but barely more than a whisper.

      "Oh, right," Weld said. At first Ritchie thought he was lying, only pretending to remember what Moreau was referring to. But then a series of micro-expressions cascaded over his features as detail after detail of the story came back to him. Recall turned to horror and then to pity before Ritchie turned away.

      It was going to be like this. Again and again and again. When she met the last cadet here, and then when she reached the academy.

      And again when she went on to higher training, and got her first posting, and every subsequent posting.

      She would live this moment over and over again for the rest of her life. She knew she would.

      She only hoped that eventually her heart would grow some kind of emotional callus. It had to at some point.

      Didn't it?

      "I'm sorry," Weld said, as if he had been the one who had dredged up all the pain.

      Ritchie took a deep breath and turned back to the others, but they were both looking at the colonel now.

      "We've waited long enough," he said, pointing the way across the terminal. "Our train is about to leave, with or without us. I guess we'll be short one cadet, but given his record, I'm not sure it's much of a loss."

      "Our airlock is that way," Moreau said as the colonel headed off in what Ritchie's implant, too, was telling her was the wrong direction.

      "We'll never reach it in time," he said. "This one's closest. Step lively."

      The three of them clutched their shoulder bags close and tried not to lose the colonel or each other in the crowd that seemed determined to keep flowing in the other direction. Like it didn't want them to reach the train in time.

      "Stay behind me," Weld said to her and Moreau. "I'm wide enough to break a path."

      "Thanks," Ritchie said, and found herself tucking close against Moreau's side. Ritchie was pretty sure she hadn't made a great first impression with any of them except maybe Weld, but there was still two days' worth of journey to turn that around before they reached the academy.

      Well, she always relished a challenge.

      Ritchie could see the airlock and was prepared to step inside when instead she collided with Weld's suddenly immobile back. She peaked around his arm to see the colonel standing speechless inside the airlock watching a young man in a steward's uniform trying to shoo him back out.

      "Should we run?" she asked.

      Moreau laughed. "Like this kid is going to tell the colonel what to do."

      And indeed the colonel only waited for the young man to pause for breath before putting a hand on his shoulder and propelling him back into the train corridor, waving for Weld to step into the now-open space of the airlock.

      "This isn't your car, sir!" the steward said, tugging at the hem of his uniform jacket as if that somehow lent him a measure of authority.

      "It's a train, son. They all connect," the colonel said. "You're about to depart, and I don't fancy running to get to some arbitrary train car when this one will do."

      "This one will not do!" the steward said huffily. "This is a VIP car."

      "We'll just pass through. We're not looking to bother anybody," the colonel said reasonably. He tried to put a hand on the steward's shoulder to draw him away enough to let Weld into the corridor, but the young man twisted away from his grasp.

      "Come on, hurry. I can see the indicator panel on this side and the doors are about to close," Weld said, squeezing into a corner enough to let Moreau slip past him.

      Moreau, who was maybe half the size of Ritchie.

      "Come on," Weld said again, pushing himself up on tiptoe as if he could tuck himself up near the ceiling. Moreau reached out as well, and Ritchie took her hands and somehow wedged herself into the airlock.

      "Good thing that other one never showed up. There'd be no room for a fourth," Weld said, and Moreau gave her little snorting laugh.

      But Ritchie's laugh of agreement died on her lips as she looked back out across the terminal and saw the last cadet slipping like a fish upstream through the press of bodies.

      She knew that chaotic mess of brown hair. Even before his face came into view, she recognized that hair.

      He burst out of the crowd, but something had caught at him because his run had become a stumble. But he didn't fall. He caught his balance, then lifted his head and looked right at her.

      She definitely hadn't forgotten those eyes. And she knew the minute they met hers, he hadn't forgotten her either. She could feel that old energy pass between them, like they shared a mind and words were unnecessary for them to understand each other. Four years apart hadn't diminished that one bit.

      Shackleton Fitz IV.

      Then the airlock door started to close.
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      Shackleton Fitz IV, who never let anyone call him anything besides just Fitz, collapsed against the airlock door.

      The closed airlock door.

      He had almost made it. He had run so hard through the length of the terminal that sweat trickled down his ribs beneath his uniform jacket. He didn't remember it, but at some point he must have puked in his mouth just a little because the taste of bile was thick on his tongue still and his throat burned from more than just gasping for air.

      He had thought he was in pretty good shape up until a minute ago.

      Now he had no idea what he was going to do. For the moment, it was enough to rest his sweaty forehead against the cool metal of the airlock door and get his breathing back under control before the stitch in his side dug in any deeper.

      He heard a soft hiss of air, but before he could begin to get curious as to where it was coming from, he was spilling into the airlock.

      Which had no room for him. Even so, entirely too many sets of hands were grabbing fistfuls of his uniform and dragging him into the tight space. Somehow, they got him wedged in before the door shut again.

      "You cut that one close," a large red-headed guy, also in a cadet's uniform, said. But Fitz was mostly tucked into the big guy's armpit and couldn't get a proper look at his face.

      The young woman closest to the door controls, he could see. They had made eye contact briefly before the door closed. In that instant, he had been sure he was imagining things, but now he knew he wasn't.

      It was Murdina Ritchie. His old childhood friend, here of all places. And also in a cadet uniform, the brown hair that had always reached past her waist now cut short, just starting to curl out from behind her ears.

      They had never gotten a chance to say goodbye after that day where everything when so wrong with her father's mission. For the first few years afterwards, he had obsessed about what he would say when he did see her again. How to convey all of his feelings into words that didn't cross the lines his father had drawn. It had felt impossible, but throwing himself at the challenge over and over again had felt like a kind of penance. The only penance he would be allowed to do.

      Then more years passed and, although she had never slipped from his memory, he had come to accept their paths were never going to cross again. He had felt his father's hand in that, too.

      But now here she was, and he was completely unprepared. What fourteen-year-old him had come up with during all those sleepless nights wasn't going to cut it now.

      No, the best plan would be to wait for her to say something first.

      Only she wasn't even looking at him now. Was it possible she hadn't recognized him?

      "Come through," a commanding older man's voice said, and a petite blonde cadet he hadn't even noticed until that moment squirmed out from behind him to join the man in the corridor on the far side of the airlock.

      "Colonel..." Fitz started to say. He could see the man's rank, but not his name.

      "Cadet," the colonel said, catching the red-headed cadet by the arm to pull him out of the airlock. Then he leaned in to loom over Fitz. Still in the corridor, he was a big step up from the airlock floor, a necessity if he wanted to loom over Fitz.

      "Cadet Shackleton Fitz IV, sir," Fitz said. The colonel's eyes narrowed, and Fitz guessed he didn't like to be interrupted.

      "I know who you are," the colonel said darkly. His tone made it clear he was talking about more than Fitz's name.

      He went on from there, at great length and with a wide and colorful vocabulary, about punctuality and related topics. Fitz's mind instantly tuned the words out. He had been bawled out enough at his other schools to know it was just best to wait until a response was wanted. He tried his best to look contrite, but that had never been part of his skill set.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ritchie, all but trembling as she made herself as small as possible in the corner of the airlock. The colonel didn't seem to notice she was still in there, but she was reacting as if she were the one getting yelled at.

      A fleck of spittle on his cheek drew his attention back to the colonel, still venting his spleen. Fitz kept his gaze mostly unfocused, but couldn't help but notice the silvery lines of old scars tracing over the olive skin of the colonel's face. What action had he seen? Was it why he was now on his way to the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy?

      This particular academy was the lowest of the low, the furthest from anything like civilization, with no one of note on the faculty and no access to anything beyond the barest rudimentary training. Its name carried no prestige whatsoever.

      Fitz had nearly missed the train on account of his father insisting on speaking to him by private holo just to let him know one last time what a black mark this academy's name would be on Fitz's record. That had been followed up by dark threats of the consequences of getting the blacker mark of being flunked out of the last possible academy that would take him, his future as an officer dead before it could even begin.

      Most of that Fitz had tuned out, but he knew the broad strokes, having heard it many times before. If the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy was a step down for him, a screwup kid, what did that say about the faculty that were assigned there?

      He glanced at Ritchie again. Why was she going there?

      And why did the airlock smell so strongly of caramel? It was making him hungry.

      The colonel had not yet started to flag in his dressing down when he was interrupted by a young man in a steward's uniform touching his arm with extreme caution, as if he were afraid he was about to lose a hand.

      "Sir?" the steward said.

      The colonel closed his eyes, then turned calmly to the steward. "Yes?"

      "We've undocked, sir," the steward said.

      "Yes, I did notice that," the colonel said. Now that the officer's attention was no longer fixed on him, Fitz was able to direct his attention to the name tag. Colonel... Hansen, then. Not a familiar name, but that didn't mean much. It was a big universe.

      "Sir, I took the liberty of summoning the steward who is assigned to your car, Feliks Novikov." He took a slight step back and an even younger man bounced up on tiptoe to be seen over the first steward's shoulder. Feliks had thick hair, a sun-bleached blond that was darker at the roots but currently fiercely combed back into a tidy style that in no way suited him.

      "There are four of you?" Feliks asked, looking from Fitz and the colonel to the redhead and blond standing in the corridor with him.

      "No, five," the colonel said with a frown, looking around until he spotted Ritchie in the corner. She flushed and raised a hand as if marking herself present at roll call.

      "Excellent," Feliks said. "If you'll follow me?"

      "Buddy up," the colonel said as he stepped out of the airlock to fall into step beside Feliks. Ritchie scrambled up after him, the blonde girl waiting for her to reach her side before following the colonel and the steward.

      The red-headed cadet extended a hand and Fitz took it, more to show his appreciation for the gesture than from any actual need. The steward looked back at them to make sure they were all following, then turned back to say something to the colonel beside him.

      Fitz saw a wink of light, something small flashing from the back of Feliks' ear. It was just a speck of a thing, mostly hidden behind the flesh of his ear and covered by a carefully arranged wave of hair, but Fitz recognized it all the same. He had seen similar jewels the last time he had been at the beach on Rangeela 8. The colors were supposed to mean something about what he was up for party-wise or what he was looking for in a mate, Fitz didn't really remember. It wasn't an affectation taken up by any in his circle.

      Still, it told him a bit about Feliks. That might come in handy over the next few days on the train, his last days of semi-freedom.

      The corridor stretched on past door after door, most closed but a few open to a view of various occupants settling into their cabins or just sitting in their seats watching the swarm of shuttles and larger vessels as they drifted towards or away from the depot. Nothing Fitz hadn't seen before.

      When they reached the end of the car, Feliks opened the door to the next car, then looked back again to make sure they all were still following him.

      They were all going to be in a group the entire trip, and once they got to the academy, who knew what would happen then? If he was going to find a moment to talk to Ritchie even semi-privately, it was going to have to be now.

      So Fitz let the red-head step through first into what appeared to be another car of sleeper cabins with another long corridor passing between doors. Then he stretched out a hand to catch Ritchie's wrist and tug her back behind the big red-headed fellow. She snatched her hand away and glared at him, but let the redhead stay in front of her.

      "Hey," Fitz said. As opening lines went, not his best, but at least when she was looking at him, it was with recognition.

      "Hey, yourself," Ritchie said, rubbing her wrist as if he might have left a mark.

      He needed to lighten the mood. That was part of his skill set. He grinned as he looked over at her out of the corners of his eyes. "You were thinking about it, for a moment there. Weren't you?" Fitz asked.

      "Thinking about what? When?" she asked.

      "You saw me running to the train," he said.

      "Yes, and I opened the airlock door back up to let you in," she said.

      "You did," he admitted, then jostled her gently with his elbow. "But for a minute there⁠—"

      "Don't be ridiculous," she scoffed. "Why would I do such a thing? Pointless mischief was always more your thing."

      "That's true," he said. Then added, "you look different."

      "I should hope so. It's been four years," she said, but he could see a flush of pink coloring her cheeks.

      "I like your hair," he said.

      "Oh," she said, touching the ends of it. "It's new. For the academy." Then she looked over at him assessingly. "You're the same."

      "I got a bit taller," he said.

      The others had reached the end of the car and Feliks was waiting for them to catch up before moving on to the next one. Ritchie hurried her steps and Fitz did the same, mostly to keep up with her. He had so much more to say to her, if he could find the words.

      But the next car was an observation car, the walls and ceiling transparent to provide an unfettered view of space all around them. Fitz glanced up and back to follow the curvature of the train past the bridge car to the massive ring of the jump drive, waiting for them to navigate into its center and dock within it. He had made similar journeys dozens of times
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