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  Chapter One


Space travel was not supposed to be like this. 
Mondrian Delacroix knew space travel. She’d been doing it for most of her life, after all. The fragile humans were supposed to stay on the inside, if not always warm then cozy, with lots and lots of fuzzy socks. The drones and servos were supposed to take care of anything gone wrong on the outside. They were strong and sturdy, didn’t need air, and didn’t mind spending a little time in subfreezing cold or infernal heat.
But no, the servo in front of her was saying. Pushing some stick-wrench tool at her. Apparently only humans could make this fix, or humanform servos. Since there were no humanform servos on this tiny fancy-ass courier ship, it was down to her, the only human around. She should have known never to get on a ship that looked like a missile wearing a ballerina’s tutu.
The tutu was the problem. It was actually solar sails, circling the skinny middle of the ship. They fanned out in an intricate dance, overlapping a bit as they pivoted this way and that to collect energy. The engineer helping her during the preflight pilot check said they liked to call the sails petals, and the ship design the flower
Sure, if you like really aggressive stamen.
It was the intricacy of the dance that had proved this tutu’s downfall. Some space debris had snapped a bit of the hoops of the skirt. Now the whole thing could not move without injuring itself more. And only humans, who can bend in so many weird ways, were flexible enough to fix it.
Fine.
She accepted the stick-wrench, a knight accepting her lady’s favor. And then had to set it down right away to get into her exosuit. 
At least the suit part was easy; she could do it in her sleep. And also within thirty seconds of being woken up from a sound sleep by a blaring horn during cadet testing. Safety first, hearing loss second.
The suit’s boots conformed to her doubled-up socks, and upped the temperature in the limbs to make up for the thinness of her clothing. Servo said this would take one-point-six minutes, which meant more like ten minutes at Mondrian speed. Well within range for a suit that was rated at six hours of air. 
The suit got all snuggy with her, squeezing off a trace of that cinnamon SuitClean she liked so much. Mon reviewed the specs of the sails/petals/tutu on her visor’s overlay. Looked like one of those greenstick fractures, one side cracked but the other side just bent. The stick-wrench would stay in the sail, to straighten and support it until they got to station. If she could fix it so the sail could close in on itself, snuggle against the hull, then she could keep going to Rucarro. If not, then cancel all appointments, straight to the closest mechanic.
“I can do this,” she told the servo. “But you owe me.”
I know how to make sugar cookies, the servo texted. Cinnamon.
“Deal.”
Once out there, stepping one-foot-down-always along the ship’s hull—the main engine was off for transit but of course they were still moving—Mondrian found the fracture easily. The sails were half open, so she had to tuck herself between and reach around and up to set the break. Success on the first try. Humans for the win! And the stick-wrench was perfect for the job. Servos for the win!
Now she wanted to watch it work.
Mon gently pushed away from the sail. She tugged her safety leash to get enough give for her to sit down, sort of, on the hull. Too bad her butt didn’t have magnets.
“Ready,” she said. “Go ahead and test.”
The sails shivered delicately. Super slowly, they spread open, overlapping, underlapping together until the tutu was full. The solar collectors gleamed gold. It really was a beautiful design. Mon wished it had a sound. The background of her soft breaths and the suit’s crunch as she adjusted her position was too dull for such a sight.
Testing close function, the servo said. Mon settled in for beauty in reverse. The wings didn’t just hug the hull, but tucked into it, leaving the outer surface sleek.
Perfect. It really was a gorgeous design. Someone on the engineering team was a true artist. And a good negotiator, to get such a little frill into real production.
Opening to return to normal function.
The vibration of the sails’ workings started, and then stopped. 
Nothing happened.
Mon frowned. She hadn’t felt a vibration when it opened the first time.
“Everything okay?” she said.
No response.
“So it’s still broken?”
Nothing.
Mon grabbed the safety leash to help turn herself around. 
Stuff was floating around the other end of the ship. Stuff that hadn’t been there when she came out here. 
Debris.
Mon’s breath grew more ragged as her mind started to identify objects. 
What the blazing suns?
A big piece of pale-blue fabric that looked a lot like the comforter on her bed. Pillows in Smart Monkey pillowcases. The soft green sweater she hadn’t bothered to put away last night.
Her best pair of boots. 
Sweat exploded on her forehead and chest. The suit beeped worriedly.
She couldn’t lose those boots. They had the special reinforcing and lifetime repair deal. They could withstand vacuum, water, arctic nights, volcanic days, everything.
Mon pushed up to standing. Holding tight to the safety line, she took step over step. She could hear her instructors braying their disgust at her haste. 
She turned off all the red text in her helmet visor. No kidding she was panicking. Her room was in the center of the ship. Supposedly the safest, most reinforced section. Where the important diplomatic documents and all that were stored.
When she got to within an arm’s length of her boots, she saw the problem.
The front half of the ship was missing.






  
  Chapter Two


In the observation room on the independent research vessel Zenith, built inside a hollowed-out boulder so it could pretend to be a comet, Fred simmered. She glared at the screens showing data streams from recorders parked on each side of her experiment. Some random space cruiser had tripped the wire, so to speak, wrecking six solid weeks of planning. 
They had seen the courier vessel speeding by, on a trajectory that would take it within a klick of the experiment and then past it. Don’t say anything, her mentor said. They mustn’t know we’re here.
And so she had sat, silent, balanced carefully on an observation room seat which, like every other piece of furniture in this ship, was sized for someone with longer legs. Staring at the approach-side screens. Fingering the beads on her worry bracelet. Watching as the vessel veered slightly, at the last possible moment, toward their portal.
Not a direct approach, which would have added data. Oh no, of course not. A canted approach, which only confirmed data. Destruction. And probably, for the people in the cruiser, death.
Fred unwrapped a lemon drop and slipped it into her mouth. This time, its tart bite did not distract her. She hated mess.
“Okay, so you were right about that one,” said Georg. Her mentor waved a hand at the debacle. “But what could we have done?”
Fred held the lemon drop completely still between her upper and lower teeth, trying to focus herself so she wouldn’t roll her eyes. One of the ship’s shinier surfaces might reflect the look back to her mentor. 
Well, for one thing, they could have set out one of those no-travel warning beacons they kept in storage. For exactly this reason.
“Tripwire effect, just like the drone,” said Georg.
Yes, keep the focus on the data. Much safer.
“More like a garrote,” Fred said. She crammed the candy wrapper in the pocket with the other empty wrappers. She’d gone through almost all of them already. “If we can’t widen the intake angles, what use is this portal?”
“Don’t rush. Smell the ocean breeze, little one.” Georg said. “We need merely proof of concept. Let the engineers fret over the details.”
Sometimes it sucked to have a parent for a mentor. Sure, he could put up with her “special needs,” but everybody should be able to do that. She should have gone into a different area of research. Something like spaceship ergonomics. 
A weak wobble on one of the screens caught her attention. She pinched out one of the camera views to see better. 
Great. A non-dead person. Standing on the hull of the wrong half of the ship. In the middle of freaking nowhere. 
“Problem,” she said, pointing to the screen.
“Opportunity,” Georg said without even turning to look.
Fred pulled at a hidden clump of her honey-blond shoulder-length hair next to her neck, imagining it was Georg feeling the pain. “There’s a survivor.”
Georg turned to look. 
He turned away.
“I don’t see anything.” 
So that was how he was going to play it. Again.
“We can’t leave them to die.” She fiddled with the message receiver, widening the range of frequencies. “They’re calling for help. We must assist.”
“Never get there in time,” her father said. 
“You mean, we’ll get there, but what do we do?” she said. “How do we stay beneath the scanners if we take someone who has the scanners aboard.”
“The student surpasses the master,” he said.
Was it really worth it, Fred asked herself for the eleventy billionth time. Was this research that freaking interesting?
Actually, yes. But less and less so each experiment, even as they got closer to creating a portal that actually worked. 
Fred imagined they would break this puzzle apart together, publish to great acclaim, and then never talk to each other again. 
Or rather, she would never talk to him again. He never stopped talking. Commenting, critiquing (criticizing), discoursing, debating himself while discounting anything she would say.
But she was not going to leave another person to die. No matter what he said.
Fred estimated the time to arrival, the Zenith’s generous oxygen supply, cloaking capabilities, and the relative sizes of the their ship and that very unlucky cruiser. Georg went back to watching the flight of the experimental drone that was actually supposed to go through the portal, a self-propelled tub of instruments wrapped in flameproof fabric. 
Fred opened a screen to the Zenith’s propulsion. She altered their path, but gradually—no tell-tale lurch—then quickly closed the screen.
Georg didn’t notice. 
“The person will be injured and air-dizzy,” she said. “They’ll think they are hallucinating. We drag them into the rock hold, which has air, and leave the gravity off. We head to the shipping lane the cruiser should have stayed on. Wait behind one of the big beacons. It’s a busy lane, as you know. When a likely vessel comes in sight, we push the broken one out and let it find them.”
Georg didn’t stop what he was doing. “We need to be back in position by the time the drone is ready.”
In fact, they did not. The recorders would record fine without them. 
“Absolutely,” she said.

      [image: image-placeholder]The afterlife, as seen through the veil of a violent dehydration headache, looked a lot like an empty cavern of rock. Empty but for Mondrian, most of the parts of her cruiser—welcome back, front half!—and some sweet, sweet oxygen.  
The floor was a little too smooth, no dust or dirt here. Strips of dim light arced over and under her until they reached the flat floor.. A fake cave? Or a hologram. Or hallucination.
No, it had to be real. Her tether tugged at her. She banged her hands on the hull. Solid, and loud. 
No gravity, though, so her arms were back up by her ears. She moved her arms and legs: everything accounted for. Still had her gloves on, but her visor was up, open to the local, dusty air.
She was pretty sure she hadn’t done that. But who knew? She couldn’t exactly remember those last minutes. Did she click the visor open, thinking oh let’s get it over with, skip the choking and struggling and panic, just go? Seemed like something she could consider. And then not go through with it. 
Mon had a solid love of life, even including its last bitter dregs. So solid it had caused her pain, once.
Now, though, the pain was from a reasonable source. She checked that her local channel was still open, and pinged her servo. It could bring her a bag of water. A couple of bags.
No answer.
Mon opened all the channels she had. “Hello?” she sent, cycling through the common comms frequencies.
A signal came back, on one of the emergency bands. Text, in Galactic!
Stay there.
Well.
Need water, she sent back. In my cruiser.
Look in your pockets.
A chill ran up her neck and around her throat. Somebody had touched her? Well, of course they had. She was here, right? And not dead, allegedly.
She patted the big front pockets over her thighs. Felt like water bulbs. She pulled one out. Looked like a water bulb, if flatter than usual. Probably not poisoned. If they wanted to kill her, they would have left her where she was. Why waste water on her, right?
She twisted the bulb open. Not even an aftertaste. Just fresh, wet goodness. So her rescuers needed water, too, or they dealt with beings who needed water. People like her, at least a bit. 
Now her brain clicked into green. She looked around. This place was a puzzle, wrapped in an enigma. Starting with the question, Where?
Was this the comet that had seemed to alter its course? Was that a thing comets did in this sector of space? Because she had noticed something, in all that time for contemplation as her oxygen level went down, down down. As she grew colder, pondering the stars and the planets and the universe around her.
It was not her star cluster.







  
  Chapter Three


Fred now sat cross-legged, somewhat more comfortable, in her comet-ship’s observation chair. Despite everything, they completed the experiment—success!—and her father had retired to his rooms. Writing up the data was the mentee’s work, along with everything else. All the mentor did was make bad decisions and nitpick. 
She sipped at a bulb of berry WideAwake, blinking hard, scanning the transit corridor for likely rescuers. She’d tucked her ship into the chaff following a real comet that would be passing near the corridor, ready to loose her cargo at the first sign of rescue.
The person in the broken ship, who had short curly hair like a pretty girl’s and was labeled M Delacroix, had woken later than expected. For a while, Fred had fretted that M would not wake. But the medical servo she’d sent in had said M was overall fine. Overstressed and a little iron-deficient, but wasn’t everyone these days.
But now they were finally awake, Fred wished they would just go back to sleep
Where am I? Where are we going?
How could she answer that?
Where are my servos? My ship’s computer?
Wiped, of course.
Are you still there?
Shut up! 
Fred typed something else instead. Stay there. Wait. Not too long.
M Delacroix actually rolled her eyes. She must be without a mentor. But at least she stopped talking. M flicked her wristcom on and pulled up a screen with a big menu. She widened the screen and flicked through her options.
Fred positioned one of her cameras to show the screen. Puzzles. 
M Delacroix opted for the weekly MondoPuzzle, fresh yesterday. Fred had already completed that puzzle, of course. It took her seventy-two minutes. Would M be faster?
Nope. An hour went by, then two. From the look of it, she might get it in less than three.
Fred’s attention was diverted by a beep from her more-important screen. There, coming from above, a medium-sized troop carrier, Cooperative Realm. They always liked to play the hero.
Fred pressed send on the message she’d already had queued up and waiting. 
Suit up. Vacuum in 5.
M startled, and wiped the game away. It would take her twenty minutes to get back in the concentration zone to finish it, Fred knew from hard experience.
Fred already had the Zenith facing away from the travel corridor, so she could just poop her cargo into range. She doublechecked speed and trajectories. All still good.
She checked the cameras in the cargo hold. M was still tied down under their safety line like a baby, and now they had their visor down, gloves on. Hands tight on the line. The med servo Fred had sent in had replenished the air in the suit. It had also inserted a handful of nanobots carrying a human sedative. This would work.
Fred triggered the nanobots to release their loads and then dissolve. When she could see the effect of the the sedative—M’s back rounding, her hands tucking in close to her body instead of gripping the safety harness—Fred opened the hatch. 
The sound spooked M, or maybe it was the air whooshing out, or maybe the sensation of sedation. But the harness and their boots kept them attached when the ship started to move. Or no, it was Fred’s ship that was moving. Leaving behind the unwanted mess. 
As soon as the little cruiser cleared the hold, out of the range of the Zenith’s dampening field, its emergency beacon would be detectable. The troop carrier would have to come and get their little friend.
A strange sense of contentment bubbled up in Fred’s sternum. This was a good thing she had done. Expected—required—sure, but still it was a choice. And she had made the right one.
She tumbled her ship away from the comet’s tail like a mindless rock would tumble. Nothing to look at here. The camera she’d left with the broken ship showed no change in M.
And then another startle, and quick swipe up of a screen. 
Fred found the frequency. Carrier ship Soho. Changing course to intercept.
Courier ship Go Lightly, M responded. I love you.
Fred sighed, relieved. A happy wave of sleepiness washed through her, along with a berry burp. It worked! 
Take that, dad.
If M was smart, they would keep mum about what happened. It was so out of the normal range, they would blame it on hypoxia hallucination. They’d tell no one. Even if they did, who would believe them? 
Everything was back to normal. Fred would rest, and then get back to the experiment. 
End of story.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You don’t believe me.” 
The executive officer of the troop carrier Soho had a kind face. Disbelieving, but kind. 
“Captain Delacroix. Would you believe you?”
Mon looked back, at the wreckage of the ship, now splayed out on the floor of the Soho’s secondary docking platform. They must not use this dock much. Her ship was the only messy part of it. The place was big enough for six cruisers, easy, but held no craft but hers. No smells of solvents and oils, no dark spots of mystery glop on the floor. Even the servos sat dormant in their charging stations. They knew there was nothing on this ship to plug in, empty out, or do much of anything with. The Go Lightly, cruiser class point-five, was a wreck.
Mon took a deep breath of the untainted dock air. “I see what you’re saying. But then, how do you explain the perfectly smooth slice, through hull, through all of it?” Metal, fabric, ceramic, electronics, all were as cleanly sliced as a brand-new MagicKnife through hard cheese.
The executive officer, Grey, frowned at the ship. “Good question.” They pulled at the side hem of their tunic, straightening what already was straight. Most of the fleet had stepped down from the crusty formal tunics in favor of apparel with more give. The Soho’s captain must be a traditionalist.
Grey’s face cleared. “But I’m sure something explains it. Superheated comet, something like that.”
Mon’s eyebrow rose on its own. Now who was hallucinating?
Officer Grey reached out, looked for permission, got it, and rested a hand on Mon’s shoulder. She could feel the strength of their grip even through her suit.
“You’re sure you’re okay?”
Of course she wasn’t okay. She was behind schedule. The ship assigned to her was in pieces that couldn’t be put back together—at least not in time for her to make her deadline. And she was so, so cold.
“Nothing a couple hours tucked under five blankets can’t cure,” she said. “Or so my suit says.” Her atmosuit had a lot more to say, mostly about mental anguish, but Mon couldn’t be sure how that would be received on a traditionalist ship.
The Cooperative Realm prided itself on its planetsful of well-balanced and egalitarian people. It accomplished this in part by encouraging all its troglodyte citizens to get off-planet. Miners, trawlers, repairers, haulers. And fighters. 
Join the Space Corps! Revel in its endless meaningless rules! Fight for power over your fellow troglodytes! Be the regent of your own domain!
Mon wished they’d told her that before she joined up. Then again, they had taken her, a troglodyte of a different stripe. That showed a fair bit of flexibility on their part.
Officer Grey was back to tugging at their tunic. That hem must be reinforced with tungsten. “Captain. I saw that your entry in the staff database is redacted for all below level eight. Rather unusual.” Most working captains in the field held level five; most crew three or four.
Mon hated it when people wanted answers but didn’t want to ask questions. Pure politics.
“Yes,” she said.
“And you have no ship assigned. Crewed ship. That you would be captain of.”
“No,” she agreed.
Grey shrugged, apologetic. “I’m not being very subtle, am I? Forgive me, captain. It’s just, I’m wondering. Why you’re out here.”
Mon huffed. So welcoming. “Not to make your life difficult, don’t worry. I just crashed—see over there?—and need a ride to the repair shop. Then I’m out of your hair.”
“Yes, but…”
“Checked the wiki?” she said, keeping her voice mild. Of course they had. She’d learned not to look at her unofficial biography, the one anyone could enter data in, ever again. Almost none of it was flattering.
That tug on the tunic again. “Listen captain. Here’s the thing. I have families on board.”
Ah. The appeal to the one thing that was public. That people knew could influence her. Mon’s reputation as a chaos engine did not extend to children. She rescued children, even when ordered not to. She did not leave kids behind.
“Look, Grey. I am no danger to the Soho. I have no agenda here. I want to sleep for a week, heal the tips of my toes, and move on.”
“Right. Of course.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Orders are to drop you at our next port, Rosing Station. Should take about two weeks. You’re in the visitor’s suite, second level. Three rooms, all amenities. You got the map?”
Mon nodded once, slowly. Everyone got the map, downloaded to their personal comm, the moment they came on board. 
She turned back to the ship. Two weeks? Might be worth it to play a puzzle game with poor, broken Go Lightly here. The servos weren’t touching it. Maybe she could find some clues that would make Officer Grey drag that tunic down to their knees.
What was the first step? Don’t pollute the evidence. Leave it as it lays. Including the suit. Something had touched her, back in the stone cave. Not her—the atmosuit. That made it huge evidence.
Mon peeled off the suit as best she could without touching the outside layer. any more than she had already. She’d probably been tugging at something herself, if only unconsciously reflecting Grey. Off it came, a dull silver banana peel. She bent to push the covers from her boots. 
As she came back up, Officer Grey took a step back. Probably didn’t expect to see the hot-pink “Beware the Stare” T-shirt, or the cargo pants so worn you could probably see her inner thighs when she walked. 
“Didn’t expect to go out visiting this morning,” she said. She though about saying sorry, but decided against it. She was sorry, yes, but not on his account. For herself. Now she was beyond cold.
Grey puffed up to formal attention stiff and straight, complete with perfect second-best salute. “Captain. Welcome to the Soho, best little troop carrier in the galaxy.”
Mon sank back on one hip, one foot too forward, and did her cleanest second-best salute from there. 
His smile wavered. “Right. Ah, it would probably be better if you stuck to your rooms as much as possible.”
Mon allowed herself to be led out of the dock and handed off to a pop-eyed ensign, who would take her directly to her bunk, apparently while never looking her in the face. 
Didn’t expect to go visiting, hah. Not just the troop transport but those rock-people, too. Who, exactly, had she met out there. Humans? Hallucinations? How could she tell the difference?
The ensign stopped at the door to her guest suite. They waited for her to cross the threshold, but didn’t follow. The door slid shut on their rank-appropriate nod goodbye. Her wristcom pinged.
Commissary open all hours. XO requests you order in.
So friendly. So welcoming.
On the other hand, the suite was stellar. Two big rooms, facilities attached. A bed wide enough for three people, with a maybe-real-cotton duvet. Pretty-good replicator, stocked up, but also a range of ready-made clothes tucked into a closet that also had enough room for the most formal outfits.
Neutral colors, neutral everything. Nothing with sharp edges. All of it designed to set a person at ease.
It did not work.
Neither did a long shower, complete with sandlewood-scented soap. Nor changing into a slightly-too-long-but-totally-comfy swing dress and two pairs of fuzzy socks.
Mon sat on the edge of the bed. She grabbed a handful of the duvet. If it wasn’t cotton, it was a great imitation. She let it go, and threw herself on her back on the bed. It was not soft, beneath the duvet.
What now? She set her palm on her belly. 
She was, maybe, hungry. But not ready to fight the standard military food menu, the least-intuitive app ever devised. 
She was maybe, insane. But not ready for Central to know about that.
Wait.
Maybe she was. 
She could request a counselor. This boat was big enough, maybe they even had a human one. If she could get a diagnosis severe enough, with a prescription that included treatment—even just rest—she might ride out these last days of her service in a nice medical facility. Or a sweet recreational base.
What could be more severe for a pilot than going blind to her location in space? After the accident, flying through the vacuum without a rudder, she had not recognized one star field. Not one constellation. Not one measly sector.
Mon let that thought go, for the moment. Save the rush of feelings to impress the counselor. 
She stretched her arms over her head, not even getting close to the bed’s other edge. 
Plus, there was no way the Go Lightly could be repaired in the scant two months left to her stint.
Two months, only, until she was out. She had tried not to think of the date, just keep head down and power through, so it was a surprise she had so little time left. A surprise and delight.
Mon flicked her wristcom and pulled up a screen. Basic guest connection, ugh. There would be a fight about that later, but for now it was enough to get to the Health and Wellness options. The Soho offered only servo counselors, but that was probably for the best.
The servos were easier to trick.






  
  Chapter Four


Not even a week had passed here on the very proper Soho, and Mon couldn’t believe she had to fast-pack herself into yet another atmosuit.  
She had the locker room all to herself—all the crew’s lockers open, all the crew already suited up and out the door—so she felt free to grumble aloud. But the suit wasn’t bad, as shared vacuum suits went. Sure, it was caution-tape yellow—Newbie Spacer Here. But freshly ionized, it already smelled mostly of her, hint of sandalwood with just an undertone of ozone. And already she’d stopped its relentless beeping, telling her this or that. She had all sound at Level 1, barely within her hearing, except emergency signals, set at zero. The visual warnings were enough to scare the piss out of you, why double it up and tempt fate?
Mon stomped a foot on the fake-wood bench to push it deeper into the suit’s boot. That signaled the fabric of the body to tighten, shrink-wrapping her legs and arms but leaving a pocket around her torso so she could breathe—and have some breaths stored in case of trouble. The gloves hugged her hands. Last, the helmet’s hood lifted off her back and sealed itself with a satisfied squelch.
She checked the time. Still plenty, before she had to parade before the ambassador. 
Too much time, according to both a very soft beep and the text at the bottom corner of her helmet’s faceplate. The suit was concerned about her racing heartbeat. She was thinking too much. 
She took a deep breath, starting the seal-check auto-routine and then closing her eyes, willing her heart to calm. It was going to be all right. Both the counselor servos she’d tried had said so, denying there was anything seriously wrong with her. 
Showed how unobservant they were.
She’d known this day would come. One didn’t walk out on the golden boy of the system’s top spacefarers’ academy and never expect to see him again.
Ready! the suit chirped.
She stomped to the main airlock and cycled away from the suit-up room. But she paused in the in-between, not ready to cycle into the vacuum. 
Mon hadn’t thought the all-call parade included her. She wasn’t crew on this carrier, just a lost and forlorn fellow traveler. She’d handed off her assignment to somebody who actually had a ship. She was two months to mustering out. 
She’d even been told, gracefully enough, to remain in quarters. She hadn’t, of course, but she’d been careful to roam the halls and use the exercise rooms during the quietest shifts. She couldn’t even get into the hangar where her broken ship lay. Someone at Central had declared it a no-go zone, pending some formal investigation when they got to Rosing Station.
But Ship, on orders from the captain, had insisted she get out there today. And yes, no argument, she was still a Co-op officer. If reluctantly so.
So she’d been the last one down here. So it was her own fault that her first encounter with Golden would be in a noob suit.
Such a stupid ritual, standing at attention in vacuum, on the outside of the ship, when Cooperative royalty onboarded. She could understand why they’d had to do it in the old days, before they’d cleared most of the separatists out of the ranks, at least the ones carrying hidden booby-traps. Now the only dangers Co-op muckety-mucks faced on their own ships were grumblers like her.
Mon pushed the panel to cycle the door open. As the door slid back, though, she froze. 
Her suit flashed red. 
Try to even out your breathing. 
All these long days, she’d thought she couldn’t wait to be off this ship. 
But not like this.
She’d almost died out here.
The panic would clear out on its own. It always did. Just not fast enough to step out of a ship right now without her heartbeat thundering in her ears.
So be it. She tried to slow her breathing. Reached for the first outside grip.
You’re doing great! the message on her visor said. Complete with a happy sun icon at the end. She’d forgotten all the extra attention noob suits included. Big babysitters, these suits.
Keep going!
You can do it!
That was it. She was going to drag her carcass out there right now, if only to stop this blasted noob suit from cheering her to death.
A kick and a swing, and she had the first handhold on the ramp up to the spine of the ship. She did not look up or out, avoiding any hint of the yawning void. Kept her gaze focused on the row of parallel handholds, dark gray against the white of the hull. 
A thought flashed through: Do newbie ships get painted blazing yellow, too? Think about it later.
Soon, blessedly soon, she saw other boots, then people. The last one in the row squatted and reached out to her. She clasped their arm. They slowly rose, lifting her up. She tucked her feet in, toward the hull. Clicked the grav on, and the boots held her in place. She gave her guide a double-pat thank you as she released herself. She pulled her floating arms down, and clasped her hands behind her.
There was something to be said for being in a group. The blacks and grays of endless vacuum did not seem to loom so menacingly when you knew someone was around to give you a hand. 
Too bad Mon sucked at doing things in groups. 
A voice on the command channel. “Incoming. From port to starboard.”
Of course. The fancypants vessel couldn’t come in like all the others, starting at the front, to gaze lovingly at the ranks of shiny officers and proper staff. No, it was starting with her and the other butt-ends of the ship.
Hers was the only neon suit among the golds, whites, and silvers. She couldn’t even hide among the other newbies—there were none. Of course not, this was a working ship, with a just-enough crew. Typical for these newly peaceful times. Her lamented Go Lightly had already been refitted, from scout to courier, since scouts weren’t needed anymore. At least for now.
The double-saucered ambassadorial vessel flashed into view out at the jump-tunnel opening. Toy-sized at first, but growing larger exponentially as it neared. Why so fast?
From her angle, the ship looked like two round dinner plates, stacked. Not much of an axle between, so it must be one of the new engines, the ones that created gravity through a process in the engine, not so much through spin. Sleek, yet with an outer hull that could handle a little atmosphere, and even a light gravity well.
With a ship like that, it was odd that an ambassador would need to hitch a ride on some random transport. Trying not to feel persecuted—he didn’t even know she was here—Mondrian let her gaze drift to the star field behind the oncoming ship.
These stars, the patterns they made, all so familiar. Reminded her of warm nights back at the academy. Delirious from cramming math and history into their minds all day, now flat on their backs on the warm grass of the dormitory roof, gazing up and out
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