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      Murdina Ritchie had ridden the Intergalactic Railway to the far-flung planet of Oymyakon twice before, but this third time was very different from the first two.

      She was coming back from a mid-year vacation. That was definitely new.

      And hard for her to forget, even for a moment. Her skin was tanned a golden color that startled her every time she caught a glimpse of her bare arms. Not only was the tone different from her more usual pale flesh of a space station dweller, it felt like she had actually caught sunlight within it. Like her body felt warmer to the touch, even though she was no longer in the sun.

      And the salty, not quite briny ocean smell still clung to her hair, its waves now a shade lighter but also curlier.

      She thought she remembered her childhood well, all the endless days out in the wind under the sun, frolicking in lakes and streams. But just two short weeks under the sun on the ocean world of Epsilon 20 had her feeling like her whole body had been transformed. What had she lost moving from Buennagel to the overcrowded space station that had been her home through most of her adolescent years?

      Well, the very first thing she had lost was her own father. She should probably forgive herself for not noticing the other, littler changes.

      "Are you getting maudlin on me?" Moreau asked her, nudging Ritchie with her elbow. They were moving down the endless corridor of the train's sleeper cars, hunting for their compartment.

      "No," Ritchie said.

      "Not that I'd blame you. Oymyakon is going to feel twice as cold, wet and miserable now that you've spent the last two weeks in perfect bliss," Moreau said. Her skin was as ivory-pale as ever, but her long blonde hair hung loose down her back, spinning in tendrils that intermixed with the colored strips of fabric that decorated her latest vacation outfit. And she had yet to put shoes on, even though they had now left the beach behind and boarded the intergalactic train. She was even more still in vacation mindset than Ritchie was.

      "I'm not getting maudlin," Ritchie said. "I was just thinking this is my first time on an intergalactic railway train that wasn't departing from Intergalactic Transport Depot Delta-Gamma-Delta. Which I wouldn't think would really matter, but this is clearly a very different train."

      Moreau looked around, as if unsure what Ritchie was referring to. Like she didn't even see the replicators installed in every open compartment they passed, or feel the thick lushness of the carpet under their feet, or smell the light fragrance to the air like jasmine was growing just around the corner somewhere.

      But then Moreau stopped at the door to their compartment and paused for a moment with her hand on the door handle. "It is a very different train," she agreed as she flung the door open. "Every compartment is first class, minimum. But ours is a little something extra."

      Ritchie had no idea what that could even mean. How could first class be the minimum? What could possibly be beyond first class?

      But then she followed Moreau inside, into a vast space that extended up and down the entire length of the train car. The exterior wall was floor to ceiling windows, currently offering views of the passengers and other people milling on the platform, the sun setting low over the ocean beyond. Ritchie tried to drink up every pink, rose and golden hue of that sky, as if she could save it all up for when she was back at the academy, back in a world full of whites and grays.

      Moreau dumped her bag unceremoniously on one of the chairs set around a long dining room table under a free-floating chandelier, currently unlit, then threw herself down on one end of a horseshoe-shaped leather sofa built around a low table, perfect for sitting with a dozen friends and watching the sunset outside.

      "Can they see us?" Ritchie asked. But no one seemed to be looking in at them.

      "No, and I'm telling you now we're going to be setting it to opaque before we jump," Moreau said sternly. But then she lightened up. "You have your own cabin down the hall there, also with full windows, if you really want to drive yourself crazy looking out at the abyss."

      "My own...?" Ritchie said, but couldn't finish that thought. It was too much. "How much are you paying for this?"

      "Not a thing," she said with a shrug.

      "How much are your parents paying for this?" Ritchie pressed.

      "They won't even notice," Moreau said. "Honestly, I'm so much easier on their bank accounts now that I'm at the academy. I used to party like we've been doing the last few weeks all the time. It was very expensive to maintain my lifestyle, but they never said a peep. Not about that, anyway. So don't worry. And don't ruin it for me. It's my little treat for you."

      "I really didn't need another thing," Ritchie said. "These last two weeks have been..."

      She couldn't think of words big enough to contain everything she was feeling. It wasn't just that being planetside on an actually pleasant planet for the first time in years had been like a balm to her soul. Although it had.

      And it wasn't just the magic of living a life of complete luxury on board a yacht that hovered smoothly over the waves, that was linked to satellites that could literally divert weather patterns to give them endless sunny days and gentle rains in the early hours of the morning, the better for sleeping to the soft musical patter of droplets on the decks.

      It had taken Ritchie a few days to accept that it really was true. She could replicate anything she wanted any time she wanted, and no one cared. She and Moreau had replicated entire outfits for every time of day, recycling them back when they were done before replicating something new.

      And the food! Not just replicated, but fresh, sold by local farmers and fishermen on every beach where they stopped in the evenings to feast around a roaring bonfire. She had eaten too many fantastic things for her to ever remember the names of them all.

      But none of those things had been what she really wanted to thank Moreau for. No, the biggest thing was something very different, and something that didn't really come directly from her family's money.

      Moreau had given her two weeks among a group of kids their age who were fun and interesting, and not a one of them attended a foreign service academy or had any interest in politics or diplomacy or union affairs or anything remotely related to those things. She had loved hanging out with them all even before she had found herself loving hanging out with just one of them in particular.

      Ritchie realized she was still standing there, hands grasping the air as if she could somehow find the words there, but Moreau just grinned at her.

      "I know, buddy. You don't have to say it. I know."

      "I needed it," Ritchie said at last.

      "I know that too," Moreau said. "I don't know what you needed the break from more: Fitz and his games or that thing you do where you get too deep and dark inside your own head."

      Ritchie wanted to object to the second thing, but her own mind betrayed her by getting hung up on the first. She wanted to argue about that word. Games. It didn't feel like Fitz was playing games with her.

      But since he wasn't really talking to her, she had no idea what he was doing. Which was frustrating.

      That wall she had sensed between them at the beginning of the last semester had grown twice as tall and twice as thick and had acquired a moat. Or at least that's how it felt to Ritchie.

      Her mind wanted to run over that last real conversation they'd had on the shuttle when they had landed after their trip to the Julius Henry Observational Center to see Keller and Weld. Had she said something wrong? Should she not have hugged him so tight?

      But she fought the urge to relive that moment again. It never provided her any insight, anyway. All she knew was that he was closed off to her now. He spoke to her in class about class things, and he spoke to her at their task force meetings with Colonel Hansen and the others about task force things. But that was it. And that had no warmth.

      Plus, he never looked her in the eye anymore.

      Still, she wasn't angry with him. Confused and a little heartbroken, sure. She missed their friendship, and she didn't know why he had cut her off without an explanation. But there was no anger in her over it.

      But she did worry. If he wasn't talking to her, he needed to be talking to someone. He couldn't isolate himself from absolutely everyone.

      At least he had taken Wyss with him on his own trip to see his parents.

      "I wonder how he's doing?" she found herself saying wistfully. "Fitz, I mean. I sent a dozen messages to Wyss, but he only responded once and had absolutely nothing useful to say."

      Moreau turned around to look at her over the back of the sofa, fixing her with a mock-stern glare. "Vacation time is not over," she said. "You promised we wouldn't talk about him, remember?"

      "You're the one who said his name," Ritchie said.

      "But apparently you're the one who sent Wyss a dozen messages... what, asking how Fitz was doing?"

      Ritchie felt her cheeks flush hotly. She had deliberately not let Moreau know she was trying to check up on Fitz, because she knew she would take it just this way. All the anger Ritchie hadn't been feeling towards Fitz, Moreau had been feeling in spades on her behalf. Ritchie just knew that she would start with the eye-rolling again in another few seconds.

      "I think it's good he took Wyss with him for the midyear break," Ritchie said. "If he doesn't want to be my friend anymore or yours, at least he has Wyss."

      "He's not—" Moreau started to say with a dark glower, but stopped abruptly. There was a sneaky sort of smile on her face as she sank back down into her seat, turning away from Ritchie to face the window once more.

      "Moreau?" Ritchie said, but then heard a soft knock on the open door behind her and turned to see Guy Travert standing in the doorway. He looked like he'd just come down off the deck of his yacht, his long, thick brown hair in wind-tousled waves, his tan several degrees darker than her own, his eyes almost the exact shade of blue as the shallows of the seas of Epsilon 20.

      And all thoughts of Fitz were gone from Ritchie's mind, just like that.

      "Hey. Can I come in?" he asked.

      "Of course you can, Mr. Travert," Moreau called back over her shoulder. "Our girl is getting maudlin already. Can I get your help with that?"

      "Maudlin?" Guy said as he stepped into the cabin and closed the door behind him. "Already?"

      "She exaggerates," Ritchie said. But she couldn't deny she felt better just seeing him again. Even if it had only been a few minutes since she'd seen him last.

      That feeling she had like she had caught the warmth of the sun inside her skin? His skin had that tenfold. When he put his arms around her, she could smell the salt from the sea and the smoke from the nightly bonfires all around her, and she could feel the warmth of the sand below and the cloudless sky above radiating out from him.

      The last nine days spending every waking minute with Guy had been like living an entirely different life. She pushed down the thought that it was all about to be over soon and rose up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss.

      "Ugh. I can hear you," Moreau said loudly from the sofa the moment their lips met.

      "I suppose it is a bit rude," Guy said, a mischievous smile in his eyes.

      "She's the one who insisted I'm still on vacation," Ritchie said, and tugged him down to kiss him again.

      "We are still on vacation," Moreau said. "You and me." But then she sat up to peer over the top of the sofa at the two of them, and her expression was nowhere near as grumpy as she sounded. "Not that you're not welcome, Guy."

      "Pretty sure I'm always welcome," Guy said, then took Ritchie by the hand. They settled onto the leather sofa a respectable distance away from Moreau, but not from each other.

      "Of course you are," Moreau said. "Although why you'd want to spend who knows how many days riding with us to Oymyakon is beyond me."

      "Is it?" Guy asked absently. He still had Ritchie's hand resting on his palm and was tracing up and down the lengths of her fingers with his other hand.

      "You guys are crazy," Moreau said with a little laugh, then got up to head to the replicator. "One last round of that local fruit cocktail thing before we leave the sun behind?"

      "Please," Guy said, his focus still on Ritchie's hand.

      "Me too," Ritchie said, resting her head on Guy's shoulder. But then she picked it up and looked at him until he finally felt her gaze and lifted his eyes to hers. "She's not wrong," Ritchie said softly. "I've known you for exactly nine days."

      "Fourteen," he said. "I did talk to you at that first party. I talked to you the first time I saw you. I made a point of it."

      "All right," Ritchie said, although she still remembered that first party very differently. "It's not like five days more changes my point at all."

      "I know," Guy sighed. "We talked about this already. You have another year at the academy⁠—"

      "Year and a half," Ritchie corrected.

      "And four years at the university after that," Guy went on.

      "Maybe longer if I apply for one of the extended training programs," Ritchie said.

      "Then, after that, a career that could take you anywhere inside or even outside of the Union of Free Worlds. And you could be moved around randomly, without warning, at a whim," he said. But that smile was still in his eyes.

      "I don't think you've even heard me," Ritchie said.

      "I've heard you," he said. "I have a lot of friends who went the foreign service route. I'm not unfamiliar with what's required of you. But I don't think you've heard me."

      "Heard you say what?" Ritchie asked.

      "See? You didn't listen," he said. "And now you're making me brag all over again."

      "Like you've ever had trouble with that," Moreau said as she brought two brightly colored drinks in tall frosted glasses to set on the table between them and the window.

      "It's one of my skills. I'm quite good at it, you know. Maybe the best," he said.

      "No one beats you at bragging," Moreau agreed.

      Ritchie just grinned at them both. This felt so different from it had when she had first met Moreau, when she had felt left out by the commonalities Moreau and Fitz had shared and that she had decidedly not. The long years of parties and functions they had both attended together. Well, had been thrown together at by their parents, really, for most of those years.

      But she didn't feel left out of the conversation this time. Maybe it was just that she knew Moreau better now and knew how lightly she took all of that society stuff. She genuinely envied Ritchie not having to deal with any of it.

      Or maybe it was just that Guy was a total open book. He had a feeling, he spoke that feeling. He had a thought, he spoke that thought. No secrets, ever.

      It was such a refreshing change, knowing with absolute certainty where she stood.

      "You were about to brag," Moreau reminded Guy as she settled back down onto the sofa with her own drink and took a tentative sip.

      "Right," Guy said, turning back to Ritchie. Even through the depths of his tan, she could see his cheeks coloring. He was going to brag, sure, but he was also a bit embarrassed about bragging to her. And she realized too late to stop him what he was about to say. She did remember having this conversation. "Murdina Ritchie," he said with all seriousness, "I'm wealthy. Beyond wealthy. I could live a thousand profligate lifetimes and not spend half of what my ancestors have accumulated. Not that I intend to do that!" he said, raising a finger as if in warning.

      "Perish the thought," Moreau said and took another sip of her fruit cocktail.

      "Yes, I have aspirations of my own," he said, as if it was Ritchie who had spoken and not Moreau. "I have an academic career of my own to pursue, and beyond that, a business to run. I have no intention of living a profligate life even though I have the means to do so."

      "Guy," Ritchie started to say, but he placed a finger on her lips to silence her.

      "Now she remembers we talked about this before," he said to the room at large.

      "Of course she does," Moreau said.

      "Guy," Ritchie said again, pulling his hand away from her mouth.

      "I was almost finished," he said.

      "We've already said all this," Ritchie said.

      "Please?" he said.

      She gave in with a nod.

      "I'm not throwing all that away to chase you around the universe. Which seems to be what you keep hearing, because I can see the panic in your eyes. I'm not going to smother you with attention or stalk you or anything like that. I'm just saying, if I'm a day late or two to the start of the semester, it's okay. Because I can buy the college if I need to." His eyes were twinkling, so she knew he was joking about that last bit.

      Except he was only half joking.

      And he wasn't wrong about the panic. Not that she was afraid of what he might do. No, she was afraid of what she might do. Because ditching her whole future to spend more time with him now didn't feel like such a terrible idea.

      "It's just one train ride," he said, speaking softly. Moreau, for her part, pretended as if stirring the ice in her beverage were the most engrossing activity in the world.

      "And after that?" Ritchie whispered back.

      "I hope you'll message me when you can," he said. "And don't freak out if I message you every day. I know academy life can be overwhelming and you can't respond to everything and I don't expect you to."

      "Especially not at first," Ritchie said, almost desperately.

      "I know, Murdina," he said. "You'll be up a mountain for days and days."

      "Extreme environment tactical training," Ritchie said.

      "Like I'm saying all those words," he said.

      "At least she didn't hit you with just EETT," Moreau said. She was still looking down into her glass, acting as if those words hadn't just come out of her mouth.

      "When the semester is done, we'll figure out what comes next," Guy said. "I would like us to spend more time together. Not the entire break, obviously. I know you have family to see and, knowing you, studying to do."

      Moreau snorted.

      "I do have to see my family," Ritchie admitted.

      "See? And I get that," Guy said. "But surely I can be on the train that comes to pick you up. And we can get off at the first depot we reach and take a proper shuttle the rest of the way. You know, my family's personal shuttle. Well, one of them. We have a fleet." That twinkle was back in his eyes.

      "Is your shuttle anything like your yacht?" Ritchie asked.

      "You know, I'm actually afraid to answer that question," Guy said.

      "Wait until she sees your homeworld," Moreau said.

      Ritchie started to laugh at the picture that conjured: her way outside of her social comfort zone.

      Then she realized that Moreau hadn't stressed the first syllable, home. She had stressed the second, world.

      "Guy, does your family own a world?" she asked.

      "Moreau, you're trouble," Guy said.

      "Just looking out for my buddy," Moreau said. "It's more than my job. It's my calling."

      A tone sounded throughout the train and then they were lifting off from the ground, spiraling up into the sky.

      It was like they were chasing the last of the sunset, making it last if only a moment longer.

      "Let's just enjoy the train ride," Guy said close to her ear, and she snuggled closer to his side. The blackness of space was descending down on them from above, or rather they were rising up into it. Either way, it was like Ritchie could feel the coldness of it seeping into her, settling into her very bones.

      "For as long as it lasts," Ritchie said, and buried her nose against the warmth of his neck, inhaling the last bit of ocean smell she'd have for quite some time.
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      Shackleton Fitz IV poked at the contents of his beef and broccoli noodle bowl with his fork, not quite eating. He had his chin resting on his hand, but wasn't quite looking at either Kristof Wyss sitting across from him eating his own noodle bowl with gusto, nor out the open shuttle window at the total blackness of jump space that pressed in all around them.

      He toyed with the thought of turning on some music, but wasn't quite in the mood for that either.

      The spicy, salty smell of his food was reminding him that it was just the sort of thing he absolutely needed to indulge in now, before he returned to the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy and its wide array of far blander meal options, but he just wasn't hungry. Or rather, he didn't have any appetite. For anything. He pushed the bowl away.

      "Sorry. Do you want me to close it?" Wyss asked, gesturing towards the blind for the window.

      "No, it's fine," Fitz said.

      "Is it? You just made a noise like you were bothered," Wyss said.

      "I don't think I did," Fitz said. Wyss shrugged and turned his attention back to his food. Then Fitz found himself saying, "you know who likes to look out into jump space? Ritchie."

      "Ah," Wyss said, as if that simple statement had been some massive revelation.

      "What?" Fitz asked.

      "That's what's bothering you," Wyss said.

      "Nothing is bothering me. I'm just saying, most people don't like to even glimpse at jump space. But you're drinking it in like it's endlessly fascinating. And that reminds me of Ritchie. That's all," Fitz said, and really wished he could make himself stop talking.

      Wyss nodded, then stood up to pull the blind down over the window. "I don't think it's jump space that has you thinking about Ritchie. Did you want to talk about what happened last night?" he asked, making a fuss over the window blind and carefully not looking at Fitz as he asked.

      "No," Fitz said.

      Wyss nodded again before sitting back down and shoving another forkful of noodles into his mouth. "You were right, by the way. This is really good," he said before he'd quite finished chewing.

      "Yeah," Fitz said, glancing down at his own untouched bowl cooling on the table before him. He sighed and realized that was exactly the sound he had made before that had started Wyss talking in the first place.

      He hated himself a little bit for indulging in dramatic sighs, even unconsciously. But Wyss wasn't wrong about last night being the trigger. He was an expert at suppressing his own thoughts and emotions while projecting a devil-may-care attitude to the rest of the world.

      But last night had just been so very confusing. It was hard to process. It had been like being trapped in a movie where he had followed the plot just fine, but on reflection afterwards realized he had missed all the subtext.

      There had been so much subtext.

      "Thanks again for bringing me with you to the capital world," Wyss said. "And for letting me drag you to every museum and library in the area."

      "Well, like I said, you were really doing me a favor," Fitz said. "You were an adept buffer between my parents and me."

      "Your mom is great," Wyss said.

      "She is," Fitz agreed. When Wyss and Fitz first arrived at the apartment that was his parents' temporary home, she had taken one quick glance at Wyss' list of places he wanted to visit. By the next morning, she had arranged private tours in all of them with friends and friends of friends who could get them into all the basements and archives and private galleries the general public never saw.

      Wyss had been in heaven. Fitz's mother had thoroughly enjoyed his delight. And Fitz had just been happy that she was happy and that his father was, as usual, too busy to spend more than a fleeting few minutes with them all at dinner, when he was home at all.

      Up until last night, anyway, when he had decided to throw a dinner party.

      "What do you suppose Cicey Travert was giggling about all night?" Fitz asked.

      "So you do want to talk about last night," Wyss said.

      "Not really," Fitz said. He knew Wyss was just trying to be helpful, and all he needed was a clue from Fitz what helpful looked like. But honestly, Fitz didn't know what he needed either. He hadn't sorted out his own thoughts yet.

      "You just don't want to talk about Feena," Wyss guessed, scraping at the last bits of noodle on the bottom of his bowl.

      "No sane person ever wants to talk about either of the Berwegers," Fitz said.

      "We probably shouldn't have joined a task force dedicated to keeping track of their doings, then," Wyss said. Fitz marveled at how he could say it without the slightest hint of irony. But then again, Wyss didn't have a sarcastic bone in his body.

      "That's not why she was there," Fitz said.

      "She was there the same reason Cicey Travert was there," Wyss said. "They couldn't get out of being dragged there by their elders. An invitation to a Fitz family dinner party is too rare an opportunity to pass up."

      "Yeah, that's what they said, but I couldn't help but notice that neither of their brothers were there," Fitz said.

      Wyss gave him a sharp look, as if trying to determine if Fitz was messing with him or not.

      "What?" Fitz asked.

      "Isn't it obvious?" Wyss asked.

      "Clearly not," Fitz said.

      "Either one or both of your parents was trying to match-make you up with one of them," Wyss said. "That was the whole point of the dinner. It couldn't have been more clear if they had hung banners with it all spelled out."

      "That's—" Fitz started to say, but then broke off and really thought it through. "That's exactly what was going on, wasn't it?" He buried his face in his hands.

      "Well, in your defense, after what happened after dinner and all the work we did to clear your father's name from that meddling woman's lame attempt at a blackmail scheme, any attempt at a matchmaking sort of fell by the wayside," Wyss said.

      "Did it, though?" Fitz asked.

      "If you're saying Feena maneuvered things to remove the only other player from the board and get you all to yourself, I wouldn't disagree," Wyss said. "On the other hand, she wasn't wrong. Cicey isn't a foreign service academy student. She didn't swear an oath like we did to serve the Union of Free Worlds with loyalty and integrity. But on the other other hand, using the truth sparingly when it serves her own aims is a very Berweger thing to do. Given enough time, we could probably parse that all out between the two of us and reach some sort of conclusion. But of course that would involve talking about Feena."

      "You're right, that's unavoidable," Fitz said.

      "Not as unavoidable as she's going to make herself once we get back to school," Wyss said. "Face it. She's locked her targeting mechanism on you. She was fawning over you from afar all last semester, despite how close we came to sending her parents to jail and getting her and her brother expelled. Now she's stalking you over the break. Just wait until we start classes again. I'm sure she's found ways to get closer to you anyway she can. She's not going to let you get away."

      "She's just trying to make trouble," Fitz said.

      "I know she's probably evil on a cellular level," Wyss said, again not remotely sarcastically. "She was created in a lab to achieve bad ends. No argument there. But it's not inconceivable that all of that could be true, but also the fact that she just really likes you."

      "Do you actually think that?" Fitz asked, a sick feeling in his stomach.

      Wyss shrugged. "She seemed sincerely thrilled to be working with us to solve a crime. She dug in and did the work, no question about it. We wouldn't have found the culprit without her."

      "That's debatable," Fitz said grumpily. "We would've been fine on our own. It just might've taken a little longer to put the pieces together."

      "I never interact with that level of society, and you deliberately have blinders to it," Wyss said. "She made connections we never would have on our own."

      "So now you're on her side?" Fitz demanded.

      "Facts are facts," Wyss said. "Look, she clearly wants to be your new Ritchie. She as much as said so."

      "I don't need a new Ritchie," Fitz glowered.

      Wyss bit at his lip, his hands touching the tabletop as if he longed to grab a tablet and start studying something. But Fitz had made him leave all his tablets in his cabin.

      "What?" Fitz asked.

      Wyss didn't say anything for several long minutes. Fitz watched his face as he considered then discarded several responses. But he bit his own tongue, refusing to speak again until Wyss said out loud what he was thinking.

      "I was just wondering myself about what Cicey Travert meant last night," he said at last.

      Fitz was dead certain that had not been among the first twelve thoughts that Wyss had run through just then, but he let it go. "She's a sister of an acquaintance," he said. "She's also a known troublemaker, if not on a Berweger scale. I'm not sure she meant anything at all."

      "Here's the thing," Wyss said, all but squirming in his seat as his fingertips rubbed over the tabletop, still in that nervous pantomime. "I've been exchanging messages with Ritchie during the semester break."

      "School-related?" Fitz asked.

      "Of course not," Wyss said, still with that total lack of irony. "She's worried about you."

      "I'm fine, obviously. Until Feena turned up last night, I couldn't even remotely be considered in any kind of danger," Fitz said.

      "Worried is maybe not the right word," Wyss said. "Look, I'm not really good at this. But she was hoping I would take the time to talk to you while we were away from the academy."

      "And you waited until now to bring it up?" Fitz asked.

      "This sort of thing is not really in my skill set," Wyss said, squirming again. "But it's not like you were ever going to invite Moreau or anything."

      Fitz sighed, really wishing he could avoid asking the question. But he needed to hear the answer. "What did Ritchie want you to talk to me about?"

      "Well, it's not exactly a secret that you've stopped talking to her," Wyss said almost defensively.

      "Nonsense. I talk to her every day," Fitz said. "Maybe not over the break, but at the academy, I do. Every single day."

      "Come on," Wyss said. "You know exactly what I mean. After you two came back from the Julius Henry Observational Center, you've not said a word more to her than you had to. Moreau even joked that she and I should wear parkas to the task force meetings. Because we were getting secondhand frostbite from the freeze out you were doing on Ritchie."

      "Totally Moreau's words," Fitz guessed.

      "But she's not wrong," Wyss said.

      "I wasn't freezing Ritchie out," Fitz said. "I've just been busy and distracted and... whatever. It's not even a thing."

      "Ugh, this is not my skill set," Wyss lamented to the shuttle ceiling before turning his gaze back on Fitz. "Look, I'm just going to say one last thing and then we'll drop it."

      "Fine, but I swear nothing is going on. Ritchie is just⁠—"

      "Don't you dare say Ritchie is just being too sensitive," Wyss said with real anger in his voice. Fitz sat back and blinked. He had never heard that tone in Wyss's voice, not even when Wyss's own best friend had betrayed him.

      "No, that would never be a thing that would describe Ritchie," Fitz agreed. "But⁠—"

      "Just, stop it," Wyss said, holding up a hand as if that could hold back whatever Fitz had been about to say.

      "Fine. Say your one last thing," Fitz said resignedly.

      "It's clear to all of us that you're keeping secrets from us," Wyss said. "We three have discussed it amongst ourselves, and we all agree that feels like what's happening. But none of us has any idea what you're not sharing with us. Us, your best friends. It's no exaggeration to say we've all saved each other's lives. We share bonds stronger than mere friendship. But you put up a wall between you and Ritchie, all of a sudden with no warning, and it simply doesn't make any sense."

      Fitz said nothing, but neither did Wyss. The silence stretched out between them. But Fitz knew he would lose this game. Wyss could wait forever to speak again, but Fitz just had to fill the space between them with noise somehow.

      "You've spent nearly fourteen days in my home with my family," he said. "I'm sure the entire time you've spent in my father's company could be best measured in minutes, but he makes a big impression." He looked up at Wyss for confirmation.

      "He does," Wyss agreed. "And it was clear even in that time that he really doesn't like Ritchie. Like I said, that little dinner party last night wasn't a work thing for him. It was an attempt to use either Feena or Cicey as a wedge between you and Ritchie. But that doesn't make any sense. Because you've already been apart in any way that matters for months now."

      "I know," Fitz said. Wyss saying it out loud was making him feel it in a way that just living through it hadn't.

      He missed his best friend.

      "But if he's the whole reason, then why doesn't he know?" Wyss asked. Then, before Fitz could speak, he added, "is it all a game between you? You can't let him know when he's winning? Then what's even the point?"

      "It's complicated," Fitz said. "But I promise you, I swear to you, it isn't a game."

      Wyss met his eyes steadily. The shuttle around them lurched ever so slightly. They were out of jump space. They'd be landing on Oymyakon soon.

      "I believe you," Wyss said at last.

      "Thanks," Fitz said. Then, realizing that he had the opposite thing to Wyss, a tendency for too much sarcasm, he tried again. "No, seriously, thank you. Thank you for believing me."

      "If you say you have a good reason for keeping a secret, then of course you do," Wyss said. "But Fitz, is it worth what it's costing you?"

      "Yes," Fitz said firmly. On that score, he had no doubts at all. He had spent little time with his father over the break, and none of that had been the two of them alone, but he could tell his father's wishes had not changed. And neither had his feelings about Ritchie.

      "I'm not so sure of that," Wyss said, but he didn't press the point.

      "It can take an hour or a day to land, depending on the weather," Fitz said. "But just in case it's an hour, we should maybe get into uniform and pack the last of our stuff."

      "Sure," Wyss said, and got up to take his bowl and fork to the replicator for recycling.

      Fitz got up with his own still-full bowl in hand. He set it into the machine next to Wyss's bowl, but caught Wyss before he could leave for his cabin.

      "Say, you said you knew what Cicey found so amusing last night," he said.

      "No, I said I was wondering," Wyss said.

      Fitz nodded impatiently. "Yeah, yeah, but with you, that usually means you already have a theory. And your theories have a really good track record."

      Wyss sighed. "Look, I don't know for sure what she meant."

      "But?" Fitz prompted.

      "But, like I said, I was exchanging messages with Ritchie over the break," Wyss said.

      "Because she wanted you to talk to me," Fitz said.

      "Yeah, and I didn't message back because I hadn't talked to you yet and it was awkward to keep telling her I'd get to it when I was clearly not getting to it."

      "And?"

      "Well, after four or five days, she stopped messaging me," Wyss said.

      "Because you weren't answering," Fitz guessed.

      "I thought so at the time," Wyss admitted.

      "Come on, man. This is like pulling teeth here," Fitz said.

      Wyss heaved another sigh. "Do you even know where she was going?" he asked.

      "Somewhere with Moreau," Fitz said.

      "They were on Epsilon 20," Wyss said.

      "The aquatic world," Fitz said, nodding. "I've been there, actually. A few years back, I spent a whole summer there. Nothing but waves, sun and sand. Deep sea diving and fishing by day, parties by night. I hated almost every minute of it."

      "It sounds like paradise," Wyss said, and Fitz remembered that Wyss had grown up on a space station. Anything on a planet was paradise compared to that, even a hellhole like Oymyakon.

      "Oh, the planet is great, highly recommend," Fitz said, giving him two thumbs up. "The only problem is it's almost entirely the playground of the insanely rich. The seas are rough, and only the hover yachts are safe enough for travel..."

      Wyss lifted his eyebrows after Fitz trailed off, as if waiting for him to make the connection.

      The connection he absolutely didn't want to make. But once he did, the images wouldn't stop blossoming in his mind. Waves, sun, and sand. And Ritchie.

      "Ritchie was on some rich guy's yacht with Moreau, possibly the worst chaperone ever," Fitz guessed.

      "Is that fair?" Wyss asked.

      "I've been to parties with Moreau before," Fitz said dismissively.

      "Before she and Ritchie became buddies," Wyss said.

      "Fine, Moreau is looking out for her," Fitz gave in with, he knew, very bad grace. "So you're saying Ritchie stopped messaging you because she was having such a good time? Does that sound like Ritchie to you?"

      Wyss shrugged. "I'm just saying, Cicey clearly saw her at parties, and was mentioning her to you to get a rise out of you."

      Fitz barked out a humorless laugh. "Must've been so frustrating when I didn't react since I had no idea what she was talking about."

      "I suppose that's the upside," Wyss agreed.

      "Still, aside from why she would even care, how did Cicey even know that Ritchie and I knew each other?" Fitz wondered.

      "Well, if I had to guess, it's because Ritchie mentioned you," Wyss said. "And then she stopped mentioning you. Because something else was going on."

      Fitz glared at him for a minute, then a thought struck him and his glower deepened. "Are you saying she met someone? Ritchie? At a party like they have on Epsilon 20?"

      Wyss shrugged again. "Cicey was certainly implying it."

      "That's ridiculous," Fitz said. "More likely, she got caught up in studying in advance for our classes this semester and got all distracted. She forgot about the other party kids, because of course she would. They aren't her type of people, are they? And she forgot about messaging you, so by extension she forgot about me. I'd prefer that wasn't because of homework, but what are you going to do? It's Ritchie, right? Always be over-prepared; that's her motto."

      "Sure, I'm sure that's it," Wyss said, and beat a hasty retreat to his cabin before Fitz could detain him again.

      But it had to be all in Fitz's imagination, given Wyss had no capacity for irony, that it sounded like there had been just a hint of sarcasm in Wyss's voice.

      No, Wyss knew Ritchie nearly as well as Fitz did. He had definitely imagined that sarcasm.

      But the unsettled feeling in his stomach didn't dissipate as he went to his cabin to get into his uniform.
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      Ritchie woke to a haze of gray outside the window next to her bed. They were no longer in space; they were in the stormy atmosphere of Oymyakon. She felt a stab of panic that her time left with Guy would be all too short.

      But then she checked the screen built into the wall over the head of her bed and saw the train had descended to a point as far from the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy as it was possible to go without just going down over the second, smaller continent. She had slept through several hours of uneventful travel, but there was still a long way to go. Not only that, but the snaky line that showed the planned route was filled with the flashing lights of other stops on the way. She had thought the train was mostly filled with her fellow cadets, but clearly she had been wrong.

      She got up and dressed in civilian clothes. The schedule had them set to arrive at the academy just around dinnertime, but that was likely to be delayed by the weather, and there was no reason to get into uniform until the very last minute, anyway.

      Then she headed out to the sitting room to find Moreau already awake and dressed in her usual vacation loungewear. She was sitting at the dining table under the soft glow of the free-floating chandelier and sipping at a cup of coffee the size of a soup bowl, quietly gazing out
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