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      Murdina Ritchie pressed her face close to the thick shuttle window, mindless of the deep chill from space that still radiated through the double-paned glass. They were only just entering the atmosphere of her homeworld of Buennagel. No details were yet discernible beyond the wisps of high clouds that streaked past the window as they descended. But she could feel her heart beating in her throat.

      She hadn't seen this place in years. She had dreamt of it often, but with the clouds obscuring everything, she felt a sudden, irrational fear that her memories of the planet below were all wrong. That she only remembered the dream version and not the real one.

      She couldn't articulate why that mattered, but it did. And the fear was real enough that her hands were clammy, sweating despite the cold air so close to the window.

      She would be more comfortable if she took just half a step back. The climate-controlled environment inside the shuttle was set to a level where she and her friends were almost too warm in their Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy uniforms. But even the warmth of the air aside, her mug of sweet, lemony tea was waiting for her back at her seat. The salty, tamari smell of whatever Shackleton Fitz IV—whose family shuttle they were traveling in—had dialed up for lunch was inviting enough to set her stomach to growling.

      But sampling either the tea or the tamari dish meant stepping away from the window. And at the moment, she couldn't even force herself to lift her forehead away from the glass.

      Finally, the last wisps of cloud parted all at once, and the expanse of prairie that suddenly appeared below her was so verdantly green she sucked in a breath.

      The rolling hills, the smudges of purple and yellow flower meadows that dotted the never-ending grass, it was all exactly as she remembered it.

      There was a burst of static from the speaker just over her head, and the voice of the pilot crackled on. "We'll be landing in ten. Stow all loose items and belt in."

      Ritchie left the window with a sigh and headed back to her seat. She reached for her tea, but the mug was gone. Then she looked up to see her petite, blonde buddy Antoinette Moreau give her a little wave gesture with the cup she was holding in her hand. Ritchie nodded her thanks.

      As she buckled in, she saw that Fitz's buddy Kristof Wyss sitting across from her already had his belt fastened. She wondered if he had ever even taken it off since they left Oymyakon the day before. His pale blonde head had been bent over his tablet every time she had looked his way.

      Tassa Sokolov beside him was also buckled in and ready for landing. But Ritchie couldn't see her face—turned as it was towards Fitz on the other side of the aisle—only the back of her head where the long coils of her chestnut braid-crown met each other neatly at her nape. She flopped back against her seat with a sigh, then realized Ritchie was looking at her. She shrugged, then tipped her head towards Fitz and shrugged again.

      Ritchie didn't know what all that meant, but then she looked over at Fitz sitting by himself on the far side of the aisle. His bowl of food was still on the table in front of him, despite the pilot's words. He didn't seem to be aware of it. Not the food, or the pilot, or anything. He just stared off into space, biting at his thumbnail absentmindedly as one of his knees bounced rapidly up and down.

      "Did you want to finish?" Moreau asked him as she reached for his bowl.

      "What? No. It's fine," Fitz said. But automatically, like even when she had touched his shoulder, he hadn't really heard what she said.

      Ritchie knew that Fitz got stressed out anytime he was in the presence of his father, but after a very awkward hello to all of them collectively at the landing site back on Oymyakon, his father hadn't left the cockpit even once, and Fitz hadn't gone up to talk with him. Was he worried about what would happen when they landed?

      Or was he worried about their mission? The few hurried words that Colonel Hansen had exchanged with them just before Fitz's father's shuttle had landed hadn't made a lot of sense. But Ritchie gathered the gist of it was they were going to meet a contact while they were on Buennagel, someone who needed to remain secret. Someone who could never meet with them on Oymyakon. Ritchie didn't know any more than that, but she sensed that Fitz did.

      "Are you worried about finding our contact?" Ritchie asked him.

      "What?" Fitz asked, snapping up as if she had woken him from his fugue state. His hand dropped away from his mouth and his knee finally fell still.

      "You seem… preoccupied," she said. "Do you know who we're supposed to meet? Or what they're like?"

      "No, not really," Fitz said, glancing up at Moreau as she finally took the seat beside him and buckled in.

      "I wouldn't worry too much about first impressions," Moreau said. "Colonel Hansen seemed scary and intense when we first met him, right? And now, he's…" She trailed off, unable to find the words.

      "He's Colonel Hansen," Fitz finished for her.

      "Scary and intense," Ritchie said. "But on our side."

      "But meeting our contact is only item number two on Fitz's to-do list," Moreau said, and turned to give Fitz a fixed look. "Isn't it?"

      "Yeah," Fitz said glumly.

      He had promised to finally tell Ritchie the truth. Whatever he had been hiding from her. But not yet. Not on the shuttle.

      Ritchie pushed all thoughts of it aside before those thoughts could start driving her mad again.

      Then the pilot's voice started murmuring to them, his words lost in the roar of the engines as the shuttle dropped down to land.

      They banked sharply, spiraling in like a leaf on the wind. She wished she could still watch through the window as the grasslands and flowers of home finally grew close enough to make out real details, but all she could see through the glass from her seat was the indigo blue of the sky.

      She sucked in a breath again. She had forgotten just how blue the skies of Buennagel were. How could she have forgotten that? How many afternoons had she spent sprawled on her back looking up at that sky and wishing she could be up in it?

      She glanced up at Fitz, and he gave her a little smile, like he had just been having the same memory too.

      Then the shuttle set softly down on the platform and the engines cut off. The pilot remotely opened the side door, and the sounds of home rushed in to meet them. The wind whispering through the grass, the buzz of countless bees, the drone of the cicadas.

      And with the sound came the warmth of the wind, and with the wind came the familiar smells. The dry smell of the grass. The sweet smell of the flowers. And the strongest of those was the honey smell of the Immerweis.

      The Immerweis only bloomed once a year for five days. During those five days, the air was thick with their aroma. And after those five days, the smell was even stronger as the people of Buennagel cooked down the harvested blossoms into a thick syrup they cherished for the rest of the year until the Immerweis bloomed again.

      She had forgotten that smell, too. She had forgotten helping her mother with the still, condensing armful after armful of faded blossoms into a single jar of golden syrup. And once that jar was full, whatever was left in the still, her mother used to make the candy that was known as Maiden's Breath. Only faintly sweet as it melted on your tongue, but that sweetness lingered for hours afterward.

      How had she forgotten it?

      And would they be staying long enough for the harvest and distilling days? Would she have a chance to taste that candy again?

      She was the last to unbuckle from her seat and just barely caught her duffle bag as Moreau tossed it to her. So barely caught it that for a second she thought it would continue past her, her fingertips gripping the corner so tenuously.

      But someone behind her kept it from sailing past her. Thinking it was Fitz, she turned to thank him and found herself looking up at Fitz's father, General Shackleton Fitz III.

      And he was glowering down at her, putting the duffle back into her arms with a shove. She had avoided him as they boarded the shuttle, and since he hadn't come back to the cabin once during the whole voyage, she had managed to avoid him for all of that day. But she was face to face with him now.

      And it was clear his feelings for her were not changed.

      Was this a mistake? Fitz had wanted her to be here with him. She had thought over all the reasons not to come, but never spoke them aloud. There were so many memories to confront here, but she had decided that if Fitz needed her, she could handle confronting her past.

      What she hadn't taken into account was all the time she was going to be in the company of his father. A man she suspected had actively thwarted her academic career on more than one occasion. A man who had exerted great influence in his quest to keep his son and her far apart.

      He had failed at both, but that only made her fear him more. What more would he do? And what if he succeeded?

      Yes, this was feeling more and more like a mistake. Especially the idea of being a guest under his roof.

      "Is my father's house still standing?" Ritchie asked. Her voice sounded so small, not how she had wanted to project herself at all.

      Fitz's father just gave her a puzzled frown, like he wasn't sure what language she was speaking.

      "It's still there, but it's occupied by the current diplomat in residence, of course," Fitz told her. "Were you hoping to see it?"

      She was hoping to stay in it, but clearly that wasn't going to be how this went at all. She just shrugged.

      But the general was still staring down at her with that glowering look. Like she was a puzzle to him, yes, but that it was a puzzle that was angering him. A lot.

      Then another man in a military uniform came into the cabin from the cockpit. Ritchie couldn't remember his name, but she gathered he was Fitz's father's aide-de-camp. There was something about the inky blackness of his hair or in the way his dark eyes were just a shade too close together that made her feel uneasy. Or maybe it was the way he moved, like he was always slinking about. He slid up to the general's elbow and murmured something brief but inaudible close to his ear.

      "Fitz, lead your friends up to the house, will you?" his father said. He didn't wait for an answer, just swept down the ramp with that man half a step behind him.

      "That guy creeps me out," Ritchie whispered when she was sure they were out of earshot.

      "You mean Klemm? Tell me about it," Fitz said, his voice also pitched low. "He's always quietly there. It's annoying. My father has never had an assistant who had no concept of family time the way this guy does."

      "Maybe he's a spy," Moreau said, raising her eyebrows as if the thought tickled her. "Maybe he's our contact. Who's also a spy. Spying on your dad."

      "I don't think so," Fitz said.

      "He fits the scary and intense profile," Sokolov said.

      "Yeah, but you don't know my father the way I do," Fitz said. "There's no way that guy is a spy and my father doesn't know about it. And if he knew about it, he'd be gone. I won't deny he's creepy, but I think it's a harmless sort of creepy."

      "I hope so," Ritchie said. "This whole trip is going to be stressful enough without being constantly observed by that guy."

      "He watched us the whole time we were at the townhouse on Jorda," Wyss said. "I think you better steel yourself to the idea of being watched, Ritchie."

      "Let's get up to the house," Fitz said, gesturing for the others to precede him down the ramp. "I want to catch a moment alone with my father before dinner, and the sooner the better."

      Ritchie wanted to drag her feet. The shuttle suddenly felt like her safe space, and she was loath to leave it.

      But there was something in Fitz's brown eyes when he looked at her. Some eager expectation. Whatever he wanted to talk to his father about, he was very keyed up about it. And she got the sense that he wanted to share it with her, later.

      That was a lot to fit in before dinner.

      But the thought of dinner hit another dread spot in her mind. "Is this going to be a formal dinner?" she asked, biting at her lip in anticipation of what she already knew was going to be the answer.

      "At my house? There isn't any other kind," Fitz said.

      She was afraid of that.

      But then Moreau slipped her hand into Ritchie's and gave it a squeeze before leading her down the ramp, out into the sunshine and the flower-scented wind.

      Ritchie was where she never thought she'd be again.

      Home.
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      Shackleton Fitz IV was back in his father's office on Buennagel for the first time in half a decade, and it hadn't changed a bit.

      And it really should have. Or it should feel different because he was different. But it didn't.

      He still felt incredibly small. Like his feet didn't quite touch the floor as he sat deep inside the leathery embrace of the chair that was always positioned across from his father's own at the massive stone desk.

      Yes, stone. It came up out of the floor, emerging from the flagstones like some sort of monster out of a primordial ooze. The surface was a computer screen, of course, but the privacy settings didn't allow Fitz on the other side of the desk to see any of it. From where he sat, it looked like his father was just very interested in the patterns of the stone surface before him, flicking at one before staring intently at another.

      The walls around him were stone too, and extended up into the second story in order to contain the enormous number of books his father owned. Actual printed books from all over the Union of the Free Worlds and beyond. Some of them were priceless artifacts, others were a collector's personal amusements, but they were all shelved together according to some scheme known only to his father, the general.

      And all the shelves were stone as well. The black- and white-flecked grayness of all that stone seemed to smother even the brightest of book spines. It was oppressive.

      And cold.

      Fitz tucked his nose down into the collar of his uniform tunic, not so much to warm it as to get another sniff of the prairie smell he had brought in with him from outside. The warm smell of the grass was soothing. The syrupy sweet smell of the Immerweis was nearly too overwhelming. It almost made him dizzy.

      But he remembered the Maiden's Breath Ritchie's mother had made every harvest time. It had been divine, like putting a bit of a magic cloud on your tongue and letting it melt away. He wondered if Ritchie remembered that candy. He doubted her mother had been able to make it again after leaving Buennagel for the space station on the far side of the Union. Maybe she had forgotten.

      He hoped not. He hoped she knew the recipe. If they were here just a few extra days, they could distill some of the syrup themselves and make a batch of that candy.

      If she was still speaking to him when this was all over, that was.

      Ritchie had been withdrawn the entire shuttle flight from Oymyakon. He knew she was wrestling with a lot of emotions, but she wasn't letting a single one of them show. He wanted to ask how she was doing. What she was feeling and what she was thinking. But he couldn't. That wall was still between them, the one he had erected himself to protect her.

      He was so close to being able to tear it down, but he wasn't there yet. So he had had to watch from a distance as Ritchie kept a tight clasp on Moreau's hand all during the short walk from the shuttle landing platform on one of the higher rolling hills of their childhood home to the enormous edifice where his family dwelt.

      His father was a general in the Union of Free Worlds military, but he was also the governor of Buennagel. Because of that, Fitz had never known a home in the sense that Ritchie had: an enclosed space just for one family. No, what he had was a bedroom in the set-off parts of an administrative building. The dining room, the kitchens, the library, the so-called living room, were all public places. Local people coming to petition his father, travelers stopping by on their way between systems, or other military officers on official business, all mingled together in those places.

      He had been nervous as he and his fellow cadets left the path through the grasslands behind to cross the gravel court to the massive, open front doors into the greeting hall that they wouldn't understand the distinctions between public and private, but he quickly realized they got it just fine.

      Ritchie had been here often enough as a child to understand it intuitively. Moreau had enough friends who were children of politicians and public officials to have been in just such a place many times. Wyss had spent a semester break with Fitz at his family's townhouse on the UFW capital planet of Jorda, a space only slightly more homey than here due to his father having a separate office in the military headquarters.

      Sokolov was the only one he should've really been worried about, but even she seemed to grasp the double-purpose of the building at once. But then again, she had worked the VIP cars of the Intergalactic Railway long enough to know how the upper crust lived.

      So they had all stayed in a tight cluster around him, waiting for a cue from him where they should go next.

      But he had needed to get to his father's office as soon as possible. So he had foisted them off on one of the security officials, even going so far as to make one of the guards carry his bag up to his room.

      And he really needn't have bothered. Rushing to get here had been a waste of effort. The chronometer in the corner of his field of vision kept ticking away, the better part of an hour, and still he was being ignored.

      Fitz sighed and sat up straighter in the over-sized chair, hoping to catch his father's eye. But his father was intent on only two things: the screens in front of him that Fitz could not see, and the whispers of Lieutenant Florus Klemm in his ear.

      Klemm could see the screens. Of course he could. Klemm could see everything. But what did he do with what he saw?

      Was Moreau right? Could he be a spy?

      But sent by who?

      "There. That's the worst of it caught up with," Fitz's father said, sitting back from his desk before pressing his thumb down on the security lock to shut it all down.

      "Great! I was hoping—" Fitz began, but Klemm spoke right over him, as if he wasn't even there.

      "There is the matter of the dinner this evening, sir," Klemm said, sliding one tablet into a side pocket of his uniform pants before taking out another from the opposite pocket and tapping it to life.

      "Luana has it all in hand, surely," Fitz's father said, rubbing tiredly at his eyes.

      "The dinner itself, of course, sir," Klemm said. "But we still need to go over the review materials I've prepared on all the various factions who will be attending. It is a rather large affair this time."

      "Bad timing," Fitz's father grumbled. Then he glanced up, just for a second, almost at Fitz.

      "Father, I really wanted to—" Fitz said, all in a rush. But he still wasn't fast enough. Klemm spoke over him again.

      "There is an audio-visual element to the materials, sir," Klemm said. "Perhaps we should adjourn to the secure briefing room?"

      "Of course," Fitz's father said, and got up from this chair. He looked tired in a way that Fitz had never seen him before. As if the flight to Oymyakon and back had taken everything out of him.

      Which made no sense. His father flitted around the Union of Free Worlds constantly. He was seldom stationed in any one location for long, and even when technically stationed somewhere, his job still kept him on the move. So what was making him so tired now?

      "Father," Fitz said again. He had to repeat it twice more, the last time almost at a shout, before his father finally turned to acknowledge him. Klemm had made it all the way out to the hall but came back to see what was delaying the general. He gave Fitz a cold glare of unspoken reprimand, but Fitz could not care less what Klemm thought of him.

      "Fitz, yes," his father said, for all the world like he really hadn't realized his son was there the entire time. The son he had just spent days traveling to pick up and bring home. Not at Fitz's request, not at all. No, because he had been all fired up about something.

      Like Fitz violating his parole while under arrest for a crime he hadn't committed was upsetting enough to demand his personal attention, the job of generaling or whatever be damned.

      "Father, I just—" Fitz began, but this time it was his father that interrupted him.

      "Fitz, I do want to talk with you, but this is not the time," he said.

      "Well, when is the time?" Fitz asked, his irritation plain. "You're the one who demanded I leave Oymyakon and come back here with you. But you've never said why."

      "You know what you did," his father said, narrowing his eyes warningly at him.

      "I know what I did, but I also know what I didn't do," Fitz said. "And so do you."

      "Sir, we really don't have the time for this," Klemm said. It was meant to be a whisper close to his boss's ear, but it was pitched to carry. He wanted Fitz to hear.

      "Quite right," the general said.

      "You're not even going to ask what I mean?" Fitz demanded. "Because I wasn't talking about violating my parole or being a suspect in a murder. That's not the 'what I did and didn't do' I'm referring to."

      "I'm sure this is a very important family matter," Klemm said, but the disdain dripping from his words undercut their meaning quite a bit.

      "It is," the general said to him brusquely. But then he turned back to Fitz. "This isn't the time."

      "How is it not the time? You literally pulled me out of school to be here with you. So, please, let's get this over with."

      His father said nothing. The stoniness of his face made the decor of his office feel soft by comparison.

      But then something changed. The corners of his eyes scrunched up, the hard line of his mouth loosened. Something subtle like that. But Fitz felt it more than saw it, anyway.

      For just a flash, he knew his father was deeply filled with sorrow. But for what?

      Before he could delve deeper or even think to ask, Klemm was speaking again. "Sir?"

      "Yes, quite," his father said, and his face was back to stony, barely contained anger in the blink of an eye.

      "Come on, father," Fitz pleaded. He had to squash down all the irritation he was feeling at his father and at Klemm both. He had to keep his tone respectful. It was his only chance of being heard. "Can't you just send Klemm into the briefing room to set up? I only need a minute."

      That absolutely wasn't true. He knew what he had to say, let alone what his father would have to say in response, was going to take far longer than a minute. But all he needed was a minute to suck his father in so deep, not even Klemm could pull him away. Not until every word was said.

      The stony expression on his father's face didn't soften this time, but he was thinking. Fitz could see the thoughts firing behind those dark eyes. He was going to say yes.

      But, of course, Klemm had to butt in one last time.

      "We have less than an hour before the pre-dinner gathering, sir," Klemm said.

      "Can't you just stuff it? For five minutes?" Fitz snapped at him.

      He wished he could take those words back, even before he saw the anger in his father's eyes.

      "Is that really how you address a superior officer, cadet?" the general growled at him.

      "We're in our home, father," Fitz said, still surly if not outright venomous.

      "You're in uniform, cadet," the general said.

      Fitz said nothing. But the sullen silence stretched on too long. It was just too intolerable, being stuck there under that angry glare.

      "Lieutenant Klemm, I apologize for my words. They were inappropriate," he said. Then, far too late, remembered to add, "sir."

      "Apology accepted," Klemm said impatiently. "Sir, we really must get going."

      "Of course," Fitz's father said. "Fitz, I shall see you at dinner. I expect you and your fellow cadets to be on your best behavior. It's disappointing I should even feel like I have to tell you that, but perhaps I shouldn't be surprised. You showed me your true colors years ago, and fool that I am, I keep thinking our fine foreign service academies will change you."

      "Yes, sir," Fitz said, swallowing miserably.

      "Behave. For your mother's sake, if not for mine," his father said.

      And then he was gone, and Fitz was alone in the cavernous stone cave of his father's office. And he felt very small indeed.
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      Ritchie looked around the bedroom she was sharing with Moreau, walking with her hands carefully folded behind her back lest she be tempted to touch something.

      She knew everything she saw was some sort of antique, priceless and irreplaceable. The room was large and comfortable, the entire eastern wall nothing but opened glass doors that let in the warm afternoon air. Even all the way up here on the fourteenth floor, she could smell the grass and flowers. Strangely, the Immerweis were more muted, though. Perhaps whatever carried its scent was just too heavy to extend up so far.

      But she decided that was a good thing. She had just emerged from the shower, and the warm breeze dancing through her curls was drying her hair for her. The grass and drier-smelling flowers would leave their scent behind, but not the far too perfumey Immerweis.

      She could hear Moreau singing something through the closed bathroom door and smiled to herself as she moved from examining a strange sort of sculpture that felt more like a work of science than one of art to a display of weapons. She had rushed her own shower, too used to the constant need to hurry that was her daily life back at the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy. But Moreau never missed an opportunity to relax and enjoy things.

      Moreau's song ended mid-syllable. Then the water cut off and the shower door clicked open. Ritchie accessed her implant and saw a message from Fitz calling them all to meet him in his sitting room. Out of what was fast becoming a habit, she made sure all of her implant's settings were still on the lowest intrusion levels before shifting her awareness back to the wall in front of her.

      No more constant mapping of the world around her, no more constant display of the current time in the corner of her vision, no more instant notification of any and all messages. Not for her. Her implant had been used against her far too many times. If she could remove it without tanking any possible future career, she would. Not even Wyss, who understood everything he studied, could explain why her implant had been used against her again and again. And he couldn't promise there was a way to make it safe.

      She took a deep breath and forced her attention back to the weapons on the wall, away from anxieties she couldn't fight. It looked like all three weapons were of a set: a long, curved sword; a shorter straight sword, and a knife curved so strongly it looked more like a scythe. The scabbards had repeating patterns worked into the leather, although age had worn away so much of the color that she couldn't make out just what the patterns were.

      She was just reaching out to touch that knife handle, to turn it at a better angle to the light behind her, when Moreau came into the room already dressed in her formal uniform, although she had left her hair down.

      "Fitz wants us," Moreau told her as she went to her bed and dug through her duffle bag for her brush.

      "I saw that," Ritchie said. "He didn't say what about, though."

      "Yeah, I noticed that too," Moreau said with a frown. She stopped brushing her hair in mid-stroke, lost in thought for a moment, before resuming.

      "What?" Ritchie asked.

      "Nothing," Moreau said. Then, before Ritchie could press, said, "were you ever up here as a kid?" She was walking backwards, through the wind-spun lengths of sheer curtain, to the balcony beyond.

      "Of course," Ritchie said, following her out into the afternoon light. She pointed to where their balcony was separated from the next by a low wall. "Those are Fitz's rooms, just there. I spent a lot of time up here. Although Fitz always preferred to be at my house."

      "Can you see your house from here?" Moreau asked, still brushing her hair, not bothered by the way the wind kept carrying it away from her.

      "No, it's on the other side, and there are several hills between," Ritchie said, leaning her elbows on the balcony wall to look down at the prairie. "I know it looks flat from up here, but it really isn't."

      "I'm sure we'll get to visit your house before we go," Moreau said, gathering her hair up into a topknot, then going back into the room to put her brush away.

      "I'm not sure that's relevant to why we're here," Ritchie said. There may have been an edge of sarcasm to her tone, but she couldn't help the irony. She knew there was more than one reason they were here. She just didn't know what the other reason was. Not yet. And she wouldn't put it past Fitz to decide again that he just couldn't talk to her, no matter what he had said before.

      "Come on," Moreau said, braiding the long tail of her topknot even as she headed for the door. Ritchie ran to open it for her, then followed Moreau out into the sunless stillness of the corridor. Sokolov was just emerging from her own room a little further down the corridor. She smiled and quickened her steps to join them in the short walk to Fitz's rooms.

      "Do you know what this is about?" Sokolov asked.

      "Not a clue," Ritchie said. "I get the feeling he wanted to go over something before dinner, though. Hence the timing."

      "Makes sense," Sokolov agreed.

      Moreau finished wrapping the braid around her topknot with a little pat, then knocked once on the door at the end of the corridor before just turning the handle and letting them all inside.

      The room beyond extended across the entire building from east to west, and doors on both sides were open to let the breezes through. The floor was a stone tile, but she knew from experience it would feel warm under bare feet even when not bathing in the sunlight.

      When she had first come into this room as a little girl, it had been stuffed full of toys. Slowly, over the years, blocks and climbing structures had become models of military vehicles and tables covered with miniatures and figurines for all the thousand games she and Fitz had once played together. Shortly before she had seen it last, it had been changing again, the models and military tabletop games disappearing in favor of a video game system and chairs comfortable enough to game in.

      But now even that was gone. Now, it was just a sitting area, like a living room, but without the sense of a family ever spending time in here. Ritchie had no clue who had picked out the furniture, but the utilitarian tables and the padded but not too comfortable sofas felt more like they belonged in one of the public rooms downstairs than something that should be part of a teenaged boy's personal space.

      But then again, Ritchie doubted Fitz ever spent much time here, if at all. The last few semester breaks, he had joined his parents not here but at other places where his father was stationed. She even wondered if this was his first time seeing the changes himself.

      "Good, you're here," Fitz said as he materialized in front of the three of them, a tray of tall drinks in his hands.

      "What's this?" Sokolov asked brightly, choosing one of the three frosted glasses.

      "Just lemon water, nothing fancy," Fitz said. "If we filled up before dinner, my mother would have a fit."

      "Wyss is already here, I see," Moreau said, taking a glass of her own, then gliding across the stone tile floor to settle onto the sofa beside Wyss. He wasn't looking at a tablet this time, but only because he had an entire computer system balanced on his knees. He was so focused on whatever he was doing, he didn't even notice Moreau joining him.

      "What're we doing?" Ritchie asked, taking the last of the glasses and sipping at the lemon water. There was more to it than that, she could tell. A hint of mint, and something sweet. But the hydrating citrus was the top note. She hadn't realized how thirsty she was until it hit her tongue.

      She realized Fitz was looking at her. Yet again she had the strong feeling that he was five seconds away from telling her something, but after she counted to ten, he still hadn't spoken. Instead, he dropped his eyes and set the tray aside before going to join Wyss, Moreau, and now Sokolov in the cluster of sofas.

      "We're calling Hansen," Fitz said. "Or we're trying to. How's it going?"

      "It's this hard to call Oymyakon from here?" Moreau asked.

      "It is if you're setting up a secure line," Fitz said. "Wyss?"

      "Almost," Wyss said, still tapping away at the computer on his knees. Then he sat back and blew out a tired breath. Moreau picked up a half-full glass of lemon water from the table in the center of the cluster of sofas and handed it to him. He took it from her gratefully, rubbing the frosted exterior of the glass over this pale forehead before taking a sip.

      "I trust you have it?" Fitz asked.

      "I sent him a message," Wyss said. "I set up the secure line, but he has to initiate the call on his end. Just give him a minute."

      "Well, this is probably a good time for me to tell you all something," Fitz said. He alone wasn't sitting on a sofa, and they all looked up at him expectantly. "Look, these are my personal rooms. This isn't a public space. But all that means is that the general public doesn't have access to them. Aides, cleaners, and technicians of all sorts can and do come through at their will."

      "Without warning?" Sokolov asked, as if the idea offended her as a former Intergalactic Railway steward.

      "Usually not, but it does happen," Fitz said. "Aside from anyone physically being in here, anyone who comes in could, of course, leave any manner of things behind."

      "You mean we might be bugged?" Ritchie asked, looking around the room. Nothing looked out of place, but then it wouldn't, would it?

      "Wyss did a sweep before he started the call," Fitz said. "But unless he's just done a sweep, it's best to assume that in these rooms, we will be overheard."

      "Are we afraid of
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