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      Murdina Ritchie resisted the urge to bounce on her toes like an eager child as she and her fellow cadet Antoinette Moreau waited in line to order what she knew was the finest beverage in the universe. The dark roasted, almost smoky aroma from whatever it was that wasn't quite coffee was thick in the air all around the little café tucked off the intersection of the two main concourses of Intergalactic Transport Depot Delta-Gamma-Delta. Now that they were closer to where the magic happened, the sugary smell of caramel was a more prominent undertone.

      Her mouth was watering already.

      Surely Moreau could smell it too, but to judge from her face all she felt was boredom. But Ritchie was no longer fooled by her buddy's seeming lack of interest in anything around her. She knew it was a just façade.

      "We're next," Ritchie said, when the two of them took a step closer to the counter. Completely unnecessarily; it wasn't like Moreau's family were so wealthy she didn't know what queues were.

      "I had no idea there were shchupals in this part of the Union of Free Worlds," Moreau said.

      "Shchupals?" Ritchie repeated. She was pleased to note that while she had never heard the word before, her tongue didn't trip her up when she said it aloud.

      "Those are shchupals," Moreau said, pointing discreetly with her chin to the two creatures behind the counter. Their large, round bodies brought to mind certain slow, ruminating species that subsisted on grasses, always ponderously chewing and not moving more than necessary. Their legs, too, were thick and sturdy, built to stand in one place all day without discomfort.

      But coming out of those round bodies was an array of slender, boneless tentacles. It was with these tentacles that they carried out the elaborate preparations of mixing a variety of hot drinks, the most famous of which was colloquially known as the uber coffee bomb. Those tentacles turned handles on machines, poured foamy cream from cute little pitchers, and even dribbled elaborate shapes on the top of that cream by dripping streams of caramel from the ends of spoons.

      And they did all that at great speed, so many tentacles waving through the air, never tangling, even reaching around the other large, never moving body on its trunk-like feet to grab this or that. The juxtaposition was so extreme Ritchie wondered if what she was looking at was really just one creature, or two creatures in a tightly interconnected symbiotic system.

      "Well, this is one of the larger depots," Moreau went on. "I suppose you get all sorts here."

      Then it was their turn. Ritchie carefully spoke the words "uber coffee bomb" and touched the picture on the display between her and the shchupal. The shchupal nodded and most of its tentacles got to work on her order, while the one closest to her gestured to the credit meter. Ritchie pressed her thumb against it and watched almost her entire savings disappear in an instant.

      It was going to be so worth it, though.

      "The same for me," Moreau said as Ritchie moved down to the end of the counter to take her already waiting drink. This time she had gotten the order right, not in a bulb for travel through freefall like last time but in a cup. A cup so large she would call it a bowl, except it was clearly resting on a matching saucer. She picked it up and carried it carefully to an open booth close to the flow of traffic up and down the concourse and sat down. She leaned over it, feeling the steam on her face and inhaling the scent deeply. But she didn't taste it yet. She wanted to see Moreau sample hers first.

      Moreau sat down across from her with an entire tray. She had her own drink in its bowl-and-saucer, but also a couple of plates holding heaps of golden fried pastries. She leaned over her own drink and breathed in the aroma with the smallest of smiles. Then she said a word that Ritchie was positive she could never pronounce.

      "What's that?" Ritchie asked.

      "It's how you say this drink in the native language of the shchupals," she said. "I haven't had one in forever, though."

      "Oh," Ritchie said, trying desperately not to let her disappointment show. "Of course you've had this before."

      Moreau gave her a look. As usual, it was hard to tell what her look meant, and Ritchie couldn't work up the energy to try to figure it out. She just took a sip of her uber coffee bomb, or whatever Moreau had called it.

      The rich creaminess melted over her tongue, and then the caffeine quickly followed. It was still the best thing she'd ever tasted. But of course she hadn't been to so very many places in the Union of Free Worlds.

      "Wow," Moreau said appreciatively. "Who'd have thought? I've had this prepared for me by some of the finest shchupal baristas in the universe, but they had nothing on what these two running a café off a transport depot concourse have got going."

      Ritchie took another sip without speaking. She wasn't sure if Moreau was messing with her or not.

      Moreau watched her for a minute, then took another drink of her own. Then she pushed one of the plates of pastries towards Ritchie.

      "What's this?" Ritchie asked, curious despite herself.

      "It's traditional to dunk these," Moreau said, picking one up and demonstrating with her own drink. "There's a trick to timing it just right. You want to soak up as much as you can, but not so much that it just dissolves. They have a savory spiciness to them that really complements the rich sweetness of the uber coffee bomb. Try it."

      Ritchie took one of the pastries and followed Moreau's example. She must have timed it too short, since when she bit into hers it was still so brittle and crunchy that it shattered, raining bits down onto her cup and saucer. She tried to name what she was tasting, but just as what the shchupals brewed wasn't exactly coffee, what was in the pastries wasn't exactly cinnamon or cloves or ginger. Or... was that caraway?

      "Good, right?" Moreau said as she took another bite of hers.

      "Good," Ritchie agreed, and dunked her pastry again, letting it soak just a bit longer.

      "Thanks, Ritchie. This was a great idea," Moreau said. "We're not going to get food like this on the train, let alone at the academy." She sighed dreamily, then took another bite.

      Ritchie found the food at the academy quite a bit better than anything she ever got at home. But there were other things she would miss while at the academy.

      "I'm going to miss being warm enough," Ritchie said, stretching out her arms as if she could soak up the atmosphere and bring it with her. "I always thought planets were supposed to be warmer and nicer than space stations."

      "Most planets are," Moreau said. "Oymyakon is definitely an outlier. I've enjoyed two whole months of never getting wet."

      "I know, right?" Ritchie agreed. "My feet in particular really appreciate staying dry when I run."

      "Ugh, you've been running?" Moreau said. "I've enjoyed my vacation from that as well."

      They lingered as long as they could over their pastries and coffee, but all too soon it was time to pick up their bags and continue on down the concourse to where their train was about to board.

      Until the two of them had met an hour before, Ritchie had been the only person she'd seen in a cadet's uniform. Now, as they made their way through the foot traffic, she spied more and more cadet uniforms in the crowd around her. Most of them were in other school colors, but a few were in the earthy browns of the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy.

      Then they reached their boarding area and found themselves in a little sea of brown uniforms.

      "I don't see Fitz," Ritchie said, rising up on tiptoe to scan the crowd. Moreau didn't bother doing the same. Even on tiptoes, she was too short to see over most people's shoulders.

      "You thought he was going to be on time?" she said. But then someone else must have caught her eye, because the little groan of irritation couldn't have been at the sight of Fitz.

      "What?" Ritchie asked, moving closer so that Moreau could speak without being overheard.

      "Nothing. I just saw the Berweger twins."

      "Who are the Berweger twins?" Ritchie asked, looking around. She guessed they must be tall, if Moreau had seen them in the crowd.

      "Finn and Feena Berweger," Moreau said. "Their parents are admirals or something. Although to hear them talk, you'd think that made the two of them crown prince and crown princess."

      "There are no monarchies in the Union of Free Worlds," Ritchie said with a frown.

      "Maybe you can explain that to them," Moreau said.

      "So, wait. You're telling me the two of them are insufferably elitist? When hanging out with you and your... non-cadet friends?" Ritchie said, searching for the most diplomatic way to put that she could.

      "Exactly," Moreau said. "If you want to call the people I hung out with before I came to the academy 'friends', that is. They definitely thought of themselves as the crème de la crème, or whatever. But those two are something else. Well, it's what you said. Insufferable."

      "So why are they here?" Ritchie asked. "Are they catching some other train, do you think?"

      "No, they're definitely transfers. They are wearing Oymyakon uniforms. I'm not going to point, but if you step up on the edge of the planter, you'll see them for sure. Tall, slender, dark blonde hair, blue eyes. They're obviously not identical twins, but they look like clones of each other."

      Ritchie stepped up on the edge of the decorative planter. It was a low, wide ledge about the height of a bench and meant to serve as such. She only stayed up there long enough to get a good look around, then dropped back down to stand next to Moreau.

      She had seen a blonde girl and a blonde boy standing and talking together just outside a pair of the train's still-closed doors. They had been engrossed only in each other, ignoring everyone around them. Their hair was already dressed according to regulations, and no adornments dangled from their ears or colored the skin of their faces.

      Her first impression had been that no one should look so good in a school uniform. Especially not the exact same uniform she herself was wearing at that very moment.

      Her second impression was that she was glad she wasn't seeing them actually dressed to impress. That effect must be almost lethal.

      But those impressions were brief, just fleeting thoughts gone before she'd even settled back down on the ground.

      Her third impression, however, lingered. She still felt it, like it was seared on her optical nerves. It wasn't a comfortable feeling, but she couldn't shake it.

      "Wow," Ritchie said at last. "They don't look human."

      "Yep, that's them," Moreau said. "I would say their parents must have tweaked their genetic codes at conception, except their parents are both super gorgeous as well."

      "You think they're good looking?" Ritchie asked, hugging her arms as if warding off a sudden chill. "I meant more like inhuman. Like... not right."

      Moreau gave her an assessing look. "Seriously?"

      "Seriously. Neither of them even looked my way, but they both creeped me out." This time she really did shiver.

      "Interesting. But you do have good instincts," Moreau said.

      "What do you mean?" Ritchie asked.

      Moreau sighed, and her cheeks turned ever so slightly pink. Then she gestured for Ritchie to bend forward so Moreau could speak close to her ear. "I'm not proud of it, but I had a bit of a crush on Finn there for years. You know, from afar. His parents and mine dragged us to the same parties when we were kids."

      "All right," Ritchie said, not sure where this was going.

      "I was never alone with Finn, and I'm kind of grateful for that now. But I was alone with Finn and Feena once. In a hallway, on my way to one of the bedrooms of a sprawling estate in the midst of an epic house party."

      "What happened?" Ritchie asked.

      Moreau gave a humorless laugh. "Really? Nothing much. He said something to me, something completely banal, like 'nice party' or 'like your outfit' or whatever. And she didn't say anything that I can remember. But they both looked at me, like really saw me, for just a fraction of a second."

      "And then what?" Ritchie asked when Moreau trailed off.

      "Then, nothing. But it was in that moment I felt what you just said. There is something not right about the two of them. Anyway, that was the end of my crush."

      "I don't think you should read so much into my words," Ritchie said nervously. "I don't know them at all. I wouldn't assume anything much by my first impression based on a brief glimpse. That's just appearances, right?"

      "No, I think your instincts are smarter than you are," Moreau said.

      "Gee, thanks," Ritchie said.

      "You know what I mean," Moreau said with a scoff. "Your instincts just screamed danger at you, but here you are talking yourself around to not listening to and trusting that impulse."

      "I think I should at least talk to them first," Ritchie said.

      "I'm sure that will come up sooner than either of us would like," Moreau said with a shrug.

      "What do you mean?" Ritchie asked.

      "There's only one reason I can think of that the highest ranked cadets in the finest academy in the Union of Free Worlds would transfer here," Moreau said.

      "To be cadet captains?" Ritchie guessed. Moreau nodded. Ritchie's stomach sank, but a saving thought suddenly struck her. "No, I don't think so."

      "Jeger transferred here to be cadet captain, remember?" Moreau said. "And her attitude of turning all of us cadets at the lesser school around? That's not unique to her, I'm sure."

      "Jeger jumped at an opportunity she didn't have at the more competitive schools," Ritchie said. "But you just said they were the highest ranked at the very best school. So why wouldn't they be cadet captains there?"

      Moreau opened and closed her mouth twice before finally saying, "okay, you might have a point there."

      "See? No need to panic," Ritchie said. A bustle of motion moved like a wave through the crowd around them, and she guessed that the doors had finally opened. They were about to board the train.

      And there was still no sign of Fitz.

      "For the record, I was never panicking," Moreau said as she and Ritchie clutched their bags close and let the crowd jostle them ever closer to the train.

      "No, that's not something I imagine you ever do," Ritchie said. She turned to look back, but none of the faces behind her were familiar.

      "But I still want to know what they're doing here," Moreau said. "They are definitely in Oymyakon uniforms. But if either of them had done something to warrant such a huge demotion, let alone both of them, I would've definitely heard about it. So why are they here?"

      Ritchie didn't answer, but she couldn't deny there was a real gnawing of anxiety starting in her gut. She didn't want to judge people based on their appearance, no matter how foul or how fine.

      But she couldn't deny that Moreau had read her mind before. Her instincts had started screaming danger the minute she had seen the two of them standing there, waiting for the train. What had her subconscious mind noticed that the rest of her had not?

      And who was likely to find themselves in danger?
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      Shackleton Fitz IV paced the center aisle of the seating area of his father's personal shuttle, shoving chip after chip into his mouth. As if eating faster would make the shuttle fly faster.

      Well, they weren't so much chips as fritters, thick slices of the starchy root vegetable called kyaw that only grew on the planet Nisi. The vegetable itself had a certain sweetness to it that became more pronounced when fried and was complemented well by the generous coating of salt. He paused to fold down the top of the bag again and shake the contents to redistribute the seasoning before putting another slice in his mouth.

      They were almost better cold than they were warm. Almost.

      But eating them now, like this, just to pass the nervous time, was almost a crime. He wasn't savoring them at all, and he wouldn't have the like again until some point in his future too distant to be pinned down.

      But he really hated that he was going to be late. He glanced at the chronometer in the corner of his vision and groaned aloud before stuffing another chip in his mouth. He was already too late to catch the train at the platform with the other cadets.

      "Cadet Fitz?" the pilot called back from the cockpit.

      "Yeah," he called back, and started to fold the bag closed before realizing it was empty. He tossed it into the replicator to be recycled, then headed down the narrow hallway past the galley and toilets to the cockpit, dusting the last of the salt from his hands as he walked. He leaned between the pilot and copilot seats and looked out the front window.

      The Intergalactic Transport Depot Delta-Gamma-Delta was a main hub, not just in this quadrant of the Union of Free Worlds, but hosting a lot of traffic to and from the other quadrants. It looked a lot like an orrery, like the one his grandfather had in his library, with bulbous globes of various sizes protruding off the main cylinder, spinning around it on the ends of delicate limbs. It even looked a little like brass, especially the central body, which had no external illumination and only glowed softly as it reflected the lights around it.

      The globes on their attachments moved at a slow but steady pace, but the lights that shimmered around them were in frantic motion, slowing to match the velocity of one of those globes or accelerating to peel away into the black.

      And they were a part of that sea of twinkling lights. Only they didn't seem to be moving closer to any of the globes.

      "What's the matter?" Fitz asked. "Aren't we clear to land?"

      "We are," the pilot said. He was new, and Fitz had only met him briefly when he had boarded the shuttle. Fitz tried to remember his name. Had it been Riley?

      "So?" Fitz asked, making a rolling gesture with his hand.

      "The train has already left the depot, cadet," Riley said. "It's on its way to dock with the jump drive ring."

      "So we have time," Fitz said, scanning the field of view outside the window for any sign of the jump drive ring. He didn't see it.

      "We can take you there directly, you know," Riley said with a glance at his copilot. She said nothing, just sat back in her seat with arms folded, waiting for orders.

      "I know you can," Fitz sighed, rubbing at the bridge of his nose tiredly. "Are we late because of my father?"

      "He didn't delay us at departure. We left right on time," Riley said, but he sounded like he hadn't gotten Fitz's point.

      "I'm saying did he tell you to fly slow?" Fitz asked. Riley opened his mouth to answer, but Fitz held up a hand. "Never mind. Forget I said that. Just... I don't want you to land this thing at the school. I'm not interested in being a spectacle."

      Again, he added, but only to himself.

      "We'd get you there before the train even reached the planet," Riley said.

      "I'm sure you would," Fitz said. "But can't you just catch up with the train? I mean, we're here already."

      "You want me to dock the shuttle with the train itself?" Riley asked. The copilot put a hand over her mouth to hide her sudden smile.

      "It has to slow down to dock with the jump drive ring. We have plenty of time. Assuming you can do it?" Fitz asked. He tried to keep a taunting tone out of his voice, but didn't really succeed.

      "We'd need clearance—" Riley started to say.

      "You tell them who owns this shuttle and you'll get it," Fitz said. The copilot chuckled. Riley shot her a glare, but she just shrugged.

      "Orders are orders," she said. "Besides, you know you want to. I'll plot the course, you call the tower."

      Riley bit his lip in indecision, then started speaking low into his headset. Fitz stayed where he was, standing between the two seats, his hands braced on the back of each of them. The shuttle accelerated gently beneath him and a different section of space came into view.

      Now he could see the cluster of jump drive rings waiting in an orderly array some distance from the orbiting arms of the transport depot. A single intergalactic train was snaking its way over to one of them.

      There were quite a few more cars on there than there had been the last time he had nearly missed this train. But that made sense. Last time he had taken the train to Oymyakon, there had only been three other cadets with him. This time, it was nearly the entire student body, plus whatever few other random people were heading that way.

      But there couldn't be many of those. There was nothing whatsoever to recommend Oymyakon, with its near-constant state of hurricanes and storms. Very little grew there. The mountains were neither gentle enough for casual hikers nor challenging enough for sport climbers. The only reason anyone chose to live there was because they were in exile from some other at least modestly better place.

      Why anyone had decided to build a foreign service academy there, he still had no idea. Sadism, probably.

      Fitz was pretty sure that sadism had been part of his father's decision to bring the family to Nisi for his break between school years. Nisi was a newly discovered world, all beaches of sparkling white sand, indigo skies only occasionally dotted with puffy white clouds, and oceans of vibrant green water. He had spent weeks basking in the hot sun, bathing in the warm waves, and stuffing himself on a variety of culinary items unique to Nisi, of which kyaw had been his far and away favorite.

      It was the opposite of Oymyakon in every way possible. Fitz had seen the gleam in his father's eyes when he had said goodbye to his parents and gotten aboard this shuttle back to the academy. His father knew that Fitz was going to find Oymyakon even colder and damper and more miserable than he had before.

      But Fitz wasn't bothered. What did the weather matter? Oymyakon was where his friends were. Nisi wasn't.

      "We're going to match the train's velocity in twenty seconds," Riley told him. "I'll be docking just aft of the bridge car. You'll have a matter of seconds to make the transfer before they fully engage with the jump drive ring. They won't wait, even for a Shackleton Fitz."

      "I'll be ready," Fitz said, and hustled to the back of the shuttle. He seized his bag and slung the strap across his body, then stood by the airlock door that was set in the floor just off the aisle. He got there just in time to grasp the safety bar in the wall and brace himself as the shuttle's directional rockets fired with a bang. There was a jostle, then they were gliding smoothly once more. Another bang sounded as the fore rockets fired, slowing them to match the velocity of the train.

      He heard a clang beneath his feet as the shuttle settled onto the roof of the train. By the time Riley shouted back that they had docked, Fitz already had the airlock halfway open, spinning the wheel built into the door with both hands. The copilot jogged back to him in time to hold the door open for him.

      "Thanks for the ride," he said to her, then jumped down into the train below.

      He landed in the familiar-looking corridor to find two crew members standing on either side of him, just out of the landing zone.

      "Five seconds!" one of them called up, but the copilot had already dropped the door closed with a clang.

      "Sealed," the other side, consulting a screen on the wall. "And... they're gone."

      The first one looked Fitz over, taking in the details of his uniform. His eyes lingered over the top of Fitz's head, and he suspected his dark hair was all disheveled, but resisted the urge to finger-comb it into place.

      "Was that really necessary?" he asked Fitz.

      "Of course it was," Fitz said. "My father doesn't arrange for such things if they aren't absolutely necessary."

      Never mind that his father hadn't actually been on that shuttle.

      "All the cabins are aft," the crew member said, pointing out the direction. Completely unnecessarily; the only thing fore of where they were standing was the bridge car, and that was impossible to mistake given the array of instrument panels and screens and the bustle of crew negotiating the docking with the jump ring. "Find where you're supposed to be before we jump."

      "Of course. Thanks," Fitz said, then headed aft through the airlock between the bridge car and the first of the VIP cars.

      And nearly collided with the steward standing in the corridor of the VIP car, arms filled with fresh linens.

      "How did you get up there?" the steward demanded. "All cadets are in traveller class rooms."

      "Tell me about it. It's not like I can't afford a VIP sleeper. They just won't let me do it," Fitz said affably. But the steward was clearly not amused. "Say, do you know Tassa Sokolov?"

      "I've worked with her before," he said slowly, as if unsure if this was a trick question.

      "Is she working this train?"

      "No, I'm the only one on VIP duty on this train flight," he said.

      "Oh. I was really hoping to see her," Fitz said. He still hadn't thanked her properly for saving his best friend's life.

      "You need to move aft," the steward said.

      "Of course," Fitz said, and hurried down the corridor and through the next set of airlock doors.

      The next car was also a sleeper car. It was not so fancy as the one he had just left, but was nearly as quiet. The doors all stood open, and he could see cadet-issue bags dumped unceremoniously on the floors of all of them, but there was no sign of any cadets.

      Fitz retrieved his room number from his implant data and moved through two more uninhabited cars before finding it. Three bags were already in the room, one resting on the top of the folded-down table, one sitting on one of the seats by the window, and a third on the floor but set carefully to one side where it wouldn't be tripped over. Fitz slung his into one of the empty seats. Only then did he finger-comb his hair and tug down his tunic before continuing aft down the train.

      The very next car was the café car. The smell of French fries and chocolate sundaes washed over him, as did the excited babble of the dozens of cadets that pressed tightly together in that space. Cadets were packed together in every booth, with more standing in the spaces between.

      A head of brown hair arranged in a thick crown braid caught the corner of his eye, but when he turned to look, it was gone, swallowed up in the crowd. But it couldn't have been Tassa. She wasn't working this flight. And even if she were, this room filled with noisy cadets would be the last place she would be.

      "Fitz!" someone called. He suspected by the tone in Ritchie's voice that this hadn't been the first time she had said his name. Even then, she had to say it one more time before he finally spotted her and Moreau in a booth together halfway down the train car.

      He pushed his way through the crowd that at first hindered him and then spat him out, sending him sprawling onto the bench seat next to Ritchie.

      "I thought you'd missed the train," she said as she helped him to sit up and made more room for him beside her.

      "Or decided to fly yourself there again," Moreau added.

      Fitz held up a single finger. "Hey, now. I didn't decide that the first time."

      "Hold that thought," Moreau said, and covered her face with her hands. At first, he was confused. Then he felt the train around them lurch.

      They were in jump space.

      "Why is she covering her eyes? We can't even see anything from here," Fitz said, looking around to confirm that was true. He could see no windows, shuttered or otherwise.

      "Be nice," Ritchie commanded him. "You know she hates this."

      "Oh. Crap," Fitz said. Ritchie's brow furrowed in a puzzled look, but he waved her concern away. "It's nothing. It's just that I was bringing something for you, both of you, but I just realized I ate all of it on the shuttle. Sorry."

      "That's all right?" Ritchie said, but with an upward inflection, since she clearly had no clue what he was talking about.

      "I spent the break on Nisi," he started to explain when Moreau interrupted him with a groan. But at least she took her hands away from her face to look at him. "What?" he asked.

      "You were on Nisi?" she asked. "Did you see the Berwegers there, perchance?"

      "No," Fitz said. "Why would I see the Berwegers there? Or anywhere else, for that matter."

      "They're here," Ritchie said, pitching her voice low. He looked around but saw no sight of them. They would be hard to miss, both because of their golden hair and statuesque height and because they always, always drew a crowd.

      "You're serious?" Fitz asked, but didn't need an answer. Ritchie was always serious. And the only reason she would even know who the Berwegers were would be because they were there, on the train with the rest of the cadets. "Wait a minute. Why?"

      "That was my question," Moreau said.

      "I had others," Ritchie said. He glanced over to her to see she was studying his face. He had the sudden urge to cover his face like Moreau just had. Not that he had anything to hide about the Berwegers. But as usual, when she looked at him like that, he was sure she could read all his secrets if she just looked deeply enough.

      And that was the very last thing he wanted.

      "What are we talking about?" a familiar voice said.

      Fitz looked up to see his two roommates from the year before standing over their table. Stucki, the friendlier of the two, had spoken, and was even now squeezing in beside Moreau. She scooted around the bend in the booth until she was elbow to elbow with Ritchie, so that both Stucki and the ever-scowling Imhof could fit in the booth.

      "The Berwegers, apparently," Fitz said. His feeling like he was behind in the news grew when Imhof rolled his eyes.

      "You too? Everyone is talking about them," he said, then took a long pull from the bottle of root beer in his hands.

      "I feel like I'm missing all the context," Ritchie said. "Does everyone but me know who these people are?"

      "Probably," Stucki said, but not unkindly.

      "Fitz?" Ritchie asked, putting her hand on his arm to be sure she had his attention.

      A million visions flitted through his mind. Parties he had gone to, some willingly, some less so. Parties where the Berwegers had been there.

      Holding court. That was the only way to describe how they behaved at parties. And the court was always slavishly adoring. Like their sweat glands exuded pure pheromones. Even when they were just kids, they had been the center of attention in absolutely every room they entered.

      "Fitz?" Ritchie said again.

      He really didn't want to tell her about any of that. He didn't actually know what her life had been like on whatever space station her mother had taken her to, but he knew it hadn't been remotely like his life on his parents' palatial estate, on their home world of Buennagel. And he hated anything that exposed that gap between them.

      "I suppose they're here to be the new cadet captains," he said lamely.

      "Now that I know isn't true," Stucki said. "Blaser and Wyder are the cadet captains. Oymyakon through-and-through, not transfers from another academy. That's confirmed."

      "Vilem Blaser?" Ritchie said, clearly remembering when she and Fitz had questioned him the year before, when he had led them down to the catacombs under the school, where his buddy Leodegrance Kung had been hiding while nursing a heartache.

      "Yeah, he's a good guy," Imhof said and took another sip of root beer.

      "And Milla Wyder," Stucki said. "Don't you know her?"

      Ritchie exchanged glances with Moreau, then shook her head.

      "Well, she's cool, too," he assured them both. "Her buddy Joosten is a bit intense for my tastes, but Wyder is cool."

      "So why are the Berwegers here?" Fitz asked, feeling like he'd missed something somewhere. "If they were being punished for something, I think I'd have heard about that."

      "Definitely," Moreau agreed.

      But Stucki just shrugged. "What does it matter? They're here now. Among us."

      "You say that like you think that's a good thing," Moreau said, her voice as deadpan as ever.

      "Isn't it?" he asked, quite sincerely. "I mean, I've never met them. But I've certainly heard of them. And I saw them when they were standing with the rest of us on the platform."

      "Most of the rest of us," Imhof said.

      But Stucki pressed on as if he hadn't heard. "I would love to get to know her better."

      "Not allowed," Moreau said, shaking an admonishing finger at him.

      "I didn't mean—" he started to say.

      "Yes, you did," she said. He just grinned and shrugged.

      They all sat quietly together for a moment, none of them bothered by the lull in the conversation.

      Then Stucki reached across the table to punch Fitz in the arm. "You weren't on the platform, roomie."

      "No," Fitz admitted, sitting back to move his arms out of reach.

      "You're why there was a momentary lag in docking with the jump ring," Imhof guessed.

      "Yeah," Fitz admitted, more slowly this time. Leave it to Imhof to notice the train dock a second or two late.

      "What happened?" Ritchie asked him.

      "I was late," he said, hoping she'd let it go at that.

      She might have, but Stucki wasn't about to. "You were late, so what laws of physics were bent to your will to get you here on time?" he asked.

      "Don't be stupid," Fitz said, but they were all watching him intently now. He wasn't going to get away with not explaining. "Okay, so our shuttle docked with the train. That's it."

      "Man, I wished I could've seen that," Stucki said.

      "Yeah," Fitz said, with far less enthusiasm than his roommate.

      Wait, were they still roommates?

      "So we're bunking together again this year?" he asked.

      "Of course," Imhof said. Clearly, he didn't relish the thought. At all.

      "You didn't see our stuff in the sleeper?" Stucki asked. "Man, I know we were on board before you."

      "There were three bags," Fitz said.

      "Wait, you mean no one told you?" Stucki asked with undisguised delight.

      "Told me what?" Fitz asked, and braced himself for the answer.

      "You have a buddy," Imhof said before Stucki could speak. "A second-year."

      "You make that sound like a bad thing," Stucki said, but there was a gleam in his eye.

      Of course it was a bad thing. To have a buddy who was a year behind you? If he had had any hope of building his credibility with the other cadets, that had just killed it.

      But did he care about what the other cadets thought of him?

      Fitz realized he didn't. He never had before, but until that moment he had thought that might have changed. He cared about his academic career now, and that was new.

      But social cred? Still not in the realm of things that concerned him.

      Still...

      "Who is it? Do you know?" he asked as casually as he could.

      "You know him," Stucki said. "It's that kid you were hanging out with all the time last year."

      "Kristof Wyss?" he guessed.

      "That's him," Stucki said.

      Fitz reached across the table to take the bottle out of Imhof's hands and drink the last of his root beer.

      He had had worse news in his life.
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      Oymyakon was one of the few worlds that had to be serviced by intergalactic railway because of the persistent storms that made shuttle landings too dangerous in most conditions. The first time Ritchie had flown to the Oymyakon Foreign Service Academy, the railway had descended through the atmosphere on the far side of the continent then snaked its way through mountains and over barren terrain, circling the worst of the hurricanes in a meandering journey that had taken days.

      So she was more than a bit surprised when she woke early the next morning to find not only had they arrived at the planet, they were nearly at their destination. No long days of hanging out with her friends on the train, eating food they weren't going to be getting at the academy and catching up after the long break.

      Moreau seemed even grumpier about it than Ritchie felt, sullenly packing her bag back up again. They were barely ready in time to dash off the train before it departed for other parts of the planet.

      Ritchie stopped while still on the platform, partly to adjust her bag over her shoulder, but mostly to watch the train as it pulled away. There was no such thing as a clear day on Oymyakon, but today was as close as it got. The cloud cover was far overhead, and thin enough to let actual beams of sunlight pierce through to reflect off the gleaming lines that ran down the sides of the
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