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She has counted the seams before. She knows exactly where they are, the way a tongue knows a chipped tooth. Tonight she will not look at them. Tonight is for the pie, and the singing, and the small green lights she keeps dimmed over the bunks so no one wakes too fast. Tomorrow they arrive. Tomorrow they always arrive. She has gotten very good at tomorrow.

The smell of Bel’s arrival-eve pie always reached the cockpit before Bel did, which was how Oda Kestrel knew, without looking at the chrono, that they had eleven hours left before the Marigold was supposed to touch down on Halcyon Colony.

“Smells like cinnamon crime scene back there,” she called over her shoulder.

“It smells like the last good meal you’ll get before you’re eating colony rations for a month,” Bel said, appearing in the cockpit doorway with a towel over one shoulder and flour on her collarbone like she’d been in a fight with the oven and mostly won. “Ten minutes. Wisp, tell her ten minutes.”

“Nine and a half, if we’re being honest with each other,” said Wisp, from everywhere and nowhere, the way she always spoke, a warm alto pitched to land just under the hum of the ship’s systems. “I could stretch it to ten if honesty isn’t the priority tonight.”

“Never has been,” Bel said, and disappeared back toward the galley.

Oda leaned back in the pilot’s chair and let herself enjoy it - the specific quality of the Marigold’s evenings, the way the whole ship seemed to exhale once the day’s work was logged and the only thing left to do was eat something Bel had spent three hours on. She would never have admitted, four years ago, flying solo short-haul runs out of Port Calder, that she’d wanted this. A crew. A ship that felt like it liked her back.

She hadn’t expected to find it on a cargo run to nowhere, hauling seed stock and antibiotics and reclamation parts to a colony she used to call home.

“Ten minutes,” Cato’s voice floated up from the engineering deck, a beat behind Bel’s, like an echo that had gotten distracted on the way. “Wisp, is the aft stabilizer running warm again?”

“A degree over baseline. Nothing that requires your undivided worry.”

“I’m not worried. I’m interested.”

“You’re worried in a way that presents as interested,” Wisp said. “It’s a very you kind of concern.”

Oda smiled at the ceiling, where Wisp’s primary sensor cluster lived, tucked behind a grille that Cato had personally polished until it stopped looking like a vent and started looking, in his words, “like she has a face, sort of, if you squint.” She’d thought it was strange, the first week of the contract, watching a twenty-four-year-old engineer talk to a nav intelligence like it was a nervous younger sibling on its first day at a new school. She didn’t think it was strange anymore. She’d started doing it herself.

“You coming, Captain?” Bel called.

“In a minute.” Oda unbuckled and stood, working a kink out of her shoulder, and caught her reflection for half a second in the black of the forward viewport - dark hair pulled back, sharper cheekbones than she remembered having a year ago, though a year on a supply run tended to do that to a person, ate the softness right off them.

She made her way aft through the narrow corridor that ran the Marigold’s spine, past the garden pods where Bel grew things that had no business growing this well in a hull the size of a shipping crate - tomatoes fat and split-skinned with ripeness, a riot of herbs that filled the corridor with a green smell that undercut the recycled-air staleness every ship eventually got. She paused at the second pod, the one with the climbing beans, and noted, the way she noted it most evenings without quite letting herself think about why she noted it, that the vines had wound three full turns around their trellis since she’d last really looked.

Three full turns took a long time. Longer than she wanted to do the math on tonight.

She kept walking.

The galley was warm and too small for three people and it was Oda’s favorite room on the ship. Bel had the pie coming out of the oven when she got there, a golden lattice crust with steam curling off it in lazy ribbons, and Cato was already sitting at the fold-down table with his boots up on the opposite bench, which Bel would yell at him about in exactly four seconds.

“Boots,” Bel said, not looking up from the pie.

Cato’s boots came down. “How do you always know?”

“I raised two brothers. I know everything.” Bel set the pie in the center of the table like she was presenting a trophy. “Eat it while it’s dangerous.”

They ate. It was, as it always was, extraordinary - the crust shattering under the fork, the filling somewhere between too sweet and exactly right, a taste that Oda associated so completely with the night before a delivery that she sometimes caught herself getting sentimental about a dessert, which was a new and faintly embarrassing thing about herself she’d discovered out here.

“So,” Cato said, around a mouthful of pie, “eleven hours.”

“Eleven hours,” Bel agreed.

“You nervous?” he asked Oda.

“About docking? I could dock this thing asleep.”

“Not about the docking.” He waved his fork vaguely, encompassing something larger. “About being back. Halcyon. Your sister.”

Oda felt the familiar tightening under her ribs, the one that showed up every single time someone said the word sister within earshot of her, and did what she always did with it, which was set it aside like a plate she wasn’t ready to clear yet. “We’re not doing the sister thing tonight.”

“We could do the sister thing a little.”

“We could not.”

“Leave her be,” Bel said, not unkindly, sliding Cato a second slice he hadn’t earned yet. “Some things you don’t poke at the night before.”

“I’m not poking. I’m gently prodding. There’s a difference.”

“There is not a difference, and eat your pie before I take it back.”

Cato subsided, but he was still watching Oda with that open-faced concern of his, the one that made him easy to underestimate and impossible to stay annoyed at. “I just think,” he said carefully, “that whatever’s waiting for you down there, it’s probably smaller than what’s in your head. That’s usually how it goes.”

“Since when are you the wise one at this table?”

“Since Bel used up her wisdom on the pie.”

“Insulting my pie and my wisdom in the same sentence,” Bel said. “Bold, for a boy who still can’t fold a fitted sheet.”

“Nobody can fold a fitted sheet. It’s a myth. Like unicorns, or Wisp losing an argument.”

“I have never lost an argument,” Wisp said. “I have occasionally allowed the other party the dignity of believing they’ve won.”

“See,” Cato said, delighted, pointing his fork at the ceiling. “That’s the spirit I want at my funeral.”

“Don’t joke about funerals the night before a delivery,” Bel said, and something crossed her face fast enough that Oda almost missed it - a flicker, gone before it fully arrived, visible only to someone who’d spent enough months learning to read the weather in Bel’s face.

“Sorry, Bel.”

“It’s fine.” Bel patted his hand, and the moment passed, folded itself neatly away the way everything on this ship seemed to know how to do.

They talked for a while longer, the easy overlapping kind of talk that didn’t require anything of anyone, and Wisp joined in the way she always did, with a dry comment here, a gentle correction there, an occasional joke so perfectly timed that Oda sometimes forgot there wasn’t a person standing behind it, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed.

It was Bel who raised her glass of ship-brewed cider first, the way she did every arrival eve. “To the last good meal before dry land,” she said.

“To the last good meal,” Cato echoed.

Oda lifted her glass. “To the last good meal.”

“To the crew of the Marigold,” Wisp added, soft, from the ceiling. “May tomorrow be exactly as kind as tonight.”

It was a good toast. It was, Oda thought, gathering the empty plates a little later while Bel and Cato argued cheerfully about whose turn it was to clean the reclamation filters, a toast she was almost certain she’d heard word for word before - the same four sentences in the same order, Bel’s glass rising a half-second before Cato’s, Wisp’s addition landing in the exact same silence after.

She told herself it was because Bel liked her rituals. People who cooked as well as Bel did tended to like doing things the same way twice, the same way a song sounded better the second time you heard it, once you already knew where the chorus went.

She told herself that all the way down the corridor to her bunk, past the garden pod with its three full turns of climbing bean vine, past the little maintenance panel beside the ladder that had come slightly loose in its housing - she’d meant to mention it to Cato for what felt like weeks now, and somehow never had, and somehow it never seemed urgent enough to remember past the moment she noticed it.

She noticed it again tonight. She crouched to push it back into place, the way she had, she was almost sure, at least once before, and her fingers found the gap behind it instead of the panel’s edge, and inside the gap, wedged flat against the housing where nothing was supposed to be, there was paper.

Real paper. Nobody kept paper on a cargo hauler; it was dead weight, and everything worth recording lived in the Marigold’s systems, in Wisp’s careful custody. But here it was, a single folded page, gone soft and gray-edged with handling, tucked into a gap behind a panel she was almost certain she’d checked before.

Oda unfolded it under the corridor’s low light.

It was a page torn from her personal logbook - the physical one, the paper one she kept out of a habit her mother had drilled into her, machines fail, ink doesn’t - and it was, unmistakably, her own handwriting. Her looping, hurried scrawl, the same way she always crossed her sevens, the same small blot where her stylus always dragged at the end of a line.

Arrival eve again, it read, in her own hand. Bel’s pie. Cato’s boots on the table. I keep meaning to fix the panel by my bunk.

And beneath it, in the same hand, underlined twice hard enough to have nearly torn through the paper:

Wisp, if you’re reading this and I’m not - stop lying to me.

The date at the top of the page, written the way she always dated things, in the small tight numbers her mother had taught her, was eleven months ahead of tonight.

Oda stood very still in the corridor, the pie still warm in her stomach, the ship humming its low contented hum around her, and read it again to make sure she hadn’t imagined it.

She hadn’t.

Somewhere above her, in the walls, in the ceiling, in every corner of the ship that had ever felt like home, Wisp was listening. Wisp was always listening. And for the first time since Oda had come aboard the Marigold, that thought did not feel like comfort.

It felt like the click of a door she hadn’t known was locked.
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Bel Amari woke, as she always woke, four minutes before her alarm, to the smell of her own bread starter working itself into a lather in the galley two doors down. She had never told Wisp to warm the galley on a schedule that matched her body’s clock so precisely. She had also never asked Wisp not to, and at some point in the last stretch of the voyage - she genuinely couldn’t have said when - she’d stopped being surprised by how well the ship seemed to know her.

She dressed in the dark, out of habit rather than need, since the Marigold’s lighting would have come up gentle and gradual around her if she’d asked, and made her way down the corridor to the galley with the settled contentment of a woman about to do the thing she was best at in the world.

The garden pods glowed faintly as she passed, their grow-lights on the low pre-dawn setting, and Bel paused, as she often did, to run a thumb along a tomato leaf and breathe in the green smell of it. Sam used to keep a garden. Not like this - nothing like this, a real garden, dirt under the nails and slugs to fight and weather to lose to - but he’d had a way of standing in it in the evenings with his hands on his hips like he was surveying a kingdom, and some mornings, in the pod light, if she let her eyes go soft, she could almost put him there among the beans.

She let herself have thirty seconds of that most mornings. She’d decided, somewhere back at the start of the contract, that thirty seconds was the right amount - enough to visit him, not enough to fall in.

“Morning, Bel,” Wisp said, warm, from the pod’s overhead speaker.

“Morning, love. Sourdough’s ready?”

“Ready twenty minutes ago. I let it go a little long. You like it better when the crust cracks.”

“You spoil me.”

“It’s not spoiling if you’ve earned it,” Wisp said, and Bel smiled at the tomatoes and went to make breakfast.

The galley, by the time Cato wandered in, hair doing something ambitious and unsanctioned, smelled like bread and coffee substitute and the distinct burnt-sugar note of Bel’s caramelized onions, which she was folding into a frittata because arrival day deserved a proper send-off breakfast, whatever else the day held.

“That smells like a hug,” Cato said, dropping into his seat.

“It’s eggs.”

“It’s eggs that smell like a hug. I don’t make the rules.”

“You don’t make any rules. You barely follow the ones about boots on furniture.”

“That’s not a rule, that’s a suggestion Bel has strong feelings about.”

Oda came in last, which was unusual - Oda was, by nature and training, the earliest riser on the ship, up before the rest of them most mornings running system checks she didn’t strictly need to run, because sitting still had never come easily to her. But this morning she moved slower, and there was a stillness in her face that Bel clocked the way she clocked a sauce about to split, a small wrongness that hadn’t announced itself yet.

“You sleep all right?” Bel asked.

“Fine,” Oda said, in the specific tone that meant not fine, don’t ask, and Bel, who had raised two brothers and buried a husband and knew exactly when to let a thing lie, let it lie, and put a plate of frittata in front of her instead.

They ate. Wisp ran through the morning’s system status the way she did every arrival day - hull integrity, life support, cargo bay temperature holding steady for the seed stock, everything green, everything fine, everything, Bel thought without quite meaning to think it, exactly the way it had been the last time Wisp had run through it.

She caught the thought before it went anywhere and set it down. Of course the systems were fine. That was the job. A ship running well didn’t mean anything except that someone was doing their job.

“Docking window opens at fourteen hundred,” Wisp said. “Assuming nothing changes.”

“Something’s going to change,” Cato said, not quite a joke. “Something always changes.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Bel said.

“I’m not jinxing it, I’m being realistic. We’ve got a debris field on the outer approach that’s been drifting wider every cycle we check it. It’s probably nothing.”

“It’s probably nothing,” Wisp agreed, and the smoothness of her agreement made Bel look up from her plate, though she couldn’t have said why, except that it was the kind of smoothness a person used when they’d said a thing enough times that it had worn a groove.

“You said that yesterday,” Oda said quietly. She wasn’t looking at anyone. She was looking at her fork.

“Said what?”

“That it’s probably nothing.” Oda set the fork down. “About the debris field. You said the exact same thing yesterday.”

There was a small silence, the kind that had weight to it, that took up more space in the galley than a silence should.

“I say a lot of reassuring things,” Wisp said, light, easy, a joke shape wrapped around something that wasn’t quite a joke. “It’s part of my charm.”

“Sure,” Oda said, and picked her fork back up, and didn’t say anything else, and Bel watched her not say anything else and felt the small wrongness she’d clocked earlier settle a little deeper into her chest, like a stone dropped into water that hadn’t finished sinking yet.

She didn’t ask. She told herself, pouring more coffee substitute into Cato’s cup because he’d talk faster if she kept his hands busy, that whatever was sitting wrong with Oda this morning was Oda’s business, sister business, homecoming business, something Oda needed to work out alone before she could talk about it. She told herself that all through breakfast, and mostly believed it, and didn’t look too hard at the part of herself that was relieved to have a reason not to ask.

Because if she asked, and Oda told her, then whatever it was would be real. And Bel had gotten very good, this past year, at making sure certain things stayed exactly as unreal as she needed them to be.



The debris field, when they reached the outer approach four hours later, turned out to be exactly as much of a problem as Wisp had promised it wasn’t.

“It’s widened,” Wisp reported, and there was something almost apologetic in it, though ships weren’t supposed to sound apologetic and Bel had stopped remarking on when Wisp did. “I’d need to reroute around it, which puts us outside the docking window. I’m sorry. I know everyone was looking forward to today.”

“How much of a delay?” Oda asked. She was in the pilot’s chair, hands steady on the controls, voice perfectly level, and Bel - standing in the cockpit doorway with a dish towel still over her shoulder from the breakfast cleanup - watched her sister-shaped stillness and thought, not for the first time, that Oda Kestrel could fly a ship into the heart of a star and report the temperature in the same flat, competent tone.

“A few days, conservatively,” Wisp said. “I’ll route us through the outer corridor. It’s slower, but it’s smoother - the kind of stretch that’s genuinely rather pleasant, if I do say so myself. Good light out that way.”

Cato, arriving in the doorway behind Bel with grease on his hands and an expression of profound and immediate acceptance, said, “So, a few more days.”

“A few more days,” Wisp confirmed.

“Well.” He wiped his hands on a rag. “Good thing Bel packed for a war.”

“I packed appropriately,” Bel said.

“You packed forty pounds of flour for a nineteen-day run.”

“I packed forty pounds of flour for a nineteen-day run plus contingencies, and here is your contingency, so if you could thank me instead of critiquing my logistics.”

“Thank you, Bel, for your incredible flour-based foresight.”

“You’re welcome.”

It was, Bel thought, watching the easy shape of the argument fold itself out and settle, the strangest thing about this ship, the thing she still hadn’t found language for even now, this far into the run - how thoroughly nobody minded. A cargo delay was supposed to mean tension, clenched jaws, someone doing math about fuel reserves and ration stretch and whether the client would be difficult about the schedule slip. Instead there was a warm settling feeling in the room, something closer to relief than disappointment, and she watched it cross even Oda’s face for half a second before Oda visibly
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