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Six in the Morning

The teahouse opened at six.

This was a fact as fixed as the position of Waystation Cael-7 in its slow orbit, as reliable as the amber glow of the nebula through the round window above the counter, as dependable as the smell of chamomile that had worked its way so thoroughly into the walls and the wood and the linen of the place that Wren Calloway no longer noticed it at all. Six in the morning. Every morning. Seven years without exception.

She was up at four-thirty.

The first hour and a half was for the work that nobody saw. Checking the inventory — two canisters of the breakfast blend running low, enough of the chamomile to last the week, the milk delivery sitting in the cold cabinet exactly where she'd left the request — and setting out the cups on their hooks above the counter, and folding the cloth napkins into neat flat squares, and wiping down the surfaces that were already clean because she'd wiped them last night before closing and nobody had been in since. She did these things in the particular order she had always done them, and in doing them the teahouse came gradually awake around her, the way a fire catches: slowly, and then all at once.

The counter Calloway had built ran the full length of the east wall. He'd made it out of reclaimed freighter paneling — hull-grade composite, dense and warm-toned, with the ghost of old docking labels still visible in the grain if you caught the light right. He had been very pleased with it. She had told him it was impractical and he had said, with complete serenity, that it was magnificent, and they had both been right. Seven years of daily wiping had given it the kind of sheen that could not be bought or hurried, the particular luster of a thing that had been looked after for a long time by someone who knew what they had.

Wren polished it now with the small cloth she kept folded in the left pocket of her apron — the second-favorite apron, the deep green one, which she rotated through with the slate blue and the faded rust-brown on a schedule she would have denied having but absolutely had — and the motion was so familiar it had become something like thought: the kind of thing the hands do while the mind is somewhere else entirely.

The sticky hinge caught as she propped the front door open.

It always caught. The door swung in from the outer corridor at a slight angle that Calloway had noticed and intended to fix and then not fixed, because there had always been something more pressing, and then there had been nothing at all, and now Wren noticed it the way she noticed everything she had stopped intending to change: with a small involuntary tightening somewhere in the middle of her chest, and then not at all, because there were things to do.

She wedged the door with the doorstop — a smooth grey stone she'd found on a supply run three years ago that was the exact right weight for this exact purpose — and went back inside to put the kettle on.

The early morning had its own quality at this end of the outer reaches. Waystation Cael-7 sat at the trailing edge of a long curve of inhabited space, far enough from the Core Worlds that news arrived slightly stale and regulations arrived slightly later, which suited the kind of people who tended to end up here. Through the round window the nebula was doing its dawn thing: the deep violet of station-night fading through lilac and amber as the station's slow rotation brought them around to face the star-thick interior of the cloud. It happened every morning. Wren had stopped watching it at some point in the second year and had not yet, quite, started again.

She was measuring the breakfast blend — the first pot of the morning, the one she made for herself and no one else before the door opened — when she heard footsteps in the outer corridor. Unhurried footsteps. Heavy ones. The particular cadence of someone who had been making this exact walk at this exact time for so long that their body did it without consulting them.

Dex was always early.

"Door's open," Wren said, which was both true and unnecessary, since he had clearly already established this.

He appeared in the doorway, large and deliberate in his battered work jacket, ducking his head slightly out of habit even though the frame was tall enough to clear him by an inch and a half. He had been ducking his head in this doorway for five years and showed no signs of recalibrating. Wren had always privately found this endearing and had never said so, because that was the kind of thing she would have to find somewhere to put if she said it out loud.

"Kettle's on," she offered instead.

Dex made a sound that meant he had registered this information and found it satisfactory. He settled onto his usual stool — the one at the far left end of the counter, nearest the wall — with the focused patience of a man taking his position at the beginning of a long shift. His data pad went face-down on the counter to his left. He did not look at it in the morning until he had finished at least one cup, which Wren considered the most sensible habit of anyone she knew.

She made his black tea the way he took it: properly steeped, nothing added, in the large mug with the small chip on the handle that she always kept aside for him because he was the only one who never seemed to notice the chip. She set it in front of him and made herself a smaller cup of the same and leaned against the counter that Calloway had built, and they were both quiet for a moment in the way of people who have long since stopped needing to fill silence.

Outside in the corridor, the station was beginning its morning sounds. The low cycling of the recyclers. The distant clang of cargo loading in the mid-level bay. Someone's footsteps, rapid and purposeful, someone who had somewhere to be.

Dex wrapped both hands around his mug.

"You're testing again," he said, after a moment.

Wren glanced at him. He was looking at the row of small clay pots behind the counter — not the main display, but the shelf below it where she kept the things that weren't ready yet. There were three pots there, each with a paper tag written in her own shorthand. She had been moving them around for weeks. He had noticed in the way he noticed everything: without appearing to look.

"Working on something," she said.

"Have a name for it yet?"

"Not yet." She picked up her cup and set it down again without drinking from it. "Not until it's right."

He nodded, as though this were entirely expected. He drank his tea. The station made its morning sounds around them.

"You'll know when it's right," he said.

It was a small thing to say. It was the kind of thing you said about tea, or about a meal that wasn't quite seasoned yet, or about any number of small craft endeavors that required patience and attention and the willingness to wait for something to arrive. It did not require any particular response. Wren knew this and was glad of it, because the tightening in her chest had come back, quieter than usual but present, and she was not at all certain she had a response that would come out sounding like the one she meant.

She had been blending it for three months. The base was a white tea from the Meridian Station suppliers, light and clean, with a secondary note she was still working toward — something that wanted to smell like the nebula looked in the hour before the lights came up, which was a completely impractical directive she had given herself and which she could not seem to unstick from. She had tried rose and rejected it. She had tried a hint of violet extract and gotten closer. There was something else. She hadn't found it yet.

She was calling it Nebula's Edge in her head, tentatively, the way you give a name to something before you're certain it deserves one.

"More?" she asked, though he was barely halfway through.

Dex looked at his mug. Looked at her. "I'm fine," he said, in a tone that was not unkind.

She wiped down the counter instead. She was aware that she was doing this. She wiped it in the deliberate circles that Calloway had taught her — he'd had opinions about this, about the grain and the direction and what happened to the finish if you hurried — and the familiarity of it was both a comfort and a small private weight, as it always was.

It was twenty minutes to six. Through the round window, the nebula was going gold at its center and violet at its edges. A trader's hauler drifted past, running lights blinking in the slow rhythm of an approach pattern. The corridor outside was getting louder. Somewhere a door opened and let in the smell of the bakery stall three units down, yeast and something warm.

"Mae was in late last night," Dex said. He had his eyes on the window, not on her.

"After closing?"

"She'd been talking to the Vellanthi crew. The ones who came in three days ago." A pause. "Their captain was saying the Bureau bought out the Kethara waystation contract. Restructuring." He said this the way he said most things — flat, without emphasis, the information offered without editorial.

Wren was quiet for a moment. She knew Kethara; she'd refueled there twice in the years before she'd settled here. A small station, family-run, older than most of the outer-reaches establishments by two decades at least. "When?"

"Six weeks ago."

"Restructuring," she repeated.

"That's the word they used."

She thought about saying something else. There were several things she might have said: that the Bureau had been quiet about expanding its outer-reaches oversight for the better part of three years, that this was the fourth waystation contract in eight months, that the word restructuring had a particular flavor to it when used by the Galactic Oversight Bureau, a kind of smooth institutional taste that covered something that had a much sharper one underneath. She knew all of this the way the people at the edge of inhabited space tended to know things: from traders, from rumor, from Mae's inexhaustible supply of anecdote that turned out, more often than not, to have some factual foundation.

Instead she turned around and took the tin of morning blend off the shelf and began measuring out the first pot for service.

"I'll have to check the license renewal forms," she said. "There's a review cycle coming up."

Dex made the sound that meant he had registered this and found it, if not satisfactory, at least unsurprising.

At six in the morning, Wren propped the door open properly — the stone-doorstop wedged precisely at the angle she'd learned by trial over seven years of getting it wrong — and turned the small sign in the window that said, in her own somewhat irregular handwriting, that the Last Teahouse at the Edge of the Nebula was open. It had always said this. She had never replaced it. It had been in Calloway's handwriting, once, a long time ago, before the years and the light had faded it to something between his version and none at all.

She stood in the doorway for a moment. The corridor stretched away in both directions, lit by the long amber bands of the station's morning-cycle lighting, and already there were people in it — traders starting their day, a couple of maintenance workers with their toolkits over their shoulders, a child she didn't recognize being hurried somewhere by an adult who looked like they had not slept.

The nebula was fully gold now, through the window.

Wren went inside and put the kettle on for the second time, and the morning began the way it always did: one cup at a time, for whoever needed one.

She did not notice herself not watching the nebula. She had stopped noticing that, too.
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The Regulars

By half past six, the teahouse had filled itself in the way it always did: gradually, and then all at once, and then exactly as full as it was going to be, which was never quite the same number twice.

The morning crowd had its own grammar. There were the traders passing through on their way to somewhere more important — Cael-7 sat at a junction of three mid-range cargo routes, which meant a certain kind of perpetual traffic, people who wanted something hot and fast and didn't much care what — and there were the station workers on their early shifts, who wanted something hot and not fast and cared quite a lot, having strong feelings about temperature and steeping time that they would share if invited and occasionally if not. And then there were the regulars, who were a different category entirely.

Wren knew the difference without thinking about it. You could see it in how people sat.

The transit crowd came in with their bags still on their shoulders. They ordered at the counter, accepted the cup with the slightly distracted air of someone whose mind was already two waypoints ahead, and left tipping adequately. The station workers took their jackets off. The regulars took their jackets off and also relaxed their faces, and settled into their chairs the way you settled into something you owned a piece of.

Dex was still on his stool at the end of the counter, working through his second cup with the focused patience of a man who had no intention of being anywhere else for the next forty minutes. He had his data pad out now — face up, which meant the morning was sufficiently underway — and he was scrolling through something with the expression of mild dissatisfaction he reserved for logistics reports and news from the Core Worlds, which in his experience often amounted to the same thing.

Wren moved between the counter and the three small tables with the automatic efficiency of someone who had done this for so long that the space had become an extension of her body. Refill here. New cup there. The bin of used napkins emptied into the laundry basket under the counter before it became a problem. Everything in its sequence, the sequence so practiced it required nothing more than the surface of her attention, which left the rest of her free for the small calibrations the morning required: whether the trader at Table One was in a hurry (yes, leave the cup and retreat); whether the two station workers at Table Two wanted conversation (debatable, ask with eyebrows before opening the mouth); whether the young woman who'd just come in and was standing uncertainly near the door wanted help or just a moment to look around (a moment, definitely a moment, never rush the undecided).

The young woman chose Table Three, near the window. She ordered a green tea and didn't ask any questions about it and left after twenty minutes without finishing it, which Wren noted with the particular professional sympathy of someone who understood that sometimes people came into warm places and then were not quite able to stay in them.

By seven o'clock the transit crowd had cycled through and the station workers were on their second cups and the morning had reached the particular quality that Wren privately thought of as its true self: quieter, settled, the people who remained here because they wanted to be, rather than because they were waiting for something else.

It was at this point, reliably, that Mae arrived.

The door opened with its small catch and swing and admitted, along with a gust of corridor air that smelled of machinery and other people's breakfasts, a woman of somewhere between sixty-five and eighty who dressed like someone who had packed for a two-week journey thirty years ago and had been acquiring interesting pieces along the way. Today's ensemble included a long quilted coat in a faded coral that had been repaired at both elbows with what appeared to be dark green utility tape — applied with such symmetrical precision that it had clearly been deliberate — and a pair of boots that had been made for someone doing serious outdoor work and had been worn until they had strong opinions about the shape of feet.

Mae Orvette had been drifting through the outer reaches for as long as anyone Wren knew had been anywhere, and she had been stopping at Waystation Cael-7 with regularity for the past three years, nominally because she was waiting on a parts order and practically because she had found a place where the tea was right and the people didn't ask too many questions, and she saw no reason to hurry away from either.

"Wren," she announced, as she always did, as though identifying her at customs.

"Mae." Wren was already reaching for the honey pot. "Sit down before you tell me."

"Before I tell you what?"

"Whatever it is. You have the look."

Mae considered this. "What look?"

"The one that means you talked to someone last night and you've been waiting since approximately four in the morning to tell someone what they said."

Mae hung her coat on the hook by the door — one of six hooks, Calloway's idea, because *people need somewhere to put their things or they feel like guests and guests don't come back* — and settled into her chair at Table One with the unhurried satisfaction of a person finding their exact right place. She had particular feelings about Table One. It had the best sightline to both the door and the round window, which she said was a trade pilot's habit and which Wren suspected was simply Mae's habit of wanting to see everything that happened in any room she occupied.

"It's about the Vellanthi crew," Mae said.

"Dex mentioned."

"Did he mention the Kethara part?"

"He did."

Mae picked up her tea — Wren had brought it to the table without asking, because after three years she knew exactly what Mae drank and exactly how she took it, which was whatever Wren recommended with honey and the implicit expectation of narrative — and wrapped both hands around it. "He probably gave you the facts. Did he give you the context?"

Dex looked up from his data pad without turning his head, a talent he had refined over years of being in proximity to Mae. "I gave her the relevant information," he said.

"The relevant information," Mae said, with great precision, "is that the Kethara family have been on that waystation for forty-two years. Elara Kethara's parents built the first service bay with their own hands. The Bureau's new outer-reaches division sent them a contract offer three times before the fourth one had language in it that made refusal a licensing risk." She paused to drink her tea. "The relevant information is that the offer was technically voluntary."

There was a short silence. Outside in the corridor, someone was arguing cheerfully about a cargo manifest. The station's morning light shifted amber toward white as the cycle advanced.

"Technically," Wren said.

"Technically." Mae set her cup down. "They're calling it a Partnership Integration Program. Very clean language. The Bureau is good at clean language." She said this without particular heat, in the way of someone reporting meteorological conditions. "I flew the Kethara approach once, twenty-three years ago. Back when the outer-reaches governance board was still independent. You could feel the difference then — nobody asking for your manifests twice, nobody with an Asset Recovery flag on your ship registry." She looked at the window. "Different times."

Wren topped up Mae's cup, though it didn't need it. It was something to do with her hands.

"They had a synthetic on staff at Kethara," Mae added, in the same conversational tone. "Maintenance unit, been there longer than most of the human crew. One of the conditions of the integration contract was deregistering non-essential synthetics. Apparently the Bureau has a category now." She picked up her cup again. "Non-essential synthetic personnel. The language is really quite something."

"What happened to them?" Wren asked.

"Reassigned." Mae looked at her. "That's the word they used. I expect it means several things depending on who you ask."

The door opened again.

The young man who came through it had the specific look of someone who had been awake for a very long time and had recently made peace with this. He was somewhere in his early twenties, with the kind of face that was still arranging itself into whatever it was going to settle into, and he was wearing a cargo runner's jacket two sizes too large that had clearly belonged to someone else first and possibly someone else before that. He stopped just inside the door and looked around the teahouse with the cautious assessment of a person who has learned not to assume they'll be welcome somewhere.

Wren had seen this look many times. It was a particular look that appeared on people who had been moving for a long time.

"Sit anywhere," she said, from behind the counter. "I'll come to you."

He blinked, as though he'd expected to have to navigate more steps before being invited to exist in the space. Then he picked Table Two — the one by the window, which had just cleared, the station workers departing with their good-mornings and their empty cups — and sat down with the slightly excessive caution of a person sitting in a chair they weren't certain they had the right to.

Wren gave him a minute. She had learned that new people to the teahouse needed either immediate attention or a minute to settle, and there was a specific body language for each. He was a settle-first. She could tell by the way he put both hands flat on the table, as though confirming it was real.

When she came over with the menu — hand-lettered on a card that she replaced every few months when it got too worn, a task Calloway had done and that she had taken over without discussing — he looked up with the slightly startled expression of someone unaccustomed to being approached by someone who wasn't asking him to move along.

"What's good?" he asked.

"The chamomile blend," she said. "Or if you want something warming, the spiced black with milk. If you want sweet, I've got a honey-pear tisane that I made too much of and I'm giving it out at a discount until it's gone."

He looked at the menu card. He looked at her. "The sweet one," he said, with a slight air of apology, as though he expected this to be a wrong answer.

"Good choice," she said. "You want anything to eat? I've got pastries from the bakery stall down the way. They're not mine, I don't cook, but they're good."

He said yes, please, and pulled out a small battered wallet and looked at it with the private expression of someone counting what they had. Wren had seen this too. She went behind the counter and made the tisane and came back with it and a pastry that was slightly larger than the standard size, because she had a habit of doing this for people who looked like they were counting, and because there was always slightly more of everything than she put on the bill.

He ate with the focused attention of someone who had not eaten recently, or at least not well, and Wren left him to it and went back to her other tables.

"New one?" Mae said, in a lowered voice that was not actually particularly low.

"Seems like."

"Cargo runner, by the jacket. Young for a solo run."

"Mae."

"I'm just observing."

"Observe more quietly."

Mae observed more quietly. This lasted approximately three minutes, which was longer than Wren had expected.

The morning deepened. Two more customers came and went. Dex finished his second cup and ordered a third, which he only did on days when his logistics reports had been particularly dispiriting, and sat reading with the stolid patience of someone working through something unpleasant one line at a time.

Mae told a story about a trade route she had flown twenty years ago, before the Bureau's outer-reaches division had expanded, when the independent waystations had their own governance board and you could fly from Meridian to the Cael corridor without anyone wanting a secondary manifest check. It had been, she said, a very good run. Three cycles back and forth carrying fine-grade insulating foam to the construction crews who were building the new residential sectors on Cael-4. Not glamorous, but profitable, and the people she'd met along the way had been interesting.

"There was a synthetic crew coordinator on the Cael-4 job," Mae said. "Brilliant. Absolutely on top of the scheduling — forty-odd humans, six different contractor teams, all the materials sequencing. Did it all and also, for some reason I never entirely understood, had developed a sideline in teaching people to play a card game I'd never heard of. Three-handed, involved a lot of bluffing." She paused, apparently remembering. "Anyway. The governance board recognized them as a contracted worker, same as anyone else. Paid, credited, the whole arrangement. This was before the Bureau centralized the outer-reaches oversight. Before they introduced the registry requirements."

"What happened to them?" the young man at Table Two asked.

Wren looked up. She hadn't realized he was listening, but he was — had turned slightly in his chair, his cup cradled in both hands, with the expression of someone who had been listening for a while and had finally asked a question before thinking about whether to.

Mae seemed entirely undisconcerted by the audience. If anything she settled into her chair with greater purpose, the way a storyteller does when they realize they have more of the room than they thought.

"Registered," she said. "That's what they called it, when the centralized registry came in. All synthetic intelligences operating in the outer reaches had to be logged with the Bureau. Which sounds reasonable enough until you look at what the registry actually does, which is classify every synthetic as either an asset — meaning owned by someone, with all the legal standing of a piece of equipment — or an unregistered anomaly. There's no third category. The governance board tried to have the card-game coordinator listed as a contracted worker, same as before. Bureau said the category didn't exist." She drank her tea. "So they were listed as an asset, which meant they were technically the property of the last company that had operated them, which was a cargo firm out of Sector Three that had gone bankrupt four years prior. Which meant they were in a legal grey area that nobody had any particular incentive to resolve."

A silence. The station hummed its middle-morning hum.

"That's—" the young man started, and then stopped.

"Yes," Mae agreed. "It is." She looked at him with the frank assessment she applied to most things. "You're new."

"Just in yesterday," he said.

"Cargo runner?"

He looked down at his jacket. "That obvious?"

"The jacket's done about forty thousand light-hours," Mae said. "So has the bag, by the look of it. Solo run?"

"Mostly." He turned his cup in his hands. "The ship's in the bay for a repairs check. Should be a few days."

"You have somewhere to stay?"

A pause. "I'll find something."

Wren, who had been doing inventory behind the counter and not at all listening to this conversation, said, without turning around: "Setti at the dock-side lodging house usually has a room free mid-week. Tell her Wren sent you and she'll give you the rate without the deposit."

Another pause — the kind that meant someone was recalibrating their expectations of a place.

"Thanks," he said.

"What do they call you?" Mae asked, which Wren herself wouldn't have asked yet, but which she was glad Mae had.

"Tomik," he said. "Tomik Esh."

"Mae Orvette." She didn't offer a hand — Mae was not a hand-shaker; she said it was a Core Worlds habit and she had lived outside the Core Worlds long enough to have shed it — but she inclined her head with a kind of dignity that managed to be both casual and sincere. "What do you haul?"

"Mostly general freight. Whatever's going." He looked slightly self-conscious. "It's not—I'm still building up the regular contracts. It takes a while."

"It does," Mae said. "It took me two years to find my first steady run. Spent a lot of time before that going wherever there was cargo to move, eating poorly, sleeping on my ship when the lodging was too expensive." She seemed entirely comfortable with the memory. "Some of the best two years of my life."

Tomik looked at her as though trying to determine if this was a kindness or simply the truth. Wren suspected it was both, which was usually the case with Mae.

By nine o'clock the morning had settled into its mid-service rhythm. Tomik Esh had ordered a second drink — regular tea, hot, nothing added, with the slightly sheepish air of someone who wanted the cheapest thing available but didn't want to make this obvious — and was sitting with his elbows on the table, looking out the window at the station corridor with the expression of someone watching a world they were not yet entirely sure they belonged to. Mae had moved into a long account of her most improbable trade route, which involved a detour through an uncharted asteroid belt, a dispute about the exact definition of undamaged in a cargo insurance document, and a chance encounter with a retired outer-reaches magistrate who had opinions about imported cheese. Dex was on his fourth cup and had apparently given up on the logistics reports in favor of whatever he read when he wasn't pretending to work.

Wren stood behind the counter and watched all of them.

This was something she did — had always done, Calloway used to say, from the very first week they'd been open, when she'd been so anxious about whether anyone would come that she'd spent most of her time watching the door. She had transferred the watching, over the years, from the door to the people, which he'd said was a sign of progress. She wasn't sure he'd been right. Progress toward what, exactly? She watched her customers the way she watched the nebula through the round window: with a quality of attention that was present and consistent and somehow, despite all that, not quite there.

She knew the tea preferences of forty-six people. She knew who took sugar and who didn't, who liked a strong brew and who wanted it almost translucent, who would ask for more milk and who would never ask but would quietly wish for it. She knew Dex had a sister somewhere in the mid-reaches he didn't talk about, because he'd mentioned her once in a way that meant he was thinking about her more than he said. She knew Mae's carved wooden box — the small one she carried in the inner pocket of her coat, the one nobody had ever asked about directly — contained something that had been given to her a long time ago by someone she still thought about, because Mae had touched it once, reflexively, during a story about loss, and then looked briefly surprised at herself.

She knew these things. She held them with the same quiet care she gave to everything in the teahouse, the way you maintained something you'd been trusted with.

What she did not do, she had almost stopped noticing, was feel any of it particularly. She registered it. She tended it. She was, as Calloway had once said in a different context entirely, very good at being where she was needed.

The question of whether she was also there was a different one. She did not ask it of herself often.

She went back to the inventory. The breakfast blend was definitely getting low — she'd need to put an order in before end of week. The chamomile was fine. There were three of the small clay pots on the lower shelf, each with their paper tags, and the middle one was the one she'd been working on longest, and this morning she'd adjusted the ratio and it was closer, she thought, or possibly it was just the same and she wanted it to be closer. She'd steep another test batch this afternoon, during the quiet hour. She would know when it was right.

You'll know when it's right, Dex had said. With that particular inflection that wasn't quite about tea.

She moved the middle clay pot a fraction to the left, for no particular reason.

The morning peaked and receded. Mae finished her story about the asteroid belt, which concluded with the retired magistrate eating the disputed cheese and declaring it adequate, which Mae said was the finest outcome the whole affair could have hoped for. Two more tables turned over. A cargo worker came in for a pot to take away and spent ten minutes debating the merits of the breakfast blend versus the spiced black, which Wren navigated with the patience of someone who understood that the debate was not really about tea.

Tomik Esh stayed.

Not in an obtrusive way — he wasn't demanding attention or taking up space he hadn't paid for. He simply didn't leave when the obvious window for leaving came, and then the next one, and Wren noted this with a private recognition she didn't examine too closely. There was a particular kind of person who stayed in the teahouse longer than they strictly needed to. Wren had come to think of them as people for whom the teahouse was, for whatever reason, the steadiest place currently available to them.

At some point he had taken out a small battered notebook — actual paper, which was unusual enough that Wren noticed it — and was writing something in it, or possibly drawing; she was too far away to tell. He had the focused, slightly hunched posture of someone working on something that mattered to them and that they would be faintly embarrassed to explain.

Mae, who had ordered a second cup and shown no signs of departing, had apparently also noticed. She had the expression of someone exercising considerable restraint.

"Don't," Wren said, quietly, as she passed her table.

"I wasn't going to say anything," Mae said.

"You were absolutely going to ask what he was writing."

"I was going to ask in a very non-intrusive way."

"There is no non-intrusive way to ask someone what they're writing in a private notebook."

Mae looked mildly aggrieved by this reasonable position. She drank her tea.

Dex had finally packed up his data pad and was putting on his jacket — he always left before ten, when his shift started, with a precision that Wren suspected was less about punctuality and more about having a routine that required no decisions. He put his cup on the counter, as he always did, and looked at the total on the small counter display, as he always did, and paid it with the five percent over that he always left, in the amount of someone who had calculated once what fair was and hadn't revised it since.

"Order's in for next week's manifest," he said. "They're routing it through Sector Nine instead of the usual corridor. Six extra hours, probably." He paused, in the particular way Dex paused when he had something else to say and was deciding whether to say it. "Bureau's been asking for supplemental routing data on anything coming through the Cael junction. New protocol, apparently. They're calling it a security enhancement."

Wren looked at him. "Since when?"

"About two weeks. It's not announced formally yet." He picked up his jacket. "Just thought you should know."

She did not say anything immediately. She watched him go, and the door swung closed behind him, and the sticky hinge gave its small catch and stick that was the sound of something un-mended.

Another routing protocol. Another Bureau enhancement. Kethara's voluntary integration. Non-essential synthetics, deregistered.

She filed it where she filed things she was faintly worried about and too busy to address: the middle distance of her attention, somewhere behind the inventory check and the afternoon blend test and the forty-six tea preferences she kept without trying.

"More chamomile?" she asked Mae.

"Please," Mae said. "And Wren." She waited until Wren looked at her. "The outer reaches are changing. That's not new. But the speed of it is new." She said it without drama, in the same tone she'd used about the asteroid belt and the cheese. "Worth knowing."

"I know," Wren said.

She went to put the kettle on. The morning light through the round window had shifted to its midday quality, white and clear, and the nebula was barely visible now, washed out by the station's overhead cycling. It would come back at dusk. It always did. She had watched it happen so many times that she no longer turned to look.

Tomik Esh was still at his table. He had ordered a third drink — something small, something inexpensive — and he was writing in his notebook again, or looking out the window, or doing both at once, with the absorbed quality of a person discovering that they were comfortable somewhere, without quite knowing what to do with that information.

Wren left him to it. There was always more chamomile.
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Chapter Three
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The Shape of Things

The quiet hour came at two in the afternoon, most days.

Not a scheduled quiet — nothing so formal. It was simply the shape of the day at that particular end of the waystation. The morning crowd was gone; the traders who'd been on early routes had their cargo sorted and their midday meals eaten elsewhere; the station workers were back at their posts. The lunch service, such as it was — Wren didn't do hot food, had never done hot food, but she did a reasonable spread of the bakery pastries and a soup brought in from the stall at the corridor junction on cold-cycle days — had wound down. For an hour or so, sometimes two, the teahouse became the kind of quiet that had texture to it, the accumulated warmth of a morning's worth of people, still present in the air and the cushions and the particular smell of the place.

Wren used this hour for the things that needed attention but not urgency. Restocking the canister shelf. Updating the order forms. Writing up the week's accounts in the small ledger she kept behind the counter, in handwriting that had always been slightly too cramped and that she had long since stopped trying to improve.

And testing the blend.

She had cleared the small table at the back — not one of the customer tables, a narrower one that had come with the unit when they'd taken it over and that had no particular purpose except to hold things waiting to become something else — and set out the equipment in the order she always used: the small brass scale, the porcelain steep pot, the three clay pots with their paper tags, the notebook open to the current page. The notebook was not for customers. It was for this: the small precise language of ratios and temperatures and times, the record of attempts, the shorthand of *closer* and *not yet* and *wrong direction* that accumulated down the pages like a long, patient conversation with herself.

She had sixty-three entries in the notebook. Three months of afternoons.

Today she was working on the secondary note — the thing she had been trying to name since the beginning and couldn't quite. The base was right: the white tea had a clean finish, light without being absent, the kind of flavor that didn't get in the way of the thing she was building toward. It was the thing she was building toward that kept slipping. She had tried rose and it had been too sweet, too obviously floral, the wrong kind of softness. She had tried violet extract and it had been better — closer — but there was an edge to violet, a slight sharpness, and the note she was looking for was not sharp. It was the kind of thing that happened when you weren't quite looking at it, the way the nebula's color was easier to describe from memory than in the moment.

She measured the current ratio. She adjusted the violet extract down by a fraction and added, on a thought she couldn't entirely defend, a small measure of dried star anise, which she had not tried before and which might be completely wrong. She had learned, over sixty-three entries, that completely wrong was information. Completely wrong told you the shape of the thing you were looking for by showing you what it wasn't.

She put the kettle on and waited.

The teahouse was quiet around her in the way that a space is quiet when it has been full. There was still the low hum of the station's systems — the recyclers, the climate regulators, the particular frequency of the lighting on the mid-afternoon cycle, slightly cooler than morning, slightly warmer than evening. The mismatched cups hung on their hooks above the counter: seventeen of them now, accumulated over seven years in the way that teahouse cups tend to accumulate, the good ones and the interesting ones and the ones that came from somewhere and could not be replaced. The large blue-glazed one with the gold rim that a trader had left behind six years ago, having apparently forgotten it existed; she had kept it because she liked it and because no one had come back for it. The set of small red ones she'd ordered from a craftsman at Meridian Station who made them in batches and shipped them out on the cargo runs; she'd ordered six and received five and the craftsman had been so apologetic about it that she hadn't had the heart to ask about the missing one, and now there were five red cups and she had stopped noticing this too. The white one with the small chip on the handle that she kept aside for Dex.

Calloway had insisted on the hooks. *Cups should be visible*, he'd said, *or people don't know what they're choosing*. He had felt very strongly about the relationship between a person and their cup, which was something she had teased him about and which had turned out to be entirely correct, in the way that his opinions about the teahouse generally turned out to be correct, which she had also teased him about, and which she thought about more often than she would have expected.

The kettle came to temperature. She poured.

She steeped for four minutes exactly. She had strong feelings about steeping times — too short and you missed the point; too long and you'd gone somewhere else entirely. She did not voice these feelings to customers except when asked, because she had learned that people wanted to make their own tea choices and be supported in this, which was a reasonable preference. She voiced them, instead, in the notebook, where they occupied several entries worth of increasingly specific annotation.

She tasted the result.

The star anise was not wrong. It was also not right. It was — she held the cup and thought about it — it was a direction. There was something in the combination, the white tea's clean base and the violet's low hum and now this, the faintest edge of something that wasn't sweetness exactly but was in the same neighborhood, that was doing something with the light. That was almost the right way to describe it. It was doing something with the light. It tasted the way the nebula looked at the particular hour when the violet faded to gold, which was the direction she'd been working toward, and it wasn't there yet but it was closer than yesterday.

She wrote *closer (star anise — try half measure next, assess edge)* in the notebook. She underlined *closer*. Then she sat with the cup for a moment, in the particular quiet of the teahouse at two in the afternoon, and she was very still, and she thought about nothing specifically, and if someone had looked in through the round window — which they couldn't have, it being a window that looked out rather than in, placed at an angle that gave the best view of the nebula — they would have seen a woman sitting alone at the back table, holding a cup of tea and looking at nothing, and they might have thought she was at peace.

This was close enough to true that it was not worth examining too carefully.

The door opened at half past two with its small catch and swing.

Wren looked up. She had learned to register the sound without visibly reacting to it, which was a useful skill when you were running a place by yourself and didn't want customers to feel either surveilled or ignored. The balance was a narrow one and she had been calibrating it for years.

Tomik Esh stood in the doorway with the slightly uncertain energy he'd had the first time, three days ago, except that today it was a different kind of uncertainty — not the uncertainty of someone who didn't know if they'd be welcome, but the uncertainty of someone who had been welcomed before and wasn't entirely sure if that was repeatable. He was wearing the same overlarge cargo jacket. He had slept, this time, which improved his face considerably.

"You're open," he said. It was not quite a question.

"Until nine," Wren said. She had already put the kettle back on, because the kettle was either on or coming on, always, as a matter of principle. "Same as always."

He came in and took Table Two — the window table, same as the first time — with the slight deliberateness of someone choosing the same thing twice on purpose. She noted this. People who chose the same seat twice were deciding something, whether they knew it or not.

"Tea?" she asked.

"Please." He paused. "The honey-pear one, if you still have it."

She did. She brought it over with the last of the bakery pastries — she'd reorder tomorrow; todays were beginning to get to the age where they were technically still fine but were less convincingly fine than they'd been this morning — and he thanked her with the careful sincerity of someone who had not always had things to be sincere about.

"Ship still in the bay?" she asked.

"Until Friday, they're saying now." He wrapped his hands around the cup. "The drive calibration is off. Something about the tertiary alignment on the port thruster — I don't entirely understand it, the mechanic explained it three times and I think I understood it less each time. But it's fine. It just takes time."

"You staying at Setti's?"

"Yeah. It's—" He looked for the word. "It's fine. Clean. She gave me the rate."

Wren translated this: adequate, not comfortable, nothing to complain about. She had stayed at Setti's once herself, a long time ago, before the teahouse, before Cael-7, when she and Calloway had been passing through on their way to something else. It was clean. Clean was not nothing.

"You're cargo-running solo," she said. Not a question, but an opening.

He looked up. "For about eight months. Before that I was second on a two-person run out of Sector Nine. My partner — we decided to go different directions. It was fine," he added, in the tone of someone clarifying that a thing was fine because it had not been fine at the time but had become fine since, which was a different thing.

"Where are you out of?"

"Originally? A station called Pellis. Sector Four. It's—" He considered. "Small. I left when I was seventeen. I've been moving around since."

He said this the way young people
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