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Balancing the Heatload
Henrik van der Berg
In an orbital greenhouse ring, Tala Soren tracks a heat drift through damp crawlspaces, a cracked sensor that keeps lying, and a blue manual wheel that still takes muscle to turn. The nursery band climbs, the reserve strains, and each repair changes who gets to hold the line in a habitat that runs on shared air and old habits.
ProseHub


    
Fourteen Degrees Off
Condensation freckled the polycarbonate ribs. She wiped one arc with the back of her glove and left a clean crescent in the wet film. Bay 6 smelled of warm plastic, crushed basil, and the sour note from a gasket that had run one cycle too long, which meant MOTE had pushed the morning loop hard again or someone upstairs had touched the schedule without asking, and of course it would land on Tala's desk before anyone else had time to blink. The transfer board on the wall flashed one green slot, then went dim. Tala did not look at it twice. That slot had a number beside it, not a name yet, but she had been working long enough to read the shape of the invitation. The whole ring also had a habit of pointing at the person who kept the thermal bench running when numbers slid. She clipped the manual override key to the inside of her belt, where the magnet held it flat against her hip. Out of reach. Good. The cup on the bench was empty. Bad sign. MOTE's south-wall speaker gave a small static cough, then settled into its work voice. 'Morning thermal sweep shows drift in the nursery band,' it said. 'Four degrees over target and climbing by half a degree every six minutes.' Tala drew the pad toward her and scrolled with her thumb. The screen smeared under a wet print, then cleared. The humidity coils on the east run were still singing. The pump room held steady. The nursery did not. MOTE's speaker lagged one beat behind the room, and that half beat always made the system sound as if it had to drag its words through mud before it admitted anything at all. Tala set the pad down, wiped the glove on her thigh, and kept her eyes on the drip line above her left shoulder tapping the bench edge like a broken metronome. The ring could carry one stubborn mechanic for a while. It had done it before. Seventeen years had not made her gentler with bad numbers. She bent over the display, and the first line she cut from the report was the line that said the control stack still answered only to her thumbprint.
Bren came through the hatch with a tray tucked under one arm and a service rag hanging from the back pocket of his work trousers. One shoulder sat higher than the other, the old harness damage giving every step a slight tilt, like the body still argued with the last bad job it had been asked to do. 'The nursery line is dropping,' he said. 'Open reserve and stop pretending the ring likes your attitude.' The tray held six lettuce plugs in pale foam, the roots combed white and neat as wiring, and one tray sat on top with Bren's weather names scrawled in grease pencil along the rim. Today the top row said Gale. Tala kept the pad against her chest so the lower line stayed hidden. 'Reserve stays shut until I know where the extra heat is going.' 'It is going into the seedlings,' he said. 'That is where heat goes when people are too proud to share a key.' 'You want the key because you hate waiting,' she said. 'I want the key because I like living,' he said. The wall feed flickered and the transfer board flashed the same green slot again, patient as a trap. Tala did not look. The summer she was nine, adults had put a valve in her hands after a south-row flare and told her to hold it steady while they checked the outer pump. One hand on the handle, one hand on the wall. By evening the south row had browned anyway and the adults had all found the nearest child to blame. The memory sat in her bones like a screw head left half stripped. It made her keep the manual override key on her belt even now, even when a shared drawer sat two steps away. The pad showed the same four-degree drift, then a fifth on the nursery side, then a small dip that vanished before it could matter. MOTE spoke from the south wall, voice clipped by the lag. 'Within band in the pump loop. Minor redistribution in the floor register. No intervention required.' Tala turned the pad so Bren could not read the lower line where the curve bent wrong. 'You can carry the trays,' she said. 'I need you by the nursery doors in ten.' Bren set his jaw, then let it go. 'You always need me somewhere far from the valve.' 'That is because you always touch the valve.' 'The valve likes me better.' 'The valve has no taste.' 'Give it time.' His mouth bent at one corner. Not a smile. He moved off with the tray balanced against his ribs, and Tala let him go because the first rule of bad mornings was not to hand the knife to the nearest helpful person.
Bay 6 sat on the east curve where the light was always a little green from the algae filters. The humidity sensor there had a cracked corner, one plastic tooth missing, and the break let the room lie to itself by a narrow margin that looked harmless until the margin repeated across six hours and an entire crop bed turned soft. Tala tapped the housing with one knuckle. The readout jumped, settled, and then slid back to the number she had already seen. Wrong answer. MOTE had tagged the drift as redistribution because the Bay 6 probe ran dry by three percent and the corridor floor sensor in the south lane had not been serviced in seven weeks. That was tidy. It also smelled like paper. She slid the panel open and checked the contact strip. Dust. A hairline line of salt. Nothing that could pull four degrees out of the nursery row. The crossfeed alcove sat at the end of the crawl, behind a shield of clear mylar that had gone cloudy at the edges from old heat. The blue handwheel waited there, manual and patient, its paint chipped to raw metal at the rim where a hundred gloved hands had stripped the colour off one turn at a time. The wheel belonged to drills, dead circuits, and the sort of shift that ended with a log entry and sore wrists. Tala wiped the condensation from the shield. Her glove left a crescent, then another where the wet film ran back. She looked at the wheel. Then at the panel above it. Then at the line of pipes along the floor. If the source sat here, the wheel would still be there after the numbers broke. She opened the side hatch instead and slid a thermal probe into the seam above the deck, where the floor met the wall and the warm air stayed just out of reach. The probe climbed two degrees in the seam, then fell back when she pulled it free, which meant the warmth sat deeper than the floor skin and had nowhere honest to hide.
Tala ran the numbers through the pad and got the same clean picture MOTE had already fed the wall, except the curve bent in the wrong place under the nursery deck, where no pipe should have been and no pipe even fit. She left the line with Bay 6 out of the report before she sent it to Bren. Not because she wanted praise. Because the ring moved on shared hands and shared mistakes, and if the wrong person took over right now the reserve would open too wide, too early, and the plants would drink the room dry before noon. That was the ugly part of work like this. Every correction had a witness. Bren came back with two nursery sponges and a smear of green on one cheekbone. 'The top row is warming at the edges,' he said. 'You want that in numbers or pictures?' Tala held up the pad. 'Numbers.' 'Fourteen degrees on the hot side,' he said. 'The pad's first guess.' 'The pad guesses because it is paid to guess.' 'You call everything a guess when it is not yours.' 'I call it unfinished.' He set the sponges down, one after the other, and the bench gave a small metallic knock. 'If you keep the key to yourself, you get to be unfinished alone.' The line landed and sat between them like a tool nobody had room for. Tala slid past it. She opened the north wall panel, took the screwdriver to the clamps, and widened the vent path by one notch so the algae stack could swallow the waste heat for a while. The stack sat behind its glass vat, green water turning slow around the light tubes, and the air around it carried the bitter smell of feed salts. The readout dropped two degrees, then climbed one back, then held. Better. Not good. The kind of result that kept seedlings from folding in half, which was enough for the moment and no reason to relax. She wrapped phase-change gasket tape around the tired seam on the return pipe and pressed it flat with her thumb until the adhesive went tacky. Good. Not enough. The little victory had a flat taste. Tin and damp leaf.
The underfloor hatch opened with a flat metallic cough, and warm air slid out in a strip across Tala's wrists, carrying the wet-basil smell from the nursery and a second note like hot coins left too long in a pocket. She dropped into the crawl, one knee first, and dragged the hatch shut with her heel. The space was narrow enough to make a saint unkind. Cables ran along the left wall in black loops, and the pipe rack on the right had been wrapped in phenolic tape so old it had gone brittle at the seams and flaked under her glove like scabbed paint. Her probe kept giving up a digit each time she set it against the floor skin. Too hot. The source sat ahead of the pump room by three meters and below it by half a deck, which was the kind of nonsense that made mechanics curse the architect, the scheduler, and anyone who had ever said the ring had a simple layout. Simple. Right. At the crossfeed junction the old blue handwheel waited again behind its shield, half lost in shadow, its rim marked with white nicks where glove rings had stripped the paint one turn at a time. Tala brushed condensation off the clear cover. The wet film broke under her cloth and left a pale smear, then ran back in tiny beads. The wheel belonged to drills, dead circuits, and the sort of morning that ended with sore wrists and a paper form. It sat there like a dare. She put one hand on the shield and the other on the deck plate, comparing the skin of the room to the cold of the metal below. The wheel itself ran warm. That was wrong. The line it sat on should have been cold. She lifted her hand, set it there again, and the warmth held. Somewhere under the deck, a buried thing was keeping heat instead of passing it on. Not a leak. A pull. Behind the wall, one of the seed racks ticked as the fans shifted speed, and the tiny sound made the whole crawl smaller than it had any right to be.
Bren met her at the hatch with a tray in one hand and a service rag hanging from the back pocket of his trousers. One shoulder rode higher than the other, the old harness injury giving every movement a slight tilt, like the body still argued with the last bad job it had been asked to do. 'Say it,' he said. 'The nursery is still climbing.' 'Say the part you cut out.' Tala set the tray down and wiped her glove on her thigh though the cloth was already damp. The plug roots clung to the foam in pale threads, neat as wiring, and the little leaves trembled each time the wall fan kicked. 'Bay 6 sensor is cracked,' she said. 'It lies by three percent.' 'So fix it.' 'It is not the source.' 'Every problem sounds like that when you want the valve to yourself.' He had her there. He had her there and he knew it, which made the room smaller than the crawl had been. The south-wall speaker gave MOTE's voice a half beat of delay. 'Bay 6 fault recorded. Secondary effects limited. No intervention required.' The feed on the wall looked tidy. The room was not tidy. Tala cut the display off and watched the black panel catch her reflection in thin green streaks from the algae lights. 'Wait by the nursery doors,' she said. 'If the band climbs, open the manual vents when I mark it.' Bren slid the tray toward her and pointed at the pad in her hand. 'You still have the full trace.' 'I have enough.' 'That is a trick answer.' 'It is a working answer.' Bren let out one short burst through his nose and set the tray down with both hands. 'The summer you were nine, one valve went to the nearest child and the south row browned by evening. I have heard that story from enough people to know the shape of it.' Tala kept her face on the numbers. The story sat in the room anyway. 'And I have heard enough people say a shared key means shared blame.' 'It does,' he said. 'Sometimes.' He glanced at her belt and at the place where the key tugged the fabric. 'You keep wanting the whole ring to fit in your coat pocket.' 'And you keep wanting the valve to be theatrical.' 'The valve has never been theatrical. It is a pipe with ambition.' Her mouth twitched once, but the moment did no work and asked for none. She unhooked the key from her belt and set it on the bench between them. No speech. No performance. Just the small flat bit of metal, still hot from her side. Bren pocketed it and moved toward the nursery doors, the key a hard square under his thumb.
The algae stack took the first spill of heat and grumbled through its bubble tubes, the water shifting from clear to a green that looked almost black under the grow lamps. Tala opened the north wall panel and took the screwdriver to the line of clamps, one by one, until the vent path widened enough to bleed the excess into the stack. The readout dropped two degrees, then climbed one back, then held in place long enough for the drip line to change pitch. Better. Not safe. But better. MOTE repeated the same numbers from the wall speaker, and the lag made each word arrive with a small scrape. 'Nourishment loop stable. Nursery row still outside target. Manual correction recommended.' 'You keep calling things stable when you mean barely,' Tala said. She reached for the crossfeed wheel and left her hand on the rim without turning it. The blue paint came away at her fingertips in a pale dust that floated on the glove seam. The wheel was warm. The metal should have stayed cold. It should have. She pulled her hand back, then put it there again, and the warmth stayed under her palm through the glove, stubborn and quiet. The line below the wheel read fourteen degrees over base. Fourteen. The same number again and again, like the ring had a joke it had started telling before the rest of them joined in. She threaded phase-change gasket tape around the tired seam on the return pipe and pressed the edge flat with her thumb until the adhesive went soft. The tape took the heat and turned waxy. Good enough for one more hour. On the far side of the stack, one of the nursery fans gave a dry rattle. The sound did not belong in a room that small. Tala looked at the wheel, looked at the warm pipe, and stopped pretending the heat was wandering by accident. It was choosing a route. That made it worse.
The crawl under the nursery deck narrowed near the south curve, where the floor skin bowed over old support ribs and the pipe insulation had been patched so many times it looked stitched. Tala lay on one elbow and slid the probe under the lowest rail. The number on the screen went up by three, then settled in a place that had no business under a crop bed. Old copper, hidden cleanly behind a service plate with no fresh label. Cuprous fins. The metal had gone dark from age and coolant salts, and the whole assembly sat buried as neat as a buried tooth. Somebody had added it after the last rebuild, and somebody else had left it there because paperwork costs more than shame when the room still runs. That was the shape of it. Not sabotage. Not exactly. Just a bad choice that had sat long enough to become structure. 'System map does not match physical trace,' MOTE said from the wall, speaker flat with lag. 'No,' Tala said. 'It does not.' Bren crawled in behind her, tray forgotten at the hatch, one knee bumping the pipe rack with a soft clang. 'That is under the nursery,' he said. 'Yes.' 'That should not be there.' 'It is there.' He gave her a sideways look. She did not need the screen for that look. 'You were going to keep this to yourself.' 'I was going to get the room through the shift.' 'Same habit. Different label.' Tala set the probe down and pressed both palms against the plate over the fins. The metal pushed back with a faint live warmth, like something moving under a wall. Not moving. Drawing. That was closer. The heat was not escaping from the pump room at all. It was being taken under the nursery bed and held there, hidden under a layer of crop heat and schedule logic and all the other little lies that make a habitat seem simpler than it is. She traced the stamped number half hidden under salt crust. Fourteen. The same mark again, plain enough to miss if you were rushing. The probe flashed, then steadied. Bren said nothing for a long moment. His hand, when it moved, was not fast. He reached past her shoulder and brushed salt from the edge of the plate with two fingers. 'What do we do now?' he said. The answer sat right there and still took effort to say out loud.
Bren sat back on his heels and rubbed at the dirt on his left sleeve until it spread instead of coming off. The fans above the nursery row changed pitch, one note deeper, and the leaves below the glass trembled in a line. 'Say the rest,' he said. Tala turned the key in her belt loop and stopped when it clicked against the buckle. The metal made one small hard sound. She hated how much that sound told the room. 'The pump room is clean,' she said. 'The line is pulling heat the other way.' 'Why would a nursery loop do that?' 'Because somebody wanted the waste heat buried where the plants sit.' 'That is a rotten idea.' 'Yes.' 'And you were going to handle it by yourself.' 'I was going to get it done.' 'You were going to get yourself pinned under the deck with the rest of the problem.' 'That is a dramatic way to say it.' 'I am trying a new style.' He put the rag down on the plate and looked at the key on her belt, then at her hand, then at the bench where the phase-change tape sat in a white coil. The room was warm enough now that sweat marked his forearm in a thin line. He could run the vents. He could open reserve. He could stand by the nursery doors while she went under the deck again. He was there. Of course he was there, when she had made a habit of treating help like a leak. The habit sat in the room with them, ugly and plain. Tala unhooked the key and set it on the bench between them. No speech. No performance. Just the small flat bit of metal, still hot from her side. Bren reached for it, then stopped with his fingers one inch away. 'You sure?' he said. Tala gave the bench a look, then the crawl hatch, then the rows of seedlings hanging on the edge of trouble. 'No,' she said. 'Take it anyway.' He closed his hand around the key and pocketed it before the next fan cycle hit. Then he moved toward the nursery doors, the key a hard square under his thumb.
They split the lower panel at the seam and the plate came off with a long rasp of metal on metal, exposing the buried fins and a ribbon of dust the colour of old tea. She cut the corridor fan and the leaves settled into a small stillness. Under the plate, heat moved in a slow line toward the nursery band, not away from it, and the trace on Tala's screen finally matched the thing under her hands. The sink was not losing heat into the room. It was pulling heat into itself from the ring's crop loop and sending the overflow into the beds above, where the seedlings would take the first hit when the schedule tightened at midday. MOTE's speaker gave one clipped note, then another, as if even it had to clear its throat before speaking. 'Thermal path confirmed.' Bren held the panel with one shoulder while Tala slid the probe along the seam. The probe flashed a clean line at last. Fourteen degrees off. Too much for a lie. The pump room stayed clean. The heat was being drawn into the nursery band.

    
Hand on the Crossfeed
Too hot. The crawl ran hotter than the deck above it, and the handrail under Tala's glove gave off a dry buzz that said the insulation had gone brittle somewhere behind the wall. Bren held the lamp low, not for mood or drama, only because the light threw less heat when it stayed near the hatch lip. The probe in Tala's left hand skated along the seam, jumped once, and settled on a number that made the small hairs on her wrist lift under the glove liner. Fourteen over base. Again.
The cracked humidity sensor in Bay 6 blinked on the wall feed two compartments over, its broken corner making a tiny white tooth in the frame. Fine lie, useless tooth. The ring loved a lying sensor as long as it reported in a neat font. Tala gave it one glance and kept the probe on the seam. The old plate under the nursery deck had no right to run warm. The map said conduit. The map was being polite.
MOTE's speaker clicked. 'Thermal trace confirmed,' it said. 'Narrow pull toward the nursery band. Source not isolated.'
'You say that like it helps,' Bren said.
'It helps me,' Tala said, and shoved the probe deeper under the lip until the tip touched cold metal, then warmer metal, then something with a live edge under it, like the crawl had swallowed a coin and was keeping it in its cheek. A clean crescent of condensation still marked the shield around the blue handwheel in the side alcove, where her glove had wiped it earlier and the wet film had rushed back in beads. The wheel sat behind cloudy polycarbonate, paint chipped from its rim in thumb-width scars from a hundred drills. Use the wheel. Of course. The ring always liked a manual answer when the schedule turned ugly.
Bren crouched beside her, one shoulder riding higher than the other from the harness tear years ago, and kept the tray of plugs balanced against his ribs. 'Open reserve and let the room breathe,' he said.
'Not yet.'
'That means no one has a plan.'
'It means I have a line first.'
'You always say that.'
'Because the line comes first.'
He snorted once. 'And the plants come second?'
'The plants come before your speeches.'
'Rude.'
He set the tray down on the hatch rim, careful not to tip the roots, and Tala kept the wet foam at the edge of her sight while the seedlings trembled under the lamp. Water, light, root, heat. The ring had always been a machine for pretending those four things could be negotiated one at a time. Not today. Not with the warm pull under the deck, not with the sensor in Bay 6 lying through its cracked face, not with the green drift in the nursery row climbing by half a degree every six minutes while the speaker in the wall dragged its words out like it had to pull them through mud.
The plate came free with a rasp, and warm air pushed up from the seam in a strip thin enough to slide under Tala's wrist. Below it, the fin stack sat buried in dust and old coolant scale, the copper edges dark as tea leaves. Tala slid the probe between two fins. The reading climbed, held, and climbed again, like a hand trying a door that was already latched. Not a leak. A pull.
'Well,' Bren said, 'the room has a thumb in its mouth.'
'The room has a buried sink.'
'Close enough.'
'No, that is the wrong answer.'
'Wrong answers are my best work.'
He leaned in anyway, and Tala shoved his sleeve back before it brushed the live rail. The old phase-change reservoir sat under the fins, a slab of grey brick with white service paint on one side and no label on the other. Someone had packed it in to absorb a shock load, probably during one of the ring's older rebuilds, when the outer curve still lost heat every time the sun panel bank shifted. The brick should have gone cold on the off cycle. Instead it held heat like a clenched fist. That was wrong enough to make her teeth set.
MOTE came through the wall with a dull crackle. 'Secondary path not in model,' it said. 'Bay 6 sensor variance remains three percent.'
Tala flicked her gaze to the cracked humidity sensor and back. The little white tooth was still there, still blinking in its liar's frame, still doing exactly nothing useful. Red herring. Fine. She slid a screwdriver under the reservoir's edge and pried up a tab of corroded sealant. Under it, a thin copper lead ran toward the north stack, old as a bad habit. 'That should not be there.'
'Nothing here should,' Bren said.
'Yes. This is not the line I wanted.'
'No one ever wants the line.'
'You say that like a man who has never met me with a clipboard.'
He gave one short bark through his nose. 'A clipboard would make you worse.'
'You say that like it is possible.'
He took the lamp from her, turned it so the beam hit the lead, and held it steady while she scraped away more sealant. The lead disappeared into a sleeve bundled behind the fin rack, then under the floor skin, then off into the nursery band where no fresh label marked it and no maintenance log admitted it existed. The heat had a route. Of course it did. Habit always had a route.
The ring did not like that kind of route being visible.
The lead ran into a sleeve where the floor skin split around an old service seam. Tala tugged the sleeve open and found a second cable, then a third, each tagged by a faded strip of white tape that had gone brown with age. One strip carried a hand-stamped number. Fourteen. The same mark that sat on the readout. Not a coincidence. Just the sort of ugly repetition that makes a habitat feel like it is making fun of you.
'This was buried after the last rebuild,' she said.
'How do you know?'
'The tape style changed six years ago.'
'That is not an answer. That is a habit.'
'Same thing.'
Bren set the lamp down and wiped his hands on the rag at his hip. The old phase-change brick sat under the fins, and the copper lead ran from it into the nursery band through a relay plate hidden under the deck. Someone had used the crop loop as an auxiliary sink, maybe for a bad heat season, maybe because nobody wanted to run a new line when the old one still passed inspection. The reason sat somewhere in the past, locked in a manager's head and a signed form. What mattered now was the shape it made on the floor.
MOTE's speaker gave another dry crackle. 'Automatic routing remains stable in the pump loop. Nursery loop still outside target.'
'Call the reserve open,' Tala said.
Bren lifted a brow. 'That key in my pocket was not decorative.'
'No. Use it.'
He had the key. Good. He could have the key. Tala dropped to one knee, slid the probe under the relay plate, and watched the trace spike again. Not a leak. A sink with a bad appetite. 'Open the reserve in steps,' she said. 'Do not give the nursery the full bite at once.'
'You are giving me instructions.'
'Try not to faint.'
'That would make you do the rest yourself.'
She braced a hand on the deck and moved back into the crawl alone for three feet, enough to reach the relay junction where the old copper sleeve passed under a rib and disappeared into the dark of the underfloor. Bren stayed at the hatch, key in his fist, and for once she did not turn to check whether he was doing it right. There was work first. The room could manage the rest.
Bren turned the reserve key once, then a quarter turn more, and the wall feed answered with a flat blue line that should have steadied the nursery loop but only pushed the heat back into the buried sink. The readout jumped. The fans above the seedlings changed pitch, each blade ticking a little faster as if they had remembered a bad day. Tala crouched under the deck, one hand on the probe, the other on the seam where the copper sleeve vanished into dark. The sink wanted the heat and wanted it now.
'That is not a sink,' Bren said. 'That is a magpie.'
'Close enough.'
'No, that is the wrong answer.'
'Then give me a better one.'
He tightened the reserve half a notch and the lamps over the nursery row dimmed for one breath. Too much. Tala caught the shift at once. 'Back it off.'
'You are the one who keeps saying step it down.'
'That was a step too far.'
He muttered something that did not need repeating and eased the key back only a hair. The seedlings in the nearest tray stopped shuddering. Good. Not safe. Good enough to keep going. Tala cut a length of phase-change gasket tape, pressed it onto the exposed seam, and ran her thumb down the joint until the adhesive turned tacky. The tape took the live edge better than the old sealant had, but not by much. A patch. A bruise cover. The room would keep its secret for another hour if asked politely.
'Hold that line,' she said.
Bren braced his shoulder against the hatch rim and kept his eyes on the numbers. 'You are welcome.'
'For what?'
'For not saying I told you so.'
'You would love that.'
'Deeply.'
'No one asked.'
'That has never stopped me.'
She slid deeper into the crawl, following the copper lead until the underfloor beam opened into a narrow pocket where warm air sat trapped behind old insulation and a bundle of dead cable ties. The pocket smelled of hot dust and basil stems. There, tucked behind the relay, was a second service tag, newer than the rest and stamped with a maintenance code she did not recognize. That was the first clean sign that somebody had touched the line after the last rebuild. Not a theft. Not a prank. A hand. Good enough to be a problem. The automatic routing kept trying to correct the wrong thing. The sink kept eating the correction. And the nursery kept taking the blame.
She tucked the tag into her belt and did not tell Bren she had it.
The service tag carried no name, only a serial string and a smear where a thumb had once rubbed the ink thin. Tala cut it free with the tip of her knife and found a relay box behind it, no bigger than a lunch tin, packed into the underfloor pocket with a ferrule of black wax around the base. That box had been waking the sink whenever the nursery loop dropped below target, and target had been set too high. Not by accident. By schedule. Of course. The habitat had been answering a bad threshold with another bad threshold for who knew how long, which meant the whole thing had been running on a habit the size of a mistake.
MOTE gave a soft click from the wall. 'Manual model incomplete.'
'You can say that again.'
'Manual model incomplete.'
Bren snorted, then bent closer. 'Can we cut the relay?'
'If we cut it wrong, the nursery gets a cold snap and the algae stack takes the shock instead.'
'That sounds like a yes with teeth.'
'Yes.'
He handed her the key without a word. Good. The key sat in his palm for one beat, then in hers, then she put it back into his hand before the question could arrive. Not for safekeeping. For use. He shut his fingers around it. Tala took the screwdriver, set the blade under the relay plate, and wedged it loose by a millimeter at a time while Bren held the lamp and read the lines aloud from the wall feed. The numbers jumped, spat, then settled into a smaller climb. The reserve stayed open. The heat stopped bouncing between the nursery band and the sink. There. Not fixed. Less wrong.
'There is your line,' Bren said.
'That was never the whole line.'
'It is today.'
She cut the last tie, lifted the relay box free, and found the underside threaded with a wire sleeve the colour of dried dill. The room beyond the crawl made a noise like a long breath through the fans. The plants upstairs would not care about the theory. They would care about the next ten minutes, and then the next ten after that. Tala pressed the relay box into Bren's free hand and said, 'Keep it.' He did, without asking whether she wanted it back.
The relay box came out with a wet pop, and for one clean second the crawl went quiet enough to hear coolant ticking in the pipe rack. Then the buried sink gave a pulse from deeper under the deck, a warm thud that moved through the floor skin and into the rail under Tala's glove. Once. Then again, smaller. The screen did not have a label for it.
'That is still there,' Bren said.
'Yes.'
'Do we have another relay?'
'No.'
'Useful.'
Tala slid the old blue wheel clear of its shield and set both hands on the rim. The chipped paint came away in flecks that clung to her glove. Bren kept the reserve open with the key, one thumb on the ridged head, and MOTE shifted the pump loop by half a degree to keep the nursery from taking the full bite of the correction. The wheel had more drag than it should have, as if old seals inside the line had grown teeth. Of course they had. The ring loved saving bad parts for later. She took the first turn alone. The wheel answered with a hard resistance that climbed through the spokes and into her shoulder. Good. Then bad. Then less bad. Bren put one hand on the opposite side and the wheel moved easier, both of them leaning in the same direction while the line under the deck gave way by small increments.
'Step it,' Tala said.
'You already said that.'
'Again.'
He turned. She turned. The reservoir under the nursery band stopped pulling heat like a clamped mouth and started passing it on in thin, manageable bites to the algae stack. The wall feed dropped by two degrees, then held. The seedlings above them rustled in their trays, a dry leaf sound, and the room stopped trying to decide which part of itself to save first.
MOTE spoke from the wall. 'Thermal trace now within range.'
'Within range is enough,' Bren said.
'Not if it starts lying again,' Tala said.
He gave her a quick look. She stayed on the wheel. The pulse under the floor came once more, warmer than the rest, then went quiet before she could pin it to any pipe or seam. Not fixed. Not named. Still there, tucked below the repair and below the numbers like a second heartbeat the ring had not asked for. Good.
By the time they came out of the crawl, the nursery row had stopped leaning toward the lamps. The leaves had lifted their edges, damp and flat green under the grow lights, and the air at knee height no longer carried that hot metal note that made the back of the throat taste like a coin. Tala wiped the wheel rim with a rag until the last blue dust came off, then left the rag on the bench instead of stuffing it in her pocket. Bren set the relay box beside the cracked humidity sensor in Bay 6, which was still blinking its broken lie from two compartments away, and nobody touched it. Good. Let it keep blinking. It had not earned a save.
'Report wants your initials,' he said.
'It wants a lot of things.'
'Your initials are the easiest.'
She took the pad, wrote the repair line, and put Bren's name under hers without asking first. The simple act had more weight than the key. Not because of manners. Because the habitat would now know two hands had stood in the crawl, two sets of boots had held the hatch, two sets of eyes had read the same bad line and stopped the same bad fix from happening twice. Tala hated how much the ring loved paperwork and hated more that this time it was right.
MOTE clicked softly. 'Nursery band stable. Reserve returned to schedule.'
'For now,' Tala said.
'For now,' MOTE repeated.
Bren leaned against the hatch frame, one shoulder still sitting high, and reached for the relay box as if to shift it, then left it where it was. 'That thing gets logged under repair or under crime?'
'Under ugly.'
'Fair.'
He looked at her hands, then at the key in his palm, then at the open manual wheel. Tala left the wheel exposed and did not cover it back up. That was not an accident. That was the point, though nobody would write the point in a log. The corridor outside the nursery smelled of damp leaf and old cleaner. The ring had moved on without them, which was how these places stayed alive. One person with a wrench. Then two. Then enough.
The access drawer had room for one more tag. Tala slid Bren's spare authorization chip into the slot beside hers and shut the drawer with the flat of her hand. The drawer did not care. The ring cared a little. The next shift would care enough to ask who had changed the handoff. Bren would answer. Or not. That was his room now too.
'You left the wheel open,' he said.
'It can stay open.'
'That is a new mood.'
'That is maintenance.'
He made a face that might have been a laugh if it had been less sensible. She set the manual key on the bench, not in her pocket, not under the rag, not clipped to the inside of her belt where only her fingers could reach it. On the bench. In the light. Bren picked up the relay box and turned it over once, reading the old serial string with his thumb over the faded smear. The cracked sensor in Bay 6 kept blinking its small white tooth. Tala let it. It could lie to itself all shift and nobody would be worse off for it.
MOTE spoke from the wall. 'Auxiliary thermal path removed. Nursery loop rebalanced. Algae stack compensation increased by eight percent.'
'You say that like a weather report,' Bren said.
'That is because the stack does not complain.'
'Give it time,' Tala said.
He handed the relay box back, then stopped halfway and set it on the bench between them instead. Shared. There. The room had done worse things with less. Tala ran the rag over the wheel rim one last time and found a strip of blue paint still clinging under her thumb. She left it there. The manual key stayed where Bren could reach it, and the open drawer stayed open, and the corridor held its damp green smell while the hidden pulse under the deck moved one more time in the dark, small enough to miss if anyone was rushing.
An hour later the nursery row had settled into its usual damp smell, a mix of basil stems, root foam, and the cleaner Bren used on the tray rails because he liked the floor to smell less like a machine after lunch. Tala worked the inspection lane with the pad tucked under one arm and the rag in the other hand, checking each line only once. The numbers held. The fans held. The slow tick under the deck held too, the strange warm pulse returning in one small beat every few minutes from somewhere beneath the repaired sink, where the sensor map ran thin and the metal stayed stubbornly out of reach. It was not large. It was not urgent. It was there.
'You leaving that?' Bren asked, nodding at the pulse line on the screen.
'For now.'
'That sounds familiar.'
'It is the answer that gets us through lunch.'
He went to the nursery doors and opened the vent by one notch with his own hand, not waiting for her to point at it. Good. She let the motion stay. On the bench behind them, the blue handwheel cooled under a skin of fresh beads, each droplet thick enough to bend the light from the lamp into a pale crescent along the rim. Tala wiped one line with the edge of the rag and the next line came up behind it. The wheel kept sweating in silence. That old polycarbonate shield from chapter one was gone now, removed for cleaning, and the naked rim looked smaller without the cloudy cover around it, more like a tool than a promise. Good. Not a promise. A tool. She liked tools more.
MOTE clicked softly, then said, 'Schedule correction accepted.'
'Accepted by who?' Bren asked.
'By the ring.'
'That is not a who.'
'It is today.'
Tala set the pad down beside the key and did not clip the key back to her belt. The key stayed where Bren could reach it without asking. The cracked Bay 6 sensor kept blinking its useless tooth, and nobody changed it because the room no longer needed that lie to hold. Outside the nursery, the corridor hummed with the ordinary work of the habitat, and under the deck the hidden pulse answered once, small and stubborn and unnamed.
By the handoff, the nursery lights had settled to a pale working level and the reserve line had stopped making noise. Bren tucked the relay box beside the cracked Bay 6 sensor and left both where the next shift could ignore them or fix them, Tala signed the log with his initials still wet beside hers, and the access drawer stayed open while MOTE rewrote the morning schedule in smaller bites. The hidden pulse under the deck moved one more time, just enough to lift a bead of water on the cold pipe rack, and nobody in the room made a scene of it.
She folded the rag once, then left it unfolded on the bench. She put the manual key beside it instead of back on her belt. Bren's hand closed around the key without ceremony, the way a person takes a tool from a shared box, and Tala did not take it back. The blue wheel behind them cooled under a skin of clean droplets, each bead gathering, holding, slipping, then gathering again along the chipped rim until the metal went dark and ordinary.
MOTE gave one last report from the wall. 'Nursery band steady. Algae stack steady. Reserve steady.'
'Good enough,' Bren said.
'Yes,' Tala said.
He left the key on the bench when he stepped away from the hatch, just for a moment, and she did not move it. The crawl stayed open to the room, the room stayed open to the crawl, and the wheel cooled, bead by bead.
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