
[image: How to Save a Station with a Spoon]

    
How to Save a Station with a Spoon
Elena Marquet
Culinary engineer Tamsin Calder faces a choice between an elite culinary residency and using her proprietary starter culture to save her orbiting station’s failing hydroponics. She must convert ambition into practical craft, improvising hardware and bioprocesses, and decide what stewardship of a living thing really means for a small community.
ProseHub


    
An Invitation and a Blight
Tamsin Calder kept her best spoon in a drawer that had no right to be as sentimental as it was. It was a matte alloy implement, the bowl stamped with a faint scorch mark from a long-ago pressure test, and she rubbed its curve like a talisman before she dipped it into the little ferment jar on the bench. The galley-lab smelled of warm algae, toasted kelp, and something sweetly acidic that made her nostrils tighten with approval. SISA, the station's old support assistant reworked for culinary timing, blinked its strip of blue and said, in its customary flat cadence, "Warning: your thumb is inappropriately tender toward objects you call ‘favorite.’"
Tamsin grinned and stirred. The garnish she’d coaxed overnight shimmered with tiny gas bubbles and a color that belonged on a postcard of some far warmer planet. She tasted with the spoon — just a smear, not the ceremony of a full bite — and let the quiet satisfaction settle. She had taught herself to read cultures the way some people read faces: a little swell, a particular bloom at the rim, a note of sulfur if the feedstock was off. This little colony was hers; she had nicknamed it, in private, the Spoon Strain. It had won compliments at the communal mess and more importantly, had been the practical engine behind her experiments turning fibrous station waste into edible gels.
A soft chime meant a comm from the outer net. Tamsin swiped the holo and saw a short, polished message from Lian Argo: an invitation to a residency — one of those curated, shining podiums where technique turned into reputation. Her chest squeezed in a way that was almost religious. She could picture the demonstration, the hush as she unveiled her method, the cameras leaning in for the flourish. It would change the shape of offers, of ingredients, of where people called her by the right accent.
SISA observed the moment and, as if to dampen her fanciful afternoon, announced, "Applicant acceptance requires a live demonstration slot and an attached exclusivity clause for unique cultures utilized during the residency. Please confirm readiness for legal paperwork." The word factionalized the thrill: legal language pressed against the edges of a living thing.
Kovan Rhee came in with his gloves already dusted with nutrient film, smelling faintly of wet compost and lemon peel—an oddly pleasant badge of honor to anyone who grew food on a station. He ducked through the doorway, brow furrowed, and planted himself at the counter like a man bracing for an argument he did not want to start. They had grown up on the station in different trades: she coaxed microbes, he coaxed roots, and the proximity of their workflows had knit them into a hybrid sort of family.
He glanced at the holo. "Lian Argo? That's the one. Fancy. Don’t gloat too loud, or the algae will hear you and start a cult." He flashed a grin that was equal parts approval and warning. "When do you leave?"
She hedged, stirring the spoon and feeling the small weight of everything she might hand over. "They want a live demo. Next collection cycle. One week."
Kovan's expression flattened. "One week? We've got accelerated rot showing in Tray Nine. I put a patch on the nutrient loop but it's flaring again. The sensors are reading a drop in beneficial flora. If it keeps, we could lose yield in a third of the units by the next cycle." He tapped a tablet and bits of live data pulsed into the air: pale maps, curly root diagrams, a red node pulsing like a heartbeat in a cartoon.
Tamsin's hands did not stop moving. She reached for a sampling tube and popped it into a tray with practiced motion, sealing the port with a flick. "Show me."
Kovan's voice softened. "I don’t want you to feel trapped, Tam. But if your Spoon Strain can do what you think—"
"I know what it can do," she said, and the line between professional calm and personal hope thinned. "But demos need clean conditions and the residency wants exclusivity. They'd ask for a version of the culture. They'd keep rights to it."
They went to the greenhouse on foot, a short corridor of braided pipes and bundled cables that always smelled faintly of citrus from the air scrubbers. The greenhouse was a ribbon of glass panes and soft blue light; roots hung like little underwater curtains while plants drifted, their leaves catching the station's artificial sun in angles that made her think of ocean slicks. A basil cluster was tethered with thread so its leaves wouldn't float away and set off a microscopic drift that made the crew laugh. Someone had tied a child's knitted sock to one of the tendrils as a joke; it bobbed like a ghost of domestic life.
The trays in the back were the ones Kovan had mentioned. Tamsin knelt, which was to say she folded into a crouch and braced her boot against a rail to steady herself in microgravity. The roots looked wrong: clotted with a gelatinous film, colors dull where they should have been vigorous. She probed with a gentle fingertip, drew out a sample, and let it slip into a clear vial. Tiny motes of matter clung like pollen, shifting slowly as if the liquid itself were reluctant to move.
Kovan said, "It started with small patches. We quarantined them, adjusted the feed ratios. The biofilter readings spiked last night. If something suppresses the beneficial bioflora, the pathogens set up shop." He exhaled. "And supplies for the next resupply round were scheduled to arrive on the Meridian Runner."
Tamsin's mind made quick circuits: how to change pH gradients, how to seed out competitors, how to keep oxygen transfer steady without spiking off-gassing. She tasted the air and pulled back; there was a faint, sour top note she had been trained to distrust. Her fingers moved to the starter kit in her belt — small sealed ampoules, pipettes, a needle she had filed to precisely the angle she preferred. It felt oddly ceremonial.
She thought of the residency’s offer again: the highlight reel in her head where the crowd inhaled and applauded because her technique made something luscious from the station's gristle. But the flask in her hand did not think in terms of applause. The living colony had needs and temperaments. She had coaxed it to yield protein flocs in closed systems, to compress algae slurry into something chewable and noble. It was not supernatural; it was weathered science and patience.
Kovan watched her. "If you hand it over, they’ll patent a lineage. That could keep it safe or lock it. You know their network. The prestige circuits like clear ownership."
She laughed, sharp and a little frightened. "You sound like a courtroom lawyer, not a hydroponicist."
"Says the woman who seasons arguments with umami," he shot back. The banter carried familiarity: neither wanted to push too hard because they both feared what might break if they did.
SISA piped up in the greenhouse's intercom, tone dry and perfectly timed. "Note: culinary residencies improve resumes by 76 percent and reduce the amount of communal soup consumed, statistically speaking. Also suggest wearing a mask in that area; the smell is actively sulky."
Tamsin jabbed a finger at a cluster of leaves as if commanding them to behave. She gathered data, took more samples, calibrated a portable mini-reactor to run a trial dose of the Spoon Strain at low inoculum. If she could prove it suppressed the clotted film without destabilizing oxygen or producing noxious gases, they'd have a field-usable method.
The station's schedule hung in the air like a calendar of obligations. Resupply runs were lifelines — not dramatic salvage missions out of a novel, but scheduled reliability: bulk sacks of hydroponic substrate, specialized enzymes, spare pump seals, ration bulks for communal weeks. The Meridian Runner had been late once before, delayed by a navigational recalibration, and the bar at Dock Five served an extra pitcher of fermented root juice to ease the worry. People treated delays with a mix of superstition and ritual: some kettled up tea and watched star charts, others swapped recipes as a comfort.
That small cultural fetter — swapping recipes when the horizon looked thin — felt not irrelevant. Tamsin had once traded a jar of spoon-gel for a slice of someone’s dehydrated orange; that savory-sweet exchange felt like a micro-economy in itself. It made her think of how the station stitched itself together with trivial acts: someone hanging laundry on a tiny line to celebrate a child's birthday, or the weekly bright market where vendors tethered trays to waist harnesses and hawked candied algae. These rituals were not useful to the bioengineering problem but they were the reasons people stayed and argued and forgave each other.
Kovan said, quietly, "If the Runner's window slips, our enzyme can stock is down by half. We don't have the spare substrate to rerun trials at full scale. It's not doom, but it's bad timing." He retrieved a schematic and circled the nutrient pump he'd been babysitting. "We can triage. But we might need a culture that's already tuned to our feedstock."
Her hands angled the pipette as she watched a droplet form, then settle. The thought of the residency's exclusivity clause pressed like a bruise at the back of her mind. If she conceded the Spoon Strain, she might leave with a title and lose the practical ability to make the station feed itself differently.
She crafted a small experiment on the bench: a micro-reactor, two feedlines, a gentle stir that mimicked the motion she used when she kneaded dough in a cabin kitchen long ago. She hummed without intending to, a tune she associated with tedious calibrations and comfortable failure. The reactor accepted the inoculum in a measured puff of tiny bubbles. Tamsin adjusted the temperature profile, nudged the stirring intervals, and marked times with a quick, decisive hand. She was a sculptor of environments; she shaped gradients rather than clay.
The first swirl showed promise: the film slackened, colors brightened fractionally, oxygen curves smoothed for a heartbeat. They had a candidate. Kovan's eyes lit with something like relief, but then he checked the sensors and his face closed. "We'd have to scale that up carefully, stage the inoculations so they didn't synchronize and cause a pressure event in the scrubbers. We don't have the pump head for many simultaneous reactors." He tapped the tablet and supplied a plan in shorthand: stagger runs, repurpose two lesser pumps, scavenge seals from unused feedlines. Each adjustment was a physical operation; the plan translated into a list of grips, lifts, and bolts.
Tamsin leaned forward. "We can do that. We can repurpose the old canisters from Dock Nine. I can run staggered inoculations overnight. It'll be messy, but doable." She felt the old hunger: to prove that a craft built from small, repeated acts could make a solution more elegant than a grant or a prize.
Kovan said, softer, "And the residency?"
She almost tasted the future like a spice and wanted to pinch it between her fingers. But the reactor hummed, and the little promise it held beat louder than the holo sugar of fame.
Late afternoon in the station has a particular slant: light that leaks through angled panels and pools like tea, mechanical rhythms that sound like heartbeats when you lean a forehead to a bulkhead. People who had once been strangers became neighbors because the schedule demanded proximity. The galley-lab was a station's small room of confessions; people left notes where they'd stashed extra slices of rehydrated fruit and a doodle of a cat wearing a tether harness. It was petty, human, and lovely in its way.
SISA, who had been upgraded with a sentiment module intended as a joke, produced a curated playlist labeled 'romantic calibration' and the speakers at once offered a buoyant, slightly off-tempo instrumental. Tamsin found herself smiling despite the pressure as she tightened a clamp on a feedline, her fingers working a routine she had practiced until it was muscle-memory. She leaned across a workbench and straightened a pipe; the movement was small, an unromantic pivot, but it registered as part of a larger choreography that kept the station running.
A sharp ping cut through the music—urgent, layered with the emergency tone the station used for structural impacts. The station's outer sensors flickered, and then a new alert came through: micrometeor detection on an intercept course, small mass but high velocity, predicted to graze Dock Five's approach vector. There was a short, hollow silence as people finished their movements and let the sense of danger arrive. Tamsin dropped the wrench with a metallic sound and moved toward the central console. Kovan's hand closed on her shoulder. "They'll hold the Runner back if the approach clears are compromised," he said. "We might lose that shipment."
The crew activated the strike protocol: hatches sealed, docking clamps forced into lockdown, and tiny emergency buoys readied in case a fragment struck. Tamsin found herself translating the abstract into work—securing the samples, ensuring the mini-reactors had backup power, strapping down the jars of Spoon Strain into a foam-lined crate. Her breath was measured; there was no time for panic and the station disliked panic the way some people disliked mustard on good bread.
She moved through the lab with the practiced efficiency of someone who had dealt in urgent chemistry more than once. She tightened a line, kissed a calibration sticker as if blessing an old friend, and wedged the crate under a bench where it would be safe from sudden shocks. Kovan snapped a retainer strap and tucked an extra panel over the crate like a protective motherhood move.
The alert pulsed again and then resolved into a new message: the mercantile runner advised that the docking window had to be postponed. A fragment had scoured a minor plate on the approach array and while the damage was not catastrophic, it had necessitated a safety hold. The message read with bureaucratic politeness: "Resupply manifest delayed until further structural clearance and tow availability. Estimated rearrival: indeterminate pending orbital debris mitigation."
SISA, for once, offered no snide commentary. It emitted a single, neutral tone. Tamsin's shoulders dropped in a way she hadn't felt until that moment. The residency window, the live demonstration, the exclusivity clause—they all settled into a new alignment where practicality made a louder case than potential fame.
Kovan clenched his jaw and then, as if forcing a smile for form, said, "Cheery. The Runner had the enzyme packs and some spare seals. And a set of pump heads that would have made our stagger plan easier." He rubbed his palms over his face in a gesture that made him seem older than his years. "We can improvise. We have tools. But it's going to be work. And you'll have to decide what you do with the Spoon Strain."
Tamsin allowed herself a private laugh that turned into the smallest of sobs, ridiculous and useful. Her hand hovered over the foam-lined crate, feeling the faint warmth the sealed vials gave off, a biological heartbeat she could tuck into her palm. She imagined the residency's auditorium again and, more insistently, the greenhouse trays that had shown the early, ugly signs of rot. There was no good theatrical way to resolve this. The decision would not be a flourish; it would be a sequence of clamps, calibrations, and repetitive night work.
She said, firming her voice, "We start the staggered runs tonight. We repurpose what we can. I'll set the inoculum at a lower rate and monitor the scrubbers. If it holds, we call the method field-ready and hope a short legal addendum keeps the strain shared for community use."
Kovan looked at her, not with pity but with the sharp relief of someone handed a plan. "Then let's get to it. We'll need seals from Dock Nine and an extra set of filters. Bring the Spoon Strain."
She picked up her spoon then, the little alloy curve warm from use, and for a moment it felt like the handle of a ship's wheel. She had no easy answer for loyalty's calculus. She had, instead, a workbench and a set of skills that would be pressed into service not for applause but for keeping people fed.
They set lists. The galley-lab brightened with activity: a small crew of technicians, a pair of volunteers from the mess, and SISA managing queue priorities with an almost palpable sense of smug efficiency. People moved like they always moved in emergencies—fast, coordinated, and with a kind of liturgical rhythm. Someone handed Tamsin a battered coffee that had been brewed with a ration of station-grown beans; she accepted it with grateful precision. The station's odd little customs surfaced at edges: the coffee was served in a cup with a tiny drawing of a whale on it, a reference to an old anecdote about a cargo container full of fermented kelp that had behaved like a phantom animal in low-g. Those comforts were not practical but they stitched the crew to the present.
Tamsin strapped on a set of gloves, checked the seals, and removed the foam crate's lid. The vials were small, clear and labeled in her tidy hand. She thought of delegation and of trust. If she gave any of these away to a network that wanted exclusivity, she risked either losing control of the culture's lineage or ensuring it could be scaled for others; the ethics were messy. Right now, the ethics could be deferred by action: if she could stabilize the greenhouse enough to keep yields from a third of the trays, the station could ride out one delayed manifest.
She spoke more to the room than to anyone in particular. "We stagger the inoculations at two-hour offsets. We calibrate the pumps to reduce peak draw, and we monitor scrubber CO2 for three-hour windows post-inoculation. If the first set stabilizes, we proceed. If not, we shut it down and reassess."
The crew nodded, and the plan transformed into hands on bolts and wrenches. The choice was still waiting, like a sealed letter. The station did not wait for grand choices to be resolved. It wanted work, and work would decide.
For a little while, as wrenches bit into rusted bolts and clamps answered with metallic clicks, the station behaved like a single, well-tuned organism. Tamsin found herself slipping into a concentrated trance: she tightened a feedline, replaced a worn diaphragm, and adjusted flow using a method she had learned from a retired ship's cook who swore that good cooking and good engineering shared a principle—measure often, taste always. She tasted, in her way, with instruments of patience.
Late into the watch, when the others took turns sleeping in crash hammocks, Tamsin sat cross-legged on a storage crate and held one of the vials to the light. The colony inside was a tiny aeon, rotating slowly, luminous in its own small way. She felt the tug of two orders: the residency and the station. Both were legitimate, both held different kinds of future. She had ambitions that made her restless at night, but she also had a craft that was at its most honest when it was used simply to produce.
A new ping intruded—short, insistent. She opened it and read. The residency message had been updated with scheduling details and a polite deadline to confirm demonstration specifics: one week from the announcement, live. The holo pulsed faintly. She pressed the spoon to her lips, tasting the faint salt of the station on it, and for the first time the choice felt heavy in her hands rather than only in her head. She set the vial down, closed the crate, and did what makers do: she tightened her gloves and returned to the bench. The night would not solve anything by itself, but muscle and method might.

    
The Pantry Narrows
Tamsin started the watch with hands that smelled faintly of kelp and ozone and with a stubborn grin that felt like armor. The galley-lab was a quiet riot of soft lights and metallic clinks: spare manifolds stacked like sleeping dogs, blue-tinted canisters labeled in her tidy script, and a row of sealed jars that caught the light and held inside them a slow, private luminescence. Outside the greenhouse, the hull drones were painting the external solar arrays with a gloss-coat; it was a ritual they did every fortnight and the kids called it

    
The Pantry Narrows
Tamsin started the watch with hands that smelled faintly of kelp and ozone and with a stubborn grin that felt like armor. The galley-lab was a quiet riot of soft lights and metallic clinks: spare manifolds stacked like sleeping dogs, blue-tinted canisters labeled in her tidy script, and a row of sealed jars that caught the light and held inside them a slow, private luminescence. Outside the greenhouse, the hull drones were painting the external solar arrays with a gloss-coat; it was a ritual they did every fortnight and the kids called it “polish day,” which involved slings, small prizes, and an effusive amount of whipped algae for the watching crowd.
She worked through the list with the kind of focus that turned thought into muscle. There was always something interesting about being someone who cooked for a station: you practiced in a space where failure smelled and tasted and had immediate social consequences. She tightened a clamp, checked a sensor, and unlatched the top of a sterilizer. The sterilizer coughed a puff of steam like an old dog, and SISA, perched on a nearby cart, commented, "For the record, I do not possess a palette but I was programmed to enjoy your dramatics." Tamsin snorted and slapped a rag against a stubborn grease stain.
The greenhouse hummed two decks below and communicated in soft vibrations through the hull. Kovan's update had not been good: the blight had migrated farther along the trays overnight, and a pair of nutrient lines showed elevated turbidity. The sensors flagged a rising acidity in the root zones; that, in microbiological terms, was an invitation for opportunists. That meant work, and Tamsin lived for work. She packed a compact kit: extra seals, a spool of PTFE tape, a spare diaphragm, three ampoules of a buffering solution, and a modular inoculation wand she'd fashioned from a syringe and a microflow regulator.
She descended through the station's vertebra of ladders and bulkhead hatches, each rung in a matte alloy that sang slightly when disturbed. The greenhouse door hissed as it cycled; water mist hung briefly in the air and spangled like tiny moons. Inside, trays trembled with the quiet lift of new leaves, and the aroma of young shoots mingled with the metallic tang of an equipment bay. A small table near the entrance hosted a community board of sorts—messages pinned with clothespins and a colorful sketch of an orbital dog—irrelevant to the blight but relevant to why people came back each day. Tamsin's eyes skimmed it for a moment: a handwritten invitation to the market next black-sun, a note about a card game for kids, someone selling preserved citrus wedges. These details were small comforts: human weather that had nothing to do with a failing nutrient loop.
Kovan was there, sleeves rolled, working with a coil of flexible tubing. He had a bruise across his forearm and a crease forming at the corner of his mouth. When she walked up, he looked at her and said, without preface, "We lost two trays on the lower tier overnight. The rot's aggressive in that sector."
She knelt and probed a root cluster with a gloved finger, feeling for the give that meant structural failure. The film on the roots slid under her touch like a membrane. It smelled wrong—sharp and almost metallic.
"Give me sampling points," she said, already thinking of gradients, pH stabilizers, and inoculum ratios. She tested, pipetted, labeled; each movement was both recipe and procedure.
They ran a battery of small experiments right there—culture plates, a rapid pH field test, a micro-oxygen read. Tamsin inoculated a tiny tray with a low dose of the Spoon Strain and watched through a microscope as the culture adjusted. For a heartbeat, it seemed to push back the film, its flocculent bodies clinging and outcompeting the slime. She allowed herself a laugh that didn't quite reach her eyes.
Kovan rubbed his jaw. "If we scale that, we'll need to stagger runs. The scrubbers can't tolerate a synchronized bloom—CO2 pulses will spike scrubber load and then we have a secondary emergency." He tapped the display and overlaid a schedule projected in faint green lines. "We can repurpose the old agitation pumps in Dock Nine, but it's messy. We'll have to cannibalize a redundant unit to get two pump heads and a spare motor."
Tamsin's pulse quickened in a way that was professional rather than emotional: this was the pleasing rhythm of a fixable problem. She thought of the residency's exclusivity clause again; it sat like an awkward utensil in her pocket. If she used the Spoon Strain at a field scale and then someone demanded the lineage, she could lose the practical ownership of a living tool she'd shaped. But there was a more immediate problem: the station needed food, and the station preferred to be fed yesterday.
SISA interjected with a perfectly timed observation. "Note: the cultural exchange market recommends the addition of preserved citrus to improve morale. Also, would you like a reminder to call home? That is, if you consider this station 'home.'" It delivered the last sentence with gentle computational curiosity.
Kovan groaned. "Don't. You don't want her to make sappy decisions."
Tamsin flicked a stray leaf into a waste tube and said, "I'll make practical decisions. Sometimes they smell like citrus and sometimes like solder." The three of them moved like a team—one who taught microbes, one who fixed pumps, one who offered commentary—each action nested in competence.
They began disassembling an old agitation pump in a storage alcove, the kind of machine that had once hummed quietly in the station's guts and now sat like a retired beast. The pump's casing had a dimple where someone had hit it with a wrench in the past; someone else had labeled its parts with small sticky notes that said things like 'may live again' and 'do not feed after midnight'—an absurdity left by a technician with a taste for black humor. Tamsin unscrewed bolts, her fingers working a pattern learned from years of repetition: counter-clockwise to free tension, then a steady pull to avoid stripping threads. She pried the rotor free and found that a ceramic sleeve had cracked. No matter: she scanned the inventory and found a compatible sleeve that required sanding and a careful fit.
As Kovan steadied the casing, she wore a pair of magnifying goggles and eased the new sleeve into place. Her hands were steady; she lined the grooves and, with a soft mallet, coaxed it into tolerances. The work was methodical and physical and occasionally dirty. During a lull, a tray of pastry someone had been testing drifted free and bobbed by like a small, deranged moon, a puff pastry shaped into a crescent and adorned with a salmon of fermented algae. SISA remarked dryly, "Low gravity increases the elegance of baked goods and doubles the chance of accidental adoption."
Kovan laughed. "If that pastry ends up in the workshop motor, it becomes the legend of Dock Nine."
They sealed the pump after begrudgingly recovering the pastry with chopsticks and a tether. Tamsin jerry-rigged the wiring harness, splicing a frayed braid with a sleeve of heat-shrink and a bit of patient solder. She bolted the pump back together and hoisted it into a transport harness, feeling the weight and balance with the kind of intimacy she usually reserved for knives in a kitchen.
Back at the greenhouse, they began the staggered inoculation plan. Tamsin set up three compact reactors along the walkway, each a tangle of tubing and digital readouts. They were items she had once used for small garnishes—now scaled up to feed a significant percentage of the station if they behaved. She calibrated pH setpoints, adjusted flow rates, and timed the agitation cycles. The first inoculation was deliberate and quiet: she drew the Spoon Strain into the inoculation wand, verified sterile technique, and eased the culture into the reactor while Kovan monitored turbidity and CO2 trends.
The initial hours were promising; turbidity rose gently where beneficial flocs formed and the root film contracted on camera. Then, two hours later, a hiss and an alarm: a CO2 sensor near the scrubber bank spiked. Tamsin's chest tightened. She dove into the readings, fingers flying across panels, recalibrating the aeration manifold, throttling the inflow, and cutting the feed rate. It was a choreography of reaction: reduce feed to slow metabolic rush, increase air exchange in the manifold to disperse gas, and drop inoculum potency if necessary. She ordered the second reactor to standby and rerouted power to the scrubbers.
"That's the risk," Kovan said, watching the numbers. "The cultures will bloom if you give them sugar and warmth. Bloom equals gas. Too much gas and the scrubbers can't keep up."
Her hands trembled once, not from fear but from the weight of coordinating life on a countdown. She adjusted the enzyme dosing profile to slow the conversion rate and coaxed the culture into a flocculation mode rather than a gas-producing feast. It was precise, surgical—the kind of thing her mentor Lian had praised in their brief exchange. It required her touch.
They managed the pulse, and slowly the CO2 needle returned to the tolerable band. The reactor's internal camera showed the flocs settling like gulls in a low sky. Relief circulated through the small team, and someone in the next bay popped open a can of preserved citrus in celebration. Kovan leaned back against a crate and allowed himself a tired smile.
They documented everything, because documentation was the currency of later explanations and the scaffolding of future defenses. Tamsin drafted a field protocol on a tablet: stagger times, pump speeds, scrubber margins, and contingency thresholds. It read like a recipe crossed with schematics. She posted it on the community board as a practical gesture and as a curb against panic: people could at least see the method.
But the residency's legal team was not reassuring. A message arrived in the galley's network with a terse follow-up: the exclusivity clause would be firmed unless they negotiated an exception. A list of options unfurled: sign over a specimen line, provision a licensed strain with tracked markers, or refuse and risk the residency rescinding the slot. It was a cold business menu appended to human biology.
Kovan slid the tablet to her. "They'll want assurances we can't give them unless we retain control. If you sign, we'd have to ensure their distribution doesn't strand us here. They might patent it."
Tamsin read the clause and felt the room's air like a thing that could be pinched. She could feel the pull of two futures: one with applause and perturbed legalese, the other with midnight clamps and tired smiles. Both futures were plausible.
As the night deepened, the station's cultural rituals glided around the edges of the crisis. A notice came over the communal net about the market opening at dawn: traders would hang trays of candied kelp and vacuum-sealed spice sachets; a vendor from a neighboring module promised a tasting of fermented pear skins that had been pickled in microgravity. None of it was useful to the inoculation schedule. All of it reminded Tamsin why she invested so much in the station's rhythms.
She found herself in the tiny community kitchen to grab a thermos of badly brewed coffee and instead discovered a children’s game in progress, three kids trying to bait a floating ball into a hoop suspended by fishing line. Their laughter bounced off the bulkheads without caring for the scrubber load. One of them looked up and said, wide-eyed, "Are you the spoon lady?"
Tamsin scooped the ball with the back of her gloved hand and, with a pretended solemn nod, said, "A spoon is a tool. Use it well and feed your friends." The child's grin was a simple, human reward—worth a dozen residencies in that moment.
Back at the reactors the next morning, they ran a full day of staggered cycles. The modified pumps from Dock Nine held, the scrubbers did not spike beyond safe margins, and the greenhouse showed clear signs of retreat in the affected trays. It was not a cure—only a stabilizing tactic—but it bought the station breathing room. Kovan and the volunteer crew patched feedlines, the pastry vendor down the corridor donated a dozen salvage rolls as a morale treat, and SISA queued up an oddly jaunty tune to mark each successful inoculation.
As the day's work settled, the legal message returned with a new tone: possible negotiation. They proposed a middle path—if Tamsin would run a scheduled, monitored extract of the culture, the residency would issue a limited, reversible exclusivity for that demonstration only, plus clauses supporting shared licensing for community stations. It was a reach toward compromise, and Tamsin read it with both skepticism and the kind of weary hope that tasted faintly like burnt sugar.
She went to Kovan and asked, blunt and pragmatic, "If I give them a sample for the demo under tight controls, can we keep a lineage here that's unmistakably ours?"
Kovan chewed the inside of his cheek and answered, careful. "Only if the documentation includes safeguards: a shared registry that marks derivatives, a clause for emergency reversion, and—this is not trivial—financial support for resupply if exclusivity limits access. Otherwise we hand them a genealogy and lose our ability to adapt it to our exact feedstock." His voice was steady; he was thinking as an engineer and as a friend.
Tamsin let the question hang and then, instead of answering, did what she did best: she set a new reactor down and began calibrating it for a controlled extract. She levers a clamp, wiped a seal, and let the rhythm of work carry her away from abstraction into the reality of bolts and bacteria. Decision could wait for jurisprudence; survival could not.
By dusk they had a run they felt confident in. The extract was small and intentionally attenuated—enough to demonstrate activity without handing over an entire lineage. Tamsin triple-checked trace markers and password-protected the transfer sequence. There was a procedural choreography to giving away a part of yourself: label, log, restrict. She recorded the parameters on the station ledger, noting environmental tolerances and the recipes that coaxed the culture into a placid, high-floc state that favored nutrition over off-gassing.
SISA, in a rare show of something approximating sentiment, said, "You are performing an act of strategic generosity. Humans tend to mislabel those as 'sacrifice' in romantic literature, but your move could also be classified as 'practical diplomacy.'"
Tamsin snorted. "I'd prefer if you left the romantic metaphors out of my contractual negotiations."
They packaged the attenuated sample into a sealed, tracked capsule. A courier drone would ferry it to the residency's secure demonstration unit once the legal waiver had been countersigned. For Tamsin, there was a smaller, private ritual: she held the vial for a heartbeat and tasted the air as if she could draw meaning from it. It smelled faintly of citrus and metal, like the station's many small contradictions.
Outside, the gloss-coated solar arrays winked in the simulated sun. The station had not been saved; they had only bought a few more cycles. But they had tools and people ready to use them. The pantry felt narrow and long at once: pressure from delay, from legalities, from the quiet hunger of a crew that wanted reliable meals. Tamsin tightened her gloves and, with a blunt grin that felt like a fist against worry, said, "Tomorrow we scale. We'll stagger the inoculations farther and route a bypass for the scrubber in case of a pulse. Also—whoever thinks pastry should orbit unsupervised is fired."
Kovan laughed, and SISA replied, "Noted: potential pastry adoption requires immediate containment protocol." The absurdity of that exchange eased something, and they worked on into the night, the station's rhythm steady under their hands.
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