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Seedlines of Arden-7
Yara Montrel
On an orbital habitat dependent on corporate seed shipments, a young hydroponic engineer risks everything to recover a hidden seed bank. With an old captain, an illicit drone, and a small child's faith, she exposes hoarded scarcity and plants a future that rewrites the ledger of need.
ProseHub


    
Green in the Gravity Well
The hydroponic bay smelled like rain and metal. Iara kept her palm flat against the glass of the germ tray and watched the tiny translucent roots coil like silver thread. Outside the viewport, Arden-7 turned slow and deliberate, a ring of habitation modules lit by strip-lamps and the distant curdle of traffic lanes. Stars stitched the black between comm relays. Inside, the air hummed with pumps and the low, constant thrum of the habitat’s centrifuge.
She could tell the health of a plant by the tone of the pumps. When they changed pitch by a fraction, she could hear it in her teeth. She learned to parse those small betrayals the way others listened for weather. Rafi called it superstition; she called it practice. Today the pumps sang a steady note. The xenolettuce in tray four was leafing at the right angle, chloroplasts glittering like lanterns. The pollen cores that would fertilize the first flush sat in their crybed, tiny pale discs humming with micro-thermals.
A child’s voice broke the quiet. "Iara? Is my seed awake yet?"
Nelu’s cheeks were still sticky with sugar from a pilfered fruit chew. She had a freckle near her eyebrow that Iara could have counted if she tried. Iara smiled without taking her eyes from the tray.
"Not yet. Give it another hour. You remember the light cycle." She could feel the child’s impatience as a pressure behind her ribs. That impatience sat in everybody on Arden-7; scarcity sharpened clock faces. Children learned to wait like they learned to ride the maintenance rails.
Rafi came through the hatch, oil on his palms, the old man’s gait slower than the centrifuge’s rhythm. His jacket still smelled of solvent and the city below. "Supply notice this morning," he said, handing her a folded holo-paper. The letters on the sheet were neat and corporate—the kind that made people's hands go cold.
She unfolded it with methodical hands. Delphic Logistics had rerouted agricultural shipments. An embargo around the Sol-Corridor, they said. Technical delays. Security red-taped with the kind of bureaucratic patience that meant nothing good for a habitat that lived by its shipments.
Nelu’s shoulders hunched. The child’s bright eyes looked at the crybed she’d been promised. Outside, through the viewport, a freighter trailed a faint smear of exhaust and then dropped into the dark. Iara felt the room narrow the way ocean does before a storm. She closed the paper and set it beside the pumps where it would not blow away. Her fingers left a wet crescent on the ink.
Rafi sat on the edge of the recycle tank and scrubbed at a smear of algae on his palm. "They're blaming a sensor sweep. Algorithm misread. Drones scanning for biological contaminants. You know how it goes—overcautious is the new safety." His voice had the practiced calm of someone who had to spell bad news without using the word.
The hum of the bay filled the space between them. The xenolettuce pulse-lifted under light, and the oxygen scrubbers hissed with measured breaths. "We have reserves, for now," Iara said. She knew how words could cushion a room. "For now is a thin mattress. For now runs out quicker than we want."
A soft knock at the bulkhead preceded the city-run broadcast indicator. A narrow holo unrolled in the corner, and the municipal coordinator’s face, tight with protocol, filled two meters of space. "Citizens of Arden-7," she said. "Due to corridor restrictions from Delphic Logistics, we must enact rationing on nonessential crop cycles. We ask for your cooperation."
There was a small, stupid cheer from the maintenance bay when the coordinator smiled too wide. Nelu’s hand tightened into a fist. Iara felt a slow anger pool in her stomach, the kind of anger that keeps people awake at night. She looked at the crybed again. The pollen core for tray nine—the one that made the difference between a crop and a scrub—was scheduled for the next shipment.
On the wall above the pumps someone had written, in faded enamel, a question that usually went unanswered: "Who keeps the seeds?" The letters had been traced a hundred times; some mornings they seemed braver than others.
Iara’s thoughts went to the narrow list of people who could bend a supply chain: logistics overseers, old contacts who took risks, the smuggler routes that threaded dark between asteroids. None of those were people you leaned on without thinking about consequence. But when Rafi’s hand found hers and squeezed—who'd taught him to be soft with both machines and people—she felt a decision like a seed swelling.
She remembered the smell of her mother’s hands—turpentine and damp soil—when she had been small and messy in the city gardens below Arden-7’s ring. They had scraped a living from thrift and patience. Seeds had been her mother’s religion; she taught Iara the exact rhythm of watering, the way to angle the lights so that leaves would sigh open toward warmth. "Plants do not ask for miracles," her mother used to say. "They ask for regularity, not grand gestures."
Now the city itself asked for a miracle it had no currency for. The embargo was a thin line in a thick ledger. Officials would speak of supply curves and algorithmic fairness; the public would speak in grocery lists and children’s bodies. Iara tucked her hair behind an ear and looked at the crybed the way someone listens to a friend who is ill: careful, searching for small signs.
A transport alarm drummed faintly somewhere deep in the habitat’s guts. Lights along the corridor pulsed. Rafi's face folded into a map of decisions; he had been an engineer long enough to know when a problem was a trap of numbers and when it was a thing with teeth. He pushed to his feet, joints whispering, and walked her to the hatch.
"You could petition the municipal coordinator," he said. "File a request for emergency allotment. It’s bureaucratic and slow, but it’s steady." He smiled, but it was the kind of smile that hid edges.
Iara thought of the petition as a paper shell that might float on indifferent water. She thought of Nelu’s face, of the crybed, of the way plants in low light curled inward when they were left. The decision gathered like a thin green light behind her eyes. "Or," she said, quiet enough to be private, "we could find the seeds ourselves."
Rafi’s laugh was brief and scratched around the edges. "You always were the sort to pick a thorn out of the mattress and then decide to sleep on the floor."
She should have answered him about rules and safety. Instead she remembered an old map dragged from the back channels when she was an apprentice: Hespira Research Station, decommissioned and left to drift at the edge of a courier lane, listed in a scrubbed entry as containing botanical samples from a pre-conflagration archive. The entry had the smell of rumor—equal parts longing and regret—but maps were maps; sometimes the lines meant something.
Nelu pressed her face to the viewport and traced a constellation of convoys as if they were islands. "Can I come?" the child asked.
Iara felt the child’s small hand in the space between them, a tether. Responsibility twisted with possibility; she thought of the single pollen core in the crybed and the ledger of lives that might depend on it. It was a dangerous thought, a kind of lightning that could split the wood of ordinary plans.
Rafi placed a weathered palm on her shoulder. "If you go, take proper gear. Find Mags at the old mooring. He owes me a favor. And watch the comms. Delphic watches every lane now."
Outside, a freighter blinked its lights and folded into an orbital path that would take it past the dark where Hespira drifted. The habitat’s hum tightened, and Iara felt the first small and certain ripple of leaving. She packed the crybed’s instrument tools into a sat-bag, the leather worn smooth by her fingers. When she turned off the bay’s lights, the plants sank into quiet like a congregation at prayer.

    
Ember and Embargo
The old mooring smelled like old coffee and ozone. Mags ran a hand along the Peregrine’s hull as though checking an old dog’s ribs. His hands were dark with grease and the knuckles whitened where past tools had bitten. He moved like someone who had counted and accepted the cost of every scar.
Iara had met him once when she was a courier’s helper, lugging nutrient packs for tips. He'd told a story about a course correction that kept him alive during a radiation flare. Even now his laughter had the kind of burr that made people believe it had been earned. He watched her with a steady gaze as she unpacked the sat-bag, the crybed devices nestled among spare filters and centrifuge clamps.
"You look like a person about to do something she ought to patent," Mags said, leaning his back against the hull. The mooring lights made him a silhouette lined with brass. "What's the goddamn plan?"
Iara held the folded map, the edges creased with someone else’s memory. "A seed bank. Hespira. Decommissioned and left drifting. There's a record—partial. Maybe nothing. But the crybed's empty if we don't try."
Mags studied her, and for a moment the mooring was a small planet held between two breaths. "Delphic's got eyes in those lanes now. Drones and a sweep net. If they catch you, they'll paste you and take the seed."
She nodded. She had read the data feeds, saw how the corporate algorithm stamped a fairness code over monopoly. It called it optimization. People called it hunger.
"I can fly you," Mags said. "For the right price. But you're bringing more than a sat-bag. You're bringing responsibility, and I don't like carrying people's responsibilities for free. Tell me why I should." He looked at Nelu, who had crept behind Iara and was clasping her hand like a talisman.
Iara told him the truth: the pollen core would feed a whole cycle that could keep a clinic stocked for three months. She spoke about Rafi's hands and her mother's gardens, about the way certain plants could rebalance soil salinity for the whole lower arc. She said it simply, the way people hand over things that are smaller than the truth.
Mags squinted, then nodded. "I'll take you without asking for credits. But I want something else. I want the right to station a relay on Hespira while I'm there. There's a nav-beacon buried in the wreck, and I want it."
The bargain struck like two people trading flints. It was neither generous nor cruel; it was just honest. They loaded the Peregrine with quiet measures—filters, spare coils, a rusted toolbox that sang like a small memory. Mags’s drone, a squat little thing with fibrous tendrils, clattered in a crate. It had a name painted on its casing: Moss.
Moss looked at Iara with a camera-lens eye and clicked. It had a smell like cut grass and oiled gears. There was something about the drone's architecture—biopolymer mesh, the faint hum of micro-clamps—that made it feel less like machinery and more like a pot of living roots. Mags handed a maintenance panel to Iara with a grin that made his face fold like a map. "If Moss likes you, you're all right. It only respects certain kinds of hands."
They threaded the Peregrine through orbital lanes where freighters moved like schools of metal fish. The habitat blurred behind them, a pale ring that looked smaller the further they went. The corridor opened up into a scatter of waystations and old research debris. Mags piloted with the cavalier intimacy of someone who had sung to engines on long nights.
The first trial came with a gravity shear. The Peregrine shuddered as thermal eddies tugged at its aft plate. Lights stuttered. Outside, a broken comm buoy careened past, shadowing the ship like a falling leaf. Mags barked orders. Iara's hands became mapping instruments: she rerouted coolant, cycled the reserve pumps, and did the small, exact work of keeping life alive in a closed box.
Moss projected a filament into the conduit, and the ship filled with a soft green light. It hummed like a low insect, and its tendrils brushed panels with a kind of solicitude. "It copies micro-environments," Mags explained between commands. "Uses biopolymers to stabilize air pockets if you need a bubble. It’s illegal tech, but nothing is purer than survival in a pinch." He glanced at Iara. "Don't tell Delphic. They'll crucify it for patent theft."
The Peregrine held together. The shear left them shaken, not broken. In the quiet after, Iara stood with Moss humming at her feet and felt a small, stubborn surge of something that was not only relief. The relief tasted like possibility.
Hespira came into view as a dark bead in the velvet, its silhouette ragged with antennae and the long scars of past collisions. Its hull was a patchwork of flaking paint and old warnings. Ribbons of ionized dust trailed from its ribs. The station seemed to float with the same stubborn dignity as a ruined cathedral.
Mags guided them into a blind slip where sensors would be confused by the clutter. "Listen for the thrashers," he said, voice low. "They're automated. They think everything drifting in that arc is salvage. And they like company." He disengaged the Peregrine’s emitter for a soft approach. The ship fell silent, the way a person does when they tiptoe past sleeping animals.
The boarding ring hissed open, cold air spilling into the Peregrine like breath. A copper smell—old lab solvents and salt—hit Iara as she stepped into Hespira’s belly. Her boots echoed on a floor scoured by a hundred feet. Light came in shards through cracks in the bulkheads, and her shadow moved long and thin.
Inside were labs with overturned racks and trays, data-skins flickering with corrupted logs. Shelves were pocked where specimens had been plucked; a faded poster promised a future of resilient crops in a font nobody used any more. Someone had scrawled, in a hand that had once had time to hope: "We are the small experiments that remember how to be brave." The writing curled like a vine.
They moved carefully, listening for the staccato chatter of thrashers. Moss scanned with a dry, efficient whisper, projecting a small map across its casing. The vault door—where the archive should be—sat behind a panel of warped steel. It had been welded from within. A past hand had tried to keep something in.
Mags crouched and ran gloved fingers over the seam. "Sometimes past people do the right thing in the wrong way," he murmured. "Sometimes they lock danger away and lock out the future along with it."
Iara thought of seeds that waited in cold silence for years until someone remembered them. She took a breath and found, in the inhale, a small reservoir of steadiness. Outside, the dark waited; inside, a locked door held a rumor of life.
They worked the weld with old tools and patience. Sparks made quick constellations as metal gave way. Moss flicked a filament into the control cabinet and blinked, sending out a probing pulse. The station's power grid was erratic—on and off like a heartbeat—but Moss brewed a tiny microgrid that let them open a narrow panel. Behind it, the vault's control skin was scorched and riddled with outdated security protocols.
Mags hummed a tune under his breath, cursing when a seam slipped and then praising when it held. "If this is an archive, it'll be more ghosts than garden," he said. "Keep your hands steady."
They pried open a secondary hatch and found cold, curated air. The vault smelled of preserved paper and a sweet tang like dried fruit. Rows of cry-containers sat in frozen racks, labels yellowed but readable. Pollen cores, seed ampoules, transgenic propagules—some named after scientists whose handwriting was still legible. The sight of them made Iara feel both small and enormous, like someone who had stumbled upon a library of weather.
She reached for a container labeled with a plant she vaguely knew from apprenticeship texts: Salis-9, a salt-tolerant strain that could mend the degraded beds around Arden-7’s lower arc. Her gloved fingers brushed the vial. It bit into her memory—a child's joke about salt making everything taste like the sea. The vial was surprisingly light.
Moss clicked and projected the vault's access logs. A ledger scrolled: entries of removal, names stamped with corporate seals, and a last, hurried set of lines that suggested deliberate misplacement. Someone had pried a batch and given it a new address: Delphic Storage Node, Kestrel Dock.
The calm in Iara’s chest closed like a fist. They had found what they came for, but the ledger suggested a new knot; the seeds weren't abandoned—they'd been moved. The station had been a waystation in a longer trajectory of taking. Around them, the cold racks reflected their faces in pale glass. The future hummed, complicated and hungry.

    
The Gift of Moss
The ledger's last lines were a breadcrumb: a date, a serial number, a docking code. Mags pressed his lips together. "Kestrel Dock is a Delphic holding. We'll need a blind run and a trick to slip past the sweep."
Iara felt the seed's weight move in her sat-bag like a secret heart. The vault’s air kept its temperature as if respecting the plants even now; it felt like a small grace. She covered the container again, and the vial’s promise became a private warmth in the cold.
Delphic's watch in the lanes had a bluntness to it. The company turned scarcity into logic, and logic into authority. It spread algorithms over distribution like a tidy net that made people obedient by design. It would be easier to call the municipal coordinator and beg. But ease had not fed the clinic’s patients, and Iara had learned that certain things were too small to be counted by committees.
They left Hespira with the Peregrine’s hull scraped with dust and the seed tucked into filtered insulation. The trip to Kestrel Dock promised more risk and less poetry. Moss hummed in the crate, and sometimes its tendrils brushed the sat-bag with a faith that made Iara want to name it.
Approaching Kestrel, the docks looked like a sleeping god, filigreed with arms and cranes. Delphic beams stitched it to the sky like a lattice. Drones moved in precise squares. Security tasted of ozone and bureaucracy; it breathed algorithmic patience.
Mags ran a slow circuit, eyes scanning for gaps. "We can't go in open. We'll do a substrate drop—launch a maintenance frame that looks like salvage and transfer the sample in the confusion. If Delphic's net is tight, we'll create a softer spot and move through it." He paused. "And you must be ready to run the soil exchange when we hit the ground."
Iara felt the old skillset come back: splice code, read sensor tones, steady hands for transplanting beings that had no voice. She hooked Moss to an auxiliary port and spoke directly to its processor, the words tight with focus. "We won’t give them anything to see but the noise. Moss, can you hold an area of irregularity long enough for a transfer?"
Moss’s camera-lens blinked, a small pulse. The drone emitted a filament that wove into a mesh, then retracted like a spider weaving around a lamp. Its tendrils hummed, and the crate’s interior warmed a degree. "It can mimic microclimates and-for a short time-distort thermal readings," Mags said. "Not legally certified. But it's clever."
They struck in a window when the dock’s sweeps were running diagnostics. Mags piloted the maintenance frame with the kind of small miracles that come from experience rather than instruction. The frame bobbed among cranes and containers, a ghost of expected behavior. Moss extended a filament through a maintenance hatch and sent a whisper across the ground.
The transfer needed hands that thought like plants: gentle, patient, never rushing the tissue. Iara worked quickly and with care. Salis-9 was irritable in the wrong hands, stubborn in the right ones. Her fingers hovered, then closed around the vial. The world outside the hatch smelled like hot metal and spent hydrogen; inside, a future rearranged itself by the width of a gloved thumb.
No plan survives the first contact intact. A Delphic sweeper redrompped its course, and an automated voice cut through the dock. "Unscheduled vector detected. Commence verification."
Mags cursed softly and throttled the frame into a blur of authorized motion. Moss reacted, pushing a filament into the plenum that unsettled the thermal mapping in a narrow cone. Sensors on the sweeper paused, then resumed with a tolerance that allowed the frame to drift by. Iara felt her heart missing a beat and then finding its rhythm again.
But the course correction made a difference further down the line. A patrol drone closed in on the Peregrine itself, curious about a ghost signature. Mags barked over the intercom. "We go noisy. We offer them something to chew on while we slip their teeth."
He opened a diagnostic panel and sent out a deliberate burst of static across certain bands. It was a clumsy song, like banging spoons against a drum, but it attracted attention away from the maintenance frame long enough. The patrol drone banked toward the source, and for a breath the Peregrine rode a lane of misdirection.
The transfer finished with a tiny click as the cry-vial nestled into its padded cradle. Iara felt it like a coin dropping into a wishing fountain. "Move," Mags said. "Now."
They pulled back, hull jittering with the dock’s gravitational eddies. But Delphic’s patience was not exhausted. An interdiction command came through the neted lanes, and a message flashed across their hud: UNAUTHORIZED TRANSFER — ENGAGE. Metal sang. Lights cut.
The Peregrine shook as an intercept field wrapped around its hull. It was not as violent as an explosion; it was bureaucratic and precise—like being parceled into a box. Mags didn’t cuss this time. He worked the controls with a calm that was almost prayer. "We break route three and go dark on three. Moss, hold the microbubble."
Moss expanded its tendrils along the Peregrine’s venting, knitting a field that muffled heat signatures long enough for Mags to nudge them through a narrow thermal lane. Outside, the dock’s drone array thundered a pursuit, close enough that the light they threw turned hull into horizon. The Peregrine slipped by a fraction and then another, and the world smeared into long and starry lines.
The pursuit found them again as they pushed toward the safety of a commercial lane where traffic could hide them. Delphic’s drones tightened like a purse. Iara could see the math in the sweeps, the algorithm compounding probabilities like a predator with a ledger. She tasted copper. Her hands were steady by training and also some other thing: the feeling that came from doing what must be done.
Mags steered, small beads of sweat on his brow. "We split. You take the seed and go off-grid. I'll draw them away and meet you at the rendezvous we agreed. If they follow the Peregrine to Kestrel, the seed is mine to lose. Do you understand?"
Iara did. Splitting meant giving up the safety of numbers for the immediacy of secrecy. "Moss will go with me," she said. "And Nelu."
Nelu’s hand found hers without fuss. The child’s presence was a hollowing and a filling—like a bell whose sound bends space. Mags adjusted course and took them toward a shadow lane: an old freight artery pregnant with junk and a thousand possible hiding places.
They exited into the freighter belt, and the Peregrine hummed like a heart on the move. Behind them, alarm lights smeared like distant meteors. Ahead, a line of dark opened. Iara clutched the sat-bag. The seed inside felt like a new heartbeat waiting to be taught to breathe.

    
Vault of Green
The rendezvous point was a derelict freighter with a hull mottled by a hundred collisions. Its belly made a shadow like a cavern in the dark. Iara checked the nav overlay until it seemed to blur from repetition; then she used the raw sight of the world in front of her to steady a hand.
Moss extended a filament to scan the freighter’s docking ring. Its projector painted a diagram in soft green. "There are automated seals on the ring," Mags said over the line. "They’re antiquated enough to be beaten but modern enough to report if you tinker without a cloak. We’ll have to be quick."
They floated in the freighter’s shadow and slid in through a maintenance hatch. Inside, the freighter smelled of old oil and something sweet that had fermented in sealed tanks. It was a place for things people forgot. Iara’s boots found purchase on dusty grating as her eyes adjusted to the dim.
In a hold lit by a single bobbing lamp, crates were stacked with Delphic labels. The seed vial had been placed among them, disguised under packing foam. Relief filled the space behind Iara’s breastbone and then telescoped into a new problem: the Delphic manifest in the crate log. Someone had supplied a list and a set of credentials that matched a Delphic hauling number. The seeds had been rerouted with intent.
She tapped into the manifest with a fiber probe. The logs were encrypted with a corporate hand that smelled of clean code and cold money. But where intent existed, curiosity would find a seam. Moss pushed a tendril into the crate and emitted a series of chirps. "This crate has transship instructions embedded in the sealing compound," it said. "It’s a trail heading toward Kestrel’s private vault."
Iara felt the thread tighten. Delphic had been moving seeds through the market, not in error but design. The company harvested a map of need and planted scarcity like a hedge around profit. That was theft writ as efficiency. Her hands tightened around the fiber probe until the skin paled at her knuckles.
Mags' voice was softer this time. "We can take the vial and scatter it. Put the seeds into multiple hands. Or we can bring the evidence back—show that they stockpile and ration. If we expose them, people will look at the ledger and know. But exposure comes with a chase. We'll be painted as thieves in the press, even if we're right."
There is always a cost to truth. Iara thought of the clinic’s ledger, of the child she’d promised to keep alive. Evidence would free many, but scattering would feed the immediate and be quiet. She remembered her mother’s steady hand on the garden spade and the way you sometimes fed a field with one season’s harvest so its roots could remember. She made her decision with the kind of care you use to split a plant without killing it.
They did both. Mags drove a clever misdirection by leaving a decoy crate marked with plausible crumbs of data in the freighter’s manifest. Meanwhile, Iara used the freight’s internal conveyors to seed small cry-pouches into the hull’s insulation pockets, tiny capsules designed to be found by scavengers and community collectives. Moss folded its filaments into a delicate lattice and whispered thermal signatures into the foam so the capsules would survive a rough ride.
While Iara worked, the freighter’s internal alarms spat a sharp warning. Delphic sensors had prompted a verification ping. A voice announced itself on the comm: "Unauthorized tampering detected. Security en route."
There was no time for theatrics. Mags jammed a signal and sent out a swarm of small decoy beacons that painted a false path through the freighter's decks. The security bots responded like hounds to a scent, clanging down a corridor few minutes away. Iara finished the last pouch and sealed her sat-bag. The vial she still carried for evidence she kept close to her chest.
They moved like shadows through the belly of the ship, and at the edge of the hull Moss projected a short burst that opened a narrow thermal lane. The Peregrine slipped into it with the surety of a practiced ghost. Outside, the sky spread wide and indifferent. The capsules would end up scattered across low-orbit trade routes and salvage yards where local communities and scrappers could harvest them.
When they were safe inside the Peregrine, Mags raised a hand. "You did a thing tonight that’s older than us. You made a choice and then carried it. That counts for more than compliments." He looked tired and alive in that particular way of people who had risked for something other than money.
They did not get away clean. Delphic's response was surgical and immediate. The company fed a narrative into municipal streams that portrayed Arden-7 as a negligent node that had lost its licenses. Newsfeeds showed images of the Peregrine where Mags’s hull had been marked; corporate spokespeople issued statements about illegal transfers and public safety. The municipal coordinator called the habitat in the night with a voice that trembled on the edge of compliance.
But beneath the official chatter, Iara had already sent a packet: a small, burned copy of the ledger and a handful of manifests. It moved like a whisper along back channels, into the hands of people who kept their eyes on public health and community boards. Evidence traveled in ways algorithms could not always see; people with faces and stories turned it into a story that could not be boxed.
Within days, community groups in three habitats posted images of seedlings sprouting in alley hydroponics. Small farmers set up exchange points. The clinic received a shipment labeled as miscellaneous salvage and housed a cry-pouch that, once thawed, yielded a surprise: healthy Salis-9 shoots strong enough for a trial bed. The sight of green on a table brought a kind of raw joy that municipal statements could not quiet.
Delphic pushed back with legal notices and a public relations blitz. Yet something shifted. People who had been trained to accept scarcity as a fact began to ask who profited from it. The ledger Iara had found became a node in a conversation no algorithm could wholly cordon off: it showed not accidental loss but deliberate reroute. When a company’s rules meet a community’s need, those rules fray at the edges.
Arden-7's crybed took the new shoots with surprising ease. The first leaves were tentative, like hands unsure of the world. Iara stood in the germ bay with Rafi and Nelu, feeling the air carry a scent she could not name—a promise and a risk bound together. The municipal coordinator came by, not with papers at first but with a pot of tea and a face that showed more humanity than the headlines did.
"You put your neck out," she said simply, the kettle steaming between them. "Games will be played. There will be reprisals."
Iara thought of Mags' steady hands and Moss’s humming tendrils. She thought of the freighter’s belly and the ledger’s last line. "We did what we had to," she said. "There are children who will eat because of it. That matters."
The community offered thanks in practical forms: a shared ration of nutrient paste, a warm mattress for a night, a cart of tools. Outside, the freighter lanes still glittered, and Delphic still had their algos. But inside the bay, the plants opened like people answering a call. Nelu pressed her small face to the germ-tray and smiled, the sort of smile that makes the world tilt toward kindness.
Iara found herself on the habitat walkway one evening, watching the ring turn against the black. The seedlings under the lamp threw thin shadows, new evidence of an action rippling outward. She had gone looking for a seed and found something larger: a responsibility that tasted like salt and light. Her hands smelled of soil even in the airless chamber, and in that scent there was a quiet, stubborn joy. She had returned with more than she expected. The future, she realized, could be grown.
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