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The intermittent chime of the secondary habitat ring’s master alert panel was identical to the tone used during the Tuesday emergency drills. It was an unmodulated, 440-hertz electronic pulse that repeated at precise three-second intervals.

By administrative design under the Sol-Standard Maritime Safety Code, the ship’s automation used the live emergency klaxons for routine training exercises. The logic was bureaucratic: the crew’s neural pathways were supposed to become conditioned to the specific auditory frequency so that panic responses would be replaced by mechanical compliance. In practice, after four months within the dead, silent core of the dark nebula, the sound had merely undergone sensory habituation. To the thirty-two crew members of The Cold Horizon, the chime was no longer an alarm. It was background noise.

In cabin 14, Dr Thalia Roux did not look up from her workstation.

She was twenty-four, and her entire physical profile had selected her for deep-space transport logistics before she was even granted her transit visa: height, 155 centimetres; mass, 47.3 kilograms. Every line of her skeletal frame was slight, her muscle density low but efficient, minimising her daily oxygen consumption and the caloric load on the ship’s food supply and life support scrubbers.

Right now, her left hand was anchoring a mechanical logic puzzle, a complex, nine-tier interlocking brass matrix she used to quiet the background processing of her mind when her shift concluded. Her eyes, magnified slightly behind ultra-thin corrective lenses, tracked the intricate pins. Her right hand held a pair of fine, non-magnetic tweezers. A heavy, dark braid of hair was pinned strictly to the back of her head, completely clear of her collar.

Chime. Three seconds of silence. Chime.

Thalia’s focus remained on the tension of the brass pin. She was a junior spectral analyst, a stellar chemist whose academic world existed entirely within the atomic transitions of ionised gas clouds. The macro-movements of the ship... the massive structural mechanics of The Cold Horizon... were outside her specialised domain. She understood the physics of the universe at a molecular scale; the ship was merely the metal box that held her spectrometers.

Three doors down, in cabin 11, Rhys Calder didn't shift his position on his bunk.

He was twenty-eight, a systems pilot who shared Thalia’s mass-efficient recruitment profile, though his mass was distributed differently. At 162 centimetres and 56 kilograms, he was compact and wire-muscled, his shoulders broad for his height from years of manual maintenance inside zero-G mechanical bays. He was lying flat on his back, ankles crossed, his head propped up by a low-density foam block that had long since lost its compliance. He was wearing a faded, charcoal-grey under-jumpsuit layer, the soft, non-static knit that spacers wore to bed because it didn't chafe against the coarse synthetic weave of a flight harness.

His terminal screen was suspended twenty centimetres above his face, looping a flat, three-dimensional telemetry log of a standard orbital insertion vector from a previous contract. It was unstimulating, repetitive, and entirely predictable, which was exactly why he was watching it. It was a mental palate cleanser after twelve hours of adjusting cold-gas RCS nozzles.

Chime. Three seconds. Chime.

Rhys didn't move. His left ear was pressed against the bulkhead panel. Through the metal, he could feel the faint, high-frequency hum of the primary coolant pumps three decks down. It was a healthy, steady 60-cycle vibration. As long as that hum didn't change pitch, the automated chime on the ceiling wall-mount was just the computer exercising its subroutines.

But then, the hum stopped.

It didn't fade or gradually run itself down. It just cut out instantly, the sudden absence of the vibration creating an immediate, jarring void in the cabin's ambient acoustics.

Rhys’s eyes snapped away from the telemetry screen. His feet hit the deck plating before his conscious mind had fully categorised the anomaly. The metal beneath his bare soles felt different. The deep, structural resonance of the ship’s primary fusion drive was beginning to stutter, transmitting an irregular, low-frequency shudder through the frame.

In Cabin 14, Thalia’s hand twitched. The tweezers slipped. The brass pin she had been manipulating clicked against the matrix, sliding out of alignment and resetting the entire third tier of the puzzle.

She frowned, a sharp spike of irritation tensing her jaw. The chime was still pulsing from the ceiling, but the light beneath the translucent plastic casing had shifted from a steady, intermittent amber to a solid, unblinking crimson.

Thalia set the tweezers down precisely in their moulded tray. She stood up, smoothing the front of her lightweight lounge trousers out of habit. Her ears didn't just register the silence of the dead ventilation system; they felt the sudden, pressure drop. The air became thin, the ambient cabin temperature dropping noticeably within five seconds as the climate control loops locked down to isolate the habitat ring.

She palmed the door release. The pneumatic seal hissed, the heavy composite door sliding back into the recess with a slow groan that indicated a power drop.

She stepped into the main corridor of the habitat ring at the exact moment Rhys Calder stepped out of Cabin 11.

The corridor was long, narrow, and aggressively circular, its curvature matching the radius of the ship’s secondary spin section. The lighting had dropped to the lower-third emergency strips along the deck plates, casting long, upward shadows against the stark white polymer walls.

"They're extending the environmental drill parameters without logging it on the sub-net," Thalia said, her voice clipped, her cadence precise and unhurried. Her posture was straight, her arms flat at her sides. "The atmospheric pressure in Section 4 has dropped. It is disrupting the acoustic environment."

Rhys didn't look at her face. His head was turned toward the aft bulkhead, his gaze fixed on the structural joint where the habitat ring met the primary engineering trunk. His body was low, his weight balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to compensate for a sudden change in centrifugal gravity.

"That's not an environmental simulation, Doctor," Rhys said. His tone was flat, devoid of narrative inflection, reporting data. "The main coolant loop just suffered an instantaneous pressure loss. The pumps didn't spool down. They just seized."

"The training schedule indicated a full system diagnostic for this watch," Thalia countered, her mind clinging to the established logic of the shift manifest. "The probability of an unannounced..."

She was cut off not by a sound, but by a physical event.

Deep within the structural spine of The Cold Horizon, something heavy and solid sheared. The vibration came up through the deck plates, a violent, lateral spike of kinetic energy that jarred their ankles.

A millisecond later, their ears popped. The air in the corridor started to move. A continuous, high-velocity draft began to pull toward the central access trunk, whistling through the gaps in the ceiling panels. It was the distinct and terrifying sound of structural seal degradation.

The red emergency strips along the floor suddenly failed entirely, plunging the corridor into total darkness for two seconds before the independent chemical backup batteries kicked in, painting the narrow space in a dull, unmoving yellow glow.

Rhys reached out, his hand clamping onto Thalia’s forearm. His grip was precise, firm enough to anchor her weight against the shifting momentum of the deck without bruising the skin.

"Look at the bulkhead seals," Rhys said urgently, completely steady but intense.

Thalia looked down the line of the corridor. The heavy, interlocking titanium teeth of the emergency pressure doors at the far end of the section were dropping. They weren't moving with the smooth, hydraulic hiss of a controlled drill. They were slamming down under emergency protocols, cutting through structural conduits and sparking wildly as they hit the deck.

A low, resonant thud echoed from the midsection of the ship, the distinct sound of a fuel cell venting into the vacuum. The floor beneath them tilted by three degrees as the ship's automatic stabilisation thrusters tried, and failed, to correct the sudden mass imbalance.

Thalia’s analytical detachment shattered. Her breath caught in her throat, her chest tightening as the reality of the physical environment overrode her theoretical framework.

"The integrity of the primary hull has been compromised," she stated, her voice rising slightly in pitch as she forced the observation into words. "The automated bays are sealing. We’re on the wrong side of the pressure bulkheads."

"We have exactly one bay left open on this circuit," Rhys said, his grip on her arm shifting to guide her body into a forward vector. "The Kestrel slips at the end of hab-ring beta. Run, Doc. Now."

The sudden change in perspective was not intellectual. The section still had gravity so it must still be spinning, but there was some unbalanced inertia in the system that was causing ‘down’ to constantly change its direction. The fluid in Thalia’s inner ears shifted, forcing her to throw her left hand against the cold polymer wall to keep her balance.

"The emergency doors are sealing to protect the pressure remaining," Rhys said. His voice was loud, cutting through the whistling sound of the air moving past their ears. He didn't wait for her to process the statement. He moved, his smaller, dense frame carrying enough momentum to pull her forward by the arm.

They ran. The distance to the escape pod alcove wasn't vast... by the strict mandates of the Sol-Standard Maritime Safety Code, no point in a primary habitat ring could be further than forty-five metres from an evacuation vector. But forty-five metres inside a curved corridor that was actively losing its equilibrium felt entirely different than it had during the calm of an evacuation drill.

The air was thick with the smell of dusty insulation and the burned dust itself that had been shaken loose from the overhead cable trays. With every step, Thalia’s bare feet slapped against the cold deck plates, the texture of the metal ridges under her toes changing as they crossed from the rubberised flooring of the living quarters to the unpainted metal of the structural transition zones.

Ahead of them, thirty metres down the line, the yellow emergency LEDs of the escape bay were flashing out of sequence, casting frantic, sweeping slices of amber light across the bulkheads. Beneath the strobes, the blast door was already descending. As there was still gravity, the system had defaulted to a dead-weight gravity drop rather than a hydraulic assist, and the heavy metal slab sliding down its tracks with a terrifying, inexorable weight.

"It’s going to seal!" Thalia shouted. Her breath was coming shorter now, her lungs working harder against the dropping pressure. The sensation in her chest was a tight, cold ache, the primitive instinct of her body recognising that the atmosphere was escaping somewhere behind them.

"Keep your head down!" Rhys didn't look back at her. He adjusted his stride, his boots finding traction on the slick metal.

The gap beneath the blast door was shrinking... a metre, eighty centimetres, sixty...

Rhys didn't stop. He threw his weight low, dropping his hips and shifting his centre of gravity into a flat, controlled slide. His hip hit the deck plating with a dull thud, his momentum carrying him beneath the descending edge of the door with only centimetres to spare. He reached back with his left hand, catching Thalia by the fabric of her lounge shirt, anchoring her trajectory as she copied him and dropped into a clumsy, adrenaline-fueled slide behind him.

The rough metal of the deck scraped through her thin clothing, a sharp, burning sensation flaring across her thigh. She squeezed her eyes shut as the shadow of the heavy door passed directly over her face, the smell of machine grease filling her nose an instant before they cleared the frame.

A split second later, the blast door hit the deck plates behind them with a deafening, metallic CRASH that rattled through Thalia’s teeth and sent a shockwave of dust exploding
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