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The hum of the ion thrusters settled into my marrow, a low-frequency vibration that never quite let me sleep. I sat in the command chair, watching the telemetry streams scroll in amber flickers across the primary glass. It was my twelfth hour on shift. My neck felt like a collection of rusted hinges, and the air in the cockpit smelled faintly of ozone and the lemon-scented wipes Jax used on the consoles. We were six months into a three-year burn, a long stretch of nothingness where the only thing keeping us from madness was the ritual of maintenance and the heat of another human body.
Jax walked in, his footsteps heavy and rhythmic on the perforated metal floor. He didn't say anything at first. He never did. He just leaned against the bulkhead, his dark skin catching the glow of the navigation displays. He was twelve years younger than me, built with the kind of efficient, dense muscle that came from a lifetime of gravity-well sports. I could see the sweat still dampening his hair from his time in the gym. He smelled like salt and the ship's recycled musk.
"The starboard sensors are drifting again," he said, his voice a deep rumble that seemed to vibrate in the floorboards.
I didn't turn around. "I saw. It's the calibration on the third array. I'll patch it after my shift."
"I can do it," he offered. He moved closer, standing just behind my chair. I could feel the heat radiating from him. It was a physical weight in the small room. "You need to sleep, Elara. You are staring at the ghosts in the screen."
I finally looked up, catching his reflection in the glass. He was watching me with an intensity that made the air feel thick. I was thirty-eight, and I had spent half my life in the black, but I had never met a man who could make me feel so grounded while we were floating in a vacuum. He was strong, capable, and possessed a quiet confidence that balanced my own sharp edges.
"I'm not tired," I lied. My eyes burned, and my fingers felt clumsy on the hilt of the flight stick.
Jax reached out, his large, calloused hand resting on my shoulder. His thumb traced the line of my collarbone through the thin fabric of my flight suit. It was a simple gesture, yet it sent a jolt of awareness through me that had nothing to do with the ship's electricity. We were the only two souls for light-years in any direction. The colony was a dream, a distant promise of soil and air, but this ship was our reality. This small, pressurized metal box was our entire universe.
"Go to the galley," he said, his tone softening but remaining firm. "I'll take over the watch. I made some of that terrible synth-coffee you like."
I stood up, my knees popping from the long hours of sitting. As I moved past him, my arm brushed against his chest. He didn't move. He stood his ground, a solid pillar in the shifting shadows of the cockpit. I stopped, looking up at him. He was a head taller than me, his shoulders broad enough to fill the narrow corridor. The silence between us stretched, filled only by the rhythmic pulse of the life support systems.
"You're working too hard, Jax," I whispered. "You spent four hours in the engine room today."
"I like the work," he replied, his eyes dropping to my mouth for a fraction of a second before meeting my gaze again. "It keeps my mind off things."
"What things?"
He didn't answer. Instead, he reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. His fingers were surprisingly gentle for a man of his size. The intimacy of the gesture was a sharp contrast to the cold, sterile environment surrounding us. We had been together on this voyage long enough to know each other's secrets, yet there was always a layer of unspoken hunger between us, a tension that we managed with professional courtesy until we couldn't.
I leaned into his touch, my eyes closing for a brief moment. "It's too quiet out here sometimes."
"I know," he murmured. He stepped closer, his body inches from mine. "That's why we have to keep moving. If we stop, the quiet gets inside."
I felt the steady beat of his heart through his shirt. It was the most honest thing in the world. Out here, where time had no meaning and the stars were just cold points of light, his presence was my only anchor. I was the senior navigator, the one with the experience and the cool head, but in these moments, I felt like a girl again, searching for something real in the dark.
I pulled away, though every instinct told me to stay. "The coffee better be hot."
"It's scorching," he said with a small, knowing smile.
I walked toward the galley, my boots clicking against the deck plates. The ship, the *Aethelgard*, was a masterpiece of engineering, but it was also a tomb if you let yourself think about it too much. 
The walls were lined with conduits and emergency kits, a constant reminder that only a few centimeters of titanium separated us from the absolute zero of space.
In the galley, I found the pouch of coffee sitting on the warmer. I tore it open and took a sip. It was bitter, scorched, and exactly what I needed. I sat at the small communal table, staring at the bulkhead. We were on the edge of the Perseus sector, a region known for its dense dust clouds and erratic gravitational wells. Navigation was a constant chess match against physics.
My thoughts drifted back to Jax. There was something about the way he looked at me, an unfiltered admiration that I wasn't used to. I was the one who gave the orders, the one who calculated the burn vectors, but when we were alone, those roles dissolved. We were just two people trying not to disappear into the dark.
I finished the coffee and felt the caffeine kick in, a sharp edge against my exhaustion. I decided to check the secondary life support monitors in the crawlspace behind the galley. It was a task that didn't need doing, but I wasn't ready to go to my bunk yet. I needed to move, to feel the ship's pulse beneath my palms.
I climbed into the narrow maintenance shaft, the air here cooler and smelling of grease. I checked the pressure valves and the oxygen scrubbers, my hands moving with practiced ease. This was where I felt most at home, in the guts of the machine. I liked the logic of it. If a pipe leaked, you patched it. If a circuit fried, you replaced it. Humans were much more complicated.
I was reaching for a wrench when I heard it.
It wasn't a sound the ship was supposed to make. It wasn't the groan of stressed metal or the whine of a cooling fan. It was a sharp, metallic percussion, like a hammer striking an anvil, followed by a low, mournful howl that vibrated through the hull. The sound was so loud it made my teeth ache.
I froze, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Jax?" I called out, but my voice was swallowed by the narrow space.
Suddenly, the lights in the crawlspace flickered and died. The emergency red glow kicked in a second later, bathing everything in a bloody, oscillating light. A new sound joined the howling: a rapid, rhythmic ticking that seemed to come from the very walls around me.
I scrambled out of the shaft, my breath coming in short, jagged gasps. I ran toward the cockpit, my boots sliding on the metal floor. The ship lurched violently to the port side, throwing me against the bulkhead. I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as I hit the metal, but I didn't stop.
"Jax! Report!" I shouted as I burst into the cockpit.
Jax was strapped into his seat, his hands flying across the controls. The amber screens had turned a violent shade of crimson. A siren began to wail, a high-pitched scream that cut through the air like a knife.
"I lost the primary feed!" he yelled over the noise. "Something hit us, Elara. Not debris. It's a concentrated pulse."
"A pulse? From where?" I grabbed the back of his chair to steady myself as another jolt rocked the ship.
"I don't know, but look at the external sensors."
I looked at the main viewscreen. The starfield was gone. In its place was a shimmering, oily distortion, a ripple in the fabric of space that seemed to be sucking the light out of the vacuum. And then, the ticking sound grew louder, transforming into a synthesized voice that didn't sound human.
"Integrity at forty percent," the ship's computer announced in a flat, monotone voice. "Hull breach
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