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The view through the primary viewport of the Tin Can was exactly what it had been for the last twenty-two days: an unyielding, featureless, monochromatic fog. Grey-space didn’t have the decency to offer stars, cosmic dust, or even a sense of motion. It was just a dull, psychological vacuum that made a three-meter-wide cabin feel even smaller.

"Five minutes to drop, Woody," Commander Kira Lin said, her voice dropping into the easy, raspy rhythm that only came from eight months of shared oxygen and recycled water.

She was sitting in the left pilot couch, her bare feet braced against the structural housing of the lower console. Like everything else in the Explorer Corps, the Tin Can... more officially designated as EC-8842... was built by the lowest bidder. There was no artificial gravity system to keep their bones dense, which meant Kira spent a significant portion of her shift performing crushing isometric presses against her own seat frame. Her thigh muscles unconsciously flexed even now, straining against the dull grey fabric of her standard-issue utility jumpsuit.

Across the narrow aisle, Wolfgang DuBois didn't look up from his navigation slate. He was wedged into the secondary console, his broad but otherwise entirely average frame filling the space. His hair, an unruly mop that defied his mixed heritage, was currently held back by a standard issue cable tie, not wanting to use any of his precious half-kilo personal weight allowance even for a hair band. His other personal luxury, a worn paperback book with missing covers, sat wedged near the manual thruster override.

"Copy that," Wolfgang muttered, his fingers tapping a rhythmic sequence into the board. "Re-entry vectors are locked. If the automated survey beacon from '94 wasn't lying, we’re dropping into a system with at least one temperate rock. I swear to God, Kira, if it’s another sulphur giant, I’m going to throw myself out the airlock."

"You won't," Kira said, a small, knowing smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. "You’d have to leave your book behind. That violates the weight budget."

"Fair point." Wolfgang stretched, his shoulders popping with a sound like a small pistol shot. He was wearing his second jumpsuit, the clean one. His first was currently locked in the bulkhead chemical cycler, undergoing its mandatory twenty-four-hour molecular scrub. The fabric of the current suit was tight across his chest, a consequence of eight months of high-protein rations and zero cardio space.

Kira’s eyes flickered down to his chest for a fraction of a second, watching the fabric tighten over his pectorals as he reached for the overhead toggles. It was a habit she’d developed around month four. Wolfgang wasn't a holovid hero; he had a slight softness around his middle from the lack of an exercise track, and his nose had been broken at least twice before he joined the Corps. But there was a quiet, steady competence to him, and a specific, low resonance to his laugh, that consistently did dangerous things to her heart rate whenever the cabin got too quiet.

The Explorer Corps didn't recruit saints or high-achievers. It recruited the desperate, the lonely, and the people running from debts or broken lives on the Core worlds. You had to be a specific kind of broken to sign up for an eight-month tour in a metal box with one other human being. But somehow, against all statistical probability, they hadn't killed each other.

"Brace," Wolfgang said, his tone shifting back to baseline professionalism as the console began to hum. "Grey-space field suppression in ten seconds."

"Ready," Kira replied, her hands wrapping around the primary flight yokes. It wasn’t unknown for the real-space detectors to malfunction, giving a re-entry on a collision course with a planet. She looked at the reflection of Wolfgang’s hands in the dark glass of the viewport. His fingers were thick, blunt-nailed, and completely steady. It was a detail that drove her absolutely wild, though she’d sooner die than admit it.

The ship gave a sudden, violent shudder, the familiar, sickening lurch of the grey space drive catching on normal physics. The uniform greyness outside the window shattered like cheap glass, replaced instantly by the deep, more terrifying black of real space and the blinding, brilliant glare of an unmapped yellow dwarf star.

"We're back" Wolfgang whispered, his eyes instantly tracking the cascading data streams on his monitor. "And... well, look at that. Initial atmospheric scan on planet three is pulling heavy nitrogen-oxygen lines. No toxic spikes. Temperature looks like a standard spring day at the equator."

Kira let out a breath she felt like she'd been holding since they left the last station. "A real sky, Woody?"

"A real sky," he confirmed, turning his head to look at her, a genuine, lopsided smile breaking through his fatigue. "No suits required on the surface. Just us and the grass. Probably."

The primary sensor array groaned, a literal, metallic protest that echoed through the deckplates, as it began its sweeping rotation. A system with a viable, shirt-sleeve temperate world was a statistical lottery win for the Explorer Corps, but the bureaucracy didn't care about grass; it cared about resources.

"Alright, let's get the metadata out of the way before we get our hopes up," Kira said, flipping her console over to the official Corps Logging Interface. She pulled the heavy, standard-issue headset over her ears, adjusting the mic with a quick flick of her thumb. "Corps log entry: Sector 404-G, inbound leg, Day 242. Initial transition successful. Commander Lin recording."

Wolfgang watched her profile as she spoke into the automated recorder. This was her element, and it was the version of her that consistently wrecked his focus. Kira wasn't the kind of pristine officer they put on recruiting posters; her uniform still had a faint grease stain on the left cuff from a leaky hydraulic valve she’d fixed in month three which the cleaning routine failed to eradicate, and she had a habit of biting her lower lip when she was thinking through a data bottleneck.

But watching her navigate the clunky, archaic Corps software with total, unhurried mastery always sent a sharp pull through his chest. She had a sharp, angular jawline and a way of carrying herself that made it clear she didn't take nonsense from anyone... least of all the administrative desk-jockeys back at Base. Underneath that rigid, professional competence, though, Wolfgang had caught glimpses of a fierce, dry wit during their long late-night shifts in grey-space. It was that contrast between the unyielding commander paired with the woman who could make him choke on his synthetic coffee with a single, perfectly timed deadpan comment that drove him completely wild.

"Planet one is a tidally locked slag-heap," Wolfgang reported, forcing his eyes back to his own terminal as the data packets compiled. "High iron density, zero atmosphere. Planet two is a gas dwarf, mostly helium and methane, with a pretty unstable ring system. We're not mining that anytime soon."

"Logged," Kira said, her voice dropping into that rhythmic, official cadence. "Asteroid belts?"

"Two major fields," Wolfgang replied, tapping his slate to forward the telemetry to her screen. "The inner belt is sparse, mostly silicates. The outer one has some interesting heavy-metal signatures, but the orbital velocity is a mess. It’d be a logistical nightmare for a commercial fleet."

Kira’s fingers flew across the input pad, her movements precise and entirely devoid of wasted energy. "Understood. Report notes that Sector 404-G possesses low immediate industrial yield, pending detailed survey of the third orbital body." She paused, her thumb hovering over the final submit key. She glanced across the aisle at him, her eyes bright with a rare, unspoken excitement. "Are we clear for a descent trajectory on three, Navigator?"

"Orbital mechanics say yes," Wolfgang said, a lopsided grin returning to his face. "No local gravitational anomalies, no debris fields in the atmospheric insertion corridor. Instruments are reading all greens on the surface. No radiation spikes, no toxic spores detected from orbit. It’s about as safe as a simulation box, Commander."

Kira hit the log submission button with a satisfying, final clack. The data packet compressed and queued itself for the next subspace burst back to the Core.

"Official report finalised," she said, pulling the headset off and letting it hang around her neck. She turned her pilot couch fully toward his, her bare feet tucked under her thighs. "Let's go get a closer look at our paradise, Woody. Take us down to a low-orbital scan profile. Let's see if the grass is actually green."

The orbital insertion alarm didn’t blare like it should. The ship’s audio grid had a blown capacitor that nobody had the parts or desire to fix, but it chimed with a pathetic, tinny beep as they crossed the gravity well.

"Correcting deceleration vector," Wolfgang said, his fingers flying across the positioning thrusters. "We’ve got a massive gravitational pull here, Commander. Look at the mass indicators. This isn't a planet and a satellite; it’s a binary system."

Kira leaned forward, her chest pressing slightly against the safety harness as she brought up the secondary telemetry. The primary world was large, but its companion moon was an absolute monster, weighing in at just under half the mass of the main planet. They were locked in a tight, gravitational embrace, spinning around a shared centre of mass like two dancers who couldn't let go.

"Look at the spectrographic analysis on the smaller body," Kira muttered, zooming in on the moon’s stark, cratered surface. "Woody, tell me I’m reading that right."

Wolfgang squinted at the scrolling raw data. "Jesus. It’s a jackpot. High concentrations of Neodymium and Dysprosium... hell, the whole heavy lanthanide suite is lighting up the sensors. And there’s zero background gamma. It’s entirely non-radioactive rare earth material. The Core corporations are going to fight a literal war over mining rights for this rock."

"Which means our discovery bonus just tripled," Kira said, a genuine flare of excitement breaking through her usual stoic commander persona. She bit her lower lip, her eyes scanning the complex orbital projection. "But the tidal dynamics on the main world must be an absolute nightmare."

"Could be worse," Wolfgang said mildly, adjusting their descent angle to accommodate the massive gravitational drag of the moon. "They’re tidally locked to each other. The major planet keeps one face permanently toward the
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