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The atmospheric scrubbers in Medical Bay 3 were set to a crisp, slightly clinical twenty-two percent humidity, but to Cross, it felt like breathing dried sand. He sat on the edge of a polymer stool, his large frame hunched over, watching the automated diagnostics pulse across the glass partition of the decontamination isolation unit.

Inside the glass, laid out on a bio-gel suspension mattress, was his regular diving partner, Journeyman Foreman. Foreman looked terrible. His skin had the characteristic chalky, translucent grey tint of gamma exposure, the result of a microscopic containment fissure they had patched three shifts ago in the auxiliary manifold.

"The AI just updated my medical quarantine," Foreman said. His voice was a thin rasp, transmitted through the local intercom grid. "Another seventy-two hours. Minimal. They’re running a cellular repair cycle on my bone marrow."

Cross leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. "Chen is locked out too. She covered your remaining monitoring dry shifts and blew past her legal allocation. The ship's logistics engine slapped a hard sixteen-hour sleep-lock on her quarters. She couldn't override it if the reactor was actively breaching."

"Which means you're solo on the roster," Foreman muttered, turning his head weakly toward the ceiling telemetry. "Not even a dry partner. On a vessel this size, that's a direct violation of safety protocols. The Starlight Ocean doesn't allow solo entries into the primary conduits. Not with the pressure we run."

The Starlight Ocean. Cross glanced toward the small observation port that looked out from the medical bay into the transit corridor. Even here, deep within the engineering bowels of the vessel, you could occasionally hear the distant, structural groan of a ship built for luxury. It wasn't an industrial ore-hauler or a sleek military scout; the Starlight Ocean was an interstellar cruise liner, a floating city carrying four thousand high-paying passengers on scenic tours around the Core worlds. It was a massive, sprawling labyrinth of pressurised ballrooms, artificial gravity gardens, and multi-tiered stateroom blocks.

But underneath the velvet carpets and the structural glass observation decks lay the reality that Cross and Foreman lived in: a massive, temperamental hyper-matter reactor core that required continuous, manual maintenance.

"It gets worse," Cross said, his voice dropping into a flat, professional drone. "The roster shuffle came through from the command deck. The new Master Tech rotated onto the manifest while we were out system."

Foreman let out a dry, rattling laugh that turned into a cough. "Let me guess. Another corporate checklist genius?"

"Worse. Senior Inspector Lincoln. Transfer from the fleet yards at Utopia Planitia. Her record came down with the packet... perfect metrics, zero safety infractions, three commendations for structural optimisation." Cross rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the tight knot of frustration that had been building since the morning shift change. "You know what that means."

"Yeah," Foreman sighed, his grey face tightening. "It means an administrative nightmare. The high-flyers with perfect records are always the biggest bitches on the deck. They’re going to run the seals by the micrometre, audit our touch-code logs, and treat us like grease-monkeys who don't know a continuous-weld from a bracket."

"And she's a woman," Cross added, the core of his frustration finally slipping out.

Foreman shifted on the bio-gel mattress, causing the medical monitors to beep in mild protest. "Great. Another female Senior. That makes three in a row for this sector roster."

"Exactly. Which means Sub-section 44-Alpha remains an absolute wall." Cross stood up, pacing the narrow space between the stool and the glass. The sheer mathematical gridlock of the fleet regulations was a physical weight, but he knew that part of the rulebook by heart; he had spent years analysing the syntax, looking for a logical bypass that didn't exist.

Fleet Code, Sub-section 44-Alpha: To mitigate the risk of somatic distraction and maintain standard operational decorum during full-immersion naked protocols, mixed-gender evaluation duos are strictly prohibited unless a certified barrier-suit is utilised.

It was an unyielding, administrative paradox. The Starlight Ocean used a high-density, nano-creeper lipid base... commonly called Core-Gel... as both a primary coolant and a hydraulic lubricant for the reactor's main conduit lines. The stuff was engineered to be a perfect fluid to improve lubrication; it had zero surface tension, meaning it could find its way through any microscopic seam or mechanical join. Because of that "nano-creeping" property, the ship’s engineering pipes couldn't use standard valves, bolts, or seals, they had to be continuously manufactured as single, unbroken pieces of titanium.

But what worked for the machinery was lethal to standard equipment. Core-Gel dissolved synthetic polymers, shredded woven fabrics, and caused standard insulation materials to fray into microscopic lint clusters that would instantly clog the reactor's cooling capillaries.

To work inside the pipes, a technician had to step into the airlock completely bare. No underwear, no socks, no heavy pressure suits. Absolute skin-to-liquid contact.

"Seven years, Foreman," Cross said, his eyes tracking the pulsing medical telemetry. "Seven years I've been logged as a Journeyman. I have the spatial memory map for every single-piece conduit from here to the thruster clusters. I can navigate the secondary junctions blind and deaf by tracing the weld-seams with my bare fingers. But because the system won't rotate a male Senior onto this ship, I can’t get my three-dive evaluation signed off."

"The system doesn't care about your queue position, Cross," Foreman said softly through the speaker. "The system cares about logistics. A mixed-gender dive means wearing a barrier-suit to maintain 'decorum.' But a barrier-suit dissolves in thirty seconds under Core-Gel friction, clogs the filters, and triggers an automated engine shutdown. So, no mixed-gender dives. No evaluation. You stay a Journeyman, and she stays the only Master. They are probably just not wanting to spring for a higher pay grade."

Cross didn't answer. He couldn't. The logic was airtight, a closed loop of corporate risk-management that left him trapped in the engineering queue while some administrative perfectionist from the fleet yards took over his deck.

“Look, Cross. I need to tell you something anyway.” Foreman looked away, unable to meet his gaze. “Things like this make a man re-evaluate, you know? I got off light this time, but next time? Might not be so lucky. I’m stepping back from the full immersion, bud. I just can’t take the risk any longer.”

Cross felt his chest tightening. Foreman had been his partner for years. Losing the trust and the easy camaraderie between them would be like curring off a hand. Bit before he could speak, the console on his wrist chimed... a sharp, high-frequency tone that indicated a priority-one engineering alert.

The text scrolled across his skin in low-luminescent blue:

CORE-SECONDARY JUNCTION: PRESSURE DROP DETECTED. BYPASS VALVE 04-FOXTROT SEIZED. FULL-IMMERSION MAINTENANCE REQUIRED IMMEDIATELY. ROSTER ASSIGNMENT OUT-OF-SEQUENCE: JOURNEYMAN CROSS / SENIOR INSPECTOR LINCOLN.

Cross stared at the display, his jaw tightening as the reality of the emergency bypassed the standard scheduling algorithms.

"Looks like you're up," Foreman whispered from behind the glass. "Time to go meet the new boss."

The Engineering Briefing Room was tucked directly beneath the primary deck plates of the Starlight Ocean's propulsion hub. It was a space designed for data, not comfort, devoid of the plush carpeting found in the passenger zones above, featuring only bolted-down steel stools and a central holographic projector that currently pulsed with an angry amber warning light.

When Cross palmed the door override and stepped inside, Senior Inspector Lincoln was already there.

His first structural observation was a matter of pure geometry: she was tiny. Immersion pairs were often paired by size – one small to fit through narrowing pipes, the other larger for when more brute force was needed. Cross was the large one, but Lincoln was obviously the smaller partner. Lincoln couldn't have stood more than five feet even tall, with a slight, compact skeletal frame.

But as she turned away from the holographic diagnostic, the standard-issue grey engineering coveralls did absolutely nothing to hide the second geometric reality. Despite her diminutive stature, Lincoln was incredibly, disproportionately stacked. The heavy, flame-retardant fabric of her uniform was stretched taut across a remarkably ample chest, the industrial brass zipper of her collar forced to stop a few inches short of the throat just to accommodate her anatomy.

Cross forced his eyes to lock onto her facial features, his analytical mind immediately filing the physical data away under structural displacement metrics. If they had to go into one of the thirty-five centimetre pipes, that kind of chest volume was going to be a severe spatial variable.

"Journeyman Cross," she said. Her voice lacked the defensive posturing he had expected from a fleet-yard transfer. It was crisp, metronomic, and entirely detached. "You’re late by ninety seconds."

"Medical bay check-in for Foreman," Cross replied, stepping up to the opposite side of the projector. "And Chen’s quarters are electronically sealed. The AI verified her lockout. We’re the only two active bodies on the deck."

"I am aware," Lincoln said, her fingers flicking across the console interface with a speed that spoke to thousands of hours of console time. "The automated system has already flagged the discrepancy. According to the automated safety log, we are currently violating Sub-section 44-Alpha by even standing in this room together with an active Core alert."

Cross braced his hands on the edge of the console. "So we scrub the dive. We let the automated backups handle the pressure drop until the fleet pulls a male Senior or a female junior out of the nearest system."

"The automated backups will fail in forty-seven minutes, Journeyman," Lincoln countered, her eyes reflecting the amber glow of the hologram. She zoomed in on the Core-Secondary Junction, highlighting the seized 04-Foxtrot valve. "The 04-Foxtrot regulates the thermal output for the entire port-side luxury sector. If it locks completely, the heat signature will spike, the AI will trigger an emergency reactor dump to save the passenger decks, and the Starlight Ocean will be dead in the water for three weeks. The corporate penalty for a luxury liner delay of that magnitude would dismantle this entire sector's budget."

She stopped, looking directly at him. Her eyes were cool, evaluating his broad shoulders and heavy frame with the same clinical scrutiny she gave the pipe schematics.

"So we aren't scrubbing the dive," she stated flatly. "I’ve already initiated the Master-override on the scheduling grid. The AI has accepted the emergency dispensation. We dive together."

Cross let out a slow
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