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The email thread had been active for seven months, and it was mostly a bloodbath.

To Gillian Simms, Lead Biomaterials Engineer at Horizon Aerospace, P.Coats@horizon.aero was not a man. He was a hostile entity that lived inside her terminal, a relentless editor who responded to her elegant textile formulas with phrases like “structural redundancy detected” or “metabolic clearance calculations fail to account for baseline humidity spikes.”

To Patrick Coats, Chief Systems Integration Analyst, G.Simms@horizon.aero was a stubborn idealist who seemed to believe that astronauts could survive vacuum exposure on good intentions and aesthetic tailoring.

They had never met in person. Horizon’s corporate architecture kept R&D in a pristine, climate-controlled facility in Cambridge, while Systems Integration operated out of a brutalist, server-heavy complex three miles down the road. Their partnership was entirely digital, conducted in the cold, precise language of telemetry logs and Jira tickets.

Until Monday morning at 06:15, when the Micro-Climate Biosphere Layer, the MCBL, suffered a catastrophic system failure during a live-monitored simulation.

Gillian stood in the viewing gallery of Telemetry Lab 4, her fingers digging into the anodised aluminium railing. Her thick, black-rimmed, and perpetually slipping glasses had slid halfway down her nose, but she didn’t push them up. She was staring through the triple-paned reinforced glass into the Isolation Matrix.

Inside the chamber, a contracted test pilot, a burly, ex-military logistics specialist named Briggs, was tearing off his helmet. He wasn't suffocating; the oxygen lines were green. He was sweating. Even through the heavy, pressurised outer shell of the suit, Gillian could see the erratic, claustrophobic jerk of his shoulders.

"Get me out of this bloody oven," Briggs’s voice crackled over the comms, thick with panic. "The lumbar is pooling. It feels like I’m being boiled in my own skin."

"Core temperature is climbing past thirty-eight point nine," a tech at the console muttered, typing furiously. "Heart rate is one-sixty and spiking. It’s triggering a panic response. Aborting the simulation."

The heavy hydraulic doors of the chamber hissed open. As the medical team rushed in to assist the pilot, a shadow fell over Gillian’s left shoulder.

"The math was flawless, Dr Simms. The execution, however, appears to be a thermodynamic disaster."

Gillian stiffened. She didn't need to look at his badge to know who it was. The voice was exactly like his emails: dry, clipped, and irritatingly articulate.

She turned slowly, finally pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

Patrick Coats was taller than she had expected from his compact syntax, but he was entirely un-athletic. He stood about 5'9", with a slightly slouched frame that suggested he spent his life slouching over a keyboard. He was wearing a corporate-issue grey polo shirt that hung loosely off his narrow shoulders, and a pair of thin-framed reading glasses sat low on his nose. His hair was a thick, unruly mop of dark brown waves that currently looked like he had been running his hands through it in a state of high frustration.

"Mr Coats," Gillian said, her voice dropping into her standard, defensive boardroom register. She gestured toward the glass, where the pilot was being stripped of the ruined prototype. "The execution is not a disaster. The polymer matrix is functioning exactly within the parameters we established in March."

"Then the parameters are wrong," Patrick said, looking over the rims of his glasses at the monitors. He didn't look at her; he looked at the data graphs. "Look at the lumbar grid on Sector Four. Your fabric didn't wick the moisture; it trapped it. The AI system couldn't read his muscular articulation because the wrinkled textile created a micro-steam pocket. The software thought his spine was collapsing, so it over-compensated the internal pressure, which essentially turned the lower half of his suit into a vacuum-packed tourniquet. No wonder he panicked. He was being squeezed to death by your second skin."

"The fabric didn't wrinkle because of a structural defect," Gillian snapped, her cheeks warming with a sudden, sharp prickle of annoyance. She pointed a clean, unpolished fingernail at the screen. "It wrinkled because Briggs has a standard military lumbar lordosis... his lower spine curves inward by twelve percent more than the baseline human model we used to program the AI. The fabric had too much slack to process."

Patrick finally turned his head to look at her. His dark brown eyes narrowed slightly, evaluating her. He saw a woman with an inch of dark roots showing through her platinum-dyed bob, a slightly pointed chin, and a fierce, territorial intelligence that matched every single one of her late-night emails.

"Then we have a systemic impasse," Patrick said softly, his jaw tightening. "The European Space Agency board arrives in exactly fourteen days to review the final prototype. If the MCBL cannot self-calibrate to dynamic human anatomy under stress, they pull the contract. Horizon loses the three-hundred-and-fifty-million-pound orbital program, and you and I will be engineering high-visibility vests for railway workers by next month."

"We don't need to scrap the project," Gillian said, her mind already racing ahead. "We just need clean data. We need to map the exact relationship between skin-shear, vascular dilation, and fabric friction in real-time. But we can't use Briggs. He's compromised, and the agency won't let us hire another external pilot until we clear a safety audit."

"Which takes three weeks," Patrick concluded, his dry smirk returning. "We don't have three weeks."

Gillian looked from Patrick’s lanky, untoned frame back to her own reflection in the triple-paned glass. She was wearing a loose-fitting lab coat over a plain black sweater, hiding a body that spent too much time in chairs and not enough time in motion.

"We don't need a test pilot," she said quietly.

Patrick paused. He looked at her, his brows knitting together. "Explain your logic."

"The problem isn't the hardware, Mr Coats. It’s the translation layer between my fabric and your software. You know the code better than anyone in the Eastern Hemisphere. I know the textile mechanics. If we hire a stranger, we spend three days teaching them how to report the telemetry anomalies. If we act as the baseline subjects, we can diagnose the data corruption in real-time, inside the loop."

Patrick stared at her. For three seconds, the telemetry lab was completely silent except for the hum of the server racks. He looked at her pointed chin, the sharp, light hazel eyes behind her spectacles, and the absolute, unyielding determination in her posture.

"You want us to step into the Isolation Matrix," he said, verifying the parameters. "Two non-aviation corporate employees. With no simulated flight experience."

"Do you have a more logical alternative to save a three-hundred-and-fifty-million-pound contract?" she asked, her voice laced with a subtle, dry challenge.

Patrick ran a long, thin hand through his dark hair, making it stick up even further. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he calculated the risk, the timeline, and the sheer structural necessity of her proposal.

"No," he admitted flatly. "Your assessment of the timeline is correct. It is the only viable path to compliance." He looked over his glasses at her again, his mouth twitching into a wry, cynical line. "I hope you don't mind cool rooms, Dr Simms. Because to get a clean read on the thermal sensors, we’re going to have to strip away every single piece of external clothing we own."

Gillian felt her pulse give an involuntary stutter against her collarbone, the kind of tiny data spike that she knew the monitors would catch.

"I am entirely aware of the technical requirements, Mr Coats," she said, her voice perfectly clinical. "I'll see you in the changing vestibule at 08:00 tomorrow morning. Bring your laptop. We have a lot of variables to isolate."

*  *  *
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By 07:50 the same morning, the Isolation Matrix had been chilled to the standard baseline temperature of 17C... cool but tolerable.

Gillian stood in the female changing cubicle, staring at her reflection in the small, stainless-steel mirror. The corporate-issue Stage 1 testing gear was a high-compression, biomimetic under-suit made of a dense, matte-black carbon-weave. It was designed to be a "second skin," covering her from the high collar at her throat down to her wrists and ankles.

In theory, it was a uniform. In reality, it was ruthless.

Without the loose drape of her lab coat, the compression fabric hugged her body with unforgiving accuracy. It didn't lift or shape in the slightest... it simply held. Her stomach showed its natural, soft curve, the fabric tightening over the evidence of her sedentary lifestyle. Her breasts, a modest B-cup, were flattened slightly against her ribs, and the untoned line of her waist was entirely on display. She pushed her spectacles up her nose, tucked a strand of her platinum-blonde hair behind her ear, noting with irritation that her dark roots now looked like a colour-coded accessory against the black collar, and stepped out into the telemetry lab.

Patrick was already there, standing by the primary data terminal.

Gillian caught her breath for a microsecond. Stripped of his baggy polo shirt, Patrick was remarkably slight. The black compression top clung to a narrow ribcage and bridged what was presumably an indentation at his sternum. He had long, thin arms, his prominent wrists and the ropy veins of his hands showing clearly against the black cuffs. The matching leggings revealed lean thighs and a complete lack of athletic definition in his calves. Because the fabric was so tight, the soft, ordinary nature of his midsection was fully visible.

Just like hers.

He was adjusting the optical sensors on his laptop, his jaw set in a hard line. When he looked up and saw her, his dark brown eyes did a quick, involuntary sweep from her hair down to her ankles.

A tiny, faint warmth pricked at the base of Gillian’s throat, the very beginning of a blush reflex, but she crushed it with a mental calculation of the suit's thermal resistance.

"Dr Simms," Patrick said, his voice a fraction tighter than it had been the day before. He looked back at his screen, running a hand through his already messy, wavy hair. "The photogrammetry grid is calibrated. I’ve initiated the local data buffer."

"Good morning, Mr Coats," Gillian replied, stepping up to the secondary console. Her voice was steady, a protective clinical shield. "I’ve reviewed the telemetry from Briggs’s failed run. We will begin with a simple kinetic baseline
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