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Chapter 1 — The Morning After

ACTI— THE AFTERMATH
Chapter 1 — The Morning After

The regret of my lie was insignificant next to the regret of my truth.

I woke to the star. I always woke to the star. The viewport po-
larization dimmed it to something survivable—a deep amber wash
across the ceiling of my quarters, shifting as the plasma currents
moved outside. I lay still and watched the light change. I did not
want to move. Moving meant the day had started, and the day
meant seeing her.

The conversation played back without my permission. Not the
words. I could not have recited the words if someone had asked.
What remained was the physical memory of speaking them. The
tightness in my throat. The way my hands had wanted to reach
across the table and hadn’t. The silence after I finished.

The silence had lasted too long. That was the part I kept returning
to. Not what she said—she had been kind, she had been careful, she
had been exactly herself—but the pause before she said anything.
The pause where I watched her decide how to respond. The pause
where I understood, before she spoke, that she was not going to
give me what I had asked for.

I had not asked for much. I had asked for everything. The two
are the same when you are asking someone to love you.

The star’s light shifted. A magnetic eddy, probably, somewhere
in the western boundary. The confinement fields would adjust
automatically unless the fluctuation exceeded threshold parameters.
I knew this because she had taught me. In the early weeks, when I
was still learning the platform, she had explained everything with
patience and precision. The physics of keeping a hole open inside a
star. The mathematics of survival.

I had listened to her voice more than her words.
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I sat up. The motion felt deliberate, like I was proving something
to myself. I swung my legs over the edge of the bunk and put my
feet on the floor. The metal was cold. The environmental systems
kept the habitat at a stable twenty-one degrees, but the floor panels
always ran cooler. Something about thermal gradients and the
cavity boundary. She had explained it once.  had nodded.

I stood. I walked to the hygiene station. I brushed my teeth.

The mirror showed me a face I recognized but did not particularly
want to look at. Thirty-four years old. Brown hair cut short because
long hair was a liability in emergency suits. A jaw that needed shav-
ing and would not get it today because shaving required standing
in front of this mirror longer than I wanted to.

I spat. I rinsed. I dried my hands on a towel that was exactly
where I had left it.

The routines were the same. That was supposed to help. That
was what I had told myself when I woke: follow the routines. Brush
teeth. Check suit seals. Review overnight logs. Eat breakfast. Report
to control. The day had a shape, and if  moved through the shape
without thinking, I would reach the other side of it, and then it
would be night again, and I could stop.

I pulled on a clean shirt. I checked my suit seals even though I
was not planning to leave the pressurized sections. I checked them
because checking them was part of the shape.

I opened my door.

The corridor was empty. The platform had exactly two crew
members, and one of them was me, and the other one was her, and
the corridor was empty because she was already in the control room.
She was always in the control room before me. She woke earlier.
She worked longer. She loved the star in a way I did not understand
but had learned to recognize.
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I walked. My footsteps sounded too loud. They had always
sounded this loud—the platform was small, and metal carried
sound, and there was no one else to make noise—but today I noticed.
Today everything I did felt like evidence.

The control room door was open. I stopped outside it for three
seconds. I counted them. One. Two. Three. Then I walked in.

She was at the primary console, her back to me, her red hair
caught in the amber light from the main viewport. The star filled the
window like a wall of fire. She was reviewing overnight telemetry,
her fingers moving across the interface, her attention completely
absorbed.

She turned when she heard me.

She smiled.

It was the same smile she always gave me. Warm. Open. Un-
surprised. The smile of someone who was glad to see me in the
uncomplicated way that people are glad to see their colleagues, their
friends, the other person on a platform where there are only two
people and being glad to see them is simply practical.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

I crossed to my station. The secondary console handled nav-
igation and vector alignment. The readouts showed everything
nominal—platform orientation stable, cavity boundary holding, no
scheduled events in the next twelve hours. I sat down. I looked at
the numbers without reading them.

“Sleep okay?” she asked.

The question was casual. The question was what she always
asked. The question was not about last night. She was not ignoring
last night. She was simply continuing—continuing to be who she
was, continuing to treat me the way she had always treated me,
continuing as if the conversation had changed nothing.
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It had changed nothing for her.

“Fine,” I said. “You?”

“The western boundary had some minor instability around oh-
three-hundred. I got up to check it. Went back to sleep after.”

“I saw the light shifting when I woke up.”

“That was probably the tail end of it. Nothing significant. Just
the star being restless.”

She turned back to her console. I watched her for a moment—the
curve of her shoulders, the way she tilted her head when she
was reading data, the small motion of her fingers across the in-
terface—and then I made myself stop watching. I made myself look
at my own screen.

The numbers were still nominal. The platform was still stable.
The star was still burning.

I pulled up the navigation logs from the overnight period. Noth-
ing required my attention. The automated systems had handled
everything. I could have stayed in my quarters until noon and the
platform would not have noticed. But the shape of the day required
me to be here, reviewing logs that did not need reviewing, sitting six
meters from a woman who had listened to me confess that I needed
her and had responded by not changing at all.

I think that was what I had wanted. For her to change. Not to
love me—I had known she would not suddenly love me; I was not
that naive—but to be affected. To show me that my feeling meant
something to her beyond logistics. To pause, to waver, to reveal that
my need had weight.

She had not wavered. She had been kind. She had been clear.
She had told me that she cared about me, that she valued me, that
she did not want to lose me. And then she had gone to bed, and this
morning she had woken early to check the western boundary, and
now she was reviewing telemetry and asking if I slept okay.
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The star did not care. She had told me that once, early in the
mission, when I was still learning how to live inside its corona. The
star is not malicious, she had said. It simply is. I remember thinking
that was beautiful. I remember thinking that she was beautiful for
being able to see it that way.

Now I understood that she was describing herself.

“Alex.”

I looked up. She was turned toward me, her expression open,
waiting.

“Yeah?”

“The vector alignment for the eastern cavity wall—can you run a
diagnostic? The overnight logs show nominal, but I want to cross-
check against the magnetic field data.”

“Sure.”

I ran the diagnostic. It took four minutes. The alignment was
nominal. The magnetic field data matched. I reported this to her.
She thanked me. She turned back to her console.

I sat in my chair and watched the star burn.

Eighteen months. That was how long we had been here. Eighteen
months of shared meals, shared silences, shared fear. Eighteen
months of learning her rhythms—when she was tired, when she
was absorbed, when she needed quiet, when she wanted to talk.
Eighteen months of adjusting myself to fit the shape of her presence
without ever naming what I was doing.

I had named it last night. I had taken the thing I felt and made
it visible. I had done this because I could not carry it alone any-
more—because the weight of wanting her had become heavier than
the weight of speaking, and I had chosen the lighter burden.

But the lighter burden was not light. The lighter burden was this:
sitting six meters away from her, watching her work, knowing that
she knew what I felt and feeling her continue exactly as before.
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The star flared. A minor fluctuation—the viewport polarization
adjusted automatically, dimming the light by a fraction—and then it
settled. She glanced up, checked the readings, returned to her work.

I thought about the shuttle that had brought me here. The three-
year return journey. The moment when it detached from the plat-
form and I watched it shrink against the star’s glare until it disap-
peared. I had not wanted to leave. I had wanted to be here. I had
wanted this mission, this star, this purpose.

I had not known she would be here. I had not known that eigh-
teen months later I would be sitting in this chair, watching this
woman, feeling this weight.

The day had a shape. I moved through: it.

At eleven hundred hours, I performed a routine check of the
emergency response systems. Thrusters nominal. Escape vector
calculations current. Manual override protocols functional. If the
cavity collapsed, I could buy us ninety seconds of survivable trajec-
tory before the plasma reached us. Ninety seconds was not enough
to escape. Ninety seconds was enough to say goodbye.

I did not think about who I would say goodbye to. I knew.

At twelve hundred hours, she suggested lunch. We walked to
the galley together. She heated a portion of reconstituted protein
and vegetables. I did the same. We sat across from each other at the
small table—the same table where last night I had told her that her
presence had become the center of my days—and we ate.

She talked about the star. A new pattern in the magnetic field
data suggested a possible flare cycle forming. She would need to
model it over the next few days. If it exceeded certain parameters,
we might need to adjust the cavity geometry. She explained the
physics. I listened.

I listened to her voice more than her words.

“Alex.”
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I'looked up. She had stopped talking. She was watching me with
an expression I could not quite read.

“You're not eating,” she said.

Ilooked down at my plate.  had moved the food around without
consuming any of it. The vegetables had gone cold.

“Sorry. Distracted.”

She did not ask by what. She knew. She knew, and she was
choosing not to address it, and I understood that this was also
kindness—that pressing me would make it worse, that giving me
space was the gentlest thing she could do.

I hated that her gentleness felt like distance.

“The magnetic modeling,” I said. “How long do you think it will
take?”

“Three days, maybe four. Depends on whether the pattern stabi-
lizes.”

“I can help with the data collection if you need it.”

“I might take you up on that.”

She smiled. Warm. Open. Unchanged.

We finished lunch. I washed the dishes because it was my turn.
The water was recycled, filtered, recirculated—the same water, end-
lessly, just as we were the same two people, endlessly, on a platform
where leaving was not possible and staying was mandatory.

The afternoon passed. The evening came. She went to bed
early—she had been up in the night checking the western boundary,
she was tired, she would see me in the morning.

“Goodnight, Alex,” she said.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

She paused at the door. For one moment, I thought she might
say something else. Acknowledge what had happened. Give me
something to hold. But she simply nodded, and then she was gone.
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I went to the observation deck. I sat in the chair that faced the
main viewport and watched the star burn. It was beautiful. It was
massive. It was incapable of caring whether I existed.

I thought about what she had said last night, after I finished
speaking. She had told me she was grateful for my honesty. She had
told me she cared about me. She had told me she could not give me
what I was asking for.

I had asked her what she wanted. She had considered the ques-
tion seriously. She had told me she wanted the star to survive. She
wanted to do her work well. She wanted me to be okay.

She did not want to be the reason I was not.

I sat in the observation deck and watched the star, and I under-
stood that I was not okay, and I would have to carry that alone, and
she would be kind to me tomorrow and the day after and the day
after, and her kindness would not be what I needed, and I would
need it anyway.

The star burned.

I remained.
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The western boundary stabilized by oh-six-hundred.

I had been watching it since oh-four-thirty, sitting in the control
room with a cup of tea going cold beside me, tracking the magnetic
field fluctuations as they gradually damped down. The plasma pres-
sure against the confinement field had spiked overnight—nothing
dangerous, nothing that required intervention, but enough to pull
me out of sleep and keep me at my station.

I did not mind. The star was restless, and when the star was
restless, I wanted to be awake with it.

The data scrolled across my display. Field strength nominal. Cav-
ity geometry holding within acceptable parameters. The fluctuation
had been caused by a subsurface convection cell passing beneath
our position—hot plasma rising, disturbing the magnetic topology,
settling again. The star was always doing this. Breathing, almost. A
massive, violent, continuous breath that we lived inside.

I adjusted the confinement field by point-three percent. The
western boundary smoothed.

Outside the viewport, the star burned. The polarization filters
made it survivable to look at—a wall of shifting amber and orange,
brighter at the edges where the cavity boundary met the corona,
darker toward the center where we had carved our pocket of sur-
vivable space. Beautiful. Dangerous. Home.

I heard his footsteps in the corridor before he reached the door.

He walked differently now. Heavier. More deliberate. As if each
step required decision. I had noticed it yesterday morning, after.
The way he paused before entering rooms. The way he held himself
slightly apart, even when he was standing right next to me.

I understood why. I did not know how to fix it.
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He appeared in the doorway. Brown hair uncombed. Jaw un-
shaved for the second day. He looked tired, though he would say
he slept fine if I asked.

I looked up from my console. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

He crossed to his station without meeting my eyes. That was
new too. Before, he had always looked at me when he entered a
room—a quick glance, an acknowledgment, a small smile. Now he
looked at his console, at the viewport, at the floor. Everywhere but
me.

I turned back to my data. The western boundary held.

“Sleep okay?” I asked.

“Fine.”

The word landed flat. I did not press. He did not elaborate.

The morning passed in fragments. I worked through the mag-
netic field analysis, building models of the overnight instability,
tracing its origins in the convection patterns below. He ran diag-
nostics on the navigation systems, checked the emergency response
protocols, reviewed logs that did not need reviewing. We worked
in the same room, six meters apart, and the distance felt larger than
the cavity we inhabited.

I had known this would happen. When he spoke two nights
ago—when he told me what he felt, quiet and careful and desper-
ate—I had known that whatever I said would change things. There
was no response that would not. He had handed me his need, and I
had not taken it, and now we were both holding nothing.

I could have lied. I had considered it, in the moment, in the pause
before I responded. I could have told him I felt the same way. I
could have let him believe that his need was matched. It would
have been easier for him. It might have been easier for both of us.
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But I do not organize my life around being needed. I have never
known how. And I could not become someone who did—not even
for him, not even to spare him this.

So I told him the truth. I told him I cared about him. I told him I
valued him. I told him I could not give him what he was asking for.

He had asked me what I wanted. I had told him: the star. My
work. Him being okay.

I meant all of it. I do not think he heard all of it.

“Alex.”

I'looked up. He was turned toward me, his expression carefully
neutral.

“Yeah?”

“The vector alignment for the eastern wall—you wanted me to
run a diagnostic yesterday. I can do it again if you want to cross-
check.”

“I ran it this morning. We’re nominal.”

“Oh.” He paused. “Good.”

He turned back to his console. I watched him for a moment—the
set of his shoulders, the tension in his jaw—and then I made myself
look away:.

This was the part I did not know how to navigate. The aftermath.
The days and weeks and months of living with what had been said. I
could not undo my response. I could not become someone different.
I could only continue being myself and hope that was enough.

I was not sure it was.

At eleven hundred hours, I stood and stretched. My back ached
from sitting too long. The control room chairs were functional
but not comfortable—designed for short-term use, not for hours of
continuous monitoring.

11
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“I'm going to check the eastern sensor array,” I said. “Some of
the readings were noisy overnight. Probably just interference, but I
want to verify.”

He nodded without looking up. “Want me to come?”

The question surprised me. Before, he would have offered with-
out hesitation. He would have followed me to the sensor bay and
handed me tools and asked questions about the readings, and I
would have explained, and he would have listened. Now he was
asking as if he was not sure of the answer.

“If you want to,” I said.

“Do you want me to?”

There it was. The shift. Before, he had assumed his presence
was welcome. Now he was asking for confirmation. I had done
this to him—not through cruelty, not through rejection, but through
honesty. I had told him the truth about what I could give, and now
he was uncertain of his place.

“I'd like the company,” I said. “If you're offering.”

He stood. He did not smile, but some of the tension left his
shoulders.

We walked to the sensor bay together. The corridor was nar-
row—two people could pass, but only just—and our arms nearly
touched as we walked. I was aware of the proximity in a way I had
not been before. Before, I had simply moved through space with
him. Now every inch between us felt measured.

The sensor bay was a small compartment on the platform’s east-
ern edge, crammed with monitoring equipment and cable bundles.
I opened the access panel and began checking connections. He stood
behind me, waiting to be useful.

“Hand me the diagnostic scanner?”

He passed it to me. Our fingers brushed. He did not react. I did
not either.

12
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I ran the scanner over the sensor array. The readings were
clean—the overnight noise had been caused by a brief plasma surge
at the cavity boundary, nothing systemic. I logged the results and
closed the panel.

“All good?” he asked.

“All good.”

We stood in the small space, facing each other. The light from
the star filtered through a small viewport, casting his face in amber.
He looked tired. He looked sad. He looked like someone who was
trying very hard to be okay and not quite managing.

I wanted to help him. I did not know how.

“Alex,” 1 said.

He waited.

“I'm glad you came with me.”

He nodded. Something flickered in his expression—hope, maybe,
or just the memory of hope. Then it was gone.

“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”

We walked back to the control room. The corridor felt narrower
than before.

At twelve hundred hours, I suggested lunch. We went to the
galley. I heated two portions of reconstituted stew—his favorite,
or at least the closest approximation to a favorite that our supplies
allowed. We sat across from each other at the small table.

I talked about the star. The overnight instability. The convection
patterns. The long-term modeling I needed to do to predict the next
flare cycle. He listened, or seemed to. He ate his stew. He did not
look at me.

“You're quiet today,” I said.

He shrugged. “Nothing to add.”

“You usually have questions.”

“I'm tired.”

13
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It was not a lie. He was tired. But it was not the whole truth
either. He was tired because he had not been sleeping, and he had
not been sleeping because of what had passed between us, and he
would not say that because saying it would make it more real.

I let the silence settle. The stew cooled.

“I've been thinking,” I said, “about what you said.”

He looked up. His expression was guarded—hope and fear in
equal measure.

“I meant what I told you,” I continued. “I care about you. I don’t
want to lose you. But I also—" I paused, searching for the right
words. “I don’t want you to wait for me to change. I don’t want you
to hope for something I can’t give.”

“I'm not hoping for anything.”

“Alex.”

He met my eyes. For a moment, I saw everything he was trying
to hide—the longing, the grief, the desperate wish that I would be
different.

“I know what you said,” he told me. “I heard you.”

“I know you heard me. I'm asking if you believed me.”

He was quiet for a long time. The star’s light shifted through the
viewport, casting moving shadows across the table.

“I believe you,” he said finally. “I just don’t know what to do
with it.”

“Neither do 1.”

He laughed—a short, sharp sound with no humor in it. “That’s
not very reassuring.”

“I know. I'm sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” He pushed his stew around his plate. “You
didn’t do anything wrong. You were honest. That’s—that’s good.
That’s what I asked for.”

“Is it what you wanted?”

14
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“No.” He looked up at me. “But it’s what I needed to hear.”

We finished lunch in silence. He washed the dishes. I dried them.
We worked side by side, our movements familiar, automatic. For a
moment, it almost felt normal.

Then he handed me the last plate, and our fingers touched, and
he pulled his hand back too quickly.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Don’t be.”

“I just—" He stopped. Shook his head. “Never mind.”

He left the galley. I stood there holding the plate, watching him
go.

The afternoon was long. The evening was longer.

At twenty-one hundred hours, I found him on the observation
deck. He was sitting in the chair that faced the main viewport, his
body still, his eyes fixed on the star. The light made his face look
older.

I sat in the chair beside him. We did not speak for several minutes.
The star burned. The cavity held.

“Does it ever feel like too much?” he asked.

I turned to look at him. “Does what?”

“Being this close to something that could kill you.”

I considered the question. It was not the first time he had asked
it—he had asked it early in the mission, when he was still learning
the platform, still adjusting to the reality of living inside a star. I had
given him an answer then. I gave him a different one now.

“Sometimes,” I said. “But not in the way you mean.”

“What do you mean, then?”

“The star isn’t malicious. It’s not trying to kill us. It’s just—being
what it is. Massive. Unstable. Indifferent. If we die, it won’t be
because the star chose to kill us. It will be because we failed to
maintain the systems that keep us alive.”

15
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“Is that supposed to be comforting?”

“I find it comforting.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand how.”

“Because it means there’s no malice in it. No intention. If we
survive, it’s because we did our jobs well. If we die, it’s because the
universe is large and we are small. Either way, it’s not personal.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “Is that how you feel
about—about us?”

I knew what he was asking. I answered as honestly as I could.

“I don’t think of you as the star.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I know.” I paused. “I feel about you the way I feel about you.
It’s not the same as the star. But it’s also not—" I searched for the
word. “It's not negotiable. I can’t make myself feel differently than I
do. And I can’t make you feel differently than you do. We are what
we are.”

He nodded slowly. “The universe is large and we are small.”

“Something like that.”

He turned back to the viewport. The star burned. I watched his
profile in the amber light—the line of his jaw, the slope of his nose,
the way his hair fell across his forehead. I cared about him. I did
not want to lose him. I could not give him what he was asking for.

“I'm going to bed,” I said.

He did not respond.

I stood. I walked to the door. I stopped.

“Alex.”

He turned.

“I'm glad you're here,” I said. “On the platform. With me. I know
that’s not—I know it’s not enough. But I wanted you to know.”

He looked at me for a long moment. His expression was unread-
able.
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“Goodnight, Alex,” he said.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

I went to my quarters. I lay in my bunk. The star’s light played
across my ceiling—amber, shifting, beautiful.

I thought about what I had said. I thought about what I had not
said. I thought about the man on the observation deck, watching
the star, carrying a weight I could not lift.

I wished I could be different.

I fell asleep wishing.
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The flare came without warning.

One moment I was running a routine navigation check, watch-
ing numbers scroll across my display, thinking about nothing in
particular. The next moment the star screamed.

That is not the right word. Stars do not scream. But there is a
sound the platform makes when the magnetic field destabilizes—a
deep, resonant groan that travels through the hull, through the floor,
through your bones. You feel it before you understand it. By the
time your mind catches up, your body is already moving.

I grabbed the manual controls. The platform shuddered.
Through the viewport, I saw the cavity wall ripple—plasma
pressing inward, the confinement field straining.

“Alex!” My voice was sharp. “Western boundary is collapsing.”

She was already at her console, her fingers flying across the inter-
face. “I see it. Flare origin is subsurface—convection cell rupture.
We need to reinforce the magnetic field on the—"

The platform lurched. I compensated automatically, firing the
port thrusters to counteract the rotation. The cavity was spinning.
It should not have been spinning. The containment geometry was
designed to prevent exactly this.

“Field strength is dropping,” she called. “I'm rerouting power
from secondary systems.”

“How long?”

“Thirty seconds to full collapse if I can’t stabilize.”

Thirty seconds. I ran the calculation in my head—trajectory op-
tions, thrust capacity, escape vectors. There were no escape vectors.
We were inside a star. There was nowhere to go.

“I can buy us time,” I said. “If I reposition to the cavity center,
we’ll have a larger margin before the plasma reaches us.”

“Doit.”

18
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I fired the thrusters. The platform moved—slowly, too slowly,
fighting against the magnetic turbulence that swirled around us.
The cavity wall loomed in the viewport, a wall of fire drawing closer
with each second.

She worked beside me, her attention split between the magnetic
tield controls and the sensor readings. I could hear her breath-
ing—quick but controlled, focused, the breathing of someone who
had done this before and would do it again.

“Field strength at forty percent,” she said. “Forty-five. Fifty.”

The cavity stopped collapsing. The walls steadied. The plasma
hung at the boundary, churning and violent but held.

“Sixty percent. Seventy.”

I eased off the thrusters. The platform settled into its new posi-
tion—closer to the center now, farther from the edges. The margin
was larger. The danger was not gone, but it was contained.

“Eighty percent. Ninety.” She exhaled. “Field is stable. We're
holding.”

I let go of the manual controls. My hands were shaking. I did not
look at them.

“That was close,” I said.

“That was a category three flare.” She was already pulling up the
sensor logs, reviewing the data. “Origin point was directly beneath
our position. The convection cell must have been building for days
without triggering our detection thresholds.”

“Can it happen again?”

“Possibly. I need to recalibrate the sensors and review the mag-
netic field models. If there are other cells building beneath us—"
She paused. “We need to know about them before they rupture.”

“How long will that take?”

“A few hours for the recalibration. The modeling will take
longer.”
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I nodded. The shaking in my hands had stopped. The adrenaline
was fading, leaving behind a hollow exhaustion that felt familiar.
This was not the first emergency we had survived. It would not be
the last.

She turned to look at me. Her face was calm—professionally calm,
the way she always was during crises—but there was something
else in her expression. Something I could not read.

“Good flying,” she said.

“Good field management.”

“We make a good team.”

The words landed in the space between us and sat there. A
week ago, I would have smiled. I would have said something
back—something light, something that acknowledged the compli-
ment without making it heavy. Now I just nodded.

“Yeah,” I said. “We do.”

She watched me for a moment longer. Then she turned back to
her console.

I sat in my chair and stared at the viewport. The cavity wall
still churned with residual turbulence—plasma eddies swirling,
magnetic field lines dancing. The star did not know we existed. It
had tried to kill us without malice, without intention, without even
awareness. We had survived because we were good at our jobs and
because we were lucky.

I thought about what would have happened if we had not sur-
vived. If the field had collapsed. If the plasma had reached us.

Ninety seconds. That was how long we would have had. Ninety
seconds between the cavity failing and the platform being consumed.
Ninety seconds to say anything we needed to say.

I knew who I would have spent those seconds with. I knew what
I would have said.

She would have spent them trying to save us.
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That was the difference between us. In the moment of crisis,
she had been working. Calculating. Fighting. I had been flying,
yes—doing my job, keeping us alive—but part of me had been
thinking about her. Part of me had been watching her work and
thinking about what it would mean to lose her.

She had not been thinking about me at all.

That was not cruelty. That was simply who she was. In the face
of danger, she turned toward the problem. She did not turn toward
people. She turned toward data, toward solutions, toward the work
that needed to be done. And that was why she was alive. That was
why we were both alive.

I could not fault her for it. I could not even resent her for it. I
could only recognize it for what it was—a fundamental difference
in how we moved through the world.

She turned toward the star.

I turned toward her.

The debriefing took two hours.

We reviewed the sensor logs, the magnetic field data, the thrust
patterns. We identified the subsurface convection cell that had
caused the rupture. We traced its formation back three days—a
slow buildup of thermal pressure that our sensors had detected but
not flagged as critical. We updated our detection algorithms. We
adjusted our alert thresholds. We did everything right.

I listened to her explain the physics. I watched her hands move
across the interface. I made myself focus on the words instead of
the voice.

“The modeling will take time,” she said, “but preliminary analy-
sis suggests this was an isolated event. There are no other cells of
similar magnitude building beneath us.”

“But there could be.”
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“There could always be. The star is unstable. That’s why we’re
here.”

“To keep it from dying.”

“Yes.”

She looked at me. “Are you okay?”

The question caught me off guard. She had asked it be-
fore—asked it every time we survived something dangerous—but
today it felt different. Today it felt like she was asking about more
than the flare.

“TI'm fine,” I said.

“You seem distracted.”

“We almost died.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

I looked at her. She was watching me with that patient, open
expression she always wore—the expression that said she was will-
ing to wait, willing to listen, willing to give me whatever space I
needed. I hated how kind it was. I hated how much I wanted more
than kindness.

“I'm fine,” I said again.

She nodded. She did not push. She never pushed.

“I'm going to start the sensor recalibration,” she said. “If you
want to take some time—"

“I'll help.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

She studied me for a moment. Then she nodded.

We worked together for the next three hours. The sensor recali-
bration was tedious but necessary—adjusting sensitivity thresholds,
updating detection algorithms, verifying calibration across the full
sensor array. She explained each step as we went. I handed her
tools, ran diagnostics, did what I was told.
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It felt good to be useful. It felt good to have something to do
with my hands, something to focus on besides the weight in my
chest. For three hours, I was just a technician. Just a pilot doing
maintenance work. Just a man helping a woman keep them both
alive.

At seventeen hundred hours, she declared the recalibration com-
plete.

“Good work,” she said. “Thank you for the help.”

“Anytime.”

She stretched, rolling her shoulders. “I need to eat something.
And then I need to start the magnetic field modeling. You should
get some rest.”

“I'm not tired.”

“You've been awake since oh-four-hundred.”

“So have you.”

“I'm used to it.”

“Soam 1.”

She smiled—a small, tired smile. “Stubborn.”

“Pot. Kettle.”

The exchange felt almost normal. Almost like before. I let myself
enjoy it for a moment—the easy back-and-forth, the familiar rhythm.
Then I remembered that nothing was normal anymore, and the
moment passed.

“I'll eat with you,” I said. “Then I'll rest.”

“Deal.”

We went to the galley. She heated two portions of reconstituted
pasta. I set the table. We sat across from each other and ate in
silence—comfortable silence, or something close to it.

“That flare,” I said, “was it unusual?”

“Unusual how?”
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“The way it happened. The subsurface rupture. Is that com-
mon?”

“Not common. But not unprecedented either. This star is in a
volatile phase. Convection cells form and collapse regularly. Most
of them are too deep to affect the cavity. This one formed at just the
right depth to cause problems.”

“Will it happen again?”

“Probably. The question is when and how severe. That’s what
the modeling is for—to give us warning.”

“And if we don’t get warning?”

She looked at me. “Then we do what we did today. React. Adapt.
Survive.”

“And if we can’t?”

“Then we die.”

The words were blunt, but she said them without drama. This
was simply the reality we lived in. We were inside a star. Death was
always possible. There was no point in pretending otherwise.

“Does that scare you?” I asked.

“Sometimes. Does it scare you?”

“Sometimes.”

We ate in silence for a while. The pasta was bland but filling.
The star’s light shifted through the viewport, casting long shadows
across the table.

“I thought about it,” I said. “During the flare. What I would say
if we only had ninety seconds.”

She set down her fork. “What would you say?”

I'looked at her—her red hair caught in the amber light, her green
eyes patient and calm. I knew what I wanted to say. I had been
thinking about it for days, for weeks, for months. The words lived
in my chest like a second heartbeat.
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“I would say thank you,” I said. “For being here. For being who
you are. For not pretending to be someone else.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“That’s kind,” she said.

“It’s true.”

“I know. That’s why it’s kind.”

She reached across the table and took my hand. Her fingers were
warm. Her grip was gentle but firm.

“I would say the same,” she said. “If we only had ninety sec-
onds.”

I'looked at our hands together on the table. I wanted to believe
that this meant something—that this small gesture was the begin-
ning of something larger. But I knew better. She was kind. She cared
about me. She did not love me the way I loved her.

This was what she could give. A touch. A moment. A small
warmth in the face of vast indifference.

It was not enough.

I did not let go.

That night, I sat on the observation deck and watched the star.

The flare had left marks in the cavity wall—scorch patterns in the
magnetic field, eddies of turbulence that would take hours to settle.
The star did not know what it had done. It did not know that two
small beings had almost died inside its corona. It simply burned, as
it had always burned, as it would continue to burn long after we
were gone.

I thought about her hand in mine. The warmth of her fingers.
The way she had said “thank you” and meant it.

I thought about the ninety seconds. The things I would have said
if  knew I was dying. The things I said instead, because I was living,
and living meant choosing to stay silent.
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She did not love me. She had told me this. She had told me with
kindness and patience and honesty, and I had believed her, and I
still wanted her anyway.

That was the truth I could not escape. Not the flare. Not the star.
Not the possibility of death. Just this: I wanted someone who did
not want me back, and there was nowhere else to go.

The star burned.

I remained.

I thought about what it would take to stop wanting. To look at
her and see only a colleague, a partner, a friend. To sit across from
her at meals and not notice the way her hair caught the light. To
hear her voice without feeling it settle into my chest.

I did not know if I could do that. I did not know if I wanted to.

Because the wanting hurt, but the alternative was worse. The
alternative was emptiness. The alternative was looking at the star
and feeling nothing, looking at her and feeling nothing, moving
through my days in a gray haze of careful detachment.

I had tried that once, before. In another life, with another person.
I had trained myself not to want, not to hope, not to feel. And it had
worked. I had stopped hurting. I had also stopped living.

I was not ready to do that again.

So I sat on the observation deck and watched the star burn, and I
let myself want what I could not have, and I accepted that this was
the shape of my life now.

The star did not care.

I cared.

That was the difference between us.
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I found him on the observation deck.

He was sitting in his usual chair, the one that faced the main
viewport, his body still in that way he had when he was thinking
too hard. The star filled the window—plasma currents shifting,
magnetic eddies dancing, the residual turbulence from yesterday’s
flare slowly damping down.

I stood in the doorway for a moment, watching him. He did not
turn. He knew [ was there—he always knew when I was there—but
he did not acknowledge me.

I walked in and sat in the chair beside his.

We did not speak. The star burned. The cavity held. This was
the rhythm we had fallen into over the past few days—long silences
punctuated by necessary conversation, the easy back-and-forth of
before replaced by something more careful.

I did not know how to fix it. I was not sure it could be fixed.

“The modeling is almost complete,” I said. “Preliminary results
look stable. No significant convection cells forming beneath us.”

He nodded. “Good.”

“We should be clear for at least a few weeks. Probably longer.”

“Good.”

I waited. He did not say anything else.

“Alex.”

He turned to look at me. His face was tired—he had not been
sleeping well, I could tell—but his expression was calm. Carefully
calm. The calm of someone who was holding something inside.

“Yeah?”

“Talk to me.”

“About what?”

“About anything. About the star. About the platform. About—"
I paused. “About how you're doing.”
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He was quiet for a long moment. Then he laughed—a short,
humorless sound.

“I'm fine.”

“You're not fine.”

“What do you want me to say?” He turned back to the viewport.
“That I'm struggling? That I'm having a hard time? That I can’t stop
thinking about—" He stopped. Shook his head.

“Yes,” I said. “I want you to say that.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s true. And because pretending it’s not true isn’t
helping either of us.”

He was quiet again. The star shifted—a plasma current moving,
casting new shadows across his face.

“I don’t know how to do this,” he said finally. “I don’t know how
to—to be around you and not want more. I don’t know how to sit
across from you at meals and pretend everything is normal. I don’t
know how to go back to before.”

“We can’t go back to before.”

“I know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “That’s the problem.”

I considered my next words carefully. This was the part of re-
lationships I had never understood—the navigation of emotional
aftermath, the delicate work of rebuilding after something had bro-
ken. I was good at problems that had solutions. I was not good at
problems that only had costs.

“I can’t give you what you want,” I said. “I've told you that. But
I also—I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want things to be like this
between us.”

“Like what?”

“Careful. Distant. Like we’re both walking on ice.”

He turned to look at me again. “What do you want, then?”
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“I want—" 1 paused. What did I want? I wanted the star to
stabilize. I wanted my models to be accurate. I wanted him to be
okay. I wanted the impossible thing of giving him comfort without
giving him hope.

“I want to understand,” I said. “What it feels like. For you.”

He stared at me. “You want to understand what it feels like to
want someone who doesn’t want you back?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you're not the only one struggling. Because I see how
much this hurts you, and I can’t—I can’t make it stop, but I want to
at least understand it. I want to know what you're carrying.”

He was quiet for a long time. The star burned. The cavity held.

“It feels like being thirsty,” he said finally. “Like standing next to
water and not being able to drink. You're right there. You're kind
and warm and you smile at me and you take my hand and you—"
He stopped. Breathed. “And none of it means what I want it to
mean. And I can’t stop wanting it to mean more.”

I listened. I did not interrupt.

“Every time you're kind to me, it hurts,” he continued. “Not
because the kindness is bad, but because it’s not enough. And I hate
that I need more than you can give. I hate that I can’t just—accept
what you offer and be grateful. But I can’t. I look at you and I
want—" He shook his head. “I want everything. I want you to look
at me the way I look at you. I want you to think about me when
I'm not in the room. I want to be the center of your world the way
you're the center of mine.”

“I'm the center of your world?”

“You're the only person in my world.”

The words landed heavily. I had known this, intellectually. We
were the only two people on the platform. There was no one else.
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But hearing him say it—hearing the weight of it in his voice—was
different.

“That’s not fair to either of us,” I said.

“No. It's not. But it’s true.”

We sat in silence. The star shifted again—brighter for a moment,
then dimmer, the plasma currents moving in their endless dance.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “I don’t know how to
make this better. I can’t become someone different. I can’t suddenly
feel things I don’t feel. But I also can’t—" I struggled for the words.
“I can’t watch you suffer and do nothing.”

“What would you do?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I'm asking. What do you need from
me?”

He considered the question. I watched him think—watched
the expressions move across his face, the small shifts in his body
language. He was trying to find an honest answer. He was trying to
figure out if an honest answer was possible.

“I need you to not disappear,” he said finally. “When you pull
away—when you give me space—it’s worse. The space fills up with
all the things I'm afraid of. I'd rather have you here, being yourself,
than have you somewhere else being careful.”

“I thought the space would help.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Then I'll stop.”

He looked at me. “Just like that?”

“You told me what you need. I can do that.”

“What about what you need?”

“I need you to not look at me like I'm breaking you. I need you
to let me be kind without treating it like cruelty. I need—" I paused.
“I need you to believe me when I say I care about you. Even if it’s
not the same as what you feel.”
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“I do believe you.”

“Do you?”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “I believe you care about me.
I'm not sure I believe it's enough.”

“Enough for what?”

“Enough to survive this.”

The word hung in the air between us. Survive. We were inside a
star. We had almost died yesterday. We lived with the possibility
of death every moment of every day. And yet the survival he was
talking about was not physical.

“I don’t know if it’s enough,” I said. “I've never done this before.
I've never—cared about someone who wanted more than I could
give. Usually I just—" I stopped.

“Usually you just what?”

“Usually I leave. Or they leave. Usually there’s distance. An exit.
A way to—separate.”

“There’s no exit here.”

“No. There isn’t.”

“So what do we do?”

I looked at him—his tired eyes, his unshaved jaw, the weight he
was carrying visible in every line of his body. I looked at him and I
felt—what? Affection. Concern. Gratitude. Something that might
have been guilt, though I had done nothing wrong.

I felt care. I felt it strongly, clearly, unmistakably.

I did not feel what he felt. I did not know if I ever would.

“We keep trying,” I said. “We talk to each other. We don’t pre-
tend. We don’t—we don’t lie to make it easier. And we hope that’s
enough.”

“And if it’s not?”

“Then we figure out something else. But I'm not ready to give
up yet.”
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He studied me for a long moment. I let him look. I had nothing
to hide.

“Okay,” he said finally.

“Okay?”

“Okay. We keep trying.” He almost smiled—not quite, but close.
“I'm not ready to give up either.”

I reached across and took his hand. He let me. His fingers were
warm against mine.

“I'm glad you're here,” I said. “On the platform. With me. I
know that’s not—I know it’s complicated. But I mean it.”

“I know you do.”

“And I know you need more than that. But it’s what I have.”

“I know.”

We sat there, holding hands, watching the star burn. The cavity
held. The platform stabilized. Outside our small pocket of surviv-
able space, the universe continued its vast indifferent process—stars
burning, plasma flowing, gravity pulling everything toward every-
thing else.

I thought about what he had said. Being thirsty. Standing next to
water. Not being able to drink.

I was the water. I understood that now. I was something he
needed and could not have. And no matter how close I let him
get, no matter how much warmth I gave him, it would never be
enough—because what he needed was not warmth. What he needed
was reciprocity.

I could not give him that.

But I could give him this: presence. Honesty. The willingness to
stay.

“The star will be stable for a few weeks,” I said. “Maybe we
could—do something different. Break the routine. Have dinner
somewhere other than the galley.”
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“Where else is there?”

“The observation deck. We could bring food here. Watch the star
while we eat.”

He looked at me. “Like a date?”

The word made me hesitate. Was that what I was offering? A
date? A romantic gesture? That was not what I meant—but maybe
it was close enough. Maybe it was a way of saying: I see what you
need, and I cannot give it to you, but I can give you this.

“Like dinner,” I said. “With a view.”

“That sounds—" He paused. “That sounds nice.”

“Tomorrow night?”

“Okay.”

I squeezed his hand. He squeezed back.

We sat there until the star shifted again—a plasma current mov-
ing, casting new shadows across the deck. Then I stood up.

“I should finish the modeling,” I said. “Make sure we’re really
clear for the next few weeks.”

“I'll come with you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know. I want to.”

We walked back to the control room together. The corridor felt
less narrow than it had before.

I did not know if this would be enough. I did not know if any-
thing would be enough. But I knew that I was not ready to stop
trying.

He needed more than I could give.

I would give what I could.

The star did not care. We cared. That would have to be enough.
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ACT II — BEFORE THE TRUTH
Chapter 5 — Arrival

Eighteen months earlier.

The transfer shuttle detached with a sound I felt more than
heard—a deep metallic clunk that traveled through the docking
clamps, through the platform’s hull, through the soles of my boots.
I stood at the observation port and watched it pull away.

The shuttle was small against the star. A bright point moving
slowly backward, trailing the last connection to everything I had
known. Earth. Stations. Other people. The possibility of leaving.

I watched it shrink. The star’s light was overwhelming—even
through the polarized port, even with the filters at maximum, it was
too bright, too vast, too present. The shuttle became a speck. Then
less than a speck. Then nothing at all.

Three years. That was how long the return journey would take.
Three years before another shuttle could reach us, if one was sent
at all. Resupply and replacement were theoretically possible but
practically meaningless. By the time help arrived, any emergency
would be long since resolved—one way or another.

I had known this when I volunteered. I had signed documents
that explained it in detail. But knowing something intellectually is
different from watching the last physical link to the rest of humanity
disappear into a wall of fire.

I stood at the port until my eyes hurt. Then I turned around.

She was waiting in the docking bay.

Red hair. That was the first thing I noticed. Long red hair pulled
back from her face, caught in the amber light that filtered through
every surface. She was shorter than I expected—the briefing files
had included photographs, but photographs do not convey scale.
In person, she seemed smaller. More real.
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“Alex Chen?” she said.

“That’s me.”

“I'm Alex.” She extended her hand. “Alex Reyes.”

I laughed before I could stop myself. The sound felt strange—too
loud in the quiet of the bay, too casual for the weight of the moment.
She did not laugh. She simply waited, her hand still extended, her
expression patient.

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just—same name.”

“Yes.”

“That’s going to be confusing.”

“We’ll manage.”

I shook her hand. Her grip was firm but not aggressive. Pro-
fessional. The handshake of someone who had done this before,
who knew how to welcome a new crew member without making it
awkward.

“Welcome to the platform,” she said. “Did the shuttle trip go
smoothly?”

“Smooth enough. The final approach was—intense.”

“The star is hard to look at until you get used to it. Give it a few
days. The filters will start to feel normal.”

She released my hand and turned toward the interior corridor. I
followed. There was nothing else to do.

The docking bay gave way to a narrow passage lined with pipes
and cable runs. Emergency lights marked the ceiling at regular
intervals. The floor was metal grating—I could see more pipes
beneath it, more systems, the infrastructure of survival.

“I'll show you the platform layout today,” she said over her
shoulder. “Control room, living quarters, maintenance corridors,
observation deck. Tomorrow we’ll start on operational protocols.
By next week you should be comfortable with the basic systems.”

“And after that?”
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“After that we work. The star doesn’t take breaks.”

She walked with purpose—quick but not hurried, efficient. I
watched her move and tried to reconcile the person in front of me
with the person in the briefing files. Dr. Alexandra Reyes, stellar
physicist. Seven years of mission experience. Three published
papers on coronal dynamics. The leading expert on the magnetic
confinement systems that kept this platform alive.

The files had made her sound like a collection of credentials. In
person, she was just a woman walking down a corridor, showing
me where I would spend the rest of my foreseeable life.

“The control room is here,” she said, stopping at an open door.
“This is where we spend most of our time.”

I looked inside. Two consoles faced a massive viewport—the
star filling the window like a wall, plasma currents visible even
through the polarization. Display screens lined the walls, showing
data I did not yet understand. The room was functional rather than
comfortable. This was not a place for relaxation. This was a place
for work.

“Primary console handles stellar monitoring and magnetic field
control,” she said, pointing. “Secondary handles navigation, plat-
form orientation, emergency response. That will be your station.”

“Secondary.”

“You're the pilot. I'm the physicist. We each have our specialty.”

“But you could fly the platform if you needed to.”

“I could. I'm cross-trained on all essential systems. So will you
be, by the end of orientation.”

Inodded. The logic was obvious. On a platform with two crew
members, redundancy was survival.

She led me through the rest of the tour. Living quarters—small
but private, one room for each of us. Galley—compact, effi-
cient, stocked with enough supplies for years. Maintenance

36



Chapter 5 — Arrival

corridors—cramped passages that accessed the platform’s criti-
cal systems. Storage bays. Recycling facilities. The emergency
equipment lockers.

“The observation deck is this way,” she said.

We walked down a final corridor and emerged into a room that
made me stop breathing.

The viewport was floor-to-ceiling. The star filled it com-
pletely—not just visible but overwhelming, a wall of fire and light
that seemed close enough to touch. The polarization dimmed it to
something survivable, but the scale was impossible to process. I
was inside this thing. I was living inside a star.

“The cavity boundary is approximately two hundred kilometers
from our position,” she said. “What you're seeing is the corona—the
star’s outer atmosphere. The dense plasma is much deeper. We
carved this space using magnetic confinement fields.”

“Carved.”

“Shaped. Maintained. The star would collapse this cavity in
seconds if we stopped actively holding it open. We’re not orbiting.
We're not floating. We’re pushing.”

I stared at the star. Plasma currents moved across the view-
port—rivers of fire flowing through the corona, magnetic field lines
visible as darker threads in the brightness. It was beautiful. It was
terrifying. It was the most alien thing I had ever seen.

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

“Four years.”

“Alone?”

“For the last eighteen months. My previous partner completed
his rotation and transferred out.” She paused. “There’s always
supposed to be two of us. Redundancy.”

“But you were alone for eighteen months.”
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“The replacement shuttle was delayed. Technical issues. It hap-
pens.”

She said it casually, but I heard the weight beneath the words.
Eighteen months alone on a platform inside a star. Eighteen months
with no one to talk to, no one to help during emergencies, no one to
share the isolation.

“That must have been difficult,” I said.

“It was manageable.”

“That’s not the same as easy.”

She looked at me. Her expression was hard to read—calm, pa-
tient, something else underneath.

“No,” she said. “It’s not.”

We stood there, watching the star. The silence stretched. I wanted
to say something—something that would bridge the gap between
us, something that would make the situation feel less formal—but I
did not know what.

“Thank you,” I said finally.

“For what?”

“For the tour. For—for being patient with me. I know I'm the
newcomer. I know you’ve been doing this alone for a long time.”

“You don’t need to thank me. This is my job.”

“Still.”

She nodded. The star shifted—a plasma current moving, casting
new shadows across her face.

“Dinner is at eighteen hundred,” she said. “I'll show you how
the galley systems work. After that, you should rest. Tomorrow will
be busy.”

“Okay.”

She walked toward the door. I stayed at the viewport.

“Alex.”

She stopped. Turned.
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“The star,” I said. “Does it ever—does it ever feel like too much?”

She considered the question. I watched her think—watched the
expressions move across her face, subtle and careful.

“Sometimes,” she said. “In the beginning. You get used to it.”

“And after you get used to it?”

“After that, it’s just home.”

She left. I stayed at the viewport and watched the star burn.

Home. I turned the word over in my mind. This was home now.
This platform. This star. This woman I had just met, who shared my
name and would share my isolation for years to come.

The shuttle was gone. There was no going back.

I thought about the life I was leaving behind. The failed relation-
ships. The apartments that never quite felt like mine. The jobs that
paid the bills but never satisfied. I had volunteered for this mission
because I wanted something different. Because I wanted to matter.
Because [ wanted to be part of something larger than myself.

Now I was inside a star. It did not get much larger than that.

I watched the plasma currents dance across the viewport. I
watched the magnetic field lines shimmer. I watched the light shift
and change, endlessly, hypnotically.

I did not yet know that I would fall in love with her. I did not
yet know that eighteen months from now I would be sitting in this
same room, watching this same star, carrying a weight I could not
set down.

I only knew that I was here. That she was here. That we were
going to spend a very long time together.

The star burned.

I watched.

I did not look away.
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The cavity maintenance protocols took a week to learn.

She was patient. That was the first thing I noticed about her
teaching style—not just competent, but genuinely patient. When
I made mistakes, she corrected them without frustration. When I
asked questions that must have seemed basic to her, she answered
them fully and waited for understanding before moving on.

“The magnetic field has to balance against the plasma pressure,’
she explained, her hands moving across the console, pulling up
visualizations. “Too weak, and the cavity collapses. Too strong, and
you waste energy and create instabilities at the boundary. The sweet
spot is narrow.”

“How narrow?”

“Narrow enough that the automated systems can’t always handle

7

it. That’s why we’re here. Human judgment. Pattern recognition.
The ability to see something coming before the sensors flag it.”

I watched her work. Her fingers moved across the interface
with practiced ease—the movements of someone who had done
this thousands of times, who knew the systems the way a musician
knows an instrument.

“You've been doing this a long time,” I said.

“Long enough.”

“What made you choose this? Stellar physics, I mean. The isola-
tion. The—" I gestured at the viewport, at the star that filled it. “All
of this.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her hands stilled on the console.

“I grew up near the ocean,” she said. “In a small town on the
coast. Every morning I would walk to the beach and watch the
water. It was never the same twice—different waves, different
light, different currents. But it was always vast. Always indifferent.
Always beautiful.”
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“And the star is like that?”

“The star is like that, except more. More vast. More indifferent.
More beautiful.” She turned to look at me. “Some people find that
frightening. I find it—clarifying. The star doesn’t care about me. It
doesn’t care about my problems or my feelings or my history. It just
is. And I can spend my life trying to understand it, and I'll never
reach the end of what there is to know.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“Does it?”

I considered. “Doesn’t it?”

“Loneliness requires wanting something you can’t have. I don’t
feel like I'm missing anything when I'm here. I feel like I'm exactly
where I'm supposed to be.”

I did not know what to say to that. It was a way of seeing the
world I did not share—could not share, maybe. For me, the vastness
was impressive but also isolating. The star’s indifference was not
clarifying. It was just—cold.

She must have seen something in my expression, because she
smiled—a small, genuine smile.

“You don’t have to understand it,” she said. “We don’t have to
be the same. We just have to work well together.”

“Do you think we will?”

“I think you're a quick learner. And I think you ask good ques-
tions.” She turned back to the console. “That’s a good start.”

We shared our first meal together that evening.

The galley was small—barely large enough for two people to
move around without bumping into each other. She heated two
portions of reconstituted stew while I set the table, fumbling with
the magnetic clamps that held the dishes in place during thrust
maneuvers.

“You'll get used to those,” she said, watching me struggle.
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“They seem unnecessarily complicated.”

“They seem that way until a flare event throws the platform side-
ways and everything that isn’t clamped down becomes a projectile.”

“Has that happened?”

“Once. Early in my first year. I had a cup of coffee in my hand at
the time.” She paused. “I still have the scar.”

She lifted her left arm and showed me a thin white line running
along her forearm. The scar was old, well-healed, but visible.

“The coffee cup?”

“It shattered against the bulkhead. A piece of it caught my arm.”
She shrugged. “Lessons learned.”

We sat across from each other at the small table. The stew was
bland but filling—reconstituted protein, reconstituted vegetables,
reconstituted everything. I ate it anyway. I would be eating it for
years.

“Tell me about yourself,” she said.

The question caught me off guard. “What do you want to know?”

“Whatever you want to share. We're going to be living together
for a long time. I'd like to know who you are.”

I set down my spoon. Where to begin?

“I grew up in the Belt,” I said. “Mining colonies. My parents were
engineers—station maintenance, life support systems. I learned to
fly before I learned to walk. That’s an exaggeration, but not by
much.”

“Is that why you became a pilot?”

“Partly. It was also the only thing I was ever really good at. I'm
not—" I paused, searching for the right words. “I'm not good at
staying still. I need movement. Trajectory. Something to react to.”

“And yet you volunteered for a mission where you can’t leave.”

“I know. It doesn’t make sense.”

“What was the real reason?”
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I looked at her. She was watching me with that patient, open
expression—the expression that said she was willing to wait, willing
to listen. I found myself wanting to be honest with her, even though
I barely knew her.

“I was running away,” I said. “From relationships that didn’t
work out. From expectations I couldn’t meet. From—from myself,
I guess. I thought if I could just go far enough, I would become
someone different. Someone who didn’t keep making the same
mistakes.”

“And did you?”

“I don’t know yet. I just got here.”

She nodded. She did not judge. She did not offer advice.

“I ran away once,” she said. “When I was young. I took a shuttle
to the outer reaches of the system and stayed there for six months,
working on a research station. I told myself it was for the science.
But really I just wanted to be somewhere no one knew me.”

“Did it help?”

“It helped me understand that you can’t run away from yourself.
You can only change the context around you. And sometimes—" She
paused. “Sometimes the new context helps. Sometimes it doesn't.
But either way, you're still you.”

“That’s not very reassuring.”

“No. But it’s honest.”

We finished eating in silence. The stew cooled. The star’s light
shifted through the viewport, casting long shadows across the table.

“I like you,” I said. The words came out before I could stop them.

She looked up. “What?”

“I mean—I think we’ll work well together. I think—" I stumbled
over my own sentence. “I think you're easy to talk to. That’s all.”

She smiled—that small, genuine smile I was starting to recognize.

“I like you too,” she said. “You're honest. That’s rare out here.”
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“Out here?”

“In the outer reaches. On stations, on platforms, on ships. People
tend to—perform. They create versions of themselves that they
think will survive better. It gets exhausting.”

“What version are you?”

“This one. I stopped performing a long time ago. It’s easier that
way.”

I nodded. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe that the
person sitting across from me was exactly who she appeared to
be—calm, patient, honest, complete.

I did not yet know what that completeness would cost me.

That night, I worked alone in the observation bay.

She had gone to her quarters early—she was tired, she said, and
she would see me in the morning. I had nodded and said goodnight
and found myself wandering to the observation deck instead of my
own room.

The star filled the viewport. Plasma currents danced across its
surface. Magnetic field lines shimmered.

I thought about what she had said. You can’t run away from
yourself. You can only change the context.

I had come here to become someone different. Someone who
did not need things so desperately. Someone who could exist in
isolation without withering. Someone who could look at a vast,
indifferent universe and feel clarified instead of small.

I was not sure I would ever be that person. I was not sure I
wanted to be.

The star burned. I watched it and thought about her.

She was kind. She was patient. She was honest. She did not
perform.
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She was also—complete. That was the word she had not used,
but it was the word that fit. She was whole in a way I had never
been. She did not seem to need anything outside herself.

I needed things. I needed movement. I needed reaction. I
needed—

I did not finish the thought.

I went to bed. I dreamed of plasma currents and red hair and a
woman who watched the universe with calm eyes.

I did not yet know what I was feeling.

I only knew that I was not alone anymore, and that the not-
aloneness felt like something important.

The days settled into rhythm.

Morning briefings. Maintenance checks. Training sessions. Meals
together. The star burning outside every window.

She taught me the systems, one by one. Magnetic field manage-
ment. Sensor calibration. Emergency response protocols. I learned
quickly—I had always been good at absorbing technical informa-
tion—and she praised my progress without being effusive about
it.

“Good work today,” she would say, and I would feel a warmth
that was probably disproportionate to the compliment.

I told myself it was just gratitude. I told myself it was just the
relief of not being alone, of having someone competent to work
with, of feeling like I was contributing.

I did not think about why her approval mattered so much. I did
not think about why I noticed when she smiled, when she laughed,
when her hair caught the star’s light in a certain way.

I did not think about it because thinking about it would mean
naming it.

And I was not ready to name it.

Not yet.
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Three months in.

The routines had become automatic. Morning briefings at oh-
seven-hundred. Maintenance checks at ten. Lunch at twelve hun-
dred. Afternoon monitoring. Dinner at eighteen hundred. Evening
work or rest. Sleep. Repeat.

I looked forward to the structure. I looked forward to the pre-
dictability. But mostly—and I did not like to admit this, even to
myself—I looked forward to seeing her.

She was always there before me in the control room. Always
working. Always calm. When I walked in, she would look up
and smile—that small, genuine smile—and something in my chest
would ease. I did not examine what that meant. I just let it happen.

“Morning,” she would say.

“Morning,” I would say.

And the day would begin.

The flare event came on a Tuesday.

I was in the middle of a routine navigation check when the alarm
sounded—a sharp, insistent tone that I had heard in training but
never in practice. My hands moved to the manual controls before
my mind caught up.

“What'’s happening?”

“Category two flare forming on the eastern boundary.” She was
already at her console, her fingers flying across the interface. “Mag-
netic field destabilizing. We need to reinforce the cavity wall.”

“What do you need from me?”

“Keep us oriented. I'm going to redirect power to the eastern
confinement field, but that will affect our thrust balance. You'll need
to compensate.”

“Understood.”

The next six hours were the most intense of my life.
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The flare built and peaked and ebbed, and through it all, she
worked beside me—calm, focused, tireless. Her voice in my ear was
steady, precise. Instructions. Updates. Confirmation. We moved
together like two parts of a single machine.

I had never felt so focused. I had never felt so alive. The star
tried to kill us, and we did not let it.

When it was over—when the flare subsided and the magnetic
field stabilized and the cavity wall stopped rippling—we sat in our
chairs and breathed.

“Good work,” she said.

“Good work yourself.”

“We make a good team.”

I'looked at her. She was tired—dark circles under her eyes, hair
escaping from her ponytail—but she was also smiling. That small,
genuine smile.

“Yeah,” I said. “We do.”

She reached across and squeezed my shoulder. A brief touch,
professional, friendly. My skin remembered it for hours afterward.

That evening, she made tea.

It was something she did after difficult days—a ritual, she called
it, from her childhood near the ocean. Her mother had made tea
the same way, steeping the leaves too long so the flavor was almost
bitter.

“My mother always said the bitterness was important,” she ex-
plained, handing me a cup. “It reminds you that good things take
time. And that not everything should be sweet.”

I took the cup. Our fingers brushed. I tried not to notice.

We sat together on the observation deck, watching the star. The
flare had left marks on the cavity wall—scorch patterns in the mag-
netic field, eddies of turbulence that would take hours to settle.

“Thank you,” I said.
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“For the tea?”

“For today. For—for being so calm. I don’t know how you do it.

“Practice.” She sipped her tea. “And acceptance. The star is going
to do what the star does. I can’t control that. I can only respond.
Getting upset about it doesn’t help.”

“But doesn’t it scare you? Knowing that we could die at any
moment?”

“Sometimes. But fear doesn’t change reality. It just makes it
harder to think clearly.”

I shook my head. “I wish I could be that—that settled.”

“You'll get there. You're already calmer than you were when you
arrived.”

“Am 1?7

“You hesitated less today. You trusted your instincts. That’s
growth.”

I did not know what to say. The praise warmed me in ways I did

7”7

not want to examine.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“Of course.”

“Do you ever—" I paused. Reconsidered. “Never mind.”

“What?”

“It’s personal.”

“We live inside a star together. Everything is personal.”

She had a point.

“Do you ever miss being around other people?” I asked. “More
than just me, I mean. Crowds. Strangers. Society.”

She considered the question. I watched her think—watched the
expressions move across her face.

“Sometimes,” she said. “Not often. I like solitude. I always have.
But there are moments—moments when I wonder what it would be
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like to walk down a street and see a hundred faces I don’t know. To
be anonymous again.”

“Do you feel anonymous here?”

“No. I feel known.” She looked at me. “You see me every day.
You know my routines, my habits, my moods. There’s no hiding
from that.”

“Does that bother you?”

“It used to. When I first started doing long-duration missions.
The intimacy was—uncomfortable. But now—" She shrugged.
“Now I think it’s valuable. Being seen. Being known. Even when
it’s just by one person.”

I nodded. I understood what she meant. I felt it too—the strange
intimacy of sharing a small space with someone for months on end.
We knew each other’s rhythms now. I could tell when she was tired,
when she was absorbed, when she needed quiet. She could probably
read me the same way.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I'm glad it’s you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'm glad you're the one I'm stuck with. I could have ended up
with someone—difficult. Someone who made the isolation worse.
But you—you make it better.”

She was quiet for a moment. The star shifted—a plasma current
moving, casting new shadows across her face.

“That’s a kind thing to say,” she said.

“It's true.”

“I know. That’s why it’s kind.”

She smiled. I smiled back. Something passed between
us—something I did not have words for.

“We should get some sleep,” she said. “The flare took a lot out of
both of us.”

“Yeah.”
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She stood. I stood. We walked toward the door.

“Alex.”

She stopped. Turned.

“I meant it,” I said. “About being glad. You're—you're a good
person to be stranded with.”

She laughed—a small, surprised sound. “Stranded. Is that how
you think of it?”

“Sometimes. Don’t you?”

“I think of it as home.” She paused. “But I understand what you
mean. And I'm glad too. Goodnight, Alex.”

“Goodnight, Alex.”

She left. I stayed on the observation deck for a while longer,
watching the star burn.

I thought about what she had said. Being seen. Being known.
The intimacy of shared space.

I thought about her hand on my shoulder. The warmth of her
fingers. The hours we had spent working together, moving together,
surviving together.

I thought about the way she smiled when she handed me tea.

Something was building in me. Something I did not want to
name. Something that felt like standing at the edge of a cliff, looking
down at water I did not know the depth of.

I did not jump. Not yet.

But I knew, standing there in the amber light of the star, that I
was already falling.

I just had not hit the ground.
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He had started following me.

That is not the right word. He did not follow me the way a
predator follows prey. It was softer than that—more tentative. He
simply appeared in whatever room I occupied, a few minutes after
I arrived. The control room. The observation deck. The galley. The
sensor bay.

I noticed.

I did not mind, exactly. His company was pleasant. He was
attentive without being demanding, present without being intrusive.
When I was working, he worked beside me. When I was resting, he
rested nearby. We had fallen into a rhythm that felt natural—two
people sharing a small space, gravitating toward each other because
there was nowhere else to go.

But I noticed the quality of his attention. The way he watched me
when he thought I was not looking. The way he brightened when
I praised his work. The way his voice softened when he said my
name.

I knew what it meant. I had seen it before.

I did not address it. There was nothing to address yet. He had not
said anything. He had not done anything. He was simply—present.
Attentive. Hovering at the edge of something he had not named.

I decided to wait. If he spoke, I would listen. If he did not, I
would let the silence continue. I was not responsible for feelings he
had not expressed.

He brought me dinner one evening when I was working late.

I had been modeling a long-term stellar evolution pat-
tern—predicting the star’s behavior over the next decade, looking
for instabilities that might require intervention. The work was
absorbing. I had lost track of time.

The door to the control room opened. I looked up.
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He was holding two trays. Steam rose from the reconstituted
meals.

“You missed dinner,” he said.

“What time is it?”

“Twenty hundred hours.”

I blinked. “I didn’t realize.”

“I figured.” He crossed the room and set one of the trays on the
console beside me. “You should eat.”

“Thank you.”

He sat in the chair next to mine—his chair, the secondary con-
sole—and began eating from his own tray. I watched him for a
moment. His attention was on his food, but there was something
deliberate about his posture. Something that said he had chosen
to be here, in this room, eating beside me, rather than in the galley
where we usually took meals.

I ate. The food was bland but necessary. He ate. The star burned
outside the viewport.

“What are you working on?” he asked.

“Long-term stellar evolution modeling. Trying to predict where
the instabilities will form over the next decade.”

“Can you predict that far ahead?”

“Roughly. The star is chaotic, but not completely unpredictable.
Patterns emerge if you look at enough data.”

“Show me?”

I pulled up the visualization on the main display. The star ap-
peared—a three-dimensional model, rotating slowly, color-coded by
temperature and magnetic field strength. Lines traced the probable
evolution paths—where convection cells would form, where flares
would likely emerge, where the magnetic topology would shift.

“These blue regions are stable,” I explained. “The star will behave
predictably there for the foreseeable future. The yellow regions are
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transitional—some risk of instability, but manageable. The red
regions are where we need to watch closely.”

“There’s a lot of red.”

“Yes. This star is volatile. That’s why we’re here.”

He studied the model. His expression was focused—genuinely
interested, not just performing attention.

“What happens if we can’t stabilize it?”” he asked.

“If the instabilities grow beyond our ability to contain them?
Eventually the star either collapses or throws off enough mass to
become useless as an energy source. Either way, the mission fails.”

“And us?”

“If the cavity collapses before we can evacuate, we die. If we
evacuate in time—" I paused. “There is no evacuation. Not really.
The nearest station is three years away. By the time help arrived—"

“We’d be dead anyway.”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for a moment. The star rotated on the dis-
play—beautiful, deadly, indifferent.

“That should probably scare me more than it does,” he said.

“Why doesn’t it?”

“I don’t know.” He looked at me. “Maybe because you don’t
seem scared. Maybe because—" He stopped. Shook his head.

“Because what?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

He returned his attention to his food. I watched him for a mo-
ment—the line of his jaw, the way his hair fell across his forehead.
He was not unattractive. He was attentive and kind and competent.
In another context, I might have—

I did not finish the thought. There was no point.

“Thank you for bringing dinner,” I said.

“You're welcome.”
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“You didn’t have to.”

“I know. I wanted to.”

He said it simply, without emphasis. I wanted to. Three words
that carried more weight than they should have.

I returned to my modeling. He finished eating. He did not leave.

We worked in the control room together until I finished my anal-
ysis—another two hours. He stayed the whole time, sometimes
helping with data entry, mostly just present. When I finally closed
the modeling program and stretched my back, he was still there.

“Done?” he asked.

“For tonight. The full analysis will take a few more days.”

“Anything concerning?”

“Nothing immediate. Some long-term instability patterns to
monitor, but nothing that needs intervention yet.”

He nodded. He stood.

“I'll clean up the trays,” he said.

“Thank you.”

He gathered the empty dishes and walked toward the door. I
watched him go—the efficient movement, the easy grace. He was
comfortable in this space now. Three months in, and he moved
through the platform like he belonged.

“Alex.”

He stopped. Turned.

“Yes?”

“I—"1 paused. What did I want to say? That I had noticed? That
I appreciated his presence? That I understood what was building in
him, even if he had not named it?

“Goodnight,” I said.

“Goodnight.”

He left. The door closed behind him.
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I sat in the control room for a while longer, staring at the viewport.
The star burned. The cavity held.

I thought about what I had not said.

I knew he was developing feelings for me. I could see it in the
way he looked at me, the way he found reasons to be near me, the
way his voice changed when we talked. It was not subtle. It was
simply unspoken.

I could address it. I could ask him directly what he was feeling,
give him space to articulate it, handle the situation before it became
complicated. That would be the responsible thing to do.

But I did not want to. Not because I wanted him to suffer—I did
not. But because I did not know what I would say. He would tell
me he had feelings for me, and I would have to respond, and my
response would hurt him, and then we would have to live with that
hurt for however long this mission lasted.

Better to let the silence continue. Better to let him work through
it on his own. Maybe the feelings would fade. Maybe he would
recognize that they were not sustainable. Maybe he would find a
way to be content with what we had.

Or maybe he would speak. And then I would have to decide
what to say.

I went to my quarters. I lay in my bunk. The star’s light played
across my ceiling.

I thought about him. I thought about me. I thought about the
impossible geometry of two people in a small space, one of them
wanting something the other could not give.

I did not think about what I felt. There was no point.

I fell asleep with the star burning outside my window and a
question I had not yet been asked.
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Six months in. The star nearly killed us.

The coronal mass ejection came from deep within the star’s in-
terior—a massive bubble of plasma rising through the convection
zone, accelerating as it climbed, punching through the corona like a
fist through paper. The warning came ninety seconds before impact.

“Emergency stations,” she said, her voice calm even as the alarms
screamed. “CME inbound, eastern boundary. Estimated field
strength exceeds current containment capacity.”

I was at my console before she finished speaking. The display
showed the ejection rising—a wall of fire climbing toward our cavity,
moving faster than anything I had seen before.

“Can we reinforce the boundary?”

“Not enough. I'm rerouting all available power to the eastern
field, but it won’t be sufficient.” Her fingers flew across the interface.
“We need to move. Now.”

“Move where?”

“Away from the impact point. The cavity will compress when
the CME hits. If we’re too close to the boundary—"

“Understood.”

I grabbed the manual controls and fired the thrusters. The plat-
form lurched, sluggish at first, then gaining momentum. The eastern
boundary loomed in the viewport—plasma churning, magnetic field
lines dancing.

“Forty-five seconds to impact,” she said.

I pushed the thrusters harder. The platform groaned. We were
not designed for rapid maneuvering. We were designed for stability,
for holding position, for riding out storms. This was not riding out.
This was running.

“Thirty seconds.”
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The cavity wall rippled. I could see the CME now—a brighter
region in the plasma, rising toward us like a wave.

“Twenty seconds.”

“Field strength?” I asked.

“Holding at sixty percent of required. We're going to lose the
eastern boundary.”

“Can we survive that?”

“If we're far enough away—maybe. Maybe not.”

Ninety seconds. That was how long we had if the cavity col-
lapsed. Ninety seconds between failure and death. Ninety seconds
to say anything that mattered.

“Ten seconds.”

I'looked at her. She was still working, still adjusting field parame-
ters, still fighting. Her face was focused, calm, completely absorbed
in the problem.

I wanted to tell her—

The CME hit.

The impact was physical. The platform shuddered, thrown side-
ways by the magnetic shockwave. I compensated automatically;,
firing port thrusters to counteract the rotation, keeping us oriented.
The viewport went white—pure plasma brilliance, overwhelming
the polarization filters.

“Boundary collapse at fifteen percent,” she called. “Twenty per-
cent. Twenty-five.”

The cavity was shrinking. The plasma was pressing inward,
collapsing the space we needed to survive. If it reached us—

“Thirty percent. Thirty-five.”

I pushed the thrusters to maximum. We were moving—away
from the collapsing boundary, toward the center of the cavity, where
the margin was larger. But the collapse was accelerating.

“Forty percent. Field strength dropping.”
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“Can you stabilize it?”

“I'm trying.” Her voice was tight now—the first sign of stress I
had heard from her. “I need more power.”

“Take it from life support.”

“What?”

“Life support. Environmental systems. Take the power. We'll
have enough air for a few hours.”

She hesitated for half a second. Then she rerouted the power.

“Field strength increasing. Fifty percent. Fifty-five.”

The collapse slowed. The boundary steadied.

“Sixty percent. Sixty-five.”

I held the platform at the center of the cavity, watching the walls
stabilize. The CME was passing now—the initial impact absorbed,
the plasma flow beginning to normalize.

“Seventy percent. Seventy-five.”

The boundary stopped collapsing. The cavity held.

“Field stable,” she said. “Boundary intact. We’re holding.”

I did not let go of the controls. I kept my hands steady, watching
the numbers, waiting for another spike. None came.

The star settled. The plasma calmed. The cavity—compressed
now, smaller than before, but intact—surrounded us.

“Damage assessment?” I asked.

“Minimal. The field generators are strained but functional. Life
support is offline—we have approximately four hours of air before
we need to restart the systems.”

“Can we restart?”

“Yes. It'll take a few minutes to reroute power.”

“Do it.”

She worked. I watched. The star burned outside the view-
port—less violent now, the CME having passed, but still vast and
dangerous and utterly indifferent.
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We had almost died. We had come closer to death than ever
before on this mission. Ninety seconds. We had been ninety seconds
from losing everything.

She restored life support. The environmental systems hummed
back to life. Fresh air circulated through the control room. I breathed
it in and tasted survival.

“That was close,” I said.

“Yes.”

“How did you stay so calm?”

She looked at me. Her face was pale—adrenaline fading, exhaus-
tion setting in—but her expression was steady.

“Because panic doesn’t help. Because the only thing that might
save us was clear thinking. Because—" She paused. “Because I
trusted you to fly us through it.”

“You trusted me?”

“You've proven yourself. Three months of training, half a dozen
smaller emergencies. I knew you would do what needed to be
done.”

“I almost didn’t.  was—" I stopped. Shook my head.

“You were what?”

“Distracted. For a moment, when the CME hit, I was thinking
about—" I did not finish the sentence.

“About what?”

About you, I wanted to say. About what I would say if we only
had ninety seconds. About how I would spend my last moments on
this platform, inside this star, with you.

“About whether we would survive,” I said instead.

She nodded. She did not press.

“We survived,” she said. “That’s what matters.”

“Is it?”

“What do you mean?”
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I looked at her—her red hair disheveled, her green eyes tired,
her hands still resting on the console where she had just saved both
our lives. I looked at her and felt everything I had been trying
not to feel—the admiration, the gratitude, the desperate, hopeless
wanting.

“Nothing,” I said. “I'm tired. It's been a long day.”

“Yes. It has.” She stood. Stretched. “We should both rest. The
cavity will need monitoring overnight, but the automated systems
can handle it. We’ve done enough.”

“Yeah.”

She walked toward the door. I watched her go.

“Alex.”

She stopped. Turned.

“You saved us,” I said. “The power reroute. The field stabiliza-
tion. That was you.”

“It was both of us. You flew us through it.”

“But you figured out how to survive. I just followed instruc-
tions.”

“That’s not true. You made decisions under pressure. You offered
the life support power without hesitation. You—" She paused. “You
trusted me back.”

I did not know what to say. The words stuck in my throat.

“We make a good team,” she said. “I meant it before. I mean it
now.”

“We do.”

She smiled—that small, genuine smile. Then she left.

I sat in the control room for a long time afterward, watching the
star burn. The cavity held. The boundary stabilized. The platform
settled into its new, compressed configuration.
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I thought about what I had almost said. About the ninety seconds.
About the way she had looked in the white light of the CME, calm
and focused and fighting.

I thought about what it would mean to lose her. Not the mission.
Her.

The distinction mattered. I had known it for a while—had been
dancing around it, refusing to name it—but tonight the distinction
was clear. If we had died, I would not have mourned the mission.
I would not have mourned the star or the platform or the years of
work invested in this project.

I would have mourned her.

That was the truth I could not escape. That was the weight I was
carrying now, heavier than before, heavier after watching her save
us both.

I was in love with her.

I did not want to be. I knew she did not feel the same. I knew
that loving her would make everything harder—the proximity, the
isolation, the endless days of working beside her without being able
to touch her.

But I could not stop. The wanting was too strong. The feeling
had taken root, and I did not know how to uproot it.

I went to bed that night thinking about her. I dreamed about fire
and plasma and red hair in amber light. I woke with her name on
my lips and the weight of wanting pressing down on my chest.

Six months in.

Twelve months to go.

I did not know how I would survive it.
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I caught him staring during the morning briefing.

It was not the first time. He had been doing it for weeks
now—Ilong looks when he thought I was absorbed in my work,
glances that lingered a moment too long. I had been ignoring it,
hoping it would fade, but today I met his eyes.

He looked away quickly. Too quickly.

I returned to the briefing. Overnight sensor logs. Cavity geome-
try status. Magnetic field stability. The information flowed across
my screen, routine and familiar, but part of my attention stayed on
him.

He was struggling. I could see it in the tension of his shoulders,
the careful way he held himself, the deliberate effort he put into not
looking at me. He was fighting something—had been fighting it for
months—and the fight was costing him.

I could have made it easier. I could have addressed it directly,
brought it into the open, given him the chance to speak. But that
would have forced a conversation I was not ready to have. Not
because I did not know what to say, but because saying it would
change things.

I liked things as they were. I liked the rhythm we had found—the
easy collaboration, the shared meals, the comfortable silences. I
liked working with him, talking with him, being around him. He
was good company.

But that was all he was. All he could be.

And he wanted more.

We took a rare break that afternoon.

The stellar activity had been quiet since the CME—the star set-
tling into a calmer phase, giving us time to recover. I suggested we
spend an hour on the observation deck, away from consoles and
data streams. He agreed quickly. Too quickly.
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We sat in the chairs that faced the viewport, watching the star
burn. The light was softer today—amber instead of white, the
plasma currents moving in slow, lazy spirals.

“Tell me something about yourself,” I said.

He looked at me. “What do you want to know?”

“Something you haven’t told me yet. Something from before.”

He was quiet for a moment. Thinking.

“I grew up near water,” he said. “Artificial water—the Belt sta-
tions have these reclamation pools, recycled and filtered. When
I was young, I used to sit by the edge and watch the light move
through it. It was the most natural thing on the station. Everything
else was metal and glass, but the water was—organic. Alive.”

“Do you miss it?”

“Sometimes. The station, no. The water, yes.” He paused. “Is
that strange?”

“Not to me. I told you I grew up near the ocean.”

“You did.” He looked at the viewport. “Is the star anything like
it? The ocean?”

“In some ways. The scale. The movement. The sense of some-
thing vast and alive.” I considered. “The ocean never tried to kill
me, though.”

He laughed—a short, genuine sound. “Fair point.”

We sat in silence for a while. The star shifted. Plasma currents
danced.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

“Of course.”

“Why are you still here? You've been on this platform for four
years. You could have rotated out. You could have—left.”

“I could have.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”
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He waited. I felt the question behind the question—not just why
was I here, but what was I looking for, what did I need, what was I
missing.

“The ocean was beautiful,” I said, “but it was also—crowded.
People everywhere. Boats, tourists, noise. When I came out here, to
the outer reaches, I thought I was looking for silence. For emptiness.
For a place where I could be alone with something vast.”

“And were you?”

“For a while. The first few years on this platform, before my
original partner arrived, I was completely alone. Just me and the
star. And it was—" I searched for the word. “Clarifying. Like
everything unnecessary had been stripped away.”

“But?”

“But then I realized I wasn’t looking for emptiness. I was looking
for simplicity. And the star provides that. It doesn’t care about me.
It doesn’t have expectations. It just—is. And I can spend my life
trying to understand it, and it will never need me to be anything
other than what I am.”

He was quiet. I had said more than I intended.

“Does it ever get lonely?” he asked.

“Sometimes. But lonely is different from alone.”

“What's the difference?”

“Alone is a fact. Lonely is a feeling.” I looked at him. “I was alone
for eighteen months before you arrived. I was lonely for maybe a
week of that.”

“Only a week?”

“The star is very engaging.”

He smiled, but there was something sad in it. Something that
made me wish I had said something different.

“What about you?” I asked. “Do you get lonely?”

“Yes.”
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The answer was immediate. Honest.

“Even now?” I asked. “Even with me here?”

He looked at me. His eyes held something I recognized—longing,
carefully contained but unmistakable.

“Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes especially.”

I did not ask what he meant. I already knew.

That evening, he told me about his life before the mission.

We were in the galley, eating dinner—the same reconstituted
meal we had eaten a hundred times before—and he started talking.
Not about the station where he grew up, not about his pilot training.
About the parts in between. The relationships.

“I was married once,” he said. “Briefly. It didn’t work out.”

“What happened?”

“I wanted too much. I always want too much.” He pushed his
food around his plate. “She was kind, she was smart, she cared
about me. But I couldn’t—I couldn’t just be content with that. I
always needed more. More attention, more affection, more—proof,
I guess, that she loved me.”

“Proof?”

“That it was real. That I wasn’t imagining it. That she wasn’t
going to wake up one day and realize she’d made a mistake.”

I listened without interrupting. This was important—he was
telling me something true, something that explained who he was.

“She left eventually,” he continued. “Said she couldn’t keep
reassuring me forever. Said it wasn't fair to either of us.” He looked
up at me. “She was right. It wasn’t fair. I don’t blame her for
leaving.”

“Do you blame yourself?”

“Sometimes. Mostly I just—wonder. If I'll ever be able to
stop needing so much. If I'll ever be able to love someone
without—without this.” He gestured vaguely at himself.
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“Without what?”

“Without being so desperate for them to love me back. Without
needing to know, every moment, that I'm not alone.”

I did not know what to say. His honesty was disarming—raw in
a way I was not used to. People did not usually tell me things like
this. They performed, presented, kept the messy parts hidden.

He was not hiding anything.

“I don’t think that’s something you need to fix,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“Needing reassurance. Wanting to be loved. Those aren’t flaws.
They’re just—who you are.”

“But they drive people away.”

“Some people. Not everyone.”

He looked at me. I saw the question in his eyes—the question
he was not asking. The question I could not answer the way he
wanted.

“You're very kind,” he said.

“I'm not being kind. I'm being honest.”

“Same thing, sometimes.”

I did not have a response to that.

We finished dinner in silence. He washed the dishes. I dried them.
We worked side by side, our movements practiced and automatic.

“Thank you,” he said as he handed me the last plate.

“For what?”

“For listening. For not—" He stopped. “For not telling me I'm
too much.”

“You're not too much.”

“I feel like I am.”

“Feelings aren’t facts.”

He looked at me. His expression was vulnerable in a way that
made something shift in my chest.
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“I don’t know what I'd do without you,” he said.

The words hung in the air. I understood what he was say-
ing—and what he was not saying.

“You’d manage,” I said. “You're stronger than you think.”

“I don’t feel strong.”

“Neither do I, most days. But we're both still here.”

He nodded. He did not smile. But something in his expression
eased.

“Goodnight, Alex,” he said.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

He left. I stood in the galley, holding the dried plate, thinking
about what he had told me.

He needed reassurance. He needed proof. He needed someone
to love him back.

I could not be that person.

But I could be—what? A friend. A colleague. Someone who saw
him and did not look away.

Maybe that would be enough.

Probably it would not.

The star burned outside every window. The cavity held. We held.

I went to bed thinking about water—the artificial pools of his
childhood, the ocean of mine. Two different kinds of vast. Two
different ways of being small.

I wondered which one he saw when he looked at me.
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Nine months in. I woke from a dream about her.

In the dream, she reached for me. That was all—no grand narra-
tive, no dramatic setting. Just her hand extending toward mine, her
fingers curling, the invitation in the gesture. In the dream, I took
her hand.

In waking, she never had.

I'lay in my bunk and stared at the ceiling. The star’s light played
across the metal—amber, shifting, restless. My heart was pounding,
though the dream had been gentle. My chest ached, though nothing
had hurt.

This was what I had become. A man who dreamed of hand-
holding and woke up devastated.

I got up. I brushed my teeth. I avoided the mirror. I went to the
control room.

She was already there. She was always already there.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

I sat at my station. I pulled up the navigation logs. I did not look
at her.

The day proceeded. Briefings. Maintenance. Lunch. The rhythm
I had learned to depend on, the structure that kept me moving
forward when everything inside me wanted to stop and stare.

At fourteen hundred hours, we ran a calibration session on the
magnetic field sensors. Routine work—checking sensitivity thresh-
olds, adjusting detection algorithms. We had done it a dozen times
before.

Our hands brushed over the same control panel.

She was reaching for a switch. I was reaching for the same switch.
Our fingers met in the middle—her skin warm against mine, the
contact brief and accidental.
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She pulled back. “Sorry.”

“No, it's—my fault.”

We continued working. The moment passed.

But I felt it for hours afterward. The warmth of her fingers. The
electricity of contact. I had touched her—by accident, for less than a
second—and it had been the most intense physical sensation I had
experienced in months.

I was pathetic. I knew I was pathetic. But knowing did not help.

That night, I tried to write what I wanted to say.

I sat in my quarters with a tablet screen, typing and deleting, try-
ing to find the words. I was not planning a confession. I was trying
to understand my own need—to articulate it, to see it clearly, to
determine whether speaking it would make things better or worse.

I think about you constantly.

Delete.

When I wake up, you're the first thing on my mind. When I go to sleep,
you're the last.

Delete.

I know you don't feel the same way. I know you can’t give me what 1
want. But I need you to know—

Delete.

What? What did I need her to know? That I was in love with
her? She probably already suspected. That I was struggling? She
could probably see it. That I wanted her to love me back?

That was not something I could ask for. That was not something
anyone could ask for. Love is not a request that can be granted. It
either exists or it doesn't.

And for her, it didn't.

I knew this. I had known it for months. She was kind, she was
warm, she cared about me—but she did not organize her life around
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me. She did not think about me when I was not in the room. She
did not lie awake at night wondering what I was feeling.

She was complete without me. I was not complete without her.

That was the asymmetry. That was the weight [ was carrying.

I deleted everything I had written. I put down the tablet. I went
to the observation deck.

The star burned. The cavity held. I sat in my chair and watched
the plasma currents dance.

I thought about what it would take to stop feeling this way. To
look at her and see only a colleague. To hear her voice without
feeling it settle into my chest. To work beside her day after day and
not want more than she could give.

I did not know if I could do that. I did not know if I wanted to.

Because the wanting hurt, but the alternative was worse. The
alternative was numbness. The alternative was looking at the most
beautiful thing I had ever seen—not the star, her—and feeling noth-
ing.

I had tried numbness before. After my marriage ended. I had
trained myself not to hope, not to want, not to feel. And it had
worked. The pain had stopped. But so had everything else. I had
moved through my days like a ghost, present but not alive.

I was not ready to do that again.

So I sat on the observation deck and let myself want what I could
not have. I let the pain wash through me. I let the longing build and
crest and recede.

This was who I was. A man who felt too much. A man who
needed too much.

Maybe she was right. Maybe that was not a flaw. Maybe that
was just me.

But it did not make it easier.

A week later, I almost spoke.
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We were eating dinner in the galley—the same meal, the same
table, the same amber light filtering through the viewport. She was
talking about the star, explaining some nuance of magnetic topology
that I was only half following. I was watching her hands move as
she gestured, her hair catch the light, her eyes brighten with the
pleasure of explanation.

I'loved her. I loved watching her be herself. I loved the way she
cared about things, the precision of her language, the patience of
her teaching.

“Alex.”

She had stopped talking. She was looking at me.

“You're not listening,” she said.

“Sorry. I was—distracted.”

“By what?”

The question was casual. Innocent. But I felt the answer pressing
against my lips, wanting to escape.

By you. By how much I love you. By how much it hurts to sit
across from you and pretend I don’t feel this way.

“By the work,” I said instead. “The navigation logs from last
night had some anomalies. I was thinking about them.”

“Anything concerning?”

“No. Just—patterns. I like understanding patterns.”

She nodded. She returned to her explanation of magnetic topol-
ogy. I forced myself to listen—to focus on the words, not the voice.

But part of me was still standing at the edge of the cliff, looking
down at the water.

I had almost spoken. I had almost told her.

Maybe it would have been easier if I had. Maybe saying the
words out loud would have released some of the pressure, let
some of the weight go. Or maybe it would have made everything
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worse—forced a conversation we were not ready for, changed the
dynamic in ways we could not undo.

I did not know. I could not know.

All T knew was that I had not spoken. And the words were still
there, waiting.

That night, I wrote one final thing on my tablet.

Not a confession. Not an explanation. Just a statement.

I cannot carry this alone anymore.

I'looked at the words. I did not delete them.

I turned off the tablet and went to sleep.

The star burned outside my window. The words burned inside
my chest.

Something was going to break. Something had to break.

I'just did not know when.
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The morning was ordinary.

I woke early—oh-four-thirty, pulled from sleep by a minor fluctu-
ation in the magnetic field that the automated systems had already
resolved by the time I reached the control room. I ran a diagnostic
anyway. Old habits.

The star was quiet. The cavity held. The data scrolled across my
screen, unremarkable and routine.

I made tea. The bitter kind, the way my mother used to make it.
I sat at my console and drank it slowly, watching the star shift in the
viewport. The plasma currents moved like water—slow, hypnotic,
endless.

This was my favorite time of day. Before he woke up. Before the
rhythm of shared existence began. Just me and the star, the way it
had been for eighteen months before he arrived.

I did not resent his presence. He was good company. He was
competent and attentive and kind. Working with him was easier
than working alone. But there were moments—moments like this
one—when I missed the simplicity of solitude.

No one needing anything from me. No one watching me when
they thought I wasn’t looking. No one carrying feelings I could not
reciprocate.

I knew what was happening with him. I had known for months.
The way he looked at me. The way he brightened when I praised
him. The weight he carried when we were in the same room—a
weight that grew heavier every day, that pressed against him visibly,
that he thought he was hiding.

He was not hiding anything.

I had been waiting for him to speak. To bring it into the open.
To give me the chance to respond honestly, to explain clearly, to set
boundaries that we could both live with.
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But he had not spoken. The words built inside him, and he
swallowed them, and they came back, and he swallowed them
again.

I understood why. Speaking would change things. Speaking
would force a reckoning. And the uncertainty of silence was more
bearable than the certainty of rejection.

But the silence was not sustainable. Something was going to
break.

I finished my tea. I began the morning’s analysis.

He joined me at oh-seven-hundred.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.”

He sat at his station. He pulled up the navigation logs. He did
not look at me.

We worked in silence for an hour. The star shifted. The data
scrolled. The rhythm continued.

“The supply projections need updating,” I said. “Can you run
the calculations?”

“Sure.”

He ran them. Recycling efficiency was stable. Food supplies were
adequate for several more years. Water reclamation was optimal.
Nothing surprising, nothing concerning. Just numbers confirming
what we already knew: we could survive here for as long as we
needed to.

“Looks good,” he said.

“Thank you.”

Silence again.

At twelve hundred, I suggested lunch. We went to the galley. He
heated two portions of reconstituted pasta. I set the table. We sat
across from each other and ate.
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The conversation was practical. Supply inventories. Mainte-
nance schedules. The slow degradation of backup systems that
would eventually need attention. We talked like colleagues, like
professionals, like two people who shared a workplace and nothing
else.

But underneath the words, I could feel it. The tension. The things
he was not saying. The weight he was carrying.

“Alex.”

He looked up.

“Are you okay?”

He hesitated. I watched the calculation happen—the considera-
tion of whether to be honest, the decision about what honesty would
cost.

“T'm fine,” he said.

“You don’t seem fine.”

“I'm tired. That’s all.”

“Okay.”

I did not push. He did not elaborate.

We finished lunch. He washed the dishes. I returned to the
control room.

The afternoon was unremarkable.

I spent it modeling a long-term flare cycle—predicting the star’s
behavior over the next several months, looking for patterns that
might indicate trouble. The math was beautiful. Complex. Ab-
sorbing. For hours, there was only the star and the equations that
described it.

I lost myself in the work. This was what I loved—the clarity
of problems that had solutions, the satisfaction of understanding
something vast and dangerous. The star did not care about me, but
I could learn its patterns. I could predict its behavior. I could be
useful in a way that required nothing more than competence.
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At seventeen hundred, he appeared in the doorway.

“Dinner?”

I'looked up from my screen. “Already?”

“It's almost eighteen hundred. You've been working for five
hours.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “I didn’t realize.”

“I figured.”

He was leaning against the doorframe, his posture casual but his
expression watchful. He was always watching me now. Always
paying attention.

“Give me a few minutes,” I said. “I want to save this analysis.”

“Take your time.”

He did not leave. He stood there, waiting, while I saved my work
and closed the modeling program. I could feel his attention like a
pressure against my skin.

“Ready,” I said.

We walked to the galley together. He cooked—something more
elaborate than usual, combining three different reconstituted ingre-
dients into something that almost resembled a real meal. I watched
him work.

“You're getting creative,” I said.

“Boredom breeds innovation.”

“Is that what this is? Boredom?”

“Partly.” He stirred the pot. “Partly I just wanted to do something
nice.”

“Nice?”

“For you. For us. For—" He stopped. “Just because.”

I did not press. The meal smelled better than anything we had
eaten in weeks.
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We sat down. We ate. The conversation flowed more easily than
it had at lunch—topics drifting, observations shared, small jokes
landing. For an hour, it almost felt normal. Almost like before.

But I could feel it building. The pressure behind his words. The
weight he was carrying. Something in him was reaching a breaking
point.

I should have said something. I should have opened the door,
given him the chance to speak. But I did not want to. I did not want
to have this conversation. I did not want to hurt him.

So I let the evening continue. I let us pretend.

“That was good,” I said when we finished. “Thank you.”

“You're welcome.”

I stood. “I should finish the analysis. A few more hours and I'll
have the full flare cycle mapped.”

“Do you want company?”

The question was careful. Tentative.

“If you want,” I said.

He wanted. He followed me to the control room. He sat at his
station while I worked. He did not speak, but his presence filled the
space.

At twenty-two hundred, I finished the analysis.

“Done?” he asked.

“Done.”

“Anything concerning?”

“Nothing immediate. Some long-term patterns to monitor, but
the star should be stable for the next several months.”

He nodded. “Good.”

We sat in silence. The star burned. The viewport glowed amber.

“I should get some sleep,” I said.

“Yeah. Me too.”

Neither of us moved.
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I could feel it—the thing he wanted to say, pressing against his
lips. The confession that had been building for months, waiting for
the right moment. Tonight felt like the right moment. The quiet.
The closeness. The unremarkable day that had somehow become
charged with meaning.

“Goodnight, Alex,” I said.

He looked at me. His expression was—complicated. Hopeful
and afraid and resigned all at once.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

I stood. I walked to the door. I stopped.

Part of me wanted to turn around. Part of me wanted to say:
I know what you're feeling. I know what you want to tell me.
Let’s just—get it over with. Let’s have the conversation. Let’s stop
pretending.

But I did not turn around. I did not say anything.

I walked to my quarters. Ilay in my bunk. The star’s light played
across my ceiling.

Tomorrow, I thought. Or the day after. Or the day after that.

It would happen. The words would come out. The silence would
break.

And I would have to tell him the truth.

I was not looking forward to it.
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ACT III — THE MOMENT
Chapter 13 — The Words

It happened after dinner.

Not dramatically. Not desperately. It happened the way most
important things happen—quietly, accidentally, inevitably. Like a
rock finally giving way after years of water. Like a silence that could
not hold any longer.

She was washing dishes. She always insisted on washing them
by hand, even though the platform had a sanitization system that
would have done the job faster. Something about the ritual, she had
said once. Something about the feeling of water and soap and the
physical act of cleaning.

I sat at the small table where we had just eaten. The star’s light
filtered through the viewport, turning her hair copper. She stood
with her back to me, her hands in the sink, humming something I
did not recognize.

I watched her.

I had been watching her for months. I had been memorizing
her—the way she moved, the sounds she made, the small expres-
sions that crossed her face when she thought no one was looking. I
had built a version of her in my mind, a version made of observa-
tions and interpretations and desperate hopes.

But the real version was standing right there. Washing dishes.
Humming.

“Alex.”

She did not turn around. “Hmm?”

I did not know what I was going to say. The words had not
formed yet. There was only the pressure in my chest—the pressure
that had been building for months, that I had been swallowing and
suppressing and hiding from.
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“I need to tell you something.”

She turned off the water. She dried her hands on a towel. She
turned around.

“Okay.”

Ilooked at her. Her face was calm, patient, open. She was waiting.
She had been waiting, I realized, for a long time.

“I think about you constantly,” I said.

The words came out without my permission. I had not planned
to say that—had not planned to say anything specific—but the
pressure had become too great, and the words were the only release.

“When I wake up, you're the first thing on my mind. When I go
to sleep, you're the last. When we're in the same room, I'm always
aware of where you are, what you're doing, whether you're looking
at me. When we're not in the same room, I'm thinking about when
I'll see you again.”

She did not move. She did not speak. She just watched me, her
expression unreadable.

“I know you don’t feel the same way,” I continued. “I know
you can’t—I know you’re not—I know this is not what you want to
hear. But I can’t carry it alone anymore. The weight of it. The—the
wanting. I can’t pretend I don't feel this way.”

I stopped. I had run out of words. The pressure in my chest
had not dissipated—it had just changed shape, become something
sharper, something that felt like vulnerability and fear.

She was quiet for a long moment. The star shifted behind her.
The light caught her hair, her eyes, the curve of her cheekbone.

“How long?” she asked.

“What?”

“How long have you felt this way?”

I calculated. “Since the CME. Six months ago. Maybe before that.
Maybe always. I don’t know anymore.”
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She nodded. She did not seem surprised.

“T knew,” she said. “I’ve known for a while.”

“You knew?”

“The way you look at me. The way you follow me into rooms.
The way your voice changes when you say my name.” She paused.
“I’'m not blind, Alex.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“What would I have said? You hadn’t spoken. You hadn’t asked
for anything. I didn’t want to—to presume. To put words in your
mouth that you hadn’t chosen.”

“So you waited.”

“I waited.”

The air between us felt heavy. Charged. I was acutely aware
of the distance between us—the two meters of galley floor that
separated her position at the sink from mine at the table.

“Say something,” I said. “Please.”

She walked over to the table. She sat down across from me—the
same seat she always took, the same position. She folded her hands
in front of her.

“I care about you,” she said. “I hope you know that. I care about
you more than I've cared about anyone in a long time.”

“But.”

“There’s always a but, isn’t there?”

“Tell me.”

She took a breath. Let it out.

“I can’t give you what you're asking for,” she said. “Not because
I don’t want to—not because you're not—" She stopped. Started
again. “I'm not built for the kind of love you need. I don’t organize
my life around being needed. I never have. I can care about some-
one, I can value them, I can want them in my life—but I can’t be the
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center of their world. I can’t be the thing they arrange themselves
around.”

“That’s not what I'm asking for.”

“Isn’t it?”

I opened my mouth to argue. Then I closed it.

She was right. That was exactly what I was asking for. I wanted
her to think about me the way I thought about her. I wanted her to
need me the way I needed her. I wanted reciprocity—equal feeling,
equal wanting, equal weight.

I wanted her to love me back.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I know that’s not what you wanted to
hear.”

“It’s honest.”

“Yes.”

“That’s—that’s what I asked for. Honesty.”

She reached across the table and took my hand. Her fingers were
warm. Her grip was gentle.

“I don’t want to lose you,” she said. “I don’t want things to be
different between us. I like what we have. I like—" She paused. “I
like you. I like working with you, talking with you, being around
you. You make this easier. You make everything easier.”

“But you don’t love me.”

The words hurt to say. The words hurt more than I had expected.

“I love you in a way,” she said. “Just not the way you want. I
love you like a partner. A friend. Someone I can’t imagine this life
without. But I don’t—I don’t ache for you. I don’t think about you
when you're not in the room. I don’t—"

“I understand.”

“Do you?”
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I'looked at our hands together on the table. Her fingers interlaced
with mine. The physical contact I had been craving for months,
freely given, meaningless in the way I needed it to mean.

“I understand,” I said again. “You feel what you feel. I feel what
I feel. Neither of us is wrong.”

“But you're hurt.”

“Yes.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Don’t be. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

She squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

I did not know. I had not thought past this moment. I had
imagined speaking—had imagined the relief of finally letting the
words out—but I had not imagined what came after.

“We keep going,” I said. “We're stuck here. There’s nowhere else
to be. We keep going and we—figure it out.”

“Can you do that?”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

I'looked at her. “What choice? I could withdraw. I could become
cold, distant. I could punish you for not loving me the way I want.
But that would make everything worse. For both of us.”

“It would.”

“So I won’t do that. I'll—carry this. However much it hurts. And
eventually—maybe—it will hurt less.”

She nodded. Her eyes were sad—genuinely sad, not just per-
forming sympathy.

“I'm sorry,” she said again.

“I know.”

“I wish I could be different.”
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“Don’t. Don’t wish that. I don’t want you to be different. I just
want—" I stopped. What did I want? “I want the impossible. I want
you to feel what I feel. And you don’t. And no amount of wishing
will change that.”

She held my hand for a long moment. Then she let go.

“It's late,” she said. “We should sleep. Tomorrow will
be—tomorrow will come.”

“Yeah.”

She stood. She walked to the door. She stopped.

“Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For telling me. For being honest. For—for trusting
me with this.”

“Thank you for listening.”

She nodded. Then she was gone.

I sat at the table for a long time. The star burned outside the
viewport. The dishes sat in the sink, half-washed, abandoned.

I had spoken. I had told her. I had laid my heart on the table and
watched her not take it.

The pressure in my chest was gone. But something else had taken
its place—a hollow, aching emptiness where the hope used to be.

I had hoped, I realized. Despite knowing better. Despite seeing
clearly. Some part of me had hoped that she would hear my words
and feel something shift. That the right arrangement of syllables
would unlock something in her.

It had not. Of course it had not. Love does not work that way:.

I went to bed. I did not sleep. I watched the star’s light play
across my ceiling and thought about the morning, and the morning
after that, and all the mornings to come.

Nothing had changed. Everything had changed.

The star burned.
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I remained.
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I went to my quarters but I did not sleep.

I'lay in my bunk and replayed the conversation. His face when
he spoke. The tremor in his voice. The way he had looked at
me—desperate and hopeful and terrified all at once.

I had known this was coming. I had watched him build toward
it for months—the long looks, the careful attention, the weight he
carried more visibly every day. I had known, and I had waited, and
now it had happened.

And I had hurt him.

I had not meant to. I had tried to be gentle, to be clear, to give
him something he could hold onto even as I refused him. But the
gentleness had not softened the blow. The clarity had not eased the
pain.

He had asked me to love him. And I had said no.

Not cruelly. Not coldly. I had explained myself—explained that I
cared about him, that I valued him, that I did not want to lose him.
I had held his hand and looked into his eyes and told him the truth.

The truth was: I could not give him what he needed.

I thought about his face when I said it. The way the hope had
flickered and died. The way his shoulders had dropped, just slightly,
like a string being cut.

I had done that. I had cut that string.

I did not sleep. At oh-three-hundred, I gave up trying.

I went to the control room. The star filled the viewport—plasma
currents shifting, magnetic eddies dancing. I sat at my console and
pulled up the overnight data, more for distraction than necessity.

Everything was nominal. The star was quiet. The cavity held.

I thought about what I had told him. That I was not built for
the kind of love he needed. That I did not organize my life around
being needed.
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It was true. It had always been true. From my earliest memories, I
had been self-contained—able to enjoy connection without requiring
it, able to feel affection without becoming dependent on its return.

My mother had noticed it when I was young. “You're so inde-
pendent,” she would say, and it was not always a compliment. She
wanted me to need her more. To run to her with my problems, my
fears, my small daily crises. Instead, I sat by the ocean and watched
the water and figured things out on my own.

I had never learned to need. I had never wanted to.

And now there was a man who needed me—who had built
his emotional life around my presence, who thought about me
constantly, who ached for reciprocity.

I could not give him that. I could not become someone who
needed him back.

But I could—what?

I did not know. That was the problem. I had no roadmap for this.
No protocol for navigating the aftermath of a confession I could not
accept.

He appeared at oh-seven-hundred.

I heard his footsteps in the corridor—heavy and slow, the walk of
someone who had not slept. When he entered the control room, his
face confirmed it: dark circles under his eyes, jaw tight, expression
carefully neutral.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

He sat at his station. He pulled up the navigation logs. He did
not look at me.

I let the silence stretch. I did not know what to say—did not
know whether speaking would help or make things worse. The

conversation last night had been complete. There was nothing left
to add.
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But the silence felt wrong. Heavy. Full of things unsaid.

“Alex.”

He looked up. “Yeah?”

“How are you?”

He considered the question. I watched him decide how to an-
swer—watched the calculation happen behind his eyes.

“I'm here,” he said finally. “That’s something.”

“Itis.”

“I didn’t sleep.”

“Neither did 1.”

He looked at me then—really looked, for the first time since he
had walked in. His expression was complicated. Hurt, yes. But also
something else. Something like gratitude.

“Thank you,” he said. “For last night. For listening. For not—for
not making it worse.”

“I didn’t want to make it worse.”

“I know. That’s why I'm thanking you.”

The conversation stalled. We returned to our work. The star
shifted. The morning proceeded.

At twelve hundred, I suggested we take a break. We went to the
observation deck—the place where we had talked so many times
before, where the star filled the viewport and the silence felt less
oppressive.

We sat in our usual chairs. We did not speak for a long time.

“I've been thinking,” I said finally.

He waited.

“About what you said. About what I said. About—how we move
forward from here.”

“And?”
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“I don’t know. I don’t have answers. But I want you to know—"
I paused. “I meant what I said last night. All of it. I care about you.
I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want things to be—"

“Different?”

“Worse.”

He nodded slowly. “I don’t want that either.”

“Then we’ll find a way. We’ll—figure it out. Together.”

He looked at me. His expression was still complicated—still
hurt—but there was something steadier in his eyes now. Something
that looked like acceptance.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Last night. When I told you how I felt. Were you—surprised?”

“No.”

“You knew.”

“I suspected. For a while.”

“Why didn’t you say anything? Why did you let me—"

“Let you what?”

“Carry it alone. All those months. You could have—opened the
door. Given me a chance to speak. You let me suffer in silence.”

The accusation was gentle—more sad than angry—but it landed
anyway. I felt the weight of it.

“You're right,” I said. “I waited. I told myself I was being re-
spectful—giving you space, letting you choose when to speak. But
the truth is—" I paused. “I didn’t want to have this conversation. I
knew it would hurt you. I hoped—I don’t know. That the feelings
would fade. That you would work through it on your own.”

“That was naive.”

“Yes. It was.”

He looked at the star. The plasma currents shifted. The silence
stretched.
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“I wish you had said something,” he said. “Earlier. Before it got
so—big. Before I built it up into something I couldn’t carry.”

“Would it have been easier?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not. But at least I wouldn’t have felt
so—alone. All those months, carrying this thing, thinking you
didn’t notice.”

“I noticed. Ijust didn’t act.”

“Why?”

I considered the question. Why had I waited? Why had I let him
suffer?

“Because I was afraid,” I said. “Of exactly this. Of sitting across
from you, watching you hurt, knowing I caused it. I thought if I
waited long enough, I wouldn’t have to see this. I was wrong.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he laughed—a short, surprising
sound.

“We're both idiots,” he said.

“Probably.”

“I carried a weight I didn’t have to carry alone. You avoided a
conversation that was always going to happen. And now here we
are.”

“Here we are.”

He reached across and took my hand. The contact was familiar
now—we had held hands last night, sat in the galley while every-
thing changed.

“I'm glad you're here,” he said. “Even though it hurts. Even
though I wish things were different. I'm glad it’s you.”

“I'm glad too.”

We sat there, holding hands, watching the star burn. The cavity
held. The platform stabilized. Outside our small pocket of surviv-
able space, the universe continued—vast, indifferent, beautiful.
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I did not know what came next. I did not know if we could find
a new balance, a new rhythm, a new way of being together without
the hope that had sustained him.

But I knew this: I was not willing to give up. He was too impor-
tant. What we had—even broken, even painful—was too valuable
to abandon.

“We'll figure it out,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “We will.”

The star burned.

We remained.

That was enough. For now, that was enough.
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ACT IV — THE PRESENT
Chapter 15 — The Days After

I woke the next morning and for a moment I forgot.

The star’s light played across my ceiling—amber, shifting, famil-
iar. I lay still and watched it move, my mind drifting in the space
between sleep and waking.

Then I remembered.

The conversation. Her face. The words I had spoken and the
words she had spoken back. The hand-holding that meant nothing.
The hollow in my chest where hope used to be.

I remembered, and the forgetting felt like cruelty. For a few
seconds, I had been free. Then the weight returned.

I got up. I brushed my teeth. I looked in the mirror and did not
recognize myself.

Not literally. My face was the same—brown hair, unshaved jaw,
tired eyes. But something had shifted. Some quality of the reflection
that I could not name.

I had confessed. I had been refused. I was still here.

That last part surprised me. I had spent months dreading this
moment, imagining it as catastrophic. The end of something. A
before and after that would divide my life into two halves.

But here I was. Still breathing. Still standing in front of a mirror.
Still living inside the same body, on the same platform, in the same
star.

The world had not ended. It had just become sadder.

She was in the control room when I arrived.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

I sat at my station. I pulled up the navigation logs. The numbers
scrolled across my screen—nominal, stable, unremarkable.
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We worked in silence. The rhythm was almost normal—almost
the same as before. But I could feel the difference. The air between
us had changed. Heavier. More careful.

At eleven hundred, she stood.

“I'm going to check the eastern sensor array,” she said. “Want to
come?”

I hesitated. Before, I would have said yes immediately. Before,
any excuse to be near her was welcome.

But before was over.

“Sure,” I said.

We walked to the sensor bay together. The corridor was narrow.
Our arms almost touched.

I remembered what she had said last night. That she cared about
me. That she didn’t want to lose me. That she loved me in a
way—just not the way I wanted.

I tried to feel grateful for what she could give.

I felt nothing.

The sensor bay was the same as always—cramped, cluttered,
full of equipment. She opened the access panel and began running
diagnostics. I handed her tools when she asked.

“The sensitivity thresholds are drifting,” she said. “Nothing
critical. I just want to recalibrate before it becomes a problem.”

“Do you need help?”

“I can manage. But I appreciate the company.”

Company. That was what I was now. Company.

She worked. I watched. The star’s light filtered through a small
viewport, casting her face in amber.

“Alex.”

I looked up. She had stopped working.

“Yeah?”

“Are you okay?”
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The question was genuine—concern in her voice, her eyes search-
ing my face. She cared. She really did.

“I'm here,” I said. “Same as yesterday.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I’know.” I paused. “The honest answer is no. I'm not okay. But
I'm—managing. That’s the best I can do right now.”

She nodded. She did not push.

“If you need space,” she said, “I understand. If it would help
to—to be around me less—"

“It wouldn’t help.”

“Are you sure?”

“You asked me once what I needed from you. I said I needed you
not to disappear. That’s still true.”

“Even now?”

“Especially now.”

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then she returned to the
diagnostics.

We worked in silence. It was not comfortable silence—not the
easy quiet we had shared before—but it was not unbearable either.
It was just—different.

Everything was different now.

Lunch was awkward.

We sat across from each other at the small table. We ate the same
reconstituted meal we had eaten a hundred times before. But the
conversation stumbled.

“The weather on Earth,” she started. “When I was young—"

“You've told me that one.”

“Oh.” She paused. “The stellar evolution modeling—"

“We talked about that yesterday.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“I don’t know what to say,” she admitted.
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“Neither do 1.”

“Everything feels—weighted. Like anything I say might mean
something I don’t intend.”

“I know what you mean.”

We ate in silence. The food tasted like nothing.

“Maybe we should just—skip the small talk,” I said. “For now.
Until things feel less fragile.”

“What would we talk about instead?”

“Work. The star. Things that don’t—" I struggled for words.
“Things that aren’t us.”

She nodded slowly. “That might help.”

“Or it might make things worse. I don’t know. I've never done
this before.”

“Neither have 1.”

We looked at each other across the table. The distance between
us felt enormous—far greater than the two feet of surface that sepa-
rated us.

“I keep thinking,” she said, “that there should be a right way to
do this. A protocol. A set of steps. But there isn’t.”

“No. There isn’t.”

“So we just—muddle through.”

“I guess so.”

She reached across the table. Her hand hovered over mine, not
quite touching.

“Is this okay?”

Ilooked at her hand. At mine. At the space between them.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Yesterday it would have meant
something. Today it just—reminds me.”

She withdrew her hand. Her expression flickered—hurt, maybe,
or just sadness.

“I'm sorry,” I said. “That was—"
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“Honest. It was honest.”

“Honesty isn’t always kind.”

“No. But it’s what we promised each other. Last night. To be
honest. To not pretend.”

“I know.”

We finished lunch without touching. We cleaned up in silence.
She washed. I dried. Our hands did not meet over the dishes.

When we finished, she went to the control room. I went to the
observation deck.

I sat in my chair and watched the star burn.

I thought about what I had lost. Not her—I had never had her,
not in the way I wanted. But the hope. The possibility. The small,
irrational belief that if I just waited long enough, wanted hard
enough, she would change.

She was not going to change. She had told me that. She had been
clear.

I was going to have to learn to live with what she could give.

I did not know if I could do that.

That evening, she found me on the observation deck.

“Mind if I sit?”

“It’s your platform too.”

She sat in the chair beside mine. The star filled the view-
port—plasma currents dancing, magnetic field lines shimmering.

We did not speak. The silence stretched. It was not comfortable,
but it was not hostile either.

“Ibrought tea,” she said finally, lifting a thermos I hadn’t noticed.

“The bitter kind?”

“The bitter kind.”

She poured two cups. She handed me one.
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The tea was hot and sharp, exactly as she had described. The
bitterness was important. It reminds you that good things take time.
And that not everything should be sweet.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You're welcome.”

We drank our tea and watched the star burn.

“I've been thinking,” she said. “About what you said. About not
wanting space.”

“What about it?”

“I want you to know—I'm not going anywhere. I'm not going to
pull away. Whatever you need—whatever would help—I want to
try.”

“Even if I don’t know what would help?”

“Even then.”

I looked at her. She was watching the star, but I could feel her
attention on me. Waiting.

“I don’t know what I need,” I said. “I thought I did. I thought
I needed you to love me back. But since that’s not—" I stopped.
Breathed. “I don’t know anymore.”

“Then we’ll figure it out together. One day at a time.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It probably will be.” She turned to look at me. “But I'd rather be
exhausted than lose you.”

The words landed somewhere in my chest. Not where the hope
used to be—that hollow was still empty. But somewhere nearby.
Somewhere that could still feel.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?”

“Okay. One day at a time. We'll figure it out.”

She nodded. She turned back to the star.
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We sat there until the tea went cold. We did not touch. We did
not pretend.

The star burned. We remained.

It was not enough. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

But it was what we had.
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A new instability pattern emerged in the star’s magnetic field.

I welcomed it. I welcomed anything that gave me something to
focus on besides the weight in every room, the carefulness in every
conversation, the shape of him when he thought I wasn’t looking.

The data appeared on my screen at oh-six-hundred—a subtle
anomaly in the southern quadrant, a shift in field topology that
didn’t match any of my existing models. I pulled up the visualiza-
tion and watched the pattern evolve, tracing its origins through the
convection data.

The star was doing something new. Or something old that I
hadn’t seen before. Either way; it required analysis.

I lost myself in the work. Hours passed. The equations consumed
me—differential field strength, plasma pressure gradients, the math-
ematics of instability. This was what I loved. This was where I could
exist without hurting anyone.

At eleven hundred, he appeared in the doorway.

“You've been at this for five hours.”

Ilooked up. “Has it been that long?”

“You missed breakfast.”

“I wasn’t hungry.”

He crossed the room and set a plate beside my console. Reconsti-
tuted eggs. Toast. The closest approximation to a real breakfast that
our supplies allowed.

“Eat,” he said.

“I'm in the middle of—"

“Eat. The star will still be there when you're done.”

I looked at the plate. At him. At the familiar concern in his
expression.
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This was what he did. He took care of people. He noticed when
they forgot to eat, when they worked too long, when they needed
someone to interrupt their focus. It was part of who he was.

Before, I had accepted it without thinking. Now I saw it for what
it was: love, expressed in action. Care made tangible.

He loved me. He showed it in a hundred small ways every day.
And I could not return it the way he needed.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You're welcome.”

I ate while he watched. The eggs were bland but necessary. The
toast crunched.

“What are you working on?” he asked.

“A new instability pattern. Southern quadrant. I don’t have a
model for it yet.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Potentially. Too early to tell. That’s what the analysis is for.”

He nodded. He did not ask to help. Before, he would have.
Before, any excuse to work beside me was welcome.

The space between us felt different now. Still close—we were still
partners, still co-workers, still the only two people in the universe
who understood this platform—but not close in the same way. The
ease was gone.

“I should let you work,” he said.

“You don’t have to leave.”

“I know. But I also—" He paused. “I don’t want to hover. I know
I used to—follow you around. I'm trying to give you space.”

“I told you I don’t need space.”

“I know what you said. But saying and needing aren’t the same
thing.”
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I'looked at him. His expression was careful—measured in a way
it hadn’t been before. He was protecting himself. Building walls I
could not climb over.

“Stay,” I said. “Please. I work better with company.”

He hesitated. Then he sat in the chair beside my console—his
chair, technically, but we had been sharing space so long that the
boundaries had blurred.

“Show me what you're looking at,” he said.

I pulled up the visualization. The instability pattern appeared—a
complex dance of magnetic field lines, plasma currents interacting
in ways I hadn’t predicted.

“See this region here?” I pointed. “The field strength should be
stable. But there’s a cyclical variation—subtle, but consistent. Every
four hours, the field weakens by point-three percent, then recovers.”

“Is that significant?”

“On its own, no. But if the pattern amplifies—if the variations
grow larger over time—it could cascade. The southern quadrant
could become unstable.”

“And if it becomes unstable?”

“Flares. Possible cavity compression. The usual dangers.”

He studied the visualization. His expression was focused—genuinely
engaged, not just performing attention.

“What'’s causing it?”

“I don’t know yet. That’s what I'm trying to figure out.”

We worked together for the next three hours. I explained my
models. He asked questions. We traced the instability through
layers of data, looking for patterns, looking for causes.

It was almost normal. Almost like before.

But I watched him when he wasn’t looking. I saw the weight he
carried—the careful way he held himself, the tension in his shoul-
ders, the effort he put into being present without being desperate.
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He was surviving. He was managing. But he was not happy.

I had done that. I had made him unhappy.

Not by choice. Not by cruelty. Just by being who I was—by not
being able to love him the way he needed.

The asymmetry was not my fault. But the pain was not his either.

We were both just trying to get through.

That evening, I brought him tea.

He was on the observation deck, sitting in his usual chair, watch-
ing the star burn. I approached quietly and sat beside him.

“Here,” I said, holding out a cup.

He took it. “The bitter kind?”

“The bitter kind.”

He drank. I drank. The silence stretched.

“Thank you,” he said finally. “For today. For letting me help with
the analysis.”

“You helped. Your questions pointed me toward the convection
layer interaction. I wouldn’t have found it without you.”

“I'm glad I could contribute.”

“You always contribute.”

He looked at me. “Do I?”

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes I feel like—" He stopped. Started again. “Sometimes
I feel like I'm just taking up space. Like you would be fine without
me. Better, even. You survived eighteen months alone. You don’t
need me.”

“That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?”

I set down my tea. I turned to face him fully.

“Listen to me,” I said. “I need you. Not the way you need
me—I've been honest about that. But I need you. When I was alone
for those eighteen months, I managed. I survived. But I wasn't—" 1
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struggled for the word. “I wasn’t whole. Having you here—having
someone to talk to, to work with, to share this with—it matters. You
matter.”

He was quiet for a long moment.

“T want to believe that,” he said.

“Then believe it. It’s true.”

“It's hard. When I feel—what I feel—and you don’t feel the same
way—it’s hard to believe I'm not just a burden.”

“You're not a burden. You're—" I paused. “You're the reason I
still laugh. You're the reason I remember to eat. You're the reason
this platform feels like home instead of a prison. That’s not nothing.”

He looked at me. His eyes were bright—emotion close to the
surface.

“T don’t know how to do this,” he said. “I don’t know how to be
around you without wanting more. I don’t know how to—to accept
what you're offering and be grateful for it instead of aching for what
I can’t have.”

“I don’t know either. But we'll figure it out.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because I believe it. Because I have to believe it. Because the
alternative is losing you, and I'm not willing to do that.”

He was quiet. The star burned. The tea cooled.

“Okay,” he said finally.

“Okay?”

“Okay. I'll keep trying. One day at a time. Like you said.”

I reached over and took his hand. He let me.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?”

“For staying. For trying. For not giving up.”

“I don’t know how to give up on you. That’s part of the problem.”

I squeezed his hand. He squeezed back.
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We sat there, holding hands, watching the star burn.

It was not what he wanted. It was not enough.

But it was what I could give. And he was still here, still trying,
still choosing to remain.

That had to count for something.

I hoped it counted for something.
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I considered my options.

Withdrawal. Coldness. The construction of walls. I could protect
myself by becoming less present—by training myself not to look at
her, not to listen for her footsteps, not to feel the small uplift when
she walked into a room.

I could survive by needing less.

I had done it before. After my marriage ended. I had built walls
so high that no one could reach me. ' had stopped wanting, stopped
hoping, stopped feeling anything that might lead to hurt.

It had worked. The pain had stopped.

But so had everything else.

I'lay in my bunk in the early morning hours and thought about
who I wanted to be. Not who I had been—that person had already
made his mistakes. Not who she wanted me to be—she didn’t want
me to change; she had told me that. Just who I wanted to be, going
forward, for however long this mission lasted.

The star’s light played across my ceiling. Amber. Shifting. Con-
stant.

I could withdraw. I could become cold. I could punish her for
not loving me by loving her less.

But that would be punishing her for being exactly who she
showed me she was.

She had never lied. She had never pretended. From the begin-
ning, she had been herself—calm, kind, complete. She had not
changed when I confessed my feelings. She had simply confirmed
what had always been true.

She was not withholding. She was not incomplete. She was not
waiting to become someone different.

She was whole. The asymmetry was not her failure.

It was simply the shape of the space between us.
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I got up. I went to the control room.

She was there, as always, reviewing the overnight data. The
southern quadrant instability had stabilized somewhat—her analy-
sis had identified the cause, and we had adjusted the containment
parameters accordingly.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

I sat at my station. I pulled up the navigation logs.

The numbers scrolled across my screen. Nominal. Stable. The
same as always.

“The instability pattern is dampening,” she said. “I think we’ve
got it contained.”

“Good.”

“How are you feeling?”

I considered the question. How was I feeling? The honest answer
was: complicated. The honest answer was: I don’t know. The honest
answer was: I lay awake half the night thinking about walls and
withdrawal and who I want to be.

“Better,” I said. “I think.”

She looked at me. “Really?”

“Really. Not good. But better than yesterday. Better than the day
before.”

She nodded. She did not press.

We worked through the morning in comfortable silence—or
something approaching comfortable. The conversations came easier
now. The awkwardness was fading. Not gone, but fading.

At twelve hundred, she suggested lunch. We went to the galley.
She heated two portions of reconstituted stew. I set the table.

“I've been thinking,” I said as we sat down.

“About what?”

“About—how I want to handle this. Going forward.”
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She set down her spoon. Her attention was fully on me.

“I spent a lot of time,” I continued, “trying to figure out what
would hurt less. Whether I should pull away. Whether I should
stop—feeling what I feel. But I don’t think that’s the answer.”

“What is the answer?”

“I don’t know if there is one. But I know what I don’t want.” I
paused. “I don’t want to become someone who can’t feel. I don’t
want to build walls so high that I can’t see over them. I did that
once. It didn’t make me happier. It just made me—smaller.”

She listened. She did not interrupt.

“You told me once that needing reassurance, wanting to be
loved—those aren’t flaws. They’re just who I am.” I met her eyes. “I
want to believe that. I want to—to keep being who I am, even if it
hurts. Because the alternative is losing parts of myself. And I don’t
want to do that.”

“What does that mean, practically?”

“It means I'm not going to withdraw. I'm not going to become
cold. I'm not going to punish you for being who you are.” I took a
breath. “I'm going to keep—caring about you. Wanting you. Even
though it hurts. Because the wanting is part of me. And I'd rather
hurt than be empty.”

She was quiet for a long moment. The star’s light shifted through
the viewport.

“That sounds difficult,” she said.

“It will be.”

“But you're choosing it anyway.”

“I don’t see another option that doesn’t make me into someone I
don’t want to be.”

She reached across the table. Her hand hovered over mine.

“Is this okay?”

Ilooked at her hand. At mine.
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“Yes,” I said. “It’s okay.”

She took my hand. Her fingers were warm.

“I admire you,” she said. “For choosing that. For not—shutting
down.”

“I'm not sure it’s admirable. It might just be stubborn.”

“Same thing, sometimes.”

Ilaughed—a small, surprised sound. It was the first time I had
laughed in days.

“Thank you,” I said. “For being patient with me. For not—giving

up.”

“I told you I wouldn’t give up.”

“I know. But hearing it again helps.”

We finished lunch. The conversation flowed more easily than it
had in a week. Not normal—we were not back to normal, might
never be back to normal—but closer. Something had shifted.

After we cleaned up, I went to the observation deck. Not to
brood. Not to mourn.

To think.

The star filled the viewport. Plasma currents danced. Magnetic
field lines shimmered.

I watched it burn and thought about what I had chosen.

I was going to keep wanting her. I was going to keep carrying
this weight. I was going to wake up every morning knowing that
she did not love me the way I loved her, and I was going to get up
anyway.

That was my choice. That was who I was choosing to be.

It hurt. It would keep hurting. But the hurt was proof that I was
still alive, still feeling, still capable of connection.

I would rather hurt than be numb.

I would rather want than be empty.

I would rather love her, even without return, than not love at all.
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The star burned. I watched it.
I was still here. I was still me.
That was enough.
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Chapter 18 — The Decision

A moderate flare event. Routine, almost. The kind of thing we had
handled a dozen times before.

The alarms woke me at oh-four-hundred. I was at my station
before my eyes fully adjusted to the light, my hands finding the
controls through muscle memory.

“Eastern boundary,” she called from her console. “Category two.
Building fast.”

“I seeit.”

The flare climbed through the corona—a bright surge of plasma
rising toward our cavity. The magnetic field readings spiked. The
automated systems began compensating.

“Field strength at seventy percent,” she said. “I'm rerouting
power.”

“Initiating manual repositioning.”

I fired the thrusters. The platform shifted, moving away from the
impact zone. We had done this before. We knew the steps.

But something was different this time.

I was not afraid.

Not because the danger was less—the flare was significant, the
boundary under pressure, the possibility of collapse very real. But
because I had stopped being afraid of the wrong things.

For months, I had been afraid of losing her. Of being rejected. Of
living with the knowledge that she did not love me back.

All of those things had happened. And I was still here.

“Field strength at eighty percent,” she said. “Boundary holding.”

“Platform repositioned. We're clear of the impact zone.”
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The flare peaked. The plasma surged against the cavity wall. The
magnetic field strained—I could see the numbers fluctuating, the
tension between force and containment.

And then it passed.

The flare subsided. The boundary stabilized. The cavity held.

“Ninety percent. Ninety-five.” She exhaled. “We're stable. Flare
complete.”

I let go of the controls. My hands were steady.

She turned to look at me. Her face was lit by the star’s
glow—amber and copper, beautiful even in crisis.

“Good flying,” she said.

“Good field management.”

“We make a good team.”

I smiled. “Yeah. We do.”

Afterward, she found me on the observation deck.

I was sitting in my chair, watching the star settle. The flare had
left marks on the cavity wall—residual turbulence that would take
hours to smooth out. But we were safe. We had survived.

She sat in the chair beside mine.

“Are you okay?”

“I'm okay.”

“Really?”

I turned to look at her. “Really. I was thinking, during the flare—I
wasn’t afraid.”

“You're never afraid during flares. You're always focused.”

“No, I mean—" I paused. “I wasn't afraid in general. For the first
time in a while.”

She considered this. “What changed?”

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Maybe I just—got used to it.”

“Got used to what?”
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“The weight. The wanting. The—" I struggled for words. “The
asymmetry. It’s still there. It still hurts sometimes. But it’s not the
heaviest thing anymore.”

She was quiet for a moment. The star burned. The cavity held.

“I'm glad,” she said. “I was worried about you.”

“I know.”

“Not just as a partner. As a—" She paused. “I don’t know what
to call it. We're more than colleagues. We're more than friends. But
we're not—"

“We're not lovers.”

“No.”

“That’s okay.” I was surprised to find that I meant it. “That’s
okay.”

She looked at me. “Is it?”

“It has to be. It's what we have. And what we have is—it’s good.
It's important. It matters.”

“Even though it’s not what you wanted?”

“Even then.” I took a breath. “I wanted you to love me back.
I still want that. But I can want something without needing it to
survive. I can carry the wanting without letting it crush me.”

“That sounds like growth.”

“Or exhaustion.”

She laughed—a small, surprised sound. “Maybe both.”

“Maybe.”

We sat in silence. The star shifted. The plasma currents danced.

“I have something to tell you,” she said.

Ilooked at her. “What?”

“I've been thinking. About what you said—about wanting to
keep being who you are, even if it hurts. About not building walls.”
She paused. “I admire that. I told you that. But I've been thinking
about what it means for me.”
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“What do you mean?”

“I've always been—self-contained. Complete. I told you that. I
don’t organize my life around being needed. But—" She turned to
face me fully. “That doesn’t mean I don’t need. That doesn’t mean I
don’t—value. What we have.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because I want to make sure you understand.” She
reached over and took my hand. “You're not a burden. You're not
taking up space. You're—" She struggled. “You're essential. To this
mission. To this platform. To me.”

I felt something shift in my chest. Not the hollow—that was
still there, would probably always be there. But something else.
Something that felt like recognition.

“Thank you,” I said.

“I’'m not just saying it.”

“I know. That’s why it matters.”

She squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

“I don’t want to lose you,” she said. “Not to the star. Not to—to
this. Whatever this is between us.”

“You won’t.”

“Promise?”

“I promise. I'm choosing to stay. Not just physically—emotionally.
I'm choosing to stay present, to stay open, to stay—here. With you.”

She nodded. Her eyes were bright.

“I'm glad,” she said. “I'm glad it’s you.”

“I'm glad too.”

We sat there, holding hands, watching the star burn.

Two people named Alex. One who needed. One who did not.

Both choosing to remain.

The star did not care.
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It burned because that was its nature—fusion and pressure and
the physics of gravity. It did not know we existed. It did not know
we had built a platform inside its corona, carved a cavity in its
plasma, dedicated our lives to keeping it alive.

It simply was. Vast. Dangerous. Beautiful.

We cared.

We cared about each other. We cared about the work. We cared
about the small rituals that made the isolation bearable—the morn-
ing briefings, the shared meals, the tea on the observation deck.

We cared about surviving. Not just physically—not just maintain-
ing the cavity and dodging flares and keeping the platform aligned.
We cared about surviving as people. As partners. As whatever we
were to each other.

The star burned on.

We remained.

That evening, we had dinner on the observation deck.

She had suggested it weeks ago—breaking the routine, doing
something different. We had never followed through. But tonight
felt right.

I brought the food. She brought the tea. We arranged ourselves
in the chairs that faced the viewport, balancing plates on our laps,
watching the star while we ate.

“This is nice,” she said.

“Itis.”

“We should do it more often.”

“Yeah.”

We ate in comfortable silence. The star shifted—plasma currents
moving, magnetic fields dancing. The cavity held.

“Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“I want you to know something.”
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I set down my plate. “Okay.”

“This—what we have—it’s not what you wanted. I know that.
But it’'s—" She paused. “It's important to me. You're important to
me. I don’t say that enough.”

“You don’t have to say it. I know.”

“But I want to say it. I want you to hear it.” She turned to face me.
“You matter. What you feel matters. The weight you're carrying—I
see it. I may not be able to lift it, but I see it. And I'm not going
anywhere.”

I felt something loosen in my chest. Not the wanting—that was
still there, would probably always be there. But something else.
Something that had been clenched for months, waiting for permis-
sion to release.

“Thank you,” I said. “For saying that. For—for being here.”

“Where else would I be?”

“Anywhere else. You had eighteen months alone. You survived
it.”

“Surviving isn’t the same as living.” She reached over and took
my hand. “I'm glad you're here. I'm glad I'm not alone anymore.”

I'looked at our hands together. At the star burning beyond the
viewport. At her face, lit by the amber glow.

“I'love you,” I said. “I know you don’t feel the same way. But I
want to say it. Not as a demand. Not as a request. Just as—a fact.
Something that’s true. I love you.”

She did not look away. She did not let go of my hand.

“I know,” she said. “And I—" She paused. “I care about you.
More than I've cared about anyone. It’s not the same. I know it’s
not the same. But it’s real.”

“I know it’s real.”

“Is that enough?”
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I considered the question. Was it enough? The honest answer was
complicated. The honest answer was: sometimes yes, sometimes
no, sometimes I don’t know.

But the honest answer was also: it has to be. Because this is what
we have. And what we have is worth keeping.

“It’s enough,” I said. “For now. For today. For as long as we're
here.”

She nodded. She squeezed my hand.

We sat together as the star burned. Two people named Alex. One
who needed. One who did not. Both choosing to remain.

The star did not care.

We did.

The cavity held. We held.

That was enough.

The cavity held. We held. That was enough.
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