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The rhythmic clang of tools against plasteel echoed through Dry Dock 47, a familiar symphony that usually grounded me. Here, amidst the scent of ozone, lubricants, and hot metal, I was Israel "Rae" Jacobs, Senior Mechanic. The name felt like a worn-out uniform, chafing against skin it no longer fit. My hands, calloused and strong, moved with practiced ease over the engine manifold of a cargo hauler. Lena, my wife, often teased that I could fix anything with a wrench and a stubborn streak. She hadn’t seen the thing I couldn’t fix. The thing that hummed beneath my ribs, a quiet dissonance against the steady beat of my life.

Our apartment on Midreach Station was small, filled with the vibrant chaos of a family. Maya, our older daughter, with her quick wit and a laugh that chimed like crystal. Eli, our son, a whirlwind of boundless energy and sticky fingers. Lena, my anchor, a shuttle technician whose love for old Earth music filled our evenings, her presence a warm, comforting hum. On the surface, our life was a perfectly calibrated machine. A good job at the dock, a growing family, the easy rhythm of shared jokes and late-night talks. It was everything I had ever thought I wanted.

But the hum beneath my ribs grew louder. It spoke of a different rhythm, a different truth. It was the whisper of Rebecca, a name I only dared to breathe in the deepest silence of my own mind. I’d always felt…off. Like a ship running on the wrong fuel. As a child, I’d envied the girls, their dresses, their easy camaraderie. As a teenager, I’d dismissed it as childish curiosity, something to be suppressed. As an adult, married with children, the feeling became a relentless ache. I loved Lena. I loved Maya and Eli with a ferocity that stole my breath. But I was living a lie, a performance for a life that wasn’t truly mine. The quiet hum of the station, usually a comfort, now felt like a constant reminder of my internal discord.
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