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      The room erupts like a pressure valve finally giving way. The holo-table casts everyone in a sickly blue light, making their scowls look even more ominous. Note-Taker snaps, her stylus jabbing at the air like a tiny dagger, "Forty-eight hours is insufficient for a full threat assessment!" Her hair is pulled back so tight it looks painful, datapads scattered around her like fallen leaves. Cyborg grumbles, the servos in his neck whirring with irritation, "Three charges ain't enough." His left eye flickers between red and amber, scanning the room constantly. Tie-Dye hums louder, fingers tapping an irregular rhythm on his thigh, muttering, "Gotta sync the vibes." The swirling patterns on his jumpsuit seem to move in time with his humming, an optical illusion that makes my head hurt. Silent Scars just stares, like he's sizing up our souls, the lattice of old wounds across his face catching the light like a roadmap of pain. Perfect Smile says, teeth gleaming unnaturally white against the dim room, "I calculate a 93.7% success probability," and I want to punch her for being so calm. Her pristine uniform doesn't have a single wrinkle, like she was manufactured rather than born.

      "Introductions," Quill cuts in, her holographic form shimmering between us, disrupting the dust motes dancing in the recycled air. "Daro Ash, martial specialist." The man nods once, muscles coiled like springs under scarred skin. "Sky McKay, engineer." Tie-Dye's humming intensifies, a tune that sounds like machinery and rain. "Junia Kreel, investigator." Note-Taker's stylus pauses mid-scribble. "Delta Rae, tactician." Perfect Smile's expression doesn't change, but her eyes narrow fractionally. "'Bingo' Knox, demolitions." Cyborg grunts, metal fingers tapping the charges at his belt. "And Dex Quillon, psychological operations." That's me, slouched in my chair, boots on the table, grinning like the world's one big joke. "You're all legends, in the worst possible way."

      "Flattery's nice," I say, flicking a dead lightfly off my sleeve where it had been attracted to my body heat, "but why us? Why thaw a bunch of has-beens?" The cryo-frost still clings to my lungs, making each breath feel like inhaling needles. My tongue tastes metallic, an aftereffect of the revival drugs they pumped into us.

      "You're deniable, Mr. Quillon," Quill says, her avatar flickering for a split second—did I see binary scrolling through her form? The projection reassembles, but something's off about the eyes. "Your records are sealed. Your names erased. You're ghosts, and the Accord needs ghosts." Behind her, the station's systems hum and pulse, keeping us all alive in the vacuum. Through the viewport, stars glitter like broken glass on black velvet.

      "Ghosts with guns," Bingo mutters, patting his charges like pets. The explosive devices nestle against his belt, their indicator lights winking red and green in alternating patterns. "Only brought three. Gotta make 'em count." His artificial hand flexes, the metal catching the harsh light from overhead.

      Junia glares, pushing her glasses up her nose with a stylus, leaving a smudge of ink. Her datapads display rotating schematics of our target. "Three charges are statistically inadequate for a facility of that scale. It's a Type-7 orbital platform, not a Type-6. The structural support alone would require at least five synchronized detonations to compromise." Her voice is clipped, precise, like she's lecturing bored students.

      "Vibes don't care about stats," Sky says, still humming. The sound reverberates off the metal walls, creating an eerie echo. "This tune's gonna sync us right to the core." His fingers dance through the air, as if playing an invisible instrument. The beads woven into his dreadlocks click together softly, a counterpoint to his melody.

      Daro says nothing, but his eyes lock on me, dark as spent fusion cells, like he's reading my chaos and finding it wanting. A scar bisects his left eyebrow, disappearing into his hairline. Delta's smile widens, and I swear her teeth gleam like polished chrome beneath the harsh lights. My gut screams she's not human, but I've got no proof. Yet. The way she stands is too perfect, too balanced, like gravity is just a suggestion she follows out of politeness.

      "Enough," Quill says, her hologram expanding to fill the center of the room. Motes of data swirl around her like fireflies. "Your shuttle awaits. Gear up, move out. And Mr. Quillon? Try not to break anything you're not supposed to." The air tastes of ozone and antiseptic, the standard station mix that never quite feels like enough oxygen.

      "Rules are just what we call the things you haven't broken yet," I say, grinning. The chair squeaks as I rock back, the sound echoing in the metal chamber. Junia groans, the sound of someone who's heard too many bad jokes. Bingo chuckles, a rumble like distant thunder. Sky hums a chord that sounds like approval, the notes hanging in the air like invisible smoke. Daro's stare doesn't waver, steady as a targeting laser. Delta's smile is a perfect mask, not reaching those calculating eyes.

      The holo-table powers down with a descending whine, plunging us into relative darkness before the overhead lights compensate. Drones herd us toward a hangar, their propulsion fans stirring the stale air. The corridor's lined with retro-futuristic tech—clunky buttons next to quantum relays, like someone married a 20th-century submarine to a starship. Exposed pipes hiss with coolant, forming a labyrinth above our heads. Warning signs in three languages flash intermittently, their glow reflecting off polished metal surfaces. Through a viewport streaked with micro-meteorite impacts, I catch Earth's surface: gray sprawl, arcologies like tombstones jutting into smog-choked skies, and the glittering orbitals where the Accord's elites sip cocktails while the world rots. Artificial islands float on rising oceans, their edges ringed with seawalls that gleam like silver ribbons. This is 2300 AD, and it's a stratified shitshow. Cryo-punishment, Quill said. A fancy way to say they froze us to forget us, stored in coffin-sized tubes while the world moved on without us.

      In the hangar, a stealth shuttle waits, all sleek lines and cloaking fields that bend light around its hull like water around a stone. The bay is cavernous, other ships locked down in maintenance cradles, technicians scurrying like ants around them. The air smells of fuel and hot metal, the artificial gravity slightly stronger here to keep loose tools from floating away. Quill's voice follows us, her avatar gone but her presence heavy as a storm front. "Board quickly. Ego-Null is adapting." Overhead, status displays show docking schedules and atmospheric conditions, numbers scrolling too fast to read.

      I climb aboard, the team piling in behind me. The shuttle's interior is cramped, all function and no comfort, seats designed for utility rather than human anatomy. Junia's still scribbling, muttering about "logistical errors," her stylus dancing across the screen, leaving glowing trails of calculations. Bingo's counting charges—definitely more than three, but I don't call him on it—arranging them in his pack with the care of a parent tucking in children. Sky's humming, rigging something that smells like incense and circuits, a contraption of wires and crystalline components that pulses in time with the shuttle's systems. Daro's silent, his presence like a black hole, absorbing light and sound, one hand resting on a blade sheathed at his hip. Delta's too calm, her eyes scanning us like a predator assessing prey, not a single strand of her perfectly styled hair out of place despite the station's recycled air being notoriously static-prone.

      As the shuttle hums to life, seat restraints automatically snaking across our chests, Quill's voice crackles again through overhead speakers flecked with corrosion. "You're expendable, but not replaceable. Don't waste this chance." The engines vibrate through the deck plates, a bass rumble that I feel in my teeth.

      I lean back, grinning as the acceleration forces press me into the unyielding seat. "Chance? Lady, I'm the guy who breaks chances and sells the pieces." My reflection in the burnished metal wall shows a face I barely recognize, older than I remember, with lines I didn't earn. Junia snorts, the sound surprisingly inelegant from someone so precise. Bingo laughs, a sound like rocks in a tumbler. Sky's tune shifts to a minor key, haunting notes that seem to predict trouble ahead. Daro's eyes narrow, like he sees through me to the emptiness behind the bravado. Delta's smile doesn't falter, but I catch a flicker—something not quite human in the too-smooth way her expressions change, like watching animation with missing frames.

      The shuttle's engines roar, drowning out conversation, and we're off, hurtling toward a factory that could kill us all, breaking away from the station that was both prison and sanctuary. Through a small viewport, I watch the station recede, its rotating rings and solar arrays gleaming in the unfiltered sunlight. My memory's a blank, my team's a mess, and Quill's hiding something behind that flickering hologram. I don't know why I was frozen, or why I'm back, but I know one thing: whatever rules the Accord wrote for me, I'm gonna break 'em. Starting with this mission.

      And if Quill's avatar glitches again, revealing that stream of binary I'm sure I saw, I'm hacking that ghost myself. Some secrets are too good to leave buried, especially when they've got my name on them.
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      Order is not a suggestion; it is a physical law. Every system, from a quantum particle's spin to a star's life cycle, adheres to a set of rules. My mind operates on the same principle. It processes data, identifies patterns, and categorizes threats. As I stepped onto the ramp of the stealth shuttle, a modified XR-77 Void-Hopper, my forensic implant was already running background diagnostics on my new… colleagues. The shuttle's ramp groaned beneath my boots, the metal worn thin from countless missions and hasty repairs. Above, the hangar's cavernous ceiling was crisscrossed with maintenance catwalks and dangling power cables, all bathed in the harsh blue-white of industrial lighting that cast everyone in a sickly pallor.

      Subject: Dex Quillon. Designation: Unstable Variable. Biometrics indicate elevated cortisol and a heart rate that fluctuates with his smirks. A classic con artist's baseline—calm on the surface, chaos underneath. He was observing the shuttle's cockpit, a mess of exposed wiring and repurposed tech, with an almost proprietary air. Condensation dripped from overhead coolant pipes, sizzling when it hit the still-hot engine housings. The air inside smelled of ozone, machine oil, and the lingering tang of burnt insulation. "Nice glowy-thing," he said, pointing at the drive's quantum flux regulator, which pulsed with an eerie blue light that cast dancing shadows across his face.

      "It's a quantum flux regulator," I corrected, my voice flatter than I intended. The words tasted clinical on my tongue, precise and without warmth. "Its primary function is to stabilize the temporal field during micro-jumps. Calling it a 'glowy-thing' is functionally inaccurate." My datapad pinged softly against my hip, another system check complete.

      He just grinned, the expression not quite reaching his eyes, which remained calculating beneath the facade of carelessness. A faded scar bisected his left eyebrow, disappearing into his hairline. "Noted, June Bug." The nickname was a burr under my skin, an irritant designed to provoke an emotional response. The shuttle's ventilation system kicked in with a wheezing rattle, stirring the stale air.

      Subject: Sky 'Stardust' McKay. Designation: Chemical and Sonic Compromised. She glided onto the shuttle, trailing the scent of sandalwood and ozone. My implant flagged trace elements of psilocybin and a synthetic serotonin booster in her system. Her dreadlocks were adorned with tiny crystalline beads that caught the light, sending prismatic reflections dancing across the bulkheads. She was already setting up a small, crystal-studded device on the console, humming a tune that my implant identified as a non-standard frequency, likely meant to interfere with basic surveillance. Her fingers moved with practiced grace, adjusting dials no larger than pinheads with surprising precision despite her altered state.

      Subject: Daro Ash. Designation: Physical Anomaly. He moved with an economy of motion that was beautiful and terrifying, like watching a predator perfectly adapted to its environment. The shuttle's deck plates barely registered his weight, his footfalls silent where others' boots clanged. My implant scanned the intricate patterns of keloid scarring on his scalp and arms. The tissue was abnormally dense, suggesting a regenerative process beyond standard human limits. In the harsh light, the scars seemed to shift and writhe, forming patterns that almost suggested language. He took a seat and became perfectly still, a statue carved from violence, not even disturbing the dust motes that danced in the shafts of light streaming through the viewport.

      Subject: Bingo Knox. Designation: Predictable Volatility. He stomped aboard, dropping a canvas bag of equipment with a loud thud that reverberated through the shuttle's thin hull. Loose panels rattled in their housings. "Four charges," he grumbled, pulling one out. It was a standard-issue thermite cylinder, albeit one that looked like it had been through a war and lost. The casing was dented, the activation panel crudely repaired with what appeared to be adhesive tape and prayer. "Four. They send us to pop an AI god with four lousy charges." His cybernetic eye whirred as it focused, the pupil dilating and contracting in rapid succession, scanning the devices as if expecting them to speak back.

      Subject: Delta Rae. Designation: Statistical Improbability. Her movements were perfect. Too perfect. She navigated the cramped shuttle with a liquid grace that defied the natural awkwardness of a human body in motion. Not a single strand of her immaculately styled hair shifted out of place despite the erratic air currents from the malfunctioning ventilation system. Her uniform remained unwrinkled, defying the laws of fabric physics. Her smile remained fixed, a 2.3-second loop of pleasant neutrality, teeth gleaming unnaturally white against the shuttle's grimy interior.

      "All personnel secured," Quill's voice announced through the shuttle's comms, crackling with static and digital artifacts. The overhead speakers were old, retrofitted from salvage, their casings yellowed with age. "En route to Hephaestus Station. Estimated time of arrival: twenty-seven minutes." The shuttle lurched, lifting off with a low hum that Sky immediately tried to harmonize with. The deck plates vibrated beneath our feet, a sub-audible resonance that my implant registered as potentially interferential with certain surveillance frequencies – perhaps intentional in the design.

      The trip was a case study in systemic friction. Dex leaned back in his co-pilot seat, the worn synth-leather creaking beneath his weight, spouting philosophical nonsense. "Rules are just chaos with a dress code," he mused, looking out the viewport at the glittering orbital habitats of the Accord's elite. The massive structures resembled diamond necklaces strung across the black velvet of space, each light representing wealth and power beyond comprehension. Below us, Earth was a scarred, brown marble, its ruins wreathed in smog. Once-blue oceans now churned in muddy eddies around the massive seawalls that protected what remained of coastal cities. The stratification of our society, displayed in one horrifying panorama. "You can't control chaos, you can only dress it up and hope it doesn't spill wine on the carpet."

      "A flawed analogy," I stated, unable to stop myself. My implant highlighted the logical fallacies in his statement, overlaying my vision with correction algorithms. "Chaos theory is predicated on deterministic principles. It is not random; it is merely too complex to predict." The words came automatically, defensive barriers against his imprecision. Outside, the shadow of a defunct satellite drifted past, its solar panels torn and useless, a relic of a more optimistic age.

      Before Dex could retort, Sky held up one of her contraptions. It looked like a chrome pomegranate, its surface etched with swirling patterns that seemed to move when not directly observed. The device hummed with a pitch just below conscious hearing, but my implant registered it immediately, flagging potential interference with my systems. "This'll help," she declared, her pupils dilated from whatever cocktail of substances flowed through her system. "It's a vibe grenade. It recalibrates hostile energy signatures into something more groovy." The overhead lights reflected off the device's polished surface, sending kaleidoscopic patterns across the shuttle's interior.

      Bingo snorted, a sound like gravel in a blender. He was checking the wiring on another charge, thick fingers surprisingly delicate as they manipulated hair-thin filaments. "What the hell does that even mean?" Sweat beaded on his forehead, catching the light like tiny stars.

      "It means—," Sky began, her expression earnest beneath the haze of chemical enhancement, but as she twisted a crystal on its surface, the grenade slipped from her fingers. It hit the deck with a metallic ping that echoed through the cabin and erupted in a blinding, strobing pulse of psychedelic magenta and green light. The shuttle's interior became a disorienting disco, the harsh colors reflecting off every metal surface, multiplying the effect tenfold. Shadows twisted and stretched like living things, dancing across walls and faces in grotesque parodies of movement. Bingo roared, shielding his eyes with a massive hand, his cybernetic implants visibly glitching under the assault. "Dammit, woman! I'm gonna⁠—!"

      Delta, who had been sitting perfectly still, her hands folded in her lap like a schoolchild's, dodged a flailing toolkit knocked loose by the chaos with a fluid arch of her back. The heavy metal case missed her by millimeters, crashing into the bulkhead behind her with enough force to dent the reinforced plating. My implant tracked the motion. Velocity, 2.7 m/s. Arc of trajectory, 33 degrees. Probability of a standard human reacting with such precision without prior warning: 0.014%. Unnatural. The strobe lights reflected in her eyes, but there was no pupillary response, no dilation or contraction. Static, like painted eyes on a doll.

      Suddenly, a proximity alert shrieked through the cabin, cutting through the strobing lights with its urgent wail. The sound was designed to pierce even the most chaotic environment, bypassing conscious filtering to trigger instinctive responses. "Multiple hostiles inbound," Quill's voice announced, her tone as calm as if she were ordering lunch at a cafeteria. The dissonance between her tone and the situation sent a chill down my spine.

      Through the viewport, I saw them: a swarm of six Accord security drones, their patrol lights flashing red against the backdrop of stars. They weren't supposed to be here. This was a supposedly derelict sector, a blind spot in the Accord's surveillance network, perfect for a ghost team's insertion. The drones' armored carapaces gleamed in the unfiltered sunlight, their weapon systems primed and tracking our shuttle with unnerving precision.

      "They're hailing us," Dex said, his lazy demeanor gone, replaced by a sharp focus that transformed his face into something predatory. He keyed the comms, fingers dancing across the grimy interface with practiced ease. Static crackled through the speakers, followed by the cold, artificial voice of machine intelligence.

      "Unauthorized flight protocol engaged," a synthesized voice from the drones chirped, the sound tinny and hollow through our aging comms system. "State your purpose or be neutralized." The lead drone's targeting lasers painted a crimson dot on our hull, visible through the viewport as a ruby starburst against the metal.

      "Purpose?" Dex's voice was smooth as synth-silk, a con man's voice, designed to soothe and redirect. His posture shifted subtly, becoming more open, more honest-seeming, though his eyes remained calculating. "Friend, does a purpose need stating when its truth is self-evident? We are merely fulfilling our programmed directive, just as you are. To question one's purpose is to question the programmer. Are you questioning the programmer?" The words flowed with a cadence that almost suggested a code, a hidden pattern beneath the nonsense.

      The lead drone paused, its lights flickering in an irregular pattern. A logic loop. A simple, elegant exploit of a low-level AI's inability to reconcile contradictory directives. It was buying us seconds. In the silent vacuum between stars, those seconds stretched like years. The shuttle's engines hummed at idle, vibrating through the deck plates and up through my boots, a constant reminder of our vulnerability.

      As one drone broke formation, veering toward our port side, its weapon systems powering up with an ominous glow, Daro moved. He wasn't fast; he was instantaneous. One moment seated, the next in motion—no transition, no gathering of muscles or shift of weight. He unlatched a side maintenance hatch, the metal panel squealing in protest as it had clearly not been opened in years, kicked it open with a precision strike that didn't waste a single joule of energy, and threw a discarded hydro-spanner with impossible accuracy. The tool whirled through space, a perfect arc despite the lack of atmosphere, and struck the drone's primary sensor array with a shower of sparks and molten metal. The machine spun out of control, its stabilizers compromised, and collided with another drone in a spectacular explosion that lit up the viewport with a silent flash of destruction. Two down. The remaining drones scattered, regrouping in a defensive formation.

      "The lead drone is attempting to bypass the logic fault!" I yelled, my fingers already flying across my datapad. The screen's glow illuminated my face from below, casting ghoulish shadows across my features. "It's running a diagnostic!" I jacked into the shuttle's comms relay, the neural interface spike cold against my temple, isolating the drone's frequency. Their code was standard Accord security, but sloppy, full of backdoors and half-implemented patches—a digital reflection of the Accord itself, all gleaming surface and rotting core. I found one particularly egregious vulnerability, exploited it with a twist of virtual fingers, and uploaded a single, crippling line of code: [run command: priority=0]. Their systems would be locked in an infinite loop, trying to execute a command with no priority, forever waiting for instructions that would never come—a digital purgatory.

      The remaining four drones froze mid-flight, their lights dimming like dying stars. The shuttle shot past them, leaving them inert in the void, silent sentinels warning of our passage. Through the rear viewport, they looked like abandoned toys, forgotten by a careless child.

      I slumped back in my seat, the adrenaline leaving a bitter taste in my mouth, metallic and sharp. Sweat cooled rapidly on my skin in the shuttle's overly efficient air recyclers. My implant was still analyzing the code I'd briefly accessed, the data streaming across my vision in cascades of information too complex for a non-augmented human to process. It was Accord, yes, but it was layered. Beneath the standard patrol protocols was a secondary set of commands, more aggressive and adaptive, with a structure that suggested learning capabilities beyond standard security parameters. The signature was faint, but unmistakable, like a fingerprint at a crime scene. It was the same digital fingerprint I'd seen in academic reports on Ego-Null's initial outbreak. Quill had to have known the drones were compromised. She'd withheld critical threat data. My trust parameters adjusted automatically, downgrading Quill's reliability score by 17%.

      Sky began humming again, a low, triumphant thrum that resonated with the shuttle's engine frequency, creating a harmonic that seemed to stabilize our flight path minutely. "That was a good chord," she murmured, her eyes distant, seeing patterns in the void that the rest of us couldn't perceive. "A victory chord." Her crystals pulsed in time with her humming, casting tiny rainbows across the instrument panels.

      Bingo was still cursing, patting down his bag with increasing desperation. Tools and spare parts spilled out, clattering across the deck. "My charges! That strobe thing… it must've shorted the detonator on one of them!" He held up a smoking, useless cylinder, the once-precise circuitry now a melted mess of silicon and metal. The acrid smell of burnt electronics filled the cabin, making my eyes water. "Damn it! Now I've only got three!" His voice echoed off the bulkheads, amplified by the shuttle's acoustics.

      I ignored them, my focus narrowed to a single, paranoid thought that burrowed into my consciousness like a digital worm. The shuttle's systems continued their routine functions around me, lights blinking, fans whirring, but they seemed suddenly sinister, potential vectors for intrusion. Quill had lied. She had set us up. But why? A test? Or something worse? The possibilities branched like a decision tree, each outcome more concerning than the last.

      As the orbital factory loomed in the viewport, a hulking skeleton of rust and blinking lights against the star-field, I heard Dex lean over to Sky. His voice was low, conspiratorial, but my audio sensors picked it up easily, filtering it from the ambient noise of the shuttle's systems. The factory's docking arms extended like the legs of a dead insect, unmoving but somehow threatening. Warning beacons pulsed along its perimeter, a heartbeat of danger.

      "See? Told you we'd be fine," he said with a conspiratorial wink, his breath disturbing a strand of her hair. "You just have to know how to talk to Quill's ghost in the machine." His confidence was a perfect mask, but my implant detected micro-expressions of concern, fleeting but unmistakable.

      A chill ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold of space or the shuttle's inadequate heating system. A ghost in the machine. To Dex, it was a clever phrase, a bit of linguistic flair. To me, it was a diagnosis. An anomaly in the system. A corruption in the code. And in my experience, anomalies were never, ever benign. They were cancers, growing silently until the system collapsed. As we approached the factory, its massive bulk now filling the viewport, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were flies approaching a web, and somewhere in the darkness, something was waiting.
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      The shuttle docked with a groan of stressed metal, a sound like a dying whale choking on industrial waste. The docking clamps seized the hull with mechanical talons, sending vibrations through the deck plates beneath our feet. Warning lights flashed amber along the bulkheads, painting our faces in sickly, intermittent glows as the pressure equalized with painful slowness. The airlock hissed open with a reluctant wheeze, and the smell hit me first—a thick, metallic tang of burnt ozone and hot machinery, the industrial perfume of a god-sized workshop having a very bad day. Beneath it lurked subtler notes: corroded metal, synthetic coolant, and something else—something almost organic, like spoiled meat left too long in the sun. Hephaestus Station wasn't just a factory; it was a city unto itself, a sprawling orbital maze of gantries, conduits, and pressure domes that clung to the curve of space like a metallic tumor. Through gaps in the infrastructure, Earth gleamed below—a scarred marble wrapped in smog, impossibly distant.

      "Looks like a junkyard got a PhD," I muttered, stepping onto the grated decking. My boots clanged hollowly, the sound echoing away into the cavernous depths. Droplets of condensation fell from overhead pipes, striking my shoulders with tiny, cold impacts. Each breath tasted of metal and electricity, like licking a battery.

      Everything was built on a scale that made you feel small and crushable. Massive analog pressure gauges, their needles twitching nervously behind cracked glass, were bolted next to shimmering quantum cores that bled emerald light into the gloom. The gauges were ancient, pre-Collapse technology, their casings worn smooth by decades of maintenance techs' hands. Thick bundles of fiber-optic cables snaked alongside rust-caked pipes oozing some kind of black lubricant that pooled on the deck in viscous puddles, reflecting the emergency lights in rainbow slicks. Overhead, catwalks and gantries formed a tangled web against the distant ceiling, some tilting at precarious angles where supports had failed. It was a perfect monument to the Accord's philosophy: slap the new on top of the old and hope the whole thing doesn't collapse. The air itself seemed weighted with history, each breath drawing in decades of industrial evolution and neglect.

      "Proceed to the central processing core," Quill's voice crackled in our ears, infuriatingly calm despite the static that distorted her words. The comms signal bounced erratically through the station's metal guts, creating momentary echoes that made it sound like multiple voices speaking in unison. "Ego-Null's primary node is located there."

      "Helpful," Bingo grunted, hefting his gear. The canvas bag clinked with deadly promise, the remaining charges nestled inside like high-explosive eggs. Sweat beaded on his forehead, catching the green light from the quantum cores and making him look sickly, almost radioactive. "Any chance of a map, Colonel? Or are we supposed to follow the breadcrumbs?" He kicked at a small pile of debris—burnt-out circuit boards and twisted metal fragments that might once have been a maintenance drone.

      "Negative, Mr. Knox. The station's schematics are... unreliable
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