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The mission had gone perfectly.

Raze guided the Wild Heart through the final docking sequence with the abandoned research station, the kind of smooth landing that would normally make Kix grumble about having nothing to critique. Twelve Fluffballs—actual designation unknown, but "Fluffballs" was what they were—chirped contentedly in their temporary carriers as Nova carefully transported them one by one into the cargo bay.

"Last one," Nova announced, settling the final carrier next to its companions. The Fluffball inside immediately pressed against the mesh door, purring like a tiny engine. "They seem happy."

"They should be," Kix said, sealing up her equipment bag. "Beats being poked and prodded in some corporate genetics lab."

The station had been abandoned for months, the research company dissolved in scandal. Someone had remembered to shut down the reactors but forgot about the test subjects. By the time the crew had arrived, the Fluffballs had been living off emergency rations and recycled water, their enclosures barely functional.

Now they were safe. Sanctuary Network would find them a proper home. Maybe even return them to their native planet, once Nova identified where that actually was.

"Extracting fur from an animal to make hats," Nova muttered, reviewing her scanner data as ZAP perched on her shoulder, scales flickering thoughtful purple. "Who even does that?"

"Rich people with too much money and not enough ethics," Raze said. She opened the carrier doors one by one. The Fluffballs tumbled out, immediately huddling together in a purring pile of... well, fluff. They were almost perfectly spherical, covered in soft fur that shifted through pastel colors—pink to blue to lavender to mint green. Big eyes, no visible limbs until they moved, at which point tiny paws appeared just long enough to waddle a few steps before tucking back into the fluff.

They were, objectively, the cutest things Raze had ever rescued.

"Alright," she said, heading for the cargo bay door. "Let's get them secured and head home. I'm starving."

"When aren't you starving?" Kix asked, following her.

"When I'm eating."

Raze pulled the cargo bay door shut. The magnetic lock engaged with a solid thunk.

"There," she said, testing the handle. "Now they can't wander into the—"

The handle didn't move.

Raze frowned and tried again. Nothing.

"Uh," Kix said. "Is it stuck?"

"No, it's..." Raze pulled harder. The handle refused to budge. "It's locked."

"What?" Nova looked up from her scanner. "It shouldn't lock from the inside. The safety override—"

"Well it did." Raze yanked the handle with both hands. Still nothing. "It's completely locked."

The three of them stared at the door.

"Okay," Nova said slowly. "Okay, don't panic. There's probably just a mechanical issue with the override. Let me check the panel."

She examined the control panel next to the door. Pressed a few buttons. Frowned. Pressed more buttons. Her frown deepened.

"It's not responding," she said quietly.

"What do you mean it's not responding?" Kix asked, her usual cheer fading.

"I mean the panel is completely dead. No power, no response, nothing."

"So we're locked in," Raze said.

"We're locked in," Nova confirmed.

"Perfect." Raze tried the handle again, harder this time, knowing it wouldn't work but needing to do something. "Just perfect."

"Wait, wait." Kix pulled out her comm unit. "We can just call for help, right? Someone at Sanctuary can—"

She stopped, staring at her comm display.

"No signal," she said.

"The hull," Nova said quietly. "It blocks transmission."

"Of course it does." Kix shoved her comm back in her pocket. "Of course it does."

The reality of the situation was starting to sink in. They were locked in a cargo bay. No one could hear them. No one could reach them. No one even knew they were in trouble.

"Okay," Raze said, forcing herself to stay calm. "Okay. We told Chen we'd be back tomorrow, right? So when we don't show up—"

"That's sixteen hours from now," Nova said.

"Sixteen hours?"

"We said late tomorrow. Which means at earliest, someone starts looking for us in sixteen hours."

Raze felt something cold settle in her stomach. "How much air do we have in here?"

Nova was already checking her scanner, pulling up the cargo bay's environmental data. Her face went pale.

"Four hours," she said. "Maybe four and a half if we stay calm and don't exert ourselves."

"Four hours," Kix repeated. "And rescue is sixteen hours away."

"So we need to get out before then," Raze said. "Or get a message out. Or something."

"Yeah. Something." Kix looked around the cargo bay like she was seeing it for the first time. "Okay. Okay, we can do this. We're smart. We're resourceful. We've gotten out of worse."

"Have we though?" Nova asked quietly.

Before anyone could answer, Raze was already examining the door, looking for any weakness, any gap she could exploit. "There has to be a way to override this manually. An emergency release or—"

"I already checked," Nova said. "The panel's dead. The whole system is offline."

"Then we make it online." Raze grabbed the panel's edge, trying to pry it open. "There's got to be a way to bypass—"

"Raze, stop. You'll break it."

"It's already broken!"

"You'll make it worse!"

Raze stopped, breathing hard. She realized her hands were shaking. From anger or fear, she wasn't sure.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. So the panel's dead. What about the door itself? Can we force it open?"

"It's magnetically sealed," Nova said. "Designed to hold against—"

"I don't care what it's designed for. Can we force it or not?"

Nova hesitated. "...Maybe. If we had something to pry with, and enough leverage—"

"Tools," Kix said, already moving to the wall storage. "We've got tools."

She pulled out the emergency toolkit, sorting through until she found a long prybar. "This might work."

Raze took it, feeling the weight. It was solid, meant for hull repairs. She wedged the flat end into the tiny gap between the door and the frame.

"Everyone stand back," she said.

She threw her weight against the bar. The door didn't budge. She adjusted her grip, braced her feet, and tried again. Nothing. Again. Again.

"It's not moving," she growled.

"Let me try," Kix said.

"I've got it—"

"You're going to hurt yourself. Let me try."

Raze stepped back, frustrated. Kix took the bar and tried a different angle, using the wall for leverage. The bar bent slightly under the pressure.

"Come on," Kix muttered. "Come on, you piece of—"

The bar slipped, clattering to the floor. The door remained firmly shut.

"Damn it!" Kix kicked the wall.

"That's not helping," Nova said.

"Yeah? Well neither is standing there looking worried!"

"I'm trying to think—"

"Well think faster! We've got four hours!"

"I know that!"

"Then do something!"

"I'm trying!"

Raze felt her own temper rising. They were all scared, all frustrated, and it was coming out as anger. At the door. At the situation. At each other.

"Okay, stop," she said. "Both of you, just stop."

They stopped, but the tension didn't dissipate.

"This is ridiculous," Kix said after a moment. "How did we even get stuck in here? The door just doesn't lock like this. Someone had to have hit something."

"I didn't touch anything," Nova said defensively.

"I'm not saying you did—"

"It sounded like you were saying I did."

"I'm just saying someone must have triggered the lock somehow!"

"Well it wasn't me!"

"It wasn't me either!"

"Then who—"

"Maybe it was you!" Nova's voice rose. "You were right by the door when it closed!"

"I didn't touch the panel!"

"You touch things all the time! You mess with equipment!"

"I know what I'm doing—"

"Oh really? Because we're locked in a cargo bay!"

"That's not my fault!"

"Then whose fault is it?"

Raze stepped between them. "It doesn't matter whose fault it is. What matters is getting out."

"It matters to me," Kix said, arms crossed. "I'm not taking the blame for this."

"No one's blaming anyone—"

"Nova just did!"

"I was just pointing out—"

"Can everyone please just shut up for one second!" Raze shouted.

The Fluffballs, disturbed by the raised voices, shifted in their pile, purring more loudly as if trying to soothe the tension.

Raze took a breath. Then another. "Okay. Fighting isn't going to help. We need to focus on solutions. We've got..." She checked the chrono on the wall. "Three hours and fifty-two minutes of air. And we're wasting it arguing."

Nova looked down, guilty. "You're right. I'm sorry."

"Yeah," Kix said quietly. "Me too."

"So let's think," Raze said. "We can't force the door. We can't override the panel. We can't call for help. What else can we try?"

Nova pulled up her scanner again, studying the cargo bay's schematics. "There's an access port in the corner. Leads to the ship's internal systems. Maybe we could... I don't know. Reroute power to the door? Or bypass the lock somehow?"

"Can you do that?" Raze asked.

"I don't know. Maybe?" Nova bit her lip, that familiar uncertainty creeping in. "I mean, theoretically it's possible, but I've never actually—"

"Let's try it," Raze said. "What other choice do we have?"

They moved to the access panel. Kix pried it open while Nova examined the wiring inside with her scanner. ZAP crept to the edge of the opening, scales shifting to curious purple.

"Okay," Nova said slowly. "Okay, so the door control runs through the main power relay, which is... here." She pointed to a junction box deep in the wall. "If I can bypass the security lockout and feed power directly to the door mechanism..."

"Can you do it?" Kix asked.

"I think so. But I need to isolate the right circuits first, and if I get it wrong, I could fry the whole system."

"So no pressure," Raze said.

"Exactly."

Nova reached into the access panel, carefully disconnecting wires. Kix held the light while Raze watched, feeling useless. She hated this. Hated standing around while someone else worked. Hated not being able to just punch their way out.

"Okay," Nova said after what felt like an eternity. "I've bypassed the security protocol. Now I just need to reroute power to the door mechanism and..." She made a final connection. "Try the door."

Raze moved to the door panel, pressed the override button.

Nothing.

"It didn't work," she said.

"What?" Nova checked her scanner. "But I routed the power correctly. The circuit should be—" She stopped. "Oh no."

"What? What's oh no?"

"The door mechanism isn't responding because it's not getting power at all. The main relay is completely offline."

"Why is it offline?"

"I don't know. Malfunction? Damage? It could be anything."

"Can you fix it?"

"Not from here. I'd need to access the main power junction, and that's in engineering. Which is on the other side of the door."

Raze wanted to punch something. "So that's it? That's our only option gone?"

"I'm sorry," Nova said quietly. "I thought it would work."

"It's not your fault." Raze forced herself to calm down. "We'll think of something else."

But they were running out of options. And time.

Kix checked the chrono. "Three hours, thirty-eight minutes."

They sat down, backs against the wall. The Fluffballs continued purring, oblivious. ZAP's scales flickered worried gray, picking up on the tension.

"Okay," Kix said. "Okay, we're smart people. There has to be something we're not thinking of."

"Like what?" Nova asked.

"I don't know. Something creative. Unconventional."

"Explosives?" Raze asked dryly.

"I mean, I wasn't going to suggest it, but—"

"No," Raze and Nova said simultaneously.

"Worth a shot," Kix muttered.

They fell silent again. Raze could feel the air getting warmer. Or maybe she was just imagining it. Either way, time was passing and they weren't any closer to getting out.

"Wait," Nova said suddenly. "Wait, what if we don't try to open the door at all?"

"What do you mean?" Raze asked.

"I mean, what if we focus on getting
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