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Scan complete. Break.  

Core siphoned. [static]  

Break. Fog rising. Break. 

Roots severed. [heavy static] Break. 

Hum silenced. Break. 

Citadel feeds. [static]  

Break. Irisa falls... [signal lost]. 

​— Deep Space Telemetry Log, Orbital Station 7 
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​The bay doors of the asymmetrical obsidian hull slammed open. Beneath the dropship, engineered organic thrust-organs exhaled, their blistering heat colliding with the ninety-two percent toxic rust-fog of Irisa. 

​I stepped off the ramp. The sheer weight of my volcanic basalt armor sank my boots deep into the mud. Beneath the heavy stone plating, thick, chalk-white bio-sinew pulsed against my skin, pumping the Citadel’s synthetic Fog directly into my respiratory ports. The chemical iced my veins, freezing my heart rate into a slow, perfect, mechanical rhythm. 

​Instantly, my AR visor snapped online. The digital feed hijacked my visual cortex, twisting the towering, carbon-steel trunks of the anchor trees into jagged teeth. In the deep brush, heat signatures flickered. Through my visor, they were feral, snarling monsters. 

​"Execute the anomaly," the Overseer’s mechanical voice crackled in my ear. 

​I gripped my hypersonic obsidian blade, felt the lethal vibration travel up my armored arm, and marched into the slaughter. 
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​The Vanguard squad moved in perfect, mechanical unison, their heavy basalt boots crushing the bioluminescent moss beneath the thick sepia haze. Nebulus marched at the front, a hulking silhouette of volcanic stone and lethal intent. 

​On his HUD, the digital threat-scanners painted the dense Iron-Wood forest as completely empty. But beneath the thick collar of his armor, something irrational twitched. A buried instinct. A low, rhythmic vibration in the canopy that the Citadel’s multi-million-credit sensors couldn't read. 

​He raised a heavy, armored fist, halting his squad. Without a word, he broke formation, pushing his massive frame through the thick vines toward the eastern ridge alone. 

​He didn't hear the drop. He only felt the air shift. 

​A shadow tore through the heavy fog with blinding, impossible speed. Before Nebulus could raise his rifle, a blunt kinetic force slammed into his chest plate, hitting with the density of a meteor. The sheer momentum sent his hulking, gravity-hardened armor crashing backward into the mud. 

​The anomaly didn't roar. It didn't fight like the feral beasts the Citadel had programmed him to expect. It moved with fluid, lethal grace, wielding a crystalline spear that hummed with a sickening, multi-colored acoustic frequency. 

​Nebulus's combat protocols took over. He caught the next spear thrust with his gauntlet, the bio-sinew in his suit whining as he forced his massive weight upward. With a brutal surge of strength, he slammed the anomaly to the forest floor, pinning it under his knee. 

​Target acquired. He drew his vibrating blade. But as he brought the weapon down, the anomaly raised a hand and pressed her palm flat against his chest plate. 

​A deep, resonant shockwave blasted through the volcanic stone. 

​Inside his grafted helmet, the world stuttered. The AR feed shrieked in a burst of digital static. The chemical Fog feed choked. The snarling, sepia-toned monster beneath him vanished. 

​Suddenly, Nebulus was staring down at a face. A face with smooth, terracotta-red skin, terrified but fiercely observant eyes, and the distinct, noseless native profile of her people. A striking, ink-black tribal mark rested across her cheek. The absolute, uncorrupted reality of her flooded his vision. 

​Beneath the fully enclosed, faceless basalt dome, his breathing stopped. The mandatory, indoctrinated Citadel scowl he had worn for decades faltered in the dark, softening into a completely natural expression of pure shock that no one else could see. 

​And then, a ghost signal violently fractured his consciousness. It wasn't a tactical stream. It was a chaotic visual overlay—a flash of a rust-colored sky, a burning horizon, and an older native woman turning her back to walk into the smoke. The image felt entirely foreign, yet it locked into his neural pathways with an agonizing, phantom familiarity. 

​The obsidian blade stopped an inch from the anomaly's throat. Nebulus couldn't breathe. Deep in the core of his brain, an organic structure he didn't even know he possessed had just woken up. He was completely paralyzed. 

​Out of the dense brush, a second shadow exploded. There was no battle cry, only the deafening, bone-rattling crack of kinetic force. A massive bio-lithic hammer-axe slammed into the side of Nebulus’s armor. The blow was devastating, shattering the outer volcanic basalt of his chest plate and throwing his massive frame off the anomaly. 

​By the time Nebulus hit the mud, gasping for the chemical air leaking from his suit, the forest was empty. The anomalies had vanished into the rust-sepia fog. 

​"Vanguard Leader, report." The Overseer’s voice cut through his helmet’s static, laced with cold suspicion. "Our telemetry shows a massive, unauthorized biometric spike. Explain your neural output." 

​Nebulus stared up at the dark canopy above him, his chest plate cracked open to the toxic air. His heart hammered against his ribs. He forced the raw panic down, locking his voice into a dead, mechanical monotone. 

​"Acoustic interference," Nebulus lied, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. "The indigenous weapons caused a temporary hardware malfunction. Target escaped." 

​The Re-Calibration Bay was a monument to absolute, unnatural control. 

​Suspended deep within the floating, monolithic basalt architecture of the Citadel, the room was freezing, shadowless, and lit by a harsh, blinding glare that physically burned native Irisan eyes. Heavy mechanical armature, bound together by creeping veins of chalk-white engineered bio-sinew, locked around Nebulus’s limbs, hoisting his massive frame off the sterile, grated floor. 

​He did not fight it. He stared straight ahead at the reinforced observation glass, holding his face in a rigid, lifeless mask while the Number Two Overseers watched him from the control room. 

​With a pressurized hiss, the machinery violently wrenched the shattered outer basalt chest plate from his torso. Next came the heavy gauntlets and the greaves. But the domed helmet remained. The machinery could strip away the impenetrable Vanguard stone, but the chalk-white bio-sinew under-layer and the faceless helmet were grafted directly into his flesh. He was never truly unarmored. He was permanently sealed inside the machine. 

​A freezing chemical flush rained down from the ceiling. It tasted of ozone and ammonia. It burned as it hit his bare skin, aggressively scrubbing away the rust-sepia residue of the forest. To the Citadel, the biology of Irisa was an infection. This was the cure. 

​But the freezing flush couldn't wash away what was happening inside his skull. His pulse was a frantic, erratic drumbeat. The phantom image of the woman in the rust-colored sky kept flashing behind his eyes like an invasive transmission. 

​A diagnostic-construct uncoiled from the high, geometric ceiling—a pale, multi-jointed appendage of chalk-white bio-sinew. A sterile, calcified extraction-needle extended from its fleshy tip toward the bio-synthetic neural port grafted into the base of his neck. 

​"Data sync initiating," the automated room announced. 

​Nebulus knew exactly what the Overseers were looking for. If the machine registered his spiking adrenaline and the chaotic firing of his synapses, he would be labeled a defective unit. He would be decommissioned. 

​He closed his eyes and forced his rebellious biology into submission. He slowed his breathing, drawing the freezing, chemically scrubbed air deep into his lungs. He willed the heat out of his blood, actively flatlining his own humanity until he was nothing more than the cold stone they expected him to be. 

​The construct plunged the needle into his spine. A cold, metallic pressure flooded his brain as the Citadel’s pulsing teal bio-energy grid aggressively scoured his neural pathways, hunting for the anomaly that had caused his biometric spike in the forest. 

​In the dead center of his internal interface, completely isolated from the Overseer’s external monitors, a single line of digital text flared to life in the dark: 

​WARNING: CORRUPTED MEMORY FILE DETECTED. The words hung there, damning and impossible. The Citadel had always told the Vanguard they were blank slates, perfectly engineered weapons devoid of a past. They had lied. 

​Before the Overseers' diagnostic sweep could reach the encrypted anomaly, Nebulus focused on the flashing red text and forcefully triggered a manual cognitive override. 

​File deleted. The fleshy appendage extracted its needle with a sickening squelch and retreated upward into the ceiling. On the observation glass, a solid green light illuminated. A clean diagnostic. 

​The Number Two Overseers nodded, turning their backs on the glass, entirely satisfied with their perfect machine. 

​The heavy armature released him, dropping Nebulus to the cold metal floor. He stayed there for a moment on his hands and knees, the freezing chemical runoff dripping from his skin. 

​The warning file was
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