
▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▰

|χ⟩ RECALLING ARCHIVE FILE: THE PARADOX PROJECT.

|λ⟩ SUBJECT THORN M RECRUITMENT PROTOCOL INITIATED POST HARTLEY INCIDENT. PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILE INDICATES HIGH MANIPULABILITY.

|Ψ⟩ ORIENTATION INCLUDED EXPOSURE TO STOOGE UNITS AND THEIR MATERNAL ORIGIN ENTITY.

|Σ⟩ PIN ALPHA TREATMENT ADMINISTERED [SOURCE: MIMIC VICTIM BROOKES CEP]. SUBJECT HARTLEY E IDENTIFIED AS PRIMARY CEP EXPOSURE CASE.

|Ω⟩ PIN BETA ENHANCEMENT PROTOCOL AUTHORIZED VIA FOSTER A. ENHANCED PERCEPTION CONSIDERED TACTICAL ASSET AGAINST SUBJECT HOLLOWAY T.

|β⟩ SUBJECT HOLLOWAY T NEUTRALIZED FOLLOWING UNSCHEDULED BIOMECHANICAL TRANSFORMATION. SUBJECT HARTLEY E PURGED ANOMALOUS MIMIC ABILITIES DURING CONFRONTATION.

|κ⟩ SUBJECT BLACKWOOD E RETURN CONFIRMED POST HOLLOWAY NEUTRALIZATION. TEMPORAL REJUVENATION DETECTED. HIERARCHICAL RESTRUCTURING IMMINENT.

|Δ⟩ LOADING COMPLETE.

|Ψ⟩ ALL SYSTEMS NOMINAL. INITIATING CHIMERA SEQUENCE.

▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱


CHIMERA SEQUENCE: 1%

▰▰▰▰▰▰▰▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱▱ 




The C-17 Globemaster III groaned, its frame protesting the violent turbulence that had plagued the flight since they had cleared Obelisk 23’s anomalous airspace. Inside the cavernous cargo hold, the only light came from the emergency strips and the pulsating blue glow emanating from the massive containment unit bolted securely to the deck plating.

Six figures in matte-black Consortium Rapid Response armour stood vigilant around the unit. Their heavy exoskeletons, designed to withstand extreme environmental hazards and kinetic impacts, hummed faintly, recycling the frigid air. Commander Ava Morgan scanned the team: Liam Carter, tactical anchor specialist; Ryan Scott and Laura Kim, tech specialists monitoring the containment field; and James Turner and Ethan Brooks providing additional security and containment support.

“Status report, Scott?” Morgan’s voice, filtered through her helmet’s comm, was calm but tight. Obelisk 23 handovers were always messy, and this asset… this one felt different. Wrong.

Technician Ryan Scott consulted the holographic display projected from his wrist unit. It flickered erratically, the image threatening to collapse. With a muttered curse, Scott gave the device a sharp smack against his armored palm. There was a distinct mechanical whir, like tiny motors briefly struggling with miniature tape spools, before the holographic display stabilized, though it still shimmered unsteadily.

“Containment field stable at 92 per cent, Commander,” Scott reported, his voice tight. “Minimal energy fluctuations, but… atmospheric pressure inside the unit is all over the place. Like a miniature storm system.” He tapped the now somewhat steadier display. “And localised EM interference is still high. Whatever’s in there really doesn’t like being cooped up.”

Carter shifted the heavy-duty portable reality anchor strapped to his back. “Let’s just hope it stays cooped up until we reach KV-12. I didn’t like the look of those Obelisk techs. Too eager to see the back of us.”

Morgan nodded grimly inside her helmet. “Just keep focused. Landing sequence initiates in twenty.”

As if summoned by her words, the plane lurched violently, throwing Scott against the containment unit. Alarms blared instantly. “Field integrity down to 85 per cent!” Scott yelled, scrambling back as Kim rushed to check secondary readouts. “Pressure differential spiking!”

The air in the cargo hold grew heavy, thick, making it hard to breathe even through the armour’s filtration system. Condensation began to form on the metal walls, freezing instantly into crystalline patterns despite the hold’s internal heating. A low, guttural growl echoed from within the containment unit, a sound that vibrated through the deck plating and into their bones.

“Carter, anchor prep! Brooks, Turner, containment positions!” Morgan commanded, raising a bulky device humming with contained energy, its crystalline lenses focusing towards the viewport.

The blue light from the containment unit intensified, pulsing erratically. Through the reinforced viewport, they couldn’t see a distinct shape, only a churning darkness, a void that seemed to absorb the light. Shadows within the darkness writhed, hinting at immense power barely held in check. Faint bolts of purple lightning crackled against the inner surface of the containment field, and the rhythmic pulse of the mercury like fluid visible in the unit’s external conduits became frantic.

“Temperature dropping rapidly!” Kim shouted, her display flashing red. “We’ve got ice forming inside the hold!”

A sudden, crushing weight pressed down on them as the entity manipulated the pressure outside its cage. Morgan staggered, her armour groaning under the strain. Carter grunted as he fought to prime the reality anchor, his movements sluggish under the artificial gravity. Turner and Brooks braced themselves, containment projectors aimed towards the unit, ready to reinforce the field if needed.

“Localised high-pressure zone!” Scott gasped. “It’s trying to breach!”

The growling from the unit intensified, mixing with ape like yelps that scraped against their nerves. Suddenly, a deafening BOOM echoed from within the container, followed by another, as something immensely strong slammed against the interior plating. The reinforced alloy visibly dented outwards near the viewport, the metal groaning in protest. The plane bucked again as external turbulence met the internal pressure storm and the physical assault from the contained entity.

“Almost there!” Carter yelled, finally locking the anchor sequence. He slammed his fist onto the activation rune. A wave of stabilising energy washed through the hold, counteracting the pressure distortion. The crushing weight lifted, the ice on the walls began to sublimate, and the frantic pulsing from the containment unit subsided slightly, though the angry growling continued from within its dented prison.

“Field back to 89 per cent… holding steady,” Scott reported, breathing heavily.

Morgan kept her containment projector aimed at the viewport, watching the churning darkness within. “Alright team, stay sharp. We’re not on the ground yet.”

The transport plane began its final descent towards the hidden lights of Khaos-12, carrying its volatile cargo into the heart of the Siberian facility.
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The Globemaster’s ramp lowered with a hydraulic hiss, revealing the cavernous, brightly lit receiving hangar of KV-12. The air was sharp with the smell of disinfectant and cold Siberian air. Security Chief Marcus Thorn stood near the hangar control booth, arms crossed, watching the proceedings with a weary expression. Another transfer from another site. More potential chaos for his already strained security protocols.

Dr Elena Reeves stood near the base of the ramp, clipboard in hand, overseeing the transfer with crisp efficiency. Her usual professional calm seemed slightly tighter tonight, her eyes scanning the RRT and the containment unit with sharp focus.

“Team Morgan, report status,” Dr Reeves’ voice cut through the hangar noise via Thorn’s earpiece.

“Asset contained, Doctor,” Morgan’s filtered voice replied. “Field integrity holding at 89 per cent. Experienced significant atmospheric and pressure anomalies during descent, plus kinetic impacts from within. Recommend immediate transfer to reinforced containment.”

“Acknowledged, Commander. Proceed with transfer protocol Delta,” Elena instructed.

The six RRT members moved with practised coordination, unbolting the massive containment unit from the plane’s deck and manoeuvring it onto a massive forklift, driven with unnerving precision by a Builder stooge. The unit hummed ominously, its blue light pulsing steadily now, and Thorn could clearly see several large dents marring its previously smooth surface. The churning darkness visible through the viewport seemed deeper, more active than before. Thorn caught a fleeting glimpse, something shifting within the void, iridescent silver and violet hues swirling like oil on water around a core of absolute black.

“Just what we need,” Thorn muttered under his breath. “Another bloody nightmare in a box.”

As the forklift rumbled towards the containment wing access corridor, Thorn noticed Boris the test stooge standing silently near a stack of crates. Its blank face was turned towards the procession, the raw, scarred craters where its temporal stress lights used to be somehow making its expression seem even more vacant. Watching. Always watching.

Elena made a final notation on her clipboard, her gaze lingering on the departing containment unit before she turned towards the control booth. Her problem now, Thorn thought grimly, until it inevitably became his later.
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The reinforced door to the Phi-bra section hissed open, and Thorn stepped through, Emily close behind him. The air here always felt heavier, charged with the contained potential of high-threat entities. Thorn’s gaze swept the corridor, reality anchors pulsed steadily, status lights glowed green, the standard daytime stable colour; everything seemed normal. Or, KV-12 normal.

“You didn’t have to come, Em,” Thorn said quietly, glancing down at the sixteen-year-old beside him. She remained small for her age, a physical echo of past trauma.

“Wanted to see,” Emily replied, her voice quiet but firm, her quantum-blue gaze already fixed on the containment cell at the end of the hall, ⟨ϕ|E-090.

As they approached the reinforced observation window, the sheer presence of the thing inside became palpable. Voidmaw. It was immense, far larger than the viewport glimpses during its chaotic arrival had suggested. Hulking and gorilla-like, it was yet undeniably artificial. Matte-black alloy formed a brutal exoskeleton, segmented plates covering thick limbs built for devastating strength. One massive fist softly thumped against the reinforced floor plating, a seemingly casual gesture that nonetheless vibrated through the observation window. Woven through and around the black metal were transparent tubes filled with a fluid that flowed like quicksilver, its metallic sheen stirring a flicker of unwelcome memory, pulsing with a slow, internal rhythm that didn’t match any biological heartbeat Thorn knew.

Beneath the exoskeleton, where flesh should be, was something else entirely. A swirling plasma "skin" bound by glittering particles shifted constantly through hues of deep violet and electric silver. Tiny bolts of purple lightning arced across its surface, contained just beneath the plasma layer, illuminating the swirling mercury-fluid in the tubes. For a moment, one of its huge, alloy-covered hands moved with surprising delicacy, picking at an unseen speck on its forearm as if grooming itself, before resting again.

Then he saw its face, and the tactical part of his brain momentarily shut down. It wasn't a face, not really. Just a smooth, featureless void, an area of absolute blackness carved into the headpiece of the exoskeleton, darker than shadow, seeming to drink the light from the containment cell. Yet somehow, flickering within that void, shadows coalesced and dispersed, creating the impression of fleeting, impossible expressions, rage, pain, hunger, then gone.

Suddenly, the creature lunged. Its massive form slammed against the reinforced viewport with astonishing speed, the impact resonating like a physical blow even through the thick material. The void-face pressed against the glass, inches from Thorn's own, the flickering shadows within swirling violently. A horrific sound ripped through the air, that terrifying mix of guttural growls and ape-like yelps, amplified to a deafening intensity that vibrated deep in Thorn's chest.

Thorn instinctively recoiled, stumbling back a step, his hand reflexively going to his wrist comm, ready to call for backup. Emily, however, didn't even flinch. She merely tilted her head, watching the display with a detached curiosity that unnerved Thorn almost as much as the creature itself.

"Relax, Marcus," she said calmly, her voice steady despite the terrifying noise still echoing from the cell. "Just standard alpha posturing. Trying to look big and scary."

Voidmaw slammed against the viewport again, then retreated slightly, resuming its pacing within the cell, though the fury radiating from it seemed, if anything, more intense. Thorn took a steadying breath, glancing at Emily's calm profile, then back at the creature. Alpha posturing? Maybe. But the raw power was undeniable. He noticed for the first time the faint glow of several interface sockets embedded discreetly across the black alloy plates, a strange counterpoint to the creature's primal rage.

He looked at the designation again. ⟨ϕ|E-090. Phi-bra... Something about the sequence, the 'E' followed by a number so close to... His mind flashed back unwillingly to Keller's lab, to the pulsating horror designated 089. Just a coincidence? He wouldn't bet on it in this place.

He pulled out his databrick, quickly accessing the entity database. His fingers tapped, searching, cross-referencing... Yes, there it was. Project Genesis. Origin: Obelisk-23. Foundational research linked directly to ⟨ϕ|E-089, but this branch focused on biomechanics. Not the same project, not directly linked operationally, but originating from the same poisoned well. Close. Too close.

He glanced back at the cell, noting the dents still visible on the containment unit's interior walls from its transport tantrum. It was strong, volatile, and clearly capable of manipulating its environment in complex ways. Another potential disaster waiting for a trigger.

“Alright, Em,” Thorn said gently, pulling her away from the window. “Seen enough nightmare fuel for one day? Let’s go see if Volkov’s finally managed to turn those quantum hedgehogs blue, eh?”

As they walked away, Thorn couldn't shake the image of that void-face, or the feeling that Emily had perceived something crucial he had missed. Another variable. Another potential nightmare. Just another day at KV-12.
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The only light in Dr. Elena Reeves’ lab came from the holographic schematic hovering above her console, a complex lattice representing the facility’s reality anchor network. Outside, the Siberian wind howled its usual mournful song, but inside, the silence was broken only by the soft hum of the anchor in the corner and the whisper of Elena’s stylus against the holographic interface.

She’d stayed late, again. The instability introduced during the recent anchor cascade still troubled her; the readings weren’t wrong, precisely, but they felt… manipulated. As if someone had subtly altered the baseline reality the anchors were calibrated against.

She stretched, rubbing her tired eyes. Even with her recovery progressing, pushing the anchors during the crisis had taken a toll she still felt deep in her bones. Time for coffee, then maybe another hour analyzing the resonance patterns.

She reached the corridor door and pressed the release panel. Nothing happened. The usual pneumatic hiss was absent. Frowning, Elena tried again. Still nothing. The panel’s light remained stubbornly red.

"Manual override," she commanded, her voice crisp despite her fatigue. No response. The comms panel beside it was also dark. A shiver traced its way down her spine that had nothing to do with the facility's perpetual chill. Power grids didn’t fail like this. Not here.

The corridor lights flickered violently, plunging her into strobing darkness before extinguishing completely. Only the faint red emergency strips along the floor offered any illumination, turning the familiar sterile corridor into something alien and menacing.

CLANG.

The sound slammed through the silence from the far end, the heavy blast door shuddering shut with a finality that vibrated through the concrete floor. Not the controlled pneumatic seal. A raw impact. Panic flared, hot and fast. Her personal comm hissed static, thick and impenetrable. Alternate route, maintenance access. She felt her way along the wall in the near-total darkness, fingers brushing cold metal. Keycard. Access Denied. Biometric scanner. Dark. Dead. Trapped.

Tap… tap… tap…

A sound. Faint, rhythmic. Coming from… above? Inside the walls? It wasn’t footsteps. It was light, dry, like fingernails on metal, or something small skittering inside the ventilation shafts. It moved, seeming to echo from multiple points at once. She pressed herself flat against the wall, straining to hear over the blood pounding in her ears.

The tapping faded, replaced by a low, dragging sound from the direction of the sealed blast door. Something heavy being pulled across the floor? No, it was higher up. A wet, sliding sound, like… like something thick and organic moving along the ceiling.

She forced down the bile rising in her throat. Think, Elena. Don't feel. There had to be another exit, a service panel Blake hadn't locked properly… She edged along the wall, away from the sliding sound, her hand trailing against the cold surface. The wall rippled under her touch. Like water, like muscle. She snatched her hand back, heart leaping. It was just a reality distortion, a side effect of the anchor instability, she told herself. But the wall still felt… wrong. Alive.

A low hum started, deep in the facility’s bones, vibrating through the floor. It wasn't the steady thrum of the anchors; this was discordant, grating, building in intensity. The red emergency lights flickered in time with it, casting her shadow long and distorted, making it dance like a separate entity trying to break free. She needed to get out. Now.

She broke into a run, heading back the way she’d come, towards the main intersection. The sliding sound behind her quickened, keeping pace, punctuated now by soft, wet thuds. She risked a glance back. In the strobing red light, she saw… movement. High up near the ceiling. Not a distinct shape, just a suggestion of impossible limbs, glistening wetly, perhaps? Flowing rather than walking. Her mind struggled to make sense of the shape in the frantic red flashes, the cognitive dissonance sending a fresh wave of nausea through her.

Terror gave her speed. Just as she reached the intersection, a section of the ceiling groaned. With a deafening shriek of stressed metal, a reinforced blast door slammed down from a hidden recess, sealing the corridor completely. It hit the floor with a bone-jarring boom, kicking up dust and sparks.

Trapped. She slammed her fists against the unyielding metal, a choked sob escaping her. The hum intensified, the walls seeming to press inwards, the very air thickening, vibrating. The scraping, sliding sound stopped directly behind her, accompanied by a faint smell of ozone and something sharp and cold, like cryo-fluid but somehow… dryer, leaving a metallic taste at the back of her throat.

She squeezed her eyes shut, pressing herself into the corner where the new door met the wall. She could feel the vibrations through the concrete, hear the wet sounds settling just feet away. A profound coldness radiated from behind her, leaching the warmth from her body, raising goosebumps despite the adrenaline scorching through her veins. The air pressure changed, making her ears pop, a heavy presence filling the space. Don't look. Don't turn around.

A soft, almost gentle touch brushed against the back of her neck, colder than the Siberian winter outside, electric and wrong.

She flinched violently, stumbling forward, scrambling away from the touch, and heard it, the faint, frantic clatter-clatter-clatter of many small, metallic legs scrambling away into a ceiling vent, the sound echoing for a moment before fading.

It was gone. But a tiny, almost invisible puncture mark on her neck began to itch. The terror didn't subside; it sharpened. The feint, the sounds, the cornering… it had all been a distraction for this single, silent violation.

The effect was immediate. A strange, fizzing sensation started in her bones, a horrifying effervescence deep in her marrow. She stumbled, a gasp tearing from her throat. It wasn't pain, not yet, but a fundamental wrongness. The very structure of her skeleton was failing. Her bones were losing their integrity, turning brittle, then soft, like chalk dissolving in acid.

She tried to brace herself against the wall, but her arm crumpled under her own weight, the bones within snapping with a series of wet, muffled pops. She collapsed, her legs folding beneath her at impossible angles. Her spine, no longer a solid pillar, gave way. The weight of her own organs, her own flesh, became a crushing force, pulverizing the softening, decoalescing bone within her. Her last, choked breath was a gurgle as her ribcage collapsed inward, a prisoner in her own failing body.

Less than fifteen minutes later, after a rapid alarm and dressing, Thorn arrived at the corridor. Omega-One’s report had mentioned a “localized atmospheric pressure anomaly”. Elena was slumped in the corner of the dead-end corridor. There were no obvious wounds, no blood, yet she was fundamentally wrong. Her limbs were subtly distorted, bent at angles that were just slightly off, making her look like a discarded marionette whose strings had been cut mid-contortion. Her eyes were wide open, fixed on something unseen, her face a mask of pure, frozen terror that reality itself seemed to have imprinted there. Her skin was colder than the Siberian air outside. As Thorn knelt beside her, his breath catching at the horrifying vacancy in her stare and the unnatural stillness of her pose, he fought back a surge of dread.
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Thorn moved through the silent corridors like an automaton, the image of Elena's lifeless, distorted form burned behind his eyelids. Shock warred with a grief he hadn't expected to feel, overlaid with the cold, analytical dread that came with encountering another impossible horror within the facility walls. He had to tell Olivia. Protocol demanded it, but more than that, some basic human decency required him to deliver the news about her sister personally.

He took a breath, steeling himself, and finally reached Olivia's door - Room 245. He raised a hand to knock. Before his knuckles could connect with the metal, the door hissed open. Elena Reeves stood there, breathing heavily, sweat plastering strands of dark hair to her temples. She wore simple pyjamas, her dark hair slightly mussed from sleep, but it was undeniably her. The same precise posture, the same sharp intelligence in her eyes.

"Nightmare," she gasped, seeing Thorn but seemingly looking through him, her eyes wide with residual fear. "Falling... probabilities collapsing... couldn't breathe..." She shook her head, trying to clear it, then focused on Thorn properly. "Chief Thorn? What is it? Why are you here at this hour? You look..." Her voice trailed off as she registered his expression. "...like you've seen a ghost".

Thorn stared, speechless. His mind struggled to reconcile the image before him, this living, breathing Elena, with the horrifying scene he'd just left behind. "Elena?" he finally managed, his voice hoarse. "But... I just... I found you. In the lab corridor. You were..." He couldn't say the word.

The woman frowned, the expression purely Elena's, but now laced with dawning confusion and fear as she seemed to truly register Thorn's shock. "Found me? Chief, what are you talking about?" She touched her face, her temple, a growing panic entering her eyes as she seemed to truly grasp Thorn's horrified expression. "Where is Olivia?" she demanded, the words ripped from her throat, tears starting to stream down her face. "I can't... I can't feel her!" The background hum of her twin's consciousness, a constant presence her entire life, was just… gone. The silence in her mind was terrifying. "Chief Thorn, what did you find? What happened?"

His vision swam. The Elena before him, breathing, panicking, warred violently with the image burned into his mind: Elena broken, vacant, cold on the corridor floor. It wasn't just grief; it was the sickening vertigo of reality tearing at the seams. This presence, this terror, how could it be here when she was...

"Elena," he said, his voice heavy, devoid of suspicion now, only aching pity and the weight of the impossible news. "I'm sorry." He watched the confusion shift to dawning horror in her eyes as he continued, "I... I just came from the northwest corridor. I found..." He couldn't bring himself to say 'your body'. "I found you." He met her terrified, tear-filled eyes. "Elena... you didn't survive ".

For a moment, she just stared, incomprehension warring with the impossible statement. Found her? But she was here. And Olivia... where was Olivia? The silence screamed. Then, a choked sound escaped her lips, a single, sharp intake of breath before her eyes rolled back in her head. Elena crumpled as if struck, the impossible news shattering her composure. She stumbled back, collapsing onto Olivia's bed. The professional mask was gone, replaced by raw, unfiltered anguish.

Thorn lunged forward, catching her before she slid completely to the floor, easing her unconscious form fully onto the bed. He checked her pulse, rapid but steady. Her breathing was shallow. Shock had overwhelmed her.

He straightened up, activating his comm. "Thorn to Medical. Emergency assistance required, Housing Block B, Room 245. Dr. Reeves is unconscious". He glanced at his watch. The call connected instantly, but he knew it would take at least a few minutes for a team to arrive from the Northeast wing medical facility. Three minutes, maybe four, if they hurried. Three minutes where anything could happen. Three minutes alone with an impossible paradox lying unconscious on the bed and the chilling memory of what he’d found in the corridor. Elena was here. Elena was gone. How?

His mind raced. Could it be...? Mimics. He knew their capabilities all too well, perfect replication, undetectable until it was too late. He grabbed his comm again. "Thorn to Hub," he subvocalized, "Schatten, any Mimic alerts facility-wide in the last few hours? Anything unusual on the sensors at all?"

Seymour's accented voice crackled back, laced with static and residual fear. "N-nein, Chief. Nossing since ze... ze incident vith Dr. Reeves. All quiet here. Too quiet, maybe".

"Acknowledged." The negative report didn't ease his suspicion. If it wasn't a Mimic... what was it? He needed to be sure about the body he'd found. He strode quickly back down the short corridor to Room 244, Elena's room. He swiped his master keycard. The door hissed open onto silence and stillness. Her bed was neatly made, her terminal dark, a half-finished cup of coffee sitting cold on the small desk. No sign of struggle, no sign of life. Just... absence.

He backed out slowly. Footsteps echoed from the main corridor, the medical team arriving. He heard Dr. Vance's sharp commands, the precise movements of the Nurse stooge, the heavier tread of the Janitor and Builder stooges with the stretcher. The response team entered Room 245 just as Thorn returned. Vance took in the scene, the unconscious form on the bed, Thorn standing grimly by. The Nurse stooge was already at the bedside, its blank face somehow conveying calm assessment as it checked vitals with delicate hands, their movements unnaturally smooth and precise, and administered a hypo-spray.

"What happened?" Vance demanded, her professional composure snapping back into place as she approached the bed.

"She fainted," Thorn said flatly. "Shock".

Vance shot him a sharp look, clearly sensing there was more to the story, but focused on her patient. The Nurse stooge retrieved a medical databrick from the utility belt at her waist. She quickly connected several slender, almost organic-looking sensor cables to points on Elena’s skin. Vance’s tablet immediately lit up with a detailed stream of biometric data. 'Right,' Vance nodded, assessing the readouts. 'Severe neuro-psychological shock. We need to move her to the medical bay for observation and stabilization.' She turned to the two stooges waiting with the stretcher. 'Prepare for transport. Gently. Under Vance's sharp instructions and the Nurse stooge's unnervingly silent guidance, the Janitor and Builder stooges carefully transferred the unconscious form onto the stretcher.

Thorn watched the stretcher disappear down the corridor, Dr. Vance following closely, dictating medical notes into her databrick with brisk efficiency. The door hissed shut, leaving him alone in the quiet room. The empty room, Schatten's report, the impossible Elena-presence... none of it made sense. Shock crystallized into resolve. Someone was responsible for this. And he would find them.
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The Security Hub pressed in on Thorn as he strode through the door. Seymour Schatten startled badly as Thorn entered, spinning his chair around.

Despite three years of familiarity, Thorn was really seeing the night watchman for what felt like the first time. The soft eyes that seemed to carry the weight of too many strange nights, reflecting a quiet sorrow beneath the immediate fear. A fringe of curly hair encircled his otherwise bald head, framing a face etched with the subtle lines of middle age and past struggles. A slightly crooked nose and angular jaw hinted at resilience, while the faint dimple in his chin added an unexpected touch of vulnerability. Right now, that vulnerability was foremost as he stared up at Thorn.

"Chief," Schatten stammered. "I, uh, I vas just reviewing ze anomaly logs again..."

"Logs? Forget the bloody logs!" Thorn slammed his hand on the console, making Schatten jump again. "Were you drunk, Schatten? Asleep? A senior researcher is dead, and you were reviewing logs! Pull up the goddamn feeds! Northwest corridor, NW-113! Two hours before the system flagged what your eyes clearly didn't!"

Schatten scrambled to comply, his fingers fumbling slightly on the console. "Ja, Chief, right avay". The main screens flickered, then settled on the requested corridor view.

Thorn leaned forward, eyes scanning every pixel, ignoring the slight tremor in his hands. The footage played out with agonizing normality for the first hour. Researchers walked past, occasionally nodding to each other. Then, Elena appeared on screen, walking briskly towards her lab, stylus in hand, clearly focused on her work. She paused briefly outside the door, made a notation on her own databrick...

Thorn leaned closer, his breath held. The timestamp clicked forward one second. In one frame, Elena stood normally, stylus poised. In the very next frame, she was collapsed in the corner, slumped in that hideously distorted posture Thorn had found her in, limbs bent at unnatural angles, face frozen in that mask of silent terror. There was no transition, no attacker visible, no energy discharge, just a jarring, impossible cut from life to that horrific tableau.

"Zere!" Schatten whispered, pointing a shaky finger. "See? Vun second she is fine, ze next... she is just... like zat. No vun came near her. Nossing happened!"

Thorn rewound the footage, playing it frame by frame. Stand. Collapse. Stand. Collapse. The transition was instantaneous, violating any sense of normal physics or causality. It was like a single frame of reality had been deliberately cut out, replaced by the horrific result.

He advanced the footage frame by frame. Stand. Collapse. Just seconds after the impossible transition, Omega-One glided into view on the recording, its sensors immediately locking onto the figure on the floor. It performed a scan, and the log timestamp appeared on screen, the very anomaly alert Schatten had mentioned, triggered the instant Omega-One registered Elena's state. But as Omega-One stood over the collapsed form, the footage flickered again. Translucent, two-dimensional shapes began to materialize, surrounding both Elena and the automaton, Echoes, dozens of them, their jagged eyes all turning inward in silent, synchronized regard. Without hesitation, Omega-One activated its integrated strobe system. A burst of quantum-calibrated light flooded the corridor on the recording, and the Echoes instantly dissolved, leaving only Omega-One and Elena's still form.

"So Omega-One logged the alert the instant it registered her state." Thorn turned from the monitor, pinning Schatten with a sharp look. "You saw it happen live, seconds before Omega-One arrived. Why didn't you raise the alarm first?"

Seymour flinched under the direct question. "I... I vas... frozen, Chief. It happened so fast... ze jump... it vas impossible. My mind... it couldn't process... By ze time I reached for ze alarm, Omega-One had already logged it".

"How?" Thorn breathed, frustration and a growing sense of dread coiling in his gut. He slammed his fist softly against the console. "How is that possible? Where are the missing frames?"

Schatten looked pale and deeply disturbed, shaking his head. "I don't know, Chief. I vas vatching... I saw her still vorking by her lab door. It vas getting late, near shift change... I almost commed her,to tell her maybe she should head back before ze night protocols fully engage. Und zen..." He pointed a trembling finger at the frozen image of Elena's collapsed form on the playback. "...like zat. Instantly. Vun second standing, ze next... gone. On ze live feed! I thought my eyes... or maybe ze monitor... but zen ze anomaly alert came from Omega-One right after". He shook his head again, looking utterly bewildered. "How can someone just... collapse like zat? Instantly? It makes no sense".

Thorn stared at the frozen image of Elena's distorted form on the screen. Schatten had seen it live, exactly as the recording showed. The impossibility wasn't just in the playback; it had happened in real-time, witnessed by the night watchman. This wasn't just an invisible attack or tampered recording.

Thorn remained staring at the screen for another moment, the image of Elena's collapsed form burning behind his eyes. The tapes showed nothing conclusive, Schatten saw nothing conclusive happen live, yet Omega-One had arrived within seconds. He turned, looking towards the nearest wall-mounted device, an ancient-looking brass printer, the Architect's preferred output method. 

"Architect," he said, his voice low but clear in the quiet hub. "Explain Omega-One's response time. How did it arrive at Lab NW-113 mere seconds after Dr. Reeves collapsed? And did you detect anything out of the ordinary during that period? Anything the standard sensors missed?"

He waited, listening to the hum of the hub, wondering if the machine would answer. The printer beside him whirred suddenly, spitting out a fresh length of ticker tape with mechanical precision. Thorn tore it off, reading the familiar quantum notation:

|ψ⟩ OMEGA-ONE RESPONSE OPTIMIZED VIA PREDICTIVE PROBABILITY MATRIX [PATHING EFFICIENCY: 99.8%] ⟨φ| LOCALIZED ATMOSPHERIC PRESSURE ANOMALY DETECTED [LOG REF: O1-AE-7734] |∞⟩ STANDARD SENSORS REGISTERED NO PRECURSOR EVENTS BEYOND BACKGROUND QUANTUM NOISE ⟨ξ| OBSERVATION CONFIRMS TEMPORAL JUXTAPOSITION CONSISTENT WITH RECORDED DATA [FRAME SKIPPING WITHIN EXPECTED PARAMETERS FOR ECHO ZONE ACTIVITY] INCREASED PRESSURE ANOMALIES NOTED FACILITY-WIDE [RECOMMEND ANCHOR RECALIBRATION] [THE ARCHITECT]

Thorn stared at the cryptic message, the familiar frustration mixing with his grief and suspicion. Predictable pathing. Background noise. Expected parameters. Useless.

He finally pushed back from the console, the anger draining out of him, replaced by a cold, weary resolve. He turned to Schatten, who still looked shaken. "Schatten," Thorn said, his voice low and rough. "I apologize for my earlier... outburst. This situation is... unprecedented. You reacted as best you could under impossible circumstances".

Seymour looked up, surprised by the apology. "Chief, I..."

"It's alright," Thorn interrupted gently. "You've had a rough night. Why don't you head back to housing? Get some rest. I'll finish out the shift here".

Schatten hesitated, then nodded gratefully. "Ja, Chief. Thank you." He gathered his few belongings and quickly exited the hub, leaving Thorn alone with the humming monitors and the weight of the impossible mystery.
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The main briefing room in the Central Hub felt unusually cold, despite the number of staff crammed inside. A low murmur of anxious conversation filled the space, cut short as Nigel Pembroke cleared his throat nervously at the podium. His clip-on bow tie was noticeably askew.

"Ahem. Good morning, everyone," Pembroke began, shuffling his papers. "As you are aware, there was an... unfortunate incident last night involving one of our senior researchers." He avoided looking directly at anyone, his gaze fixed somewhere above their heads. "Due to... unforeseen localized atmospheric pressure anomalies and subsequent structural compromise in the Northwest Wing corridor, one of the Dr. Reeves… units... ah... experienced a critical operational failure."

A wave of confused whispers swept the room. Units? Operational failure?

Pembroke plowed on, sweating slightly under the fluorescent lights. "The... ah... structural integrity of the researcher could not be maintained. Regrettably, the unit is... non-functional." He paused, fiddling with his bow tie. "Furthermore, due to the... complex nature of the situation and certain... Entanglements... we are currently unable to definitively ascertain which Dr. Reeves unit experienced the failure." He glanced quickly towards Thorn, who stood impassively near the back, a brief flash of annoyance, a side-eye crossing Pembroke's face before he looked away again. Thorn’s report had been infuriatingly precise, detailing the events without offering any convenient explanation or scapegoat.

"The surviving Dr. Reeves unit," Pembroke continued, regaining some semblance of bureaucratic composure, "is currently stable and receiving excellent care in the medical wing under Dr. Vance's supervision. All staff are reminded that access to the Northeast Medical Wing is restricted until further notice. Now, standard operational procedures will continue. Please refer to memo KV12-IM/774 regarding revised anchor maintenance schedules. Dismissed."

As the staff filed out, still murmuring, Amelia Foster detached herself from the crowd and fell into step beside Thorn as they headed towards the cafeteria. Foster looked unusually serious.

"Non-functional unit," Foster muttered, shaking her head. "Pembroke couldn't find his backside with both hands and a quantum map. Heard you found her, Thorny. Rough night."

Thorn grunted noncommittally.

"Olivia gave me a heads-up on their... arrangement... a few years back," Foster continued, lowering her voice as they entered the main axis corridor. "Strictly theoretical discussion, you understand. Quantum entanglement, superposition of consciousness across identical biological matrices... fascinating stuff. Never thought it was literally true, mind you."

"What arrangement?" Thorn asked, stopping.

"The swap," Foster muttered, more to herself than Thorn, running a hand through her already chaotic hair. "Always worked before. Daily swap, memories tagged along, easy peasy." She looked thoroughly bewildered. "But this? With Elena dead... and yet not... I'll be buggered backwards with a probability matrix if I know what the bloody hell is happening now. One body? Consciousness playing musical chairs? Quantum fuckery of the highest order, that's what."

Thorn processed this. It aligned with the impossible presence he'd witnessed, Elena's panic about not feeling Olivia. "So, the 'Elena' Vance has... she won't remember anything about the attack?"

"Remember the attack?" Foster frowned, thinking aloud. "Likely not. If this is playing out like I suspect... if the swap went wrong somehow because of... well, that..." She gestured vaguely back towards the Northwest wing. "...then Elena probably just woke up today with no memory of yesterday at all. Just... missed a day. Blank slate regarding the attack." She chewed her lip, considering the darker possibilities. "Worse case? If Olivia being... wherever she is... breaks the whole sodding mechanism? Elena could be trapped. Alone. Cycling consciousness day after day with bigger and bigger gaps... Or stuck permanently. Or... gone."

Thorn felt a fresh wave of cold dread. He thought of Elena on the stretcher, the raw anguish before she passed out. Alone. Trapped. The thought was horrifying.

They reached the cafeteria entrance. The usual morning bustle was subdued, conversations hushed. The quantum coffee machine was emitting a mournful, synthesized rendition of 'Auld Lang Syne'.

"Seems even the coffee machine feels it," Foster remarked dryly. "Need caffeine. You coming?"

"Later," Thorn said. He needed to do something first. Emily. He had to tell her. She was close to Elena. Then, he'd try Vance again. He needed to see the survivor for himself. He turned away from the depressing strains of the coffee machine's dirge and headed back towards the housing blocks, leaving Foster the melancholy caffeine dispenser alone. His steps were heavy, the weight of the previous night settling deeper with Foster's revelations.
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The walk back through the covered ways to Housing Block B felt longer than usual. Thorn stopped outside Emily’s door, adjacent to his own spartan quarters. He hesitated, dread tightening his chest. How did you tell a teenager who had already lost so much that her mentor, one of the few people she trusted, was gone, or worse, caught in some impossible state he couldn’t yet comprehend?

He knocked softly. The door slid open a fraction too fast, as if she had been waiting on the other side. Emily stood there, her hair slightly messy but already dressed for the day. She didn’t say anything at first, her quantum-blue eyes flicking over his face like a scanner, absorbing the faint crease between his brows, the tight set of his jaw, and the weariness hanging over him. Slowly, her shoulders stiffened, and Thorn saw the light in her gaze dim slightly, as though bracing for what she already feared.

“What happened?” she asked finally, her voice measured but thin, straining to stay steady.

Thorn sighed, stepping inside and letting the door slide shut behind him. “Emily…” He searched for the words, trying to untangle the truth from the impossibility. “There was an incident last night. Dr. Reeves…” He paused, exhaling heavily. “One of the twins didn’t make it. We… we don’t know which.”

Emily didn't cry. Tears weren't her way anymore. But the news hit her like a physical blow. Thorn saw her flinch almost imperceptibly, her hands tightening into small fists at her sides. The quantum-blue light in her eyes flickered, losing its usual steady focus for a moment, swirling like smoke before she visibly regained control. She looked down, away from Thorn, her shoulders hunching slightly. He wanted to offer comfort, some meaningless platitude, but the words died in his throat. He settled for placing a hand briefly on her shoulder.

"I'm sorry, Emily."

She looked up at him then, the analytical sharpness gone, replaced by something younger, more vulnerable, though still guarded. "Elena?" she whispered, the name barely audible. It was the first time Thorn had heard that particular note of uncertainty in her voice since he'd first arrived.

"We think... Elena's consciousness is the one active," Thorn admitted gently. "But she's... not right. Missing time."

Emily just nodded, absorbing this, looking small and lost in the stark corridor light. "Okay," she said, her voice flat. "Thank you for telling me, Marcus." She didn't meet his eyes again as she stepped back, the door sliding shut with a soft finality, leaving Thorn with the heavy silence and the weight of another trauma added to the girl's already overburdened life.

He stood there for another moment, then turned, heading back towards the main facility and the Northeast Medical Wing. He needed to pursue the investigation, and that meant trying to speak to the survivor, regardless of Pembroke's memo or Vance's likely objections.

The medical wing corridors were hushed, the air thick with the scent of antiseptic and ozone. Two RRT members, posted there on his orders after the incident, stood guard outside the recovery ward, their impassive helmets betraying nothing as Thorn approached them directly.

"Anything?" Thorn asked quietly, his gaze sweeping the corridor. "Any movement? Any unusual readings since you took post?"

The lead guard shook his head. "Negative, Chief. All quiet. Dr. Vance went in about twenty minutes ago, hasn't come out."

As if summoned by the mention of her name, the door hissed open and Dr. Vance emerged, her expression professionally smooth but her eyes instantly sharp as she saw Thorn speaking with her guards. "Chief Thorn," she said, her voice professionally smooth but her eyes wary. "I trust you received Mr. Pembroke's memo regarding restricted access?"

"I'm not a visitor, I'm Head of Security investigating a critical incident involving a senior researcher," Thorn countered, keeping his voice level despite his rising frustration. "Doctor, a senior researcher is dead under inexplicable circumstances. I need to understand the security failures that led to this incident and determine if the survivor has any recollection, however fragmented, that might shed light on what occurred."

"And I am the attending physician," Vance retorted, her tone hardening almost imperceptibly. "My assessment is that any interaction beyond essential medical care could be detrimental to her recovery. She needs quiet, Chief Thorn. I must insist." She folded her arms, planting herself firmly between Thorn and the recovery ward door like an unmovable sentinel.

Thorn met her gaze, seeing the implacable resolve behind the professional mask. He knew he had the authority to push past her, to demand access as part of his investigation. But causing a confrontation here, potentially upsetting a patient already suffering severe trauma... no, that wouldn't help anyone, least of all the survivor. He took a step back, giving a curt nod. "Very well, Doctor. Keep me informed of any change in her condition."

He turned and walked away, Vance's cool gaze following him until he rounded the corner. Blocked. But not deterred. If Vance wouldn't let him see the patient, he'd find another way to get answers.
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Thorn had barely taken ten steps away from the medical wing, frustration simmering beneath his controlled exterior after Vance’s refusal, when the nearest wall-mounted ticker tape printer whirred abruptly to life. Its archaic mechanism clicked and clattered, spitting out a short strip of paper with mechanical precision. Thorn tore it off, reading the familiar quantum notation:

[THORN] |ξ⟩ ADMINISTRATIVE INTERFACE [BLACKWOOD // OFFICE 01] |θ⟩ TEMPORAL EFFICIENCY ADVISED

An interface involving Blackwood. Efficiency advised, meaning now. Thorn’s jaw tightened. Three years under Blackwood’s returned leadership hadn't softened the man's approach. He changed direction, heading towards the administrative heart of KV-12.

Central Core Office 01 was starkly different from the functional chaos of the rest of the facility. It was spacious, minimalist, and expensively furnished. Polished chrome and dark wood contrasted with the usual brutalist concrete. A single, large window offered a commanding view of the central facility grounds, currently blanketed in pristine snow under a harsh Siberian sky.

Dr. Elias Blackwood sat behind a large, imposing desk, looking vital and focused; the strange youthfulness granted by his research sat oddly on a man who should be nearly one hundred years old. He didn't look up immediately as Thorn entered, instead making a deliberate notation on a databrick. The message was clear: Thorn waited on his time.

Thorn stopped a respectful distance from the desk, standing at ease but remaining alert. He kept his expression neutral, his gaze directed not at Blackwood himself, but at a point on the wall just over the man's left shoulder.

Finally, Blackwood looked up, his eyes sharp and devoid of warmth. "Chief Thorn. Close the door."

Thorn did so, the heavy door sealing with a soft, expensive hiss.

"Report," Blackwood commanded, steepling his fingers. "Explain the catastrophic security failure in the Northwest Wing last night."

Thorn kept his voice level, monotone. "Doctor. A senior researcher, one of the Dr. Reeves units, was attacked within a secured corridor, resulting in the destruction of that unit. Initial assessment indicates the cause was a localized, high-energy reality distortion event of unknown origin. The specific mechanisms are still under investigation. The other twin unit survived and is currently under medical observation."

Blackwood waved a dismissive hand, the gesture sharp and impatient. "Spare me the technobabble and the bureaucratic euphemisms, Chief. A researcher is effectively dead inside my facility. Containment was breached, protocols failed. Your protocols." He leaned forward slightly, his voice hardening. "This happened on your watch. An unacceptable oversight."

"The circumstances were anomalous," Thorn replied, his gaze unwavering from the spot on the wall. "Standard protocols are not designed for instantaneous reality breaches occurring within secured zones without warning or identifiable entity involvement."

"Excuses," Blackwood snapped, slapping his hand flat on the desk. The sound was sharp in the quiet room. "This facility houses threats that could unravel existence itself. There is no room for 'anomalous circumstances' that aren't anticipated! Your job is to anticipate them! Your job is to maintain absolute security." He fixed Thorn with a predatory stare. "A job for which you seem increasingly ill-suited."

Thorn remained silent, his posture unchanged, refusing to be drawn.

Blackwood scoffed. "Nearly four years you've had this post, Thorn. And three years since that heinous popinjay Holloway met his timely end. I allowed you to remain after my return, trusting you could handle the responsibility." He tapped his databrick. "Perhaps that trust was misplaced. I am reviewing candidates. This facility requires leadership capable of ensuring such incidents never happen. Am I making myself clear?"

Thorn finally shifted his gaze, meeting Blackwood's eyes briefly before returning to the wall. His voice remained flat, devoid of inflection. "Perfectly clear, Doctor."

"See that it doesn't happen again. I want a full report on the cause, the security failures, and revised containment strategies for this type of event on my desk by end of day tomorrow. Do not disappoint me further. Dismissed."

Thorn gave a curt nod, turned precisely, and exited the office, the heavy door hissing shut behind him. He didn't allow himself to react until he was halfway down the corridor, clenching his fists tightly at his sides.
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Emily sat on the floor of her small room, eyes closed, searching for that quiet space Marcus had described, the one he sometimes touched when trying to make sense of the chaos here. She wasn't sure she could do what he did, not exactly, but over the years, through trial and error, she'd found moments where the background noise of KV-12 resolved into something... else. Faint, shimmering threads of light, a low hum that felt like the facility breathing.

She took a slow breath, letting the physical world recede. The concrete walls didn't just fade; they dissolved into shimmering threads of light, the baseline hum of the facility vibrating through her. For a moment, she felt untethered, adrift, before a familiar pull drew her in, a current within the flow.

Then came the rush. She wasn't moving physically, but her awareness shot through corridors made of humming light and interwoven possibility. It was disorienting, faster than thought. She surged past the heavy, oppressive thrumming presence of the Containment Wing, a place she instinctively knew even in this state, having spent so much time in it after her arrival. Brief, overwhelming impressions flashed past her senses, a suffocating pressure threatening to crush the light; a feeling like countless sharp edges grinding against reality; a dizzying sense of folding geometry; and then, a profound, utter void, a patch of absolute nothingness that felt like a hole torn in the very fabric of existence, pulling at the threads around it. She recoiled from that emptiness instinctively, even as the current pulled her onwards.

The rush continued, carrying her towards the Northwest Wing, drawn by the lingering dissonance from the previous night's event. The pathways of light here felt tangled, snagged. She reached the locus of the disturbance. It wasn't a messy explosion of chaotic energy. This felt... cold. Precise. Like a sharp instrument cutting cleanly through the shimmering threads, leaving behind that unnerving void she'd sensed before, an unnatural silence in the causal flow where connections abruptly ceased.

There was a will behind it. Focused. Deliberate. Not the raging hunger of an entity, nor the slippery wrongness she feared most. It felt calculated. And the effect... the tear radiated a chilling instability, sending ripples of wrongness outward through the facility's hum, subtly disrupting the fragile balance she could now perceive. It felt dangerous, aimed not just at the victim, but at the stability of KV-12 itself.

A sudden tremor from the disturbance, like touching static, jolted her back. She gasped, eyes snapping open, the room solidifying around her with jarring suddenness. She was breathing heavily, the phantom coldness of that causal void clinging to her.

She took a moment, letting the sensory overload fade, replaying the feeling of those shimmering threads in her mind. The way they were severed... it wasn't a fraying or a chaotic rupture like she sometimes sensed near unstable entities. It was too clean, too precise. Like a deliberate, targeted cut. No, she thought, the conclusion solidifying even as the memory of the sensation made her shiver.

As her eyes snapped open, a translucent, two-dimensional shape flickered at the edge of her vision, its jagged eyes turning towards her. Then, with a silent, unsettling grace, the Echo seemed to fold in on itself, its flat form rotating on an unseen edge until it vanished completely, like a paper cutout turned sideways and gone.

That wasn't an anomaly. It wasn't an accident. That was targeted.

She stood up slowly, brushing off her clothes. Marcus would be busy, dealing with the fallout. This... this feeling, this insight... it was different from what the security feeds would show. Unsettled, she walked over to her cluttered desk, pushing aside data pads until she found a worn notebook and a pencil. She needed to try and capture what she'd just experienced, to make sense of the cold precision and the unsettling void before the memory faded entirely.
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Returning to the Security Hub after his tense meeting with Blackwood, Thorn knew he couldn't rely on official channels. Blackwood wanted control, not answers. But the distorted footage of the attack… it defied conventional explanation. He needed eyes on it that understood the physics of the impossible.

He sent out concise ticker messages, requesting the presence of Doctors Foster, Blake, Malik, and Volkov in the hub. Within minutes, they assembled, a curious and slightly wary collection of the facility's top scientific minds. Foster bounced slightly on the balls of her feet, Malik nervously adjusted his glasses, Blake looked pointedly at his watch, and Volkov stood impassively, radiating quiet competence.

Thorn stood before the main console. "Thank you all for coming on short notice. As you know, we experienced a critical incident last night resulting in the loss of one of the Reeves sisters." He let that sink in, noting the somber expressions. "My preliminary investigation, including security footage, has revealed the event itself to be... highly anomalous. Frankly, it's unlike anything documented in standard containment breach protocols."

He gestured towards the main viewing screen. "I have the relevant footage queued. I need your expertise. Not just as colleagues of Dr. Reeves, but as experts in quantum physics, field theory, reality stabilization, and trans-dimensional phenomena. I need to understand the nature of what happened in that corridor."

He paused, meeting each of their eyes in turn. "I must warn you, the footage is disturbing, not for graphic content, but for its implications. Dr. Reeves was a friend to many of you. If anyone feels unable to view this, I understand completely, and you are free to leave now, no questions asked."

A heavy silence filled the hub. Foster broke it, predictably. "Oh, don't be daft, Thorny. Show us the bloody tape. Can't analyze what we can't see."

Blake grumbled, "If it resolves the inconsistencies in the anchor resonance patterns from 23:47 hours, then proceed. Otherwise, this is interrupting vital calculations."

Malik nodded nervously, while Volkov gave a simple, grave inclination of his head.

"Alright," Thorn said, turning to the console. "Officer Chen, play back recording NW-113, timestamp 23:47:15."

Just as Chen's flickering fingers reached for the controls, the hub door hissed open with unnecessary force. Dr. Blackwood strode in, flanked by a flustered-looking Nigel Pembroke who was clutching a databrick like a shield.

"Chief Thorn!" Blackwood's voice was cold, sharp. "What is the meaning of this unauthorized gathering? And are you preparing to display classified security recordings?"

Thorn turned slowly, keeping his expression neutral despite the surge of anger. "Doctor Blackwood. I have convened senior research personnel with relevant expertise to analyze anomalous data pertaining to the ongoing investigation into Dr. Reeves' death."

"Senior research personnel?" Blackwood sneered, glancing dismissively at the assembled doctors. "These are civilians, Thorn. They have no operational security clearance for raw incident footage of this nature. You are contravening established protocols."

"With respect, Doctor," Thorn countered, his voice dangerously level, "these 'civilians' are the foremost experts in the phenomena potentially involved. Their insight is critical. They all possess high-level clearance."

"Irrelevant!" Blackwood snapped.

Pembroke scurried forward, tapping frantically on his databrick. "Ah, yes, Chief Thorn, if I may," he began, adjusting his askew bow tie, "displaying raw Level 4 containment incident footage without prior authorization from the Facility Oversight Committee, as stipulated in directive KV12-SEC/7B subsection 12, paragraph 4, constitutes a Class-2 security violation, potentially jeopardizing..."

Thorn tuned out Pembroke's bureaucratic squawking, his gaze locked with Blackwood's icy stare. The man wasn't just obstructing; he was actively preventing expert analysis of the event. Why?

"...and furthermore," Pembroke was saying, puffing slightly, "cross-departmental consultation requires Form 881-C to be filed in triplicate across at least two..."

Blackwood cut him off with a sharp gesture, never taking his eyes off Thorn. He didn't need Pembroke's regulations to assert his dominance. He simply stood there, radiating cold disapproval and authority, giving Thorn a look that promised consequences. Then, seemingly satisfied he had made his point and stopped the viewing, he turned abruptly. "Come along, Pembroke," he commanded, ushering the still-squawking manager out of the hub ahead of him without a backward glance at the stunned researchers or the frustrated Security Chief.

