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	To the ones who get cast out by those in power for doing what is right and build on what the future presents.


THE EXILES OF ORION

	Book I The Exiles Awaken

	 

	Chapter 1: Awakening

	Mira Ansel woke to silence. Not the gentle hush of sleep easing into morning, but a deep, artificial void, the kind only machines could make. Her first breath caught halfway up her throat. The air was dry and sterile. Her muscles ached with the stiffness of cryo stasis. For several long seconds, she hovered between dream and awareness, unsure whether she was still asleep, already dead, or caught in some kind of malfunctioning afterlife.

	Her eyes opened reluctantly. Blurred shadows took shape, filtered through a faint blue glow that pulsed from the ceiling above. She was upright, strapped into a vertical cradle within a narrow cryo-pod. A soft vibration tickled the base of her skull. Then, without ceremony, the restraints released, and she fell forward with a grunt.

	She caught herself on the cold, metal floor. Her limbs trembled with effort. A dry cough raked her throat, painful and wet. Around her, dozens of other pods lined the walls, some cracked open, some dark. There were no attendants, no announcements, no medical personnel. Just the flickering hum of backup power and the distant hiss of automated systems waking from slumber.

	"Hello?" she tried, her voice hoarse. No answer.

	The floor vibrated again. The ship was moving. Or falling. The thought lodged in her mind like a splinter. She looked to her left and found a narrow panel with a serial number etched into the surface: Aegis Unit 12. She remembered that name from the paperwork they had shoved in front of her right before the sedative. No explanations, no charges. Only a cold voice telling her it was for her protection. That she was being relocated. That she should not resist.

	They hadn’t even let her say goodbye.

	She rose slowly and stumbled toward one of the lit pods just as it hissed open. A man spilled out, gasping like someone dragged from underwater. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and unmistakably military. Close-cut dark hair, strong jaw, quick eyes. His hand went to his hip instinctively, as if reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there.

	"You awake," he said, scanning the dim room. "That makes two of us."

	Mira nodded, still unsteady on her feet.

	He looked her over quickly, as if assessing her viability. "No crew. No handlers. Just us?"

	"Looks like it," she replied. "No signs of anyone else. Just sleeping bodies."

	He clenched his jaw. "So it's true. They really did it."

	"Did what?"

	"They sent us away."

	Before she could respond, a harsh mechanical crackle interrupted the silence. A distorted voice, barely coherent, filtered through a speaker mounted high on the bulkhead.

	“...descent vector locked... atmospheric entry in two minutes... structural integrity at eighty-one percent... brace for turbulence...”

	The lights flickered once, then again, dimming for several seconds before stabilizing. The room began to tilt, just slightly, as if the ship was adjusting its orientation. Mira reached out to steady herself, her palm sliding across a metal support beam slick with condensation.

	"They kept us in stasis until reentry," the man said grimly. "No warning. No prep. Just dump and drop."

	She looked at him, fear blooming in her chest. "Are we crashing?"

	"Not a crash," he said, frowning as he walked to a nearby viewport. "More like an automated descent. Someone programmed the ship to bring us down but didn’t care if we were awake for it."

	“Who are you?” she asked.

	“Lieutenant Jace Ryel,” he replied without turning. “Or I was, until I refused to execute civilians in the northern sweep zone.”

	She blinked. "So you're one of us."

	“Apparently.”

	Mira turned away from him and walked slowly between the rows of pods, some now beginning to open. People spilled out in ones and twos. Some moaned weakly. Others stared ahead, expressionless, stunned by the sudden reentry into consciousness. No one looked like they had volunteered for this.

	She remembered her own arrest. Or rather, the lack of one. The letter had come in the middle of the night, flagged urgent. A summons from the Global Ethics Bureau. She had arrived, been ushered into a room, and never left under her own power again. The truth was, she had never even known what they charged her with. But she knew why.

	She had taught history. Real history. Not the censored summaries approved by planetary curriculum boards. She had spoken of forbidden rebellions, censored uprisings, whistleblowers and broken treaties. She had told her students that truth, even when buried, still lived in memory.

	And now she was here. Woken from cold sleep on a dying ship with no crew, no answers, and no way home.

	The ship shuddered again, harder this time. Warning lights blinked orange. The automated voice returned, distorted.

	“...brace for impact in ninety seconds... pod separation in progress... planetary descent sequence locked...”

	Across the room, one of the larger hatches opened with a mechanical shriek. Beyond it was a corridor filled with steam and flickering red light. A handful of dazed passengers stumbled toward it, clutching one another. Among them she saw a woman with silver hair and burned hands. A man in a jumpsuit smeared with cryo-gel who kept muttering to himself. A synthetic form, tall and genderless, its face blank and unreadable.

	Not soldiers. Not criminals. Not colonists.

	Exiles.

	A thought came to her, sharp and bitter: this was not new. Centuries ago, the British Empire had packed its undesirables onto ships and sent them to Australia. Many had never returned. Some had never even survived the voyage. At the time, it had been justified as justice. As necessary.

	History, Mira thought grimly, had a way of repeating itself. But this time, they weren’t being sent to a continent. They were being launched into the void.

	Jace appeared beside her. He held out a hand. “You look like you’re going to pass out.”

	“I feel like it,” she admitted, taking his arm.

	The floor jolted. Overhead, a row of pods detached and were sucked through an ejection shaft one by one. The lights flickered again, then died.

	Then came the silence. Deeper than before. No alarms. No voice. No hum.

	Just the slow hiss of her own breath.

	Behind her, dozens of people, some military, some civilian, some synthetic, began to stir. The cold had released them, but the future had not welcomed them. Not yet.

	Somewhere below them, a planet waited.

	The ship groaned.

	Not a mechanical whine or structural stress alert, but something deeper, a low, resonant moan that passed through the floor, through Mira’s bones, and into the pit of her stomach. Aegis Unit 12 was beginning its descent in earnest now, and no one seemed to be at the controls.

	Across the chamber, cryo-pods cracked open like eggs, releasing more exiles into the flickering gloom. Some emerged coughing and wide-eyed. Others stayed collapsed inside their shells, struggling to move. A few cried out for help, for water, for answers. There were no answers.

	Overhead, the intercom buzzed again, its voice mangled by failing circuits.

	“Separation in progress... landing vectors distributed... autonomous pod deployment sequence... engaged.”

	Mira looked to Jace. “Landing pods?”

	He nodded grimly. “Emergency drops. Single-use capsules, built for surface impact. They’ll scatter us all over the landing zone.”

	“Wait, that’s not a plan. We just got out of cryo.”

	“Whoever programmed this didn’t want a plan,” Jace said. “They wanted us gone.”

	Panels along the starboard wall hissed open. Narrow doors slid apart to reveal a staging corridor filled with angular white pods, each barely large enough for one or two people. The lighting inside flickered red, then green. The first wave had already begun deploying.

	Jace grabbed Mira’s arm and pulled her toward one of the pods. “We need to get in now or we’ll miss the first group. If we’re lucky, they’ll drop us in the same area.”

	“If we’re not?”

	He hesitated. “Then we find each other later. Or not at all.”

	More people were stumbling toward the pods now, some guided by instinct, others shoved forward by panic. Mira spotted a familiar figure in the crowd: a tall man with sharp features and storm-gray eyes, dressed in a worn academic uniform. Dr. Elian Korr. She remembered seeing his name in underground forums years ago, attached to a scandal involving quantum ethics violations and leaked World Council research. A man who had refused to sign off on a predictive AI system designed to manage human populations. He was supposed to be dead.

	Apparently not.

	Another figure moved beside him, a woman with bright copper skin and a long braid, steady and defiant even as the floor tilted again. Talia Wen. The activist who had led a million-person march across the Pan-Pacific Corridor and vanished the next week. Mira’s heart surged. These weren’t just random people.

	They were the inconvenient.

	The uncompromising.

	The truth-tellers.

	"Come on," Jace said, dragging her toward the nearest pod. "Two seats. Go!"

	Mira climbed inside, strapping herself in as quickly as her shaking hands would allow. Jace slammed the door shut and reached up to pull a handle labeled Deploy. But before he could pull it, a voice cried out from the corridor.

	“Wait!”

	A third person, a young woman with pale, freckled skin and a red medical jacket, stumbled toward their pod. Behind her, a synthetic humanoid moved with eerie precision, carrying another exile on its back. Both Mira and Jace stared, not at the medic, but at the synthetic. Its eyes glowed faintly. Its skin, a flexible polymer, bore no insignia. But Mira knew enough about restricted technology to recognize what she was seeing.

	A fully autonomous artificial being. Not a servant. Not a drone.

	Ava-9.

	Before either of them could react, the pod jolted violently. A klaxon sounded from the ceiling.

	“Structural breach detected. Launch sequence accelerating.”

	Jace cursed and yanked the lever. The door slammed shut, locking the medic and synthetic outside.

	The pod hissed, detached from the staging rack, and plunged down the deployment shaft.

	There was no time for screaming. Only the roar of the atmosphere slamming against the reinforced hull, and the sensation of gravity stretching her body thin. Mira gritted her teeth, her eyes wide, watching the sky burn red through the small viewport.

	She caught glimpses of other pods falling in parallel trajectories, dozens of them, tumbling like shooting stars. Some glowed steady. Others flickered, trailing smoke. One broke apart completely, pieces scattering across the sky.

	Then darkness. The pod entered cloud cover, rocking hard as it punched through turbulence. The harness dug into her collarbone. Mira clenched her jaw and tried to focus.

	They were landing. Somewhere.

	The pod’s systems kicked in with a low chime. Reverse thrusters fired. The descent slowed, but not gently. Impact was coming fast.

	She braced.

	Seconds later, the pod slammed into solid ground with a sickening crunch, then bounced, skidded, and came to a stop against what felt like a rocky incline.

	Everything went still.

	Mira sat frozen in her harness, eyes closed, heart pounding.

	Alive.

	She unbuckled slowly and pushed the hatch open.

	Light poured in, brilliant, gold-tinted, and warm. The air smelled sharp and earthy, tinged with unfamiliar minerals. Trees stood in the distance, tall and alien, their trunks ribbed with violet bark and crowned with translucent leaves. The sky overhead was a pale lavender, scattered with unfamiliar constellations. Somewhere far off, a low sound echoed, like the distant howl of a machine or animal, she couldn’t tell.

	She stepped out, boots crunching into dirt that shimmered faintly in the sunlight. Behind her, smoke rose from the pod’s impact thrusters. To her left, nothing but open terrain. To her right, an outcrop of rock shaped like a curved claw.

	She was alone.

	The others had landed, somewhere. She didn’t know how far. She didn’t know if they were alive.

	She
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