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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
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Captain Aria Dray was forged in war. A decorated officer from the Helion Front, she served during the Siege of Kallix-9, where entire cities were reduced to ash by kinetic rail strikes. To protect her unit, she volunteered for Project Aegis—a classified military program fo-cused on energy manipulation. 

The result was Ion Veil, a living bulwark encased in an electromagnetic latticework. Her body now generates powerful energy barriers capable of absorbing, redirecting, or nullifying kinetic force—from bullets and shrapnel to tank shells and orbital drops. 

She can project domes around entire squads, launch repelled force as concussive blasts, or create moving shields in the heat of combat. Aria is the team’s anchor—disciplined, grounded, and fiercely protective. But her ability is tethered to focus and clarity. Distraction, emotional disruption, or psychic interference weakens her shields, sometimes fatally. Years of battlefield trauma have left scars beneath her controlled exterior, and maintaining emotional balance has become a daily battle. 

Still, she fights not for glory, but for those who stand behind her. Ion Veil is a fortress with a hu-man heart—a commander who bears the brunt of war so others don’t have to. And as long as she stands, the line does not break.
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The Siege of Voltaris
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The sky above Voltaris crackled with static light, its cloud canopy threaded with streams of blue and violet, dancing like ribbons in a storm. From the command spire of Aegis Tower, Captain Aria Dray stood sentinel, her gaze sweeping the pulsing cityscape below. Beneath her feet, the electromagnetic heart of Voltaris thrummed in sync with the city’s grid—a living rhythm of energy and precision.

Voltaris wasn’t built to fall. Floating transit rails arced through the air like veins of lightning. EM pylons dotted every district, channeling the city’s energy into gravity-defying architecture and levitating defense systems. It was a marvel—a technological utopia suspended in order and power. And now, all of it was under threat.

Aria's eyes narrowed behind her polarized visor. A dull hum tickled the edge of her senses—subharmonic interference. She didn't need confirmation from the comms unit; she felt the disturbance in her bones.

“He’s getting closer,” she muttered.

From the base of the spire, her lieutenant, Sero Vance, replied, his voice sharp and grim over the encrypted channel. “Magnetar’s vanguard just breached the outer EM field near Sector Twelve. Pylons are destabilizing. We’ve lost the grid in three blocks.”

Aria exhaled slowly, tightening her gloves with a practiced tug. Her armor clicked and whispered as the lattice of electromagnetic lines shimmered to life across her body. Her personal field generator, bonded to her nervous system through Aegis implants, flared with soft-blue energy. She was becoming Ion Veil.

“Deploy the Phalanx teams. Non-lethals only. We hold the line. Civilians come first.”

“Copy that, Captain.”

A silence fell. The kind that only came before devastation.

Aria turned back to the horizon. Beyond the outer rim of the city, shadows moved in the magnetic haze. Massive shapes—hovering carriers—flickered in and out of visibility as they manipulated the surrounding energy. Then came the sound she dreaded: a low, warping pulse that tore through the atmosphere like a scream bent sideways.

Magnetar had arrived.

He was once a man, rumors said. Now he was something more—twisted, augmented beyond recognition. He could unravel electromagnetic stability at will. Entire cities had flickered and died under his siege. No one knew how he’d acquired such power, but one thing was certain: he’d come for Voltaris, and he wouldn’t leave without its core.

As Aria descended the lift tube, energy spiraling around her in controlled flares, her thoughts drifted—not to glory, not to vengeance, but to her squad.

She’d trained every one of them. She knew their strengths, their fears. She had taken shrapnel shielding one of them on the cliffs of Ardent Reach. She had stood alone in the kinetic blasts at Kallix-9, refusing to let the line break. She was their wall. Their shield.

And today, that wall would be tested like never before.

The lift sealed open at ground level. The ops room was a flurry of activity—maps glowing, drones buzzing overhead, live feeds streaming chaos from the front. A technician turned to her, sweat beading under his augmented eyepiece.

“Mag field is collapsing along the southeast quarter. Central pylon’s unstable. If it goes, we lose half the city’s defense net.”

Aria didn’t flinch. She walked to the hologrid, raised her palm, and redirected energy signatures across the board with quick, confident motions.

“Divert reserve charge from the upper concourse. Bring the northern dampeners online to compensate. Prepare the Aegis Arc.”

The technician blinked. “Ma’am, you’ll burn out your neural regulators if—”

“I’m not asking. Lock it in.”

Across the room, the signature of Magnetar’s carrier blazed red.

Then came the second pulse.

The walls of the ops room shook as lights flickered, monitors stuttering into static. Aria clenched her fists, grounding herself in the crackle of her field. It pulsed in time with her heartbeat—strong, focused, unbreakable.

Then she heard the call that chilled her more than Magnetar’s war drums.

“Civilians trapped in Gridline 7! The maglift’s dead, they're stuck in the lower rails!”

Without hesitation, Aria turned. “I’m going. Vance, hold the command.”

“Captain, we can dispatch a—”

“I said hold it.”

She sprinted down the corridor, EM boots catching arcs of energy as they launched her into the city’s lower reaches. The air grew thicker here—warped by unstable fields and filled with ozone. She could feel Magnetar’s influence spreading, unraveling the city’s balance like a master conductor breaking a symphony.

She reached Gridline 7 in time to see a maglift car—glowing weakly and full of terrified citizens—hanging over a dead zone. The rail flickered beneath it. If it dropped, there’d be no time to recover them.

Aria’s eyes locked onto the falling lift.

Focus.

She inhaled sharply, extended both arms, and called the field. Her suit roared to life, arcs of blue lightning bursting from her back like wings. A dome of shimmering energy bloomed from her chest—wide, solid, radiant—and wrapped around the falling lift.

The force of its descent crashed into her shield.

Pain ignited across her spine as the field strained. Blood trickled from her nose. Her vision blurred.

Focus!

With a roar, she widened the dome, redirecting the kinetic force sideways, letting it vent into the rails with a thunderous crack.

The lift settled gently to the ground.

Civilians spilled out, gasping, trembling, murmuring her name.

Aria swayed on her feet, the edges of her vision blackening.

A child clutched her armored leg, eyes wide. “Are you... the shield lady?”

Aria knelt, brushed the child’s hair back, and forced a smile through the ringing in her head. “I am.”

Above them, Magnetar’s carrier loomed through the storm.

And Voltaris held its breath.

A sharp ping echoed in her earpiece, cutting through the child’s soft sobs.

"Captain," Vance's voice cracked with urgency. "We've got confirmed movement—enemy drones inbound. They're targeting Sector 4 junctions—civilian-heavy. You’re the closest unit."

Aria stood instantly, her body aching from the strain of holding the shield. The child’s small fingers slipped from her leg as she activated her grav-boots and launched into the air. Below her, emergency responders guided the civilians to shelter. She didn’t look back.

Ahead, magnetic scaffolding warped and screeched as a cluster of silver-black drones—Magnetar’s signature tech—descended through the volt-clouds. They didn’t buzz like conventional machines. They sang—a high-pitched harmonic wail that made her molars throb.

“Targeting arrays confirmed—civilian density at eighty-seven percent,” came Vance’s grim update over the channel.

Aria surged forward. “Deploy intercept units. I’ll handle the sky.”

She hit the first drone with a downward smash of compressed force—her gauntlet glowing with pulsing energy. The machine shattered mid-air, raining shrapnel. Two more locked onto her with piercing red sights. She spun in mid-air, extending both arms in a rapid arc. A crescent of ionized energy burst outward like a scythe, slicing through them in a blast of blue fire.

But then her suit buzzed with warning pulses—feedback stinging along her spine.

“Neural strain threshold: 72%. Caution.”

She gritted her teeth. “Override warnings. Maintain combat mode.”

Below, the drones split formation, firing electromagnetic disruptor bolts into the tower infrastructure. Steel and glass vibrated violently. One bolt struck a junction node—exploding it in a web of lightning. Debris rained down like molten hail. Aria dove, arms out, generating a wide horizontal shield to deflect the wreckage away from fleeing civilians.

She hit the ground hard—rolled—then stood, her lattice sparking and cracked.

More drones closed in.

They weren’t just attacking randomly. They were herding people—pushing survivors toward the city’s unstable power conduits. Toward an intentional overload.

“Vance,” she snapped, “he’s trying to turn the core into a bomb. Reroute grid flows—shut down all conduits in Quadrant Theta.”

“Already in progress,” Vance replied, strained. “But he’s rerouting them faster than we can lock them.”

Aria’s heart thudded in her ears. She needed to cut this off at the source.

She leapt, using the city's energy lines to propel herself across the skyline like a cannonball of living light. A massive blast of interference nearly knocked her mid-flight—her shields dimmed for a terrifying second before stabilizing. She landed on a mid-rise spire, skidding across the surface as a wall of Magnetar’s drones rose in front of her like a vengeful swarm.

She reached for her most dangerous move.

Focusing through the roar in her head, she knelt low, palms against the steel, and drew in the energy of the building itself—its EM grid flowing through her like white fire. Her body screamed in resistance. Her eyes flared silver.

Then she released it.

A sphere of pulsing ion force erupted from her core in a full 360-degree shockwave, obliterating every drone within fifty meters. The wave shattered windows, blew out communication nodes, and bent antennae. The sky lit up as pieces of drone tech burst into sparks.

Aria collapsed to one knee, chest heaving, blood dripping from her mouth.

“Neural strain: 94%. Shutdown imminent.”

She blinked through the sweat and the haze. Her comms buzzed again—this time not with Vance’s voice.

But with his.

Magnetar.

It wasn’t a full message—just a tone. A sickly modulation. The same one she’d heard at Kallix-9, moments before the sky cracked open and her unit was vaporized. Her body tensed involuntarily.

Then came his voice—deep, distorted, like metal ground against itself.

“You can’t shield them all, Aria. You never could.”

A flicker of light on a nearby rooftop. A ripple in the EM field. A cloaked figure.

She spun to face him.

And there he stood—not through a screen, not through sensors. Magnetar. Clad in a polished exosuit pulsing with inverted magnetic fields. His helmet was sleek, obsidian, reflecting her image in warped silhouettes.

Time slowed.

Aria’s shields came online instinctively, flaring up around her.

He raised a single hand, palm open.

The air vibrated.

Her lattice screamed.

Her entire shield structure trembled like a glass about to shatter.

Magnetar clenched his fist—and Aria was hurled backwards, her shield compacted like crushed foil. She hit a ventilation stack, denting the metal with her back.

Pain exploded in her spine.

“Your mind is your weakness,” he said. “And I know exactly how to break it.”

Before she could respond, he vanished—just a ghost in a wave of static.

The rooftop buckled beneath her. Drones reappeared, converging again.

Aria pushed herself up, wobbling, her shield sparking like a dying heart.

This time, no commands came from Vance. The comms were dead.

Voltaris was silent.

And Captain Ion Veil was alone—injured, hunted, and mentally unraveling in the shadows of a war she swore she'd never let repeat.

The siege had begun.

Rain began to fall—not water, but condensation runoff from overloaded cooling towers. It hissed against the superheated energy domes, creating a flickering mist that made shadows dance across the rooftops. Aria’s breath was ragged, her HUD crackling with corrupted data. Damage reports scrolled across her visor: Shield Matrix compromised. Lattice integrity at 43%.

She pushed herself upright, gritting her teeth against the pain arcing down her spine. Her knees buckled for half a second before she stabilized with a grunt and took cover behind a collapsed beam. Somewhere below, sirens wailed as the outer districts began blacking out.

A whisper of movement.

She turned—and caught the flicker of one of Magnetar’s Vortex Drones, phasing between realspace and electromagnetic camouflage. It lunged. She reacted, too slow.

The drone's impact sent her skidding across the roof. Its claws pierced her shoulder plate, digging into muscle. Pain flared white-hot. She screamed and activated an emergency pulse—short-range, non-lethal, but desperate. The burst flung the drone off her like a kicked hornet, its magnetic plating sparking as it screeched across the roof.

She dropped to one knee, gasping, her fingers twitching toward her utility band.

“Emergency Override Code: Aria-D-91.”

A hatch on her gauntlet popped. A shard of synthetic ion crystal rose, glowing.

With a snarl, she stabbed it into her thigh port.

A surge of raw EM energy flooded her nervous system.

It burned.

Her vision whited out—then refocused, sharper. Pain dulled. Her shield lattice reignited with a jagged, unstable roar, now humming with wild, volatile arcs. Her skin felt like it was vibrating in two places at once.

But she could move.

Aria stood just as three more drones phased in around her, circling like wolves.

This time, she didn’t block.

She charged.

Her fists met the first drone with explosive force, energy bursting outward in a thunderclap that shattered the rooftop tiles. She spun, catching the second drone midair with a kinetic rebound from her forearm shield. The third opened fire—coil slugs screamed through the air.

She redirected the next shot with her body, angling her shield just so. The bullet ricocheted into a support beam above, collapsing it onto the final drone.

Silence.
For a moment, all she heard was her own heartbeat.
Then, the whisper returned.

“They trusted you on Kallix-9.”

She spun—no Magnetar. Just an echo. A hallucination?

“And you let them burn.”

She shook her head. “Get out of my head—”

But she wasn’t hallucinating.

Her lattice was being hacked.

A dark EM field was bleeding into her neural uplink—tiny, invisible tremors distorting her perception. Her vision split into two frames: now and a flickering echo of Kallix-9—flaming buildings, screaming voices, her old squad being torn apart by kinetic shrapnel.

“No—no!” she barked, clutching her head.

In the real world, her shield faltered. A shudder rippled through the lattice. Sparks cascaded down her arms.

Then the rooftop collapsed.

Aria fell with it, tumbling three stories into a warehouse lit by sparking coils and emergency lights. She hit the floor hard, her back armor cracking against debris.

She barely had time to breathe before the wall exploded inward.

Magnetar strode in—fully visible now, his armor thrumming with inverted energy coils. Every step distorted the EM field around him, making the walls bend slightly, unnaturally.

Aria rolled behind a fallen generator. Her fingers closed around a shard of exposed conduit. She ripped it loose, charged it with her own energy, and threw it like a spear.

Magnetar caught it mid-air.

And crushed it.

“You’re a weapon built to shield,” he said, voice grinding like a broken magnet drive. “But you never learned—a shield breaks first.”

He raised both hands.

A pulse rippled outward—pure, calculated resonance. Every EM frequency in the warehouse distorted at once. Aria’s shield shattered like glass. Her suit screamed. She hit the ground again, convulsing as her neural lattice overloaded.

This was it.

He was going to kill her.

Then—

A flash. A sonic crack. A figure appeared behind Magnetar—

Sero Vance.

A blast of grav-stabilized ordinance struck Magnetar square in the back, sending him staggering.

Aria used the opening.

She slammed her gauntlets to the floor, activated the last reserve of her suit’s emergency capacitor, and triggered a shield pulse inward—pulling the broken field back into herself like folding a star.

The force detonated in a reverse shockwave, flinging both Aria and Magnetar to opposite ends of the warehouse.

Her vision went black.

She heard Vance shouting her name, the whine of evac skimmers approaching.

Then—static.

And one final thought before she passed out:

Aria’s consciousness clawed back like a diver rising from the deep.

Darkness gave way to flashing red emergency lights. Her body felt like it was made of broken circuits. Every breath dragged pain across her ribs, and her neural implant buzzed with disjointed error codes. The scent of burning insulation filled her nostrils.

She blinked.

Metal above her. Ruptured ceiling. She was still in the warehouse—but the battlefield had changed.

No sign of Magnetar.

She turned her head—slowly. Vance was beside her, crouched and bleeding from his temple, tapping commands into his wrist console. Behind him, a small mobile shield bubble flickered, barely holding.

"Skimmer's inbound," he said without looking. "ETA ninety seconds."

Aria tried to speak, but only coughed blood. She forced herself upright.

"He's still here," she rasped. "I can feel the field warping. He’s not done."

Vance looked up, eyes wide. "You’re barely standing, Aria. If you try to—"

The wall exploded inward again.

But it wasn’t Magnetar this time.

It was something worse.

A Bastion-Class Repulsor Golem—eight feet tall, forged in Magnetar’s image, its plating layered in inverted EM coils that ate light as they moved. Its limbs pulsed with magnetic charge, and its central eye locked onto Aria with mechanical hatred.

“New target acquired,” it said, voice synthetic and devoid of mercy. “Ion Veil.”

Aria stood, her broken armor sizzling, her lattice flickering like a dying star. Her focus swam, vision double. But her spine straightened.

“You want me?” she said hoarsely. “Then come earn it.”

The golem lunged, arms whirling like turbines.

She ducked the first strike, sliding beneath its swing and unleashing a pulse-shock shield slap that staggered it. The energy in her suit was erratic now—uncontrolled, unstable. She couldn’t form a proper dome, so she adapted.

She used it like a blade.

Every parry, every dodge, she twisted her collapsing lattice into directional shields—cutting the air like invisible razors, redirecting the golem’s magnetic strikes into the concrete. Sparks erupted with each clash, and nearby machines were pulled from their moorings by the sheer gravitational distortion.

Vance opened fire with his EM carbine. The rounds sparked harmlessly off the golem’s field.

“Does nothing!” he shouted, ducking as a piece of rebar was magnetized and hurled like a spear.

The golem advanced.

Aria dropped low, gathered every last volt of power in her fractured capacitor, and channeled it forward.

A shield spike—compressed into a narrow beam—erupted from her arm, striking the golem in the chest. It pierced halfway in before detonating in a blinding flash. The machine screamed, staggered, then collapsed—but not before hurling Aria against the far wall like a ragdoll.

She felt something snap in her ribs.

She didn’t scream. She couldn’t. The pain was too deep for sound.

“Captain!” Vance dragged her behind cover as flames rose around them. "You need evac now!"

Aria reached up, clutched his shoulder.

"No... he wants me off the board. If I leave, he wins."

"You're dying!"

“Then I’ll die standing.”

Another tremor shook the ground.

A deep rumble. A low-frequency vibration—familiar, personal.

Magnetar was returning.

The warehouse ceiling peeled back like paper as a magnetic storm descended, splitting the sky with forks of black lightning. EM currents distorted the air itself. Comms went dead. Time seemed to skip—seconds folding unnaturally.

A voice thundered from above.

“You still think you’re the protector, Aria Dray?”

She looked up, vision fractured—but still unbowed.

Magnetar hovered in a corona of inverted light, surrounded by pulsing black drones and an orbit of broken metal. He held his hand out—and the remains of the repulsor golem reassembled mid-air, piece by piece.

“Your mind fractures,” he said. “Your lattice collapses. Your city falls.”

He began drawing the entire warehouse into himself—metal, wire, beams—all feeding into a single magnetic construct forming behind him: a stormcage, a weaponized core reactor.

Aria stared into the abyss of it.

And smiled.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “But I’m still here.”

Then—she triggered her failsafe.

A buried subroutine: Project Aegis Contingency V.3 — untested, unstable, meant to trigger only once.

Her shield exploded outward—not as a dome, but as a fragmented lattice storm—a thousand shards of light and kinetic force that ignited the entire warehouse.

The impact caught Magnetar mid-assembly, forcing him to retreat under the magnetic blowback. Drones shattered. The stormcage destabilized. He vanished into the haze.

But Aria didn’t see it.

She collapsed into Vance’s arms as the skimmer finally broke through the smoke.

“Get her to the Citadel,” Vance shouted. “Now!”

As the skimmer rose into the night, Voltaris burned below.

In the shadows of the ruined district, Magnetar watched the lights fade.

He raised a gauntlet and activated a silent beacon.

Behind him, across the EM grid, dozens of hidden pylons flared to life—coiled with black lightning. He had seeded the city with something far worse than drones.

A neural disruptor field.

A storm meant not to destroy Voltaris’s body—but its mind.

And Aria?

She was too wounded to stop it.

The skimmer tilted violently as it rose from the ruined warehouse, rotors straining against the magnetic turbulence rippling through the air. Sparks trailed its underside like a comet bleeding fire.

Inside, Aria Dray lay half-conscious on the med-slab, her armor scorched, her face streaked with blood and soot. Her body trembled in small, rhythmic spasms—feedback echoes from her overloaded neural lattice. Around her, energy readings pulsed out of sync with the skimmer’s systems, as if her very presence distorted the vessel’s electromagnetic balance.

“Her vitals are spiking!” the med-tech shouted. “Lattice disruption is contaminating the field stabilizers!”

Vance held her down, one hand gripping her gauntlet. “Stay with me, Aria. Focus. You’re not done yet.”

A single word escaped her lips, barely a breath:
“Trap...”
And then the sky opened.

A streak of black lightning split the clouds as a second skimmer—hijacked—plummeted from above, its magnetic engines gutted and twisted. The rogue vessel spiraled directly toward them, payload bay glowing red.

EMP warhead.

“Evasive!” Vance screamed.

The pilot jerked the controls. Too late.

The detonation hit like a hammer made of silence.
The world went white.
Inside the skimmer, time fractured. Systems shorted. Screens died. Every sensor blinked zero. The field stabilizer ruptured in a burst of ion gas. The ship tumbled out of the sky, trailing smoke like a dying phoenix.

Aria felt herself lifted, weightless, not from flight—but from the total absence of force.
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Magnetar had dropped them into a gravity-dead field.
They weren’t flying anymore.

They were falling.

Below, the Voltaris skyline shimmered—whole sectors dark, power grids collapsing in cascading failure. The city’s electromagnetic veins were hemorrhaging. Drones patrolled the husks of skyscrapers like mechanical vultures.

And in the shadows, Magnetar watched from a cloaked perch atop a ruined comms tower, eyes pulsing like stormclouds behind his helmet.

“Catch her,” he murmured to no one.
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Vance yanked open a hull panel, exposing a manual capacitor coil. His hands moved fast, but the circuitry sparked like a wounded animal.
“I can pulse-fire the lattice—maybe get us one controlled burst,” he growled. “Or... we crash into Sector 3.”

Aria stirred.

Her eyes opened.

One burned silver-blue.

“I’ve got it.”

“You’re barely conscious—”

Her hand clamped over the coil.

And then, she overloaded it from within.

The skimmer jolted upward for half a second—enough to level it before impact. It skidded across a mag-rail rooftop, tore through two pylons, and finally slammed into a maintenance platform, crumpling like foil.

Silence.
Smoke.
Sirens in the distance.
Inside the wreck, Aria lay unmoving. Her armor was cracked completely open—exposing the scarred ports along her back where the lattice met spine. Small arcs of residual current flitted along her skin.

But her heart was beating.

She was alive.

Vance staggered to his feet, one arm limp, blood trailing from a broken nose. He stumbled toward her, knelt.

“I need evac on this frequency—now,” he hissed into the comm. “Captain Ion Veil is down. Repeat: she’s down, but not out.”

He looked to the east.

On the horizon, above the storm-churned skyline, a distant tower lit up—not in warning, but in activation.

The Neural Disruptor Array.

It had gone live.

And in that moment, all across Voltaris, people screamed—clutching their heads as memories scrambled, focus shattered, minds bent under the unseen pressure.

Magnetar had made his first true move.

He wasn’t after the city’s power grid.

He was after its cognitive infrastructure—turning Voltaris into a hive of disoriented, fearful, and vulnerable minds.

And only one person could stand against it.

But she was broken.

Bleeding.

Haunted.

As med-skimmers approached from the southern air corridor, Vance sat beside Aria and whispered:

“You’ve got one more shield left, Aria. One more stand.”

Her fingers twitched. A faint pulse danced across her skin.

Then her lips parted:

“...Kallix-9...”
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Echoes of Kallix-9
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The world returned in fragments—light, pain, and the low hum of hospital machines syncing with her breathing.

Aria Dray lay suspended in a diagnostic cradle inside the Citadel Infirmary, high above Voltaris. The city’s pulse buzzed faintly through the reinforced walls—EM engines still operational, though flickering in places like a wounded heartbeat.

The ceiling above her was mirrored—she stared at herself.

Half her face was bruised. A cut above her eyebrow. Lattice ports along her arms glowed with faint, residual current. Her left arm was in an auto-stabilizer brace, humming softly with nerve mapping. A fresh scar—still pink and angry—ran from her shoulder down to her ribs.

But it wasn’t the physical damage that rooted her in silence.

It was the sound of screaming—not in the present, but from memory.

Kallix-9.

She closed her eyes.

And the walls of the Citadel dissolved.
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Eight Years Ago — The Siege of Kallix-9
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The sky was black with fire.

Metal shards rained down like ash as kinetic rail rounds shattered city blocks. Entire buildings collapsed in seconds. The enemy’s orbital cannons had reduced Kallix-9 to a cratered hellscape. And Aria—then Lieutenant Dray—was on the ground, guiding a group of wounded soldiers through the smoldering ruins of Zone Delta.

“Rail strike in thirty seconds!” came the call through the comms.

“We won’t make it out in time,” she said, scanning the rooftops, her voice fraying.

Corporal Telnor—her second—bled from a leg wound. Another soldier was missing half an arm. The rest were too exhausted to run.

And above them, from orbit, the strike was already en route.

Aria looked at the sky.

A silver line appeared—small, distant, merciless.

A kinetic lance.

They were going to die.

Unless...

She activated her beacon.

“Command, this is Dray. I volunteer for Aegis Protocol.”

There was silence—then static.

“Repeat that?” Command asked, incredulous.

“You heard me,” she said.

At that time, Project Aegis was still theoretical. A combat shield technology designed to allow human minds to interface with dynamic energy fields in real time. The test subjects were failing—burning out or shattering under the neural load.

She volunteered anyway.

Anything to stop the rain.

The med-team arrived with seconds to spare. She was injected with nanofiber agents, her nervous system wired into a portable lattice prototype. The pain was indescribable.

Her blood boiled.

Her mind cracked.

And then—

The kinetic lance struck.

But it never hit them.

She had thrown herself into its path.

And her body became a dome of energy.

The force of the impact shredded her flesh, fractured her spine, shorted out the prototype—but it held. It held.

The strike broke the ground—but not her.

She blacked out under the weight of it.

But when she woke, the others were still alive.

And from that moment forward... she was no longer just Lieutenant Dray.

She was Ion Veil.
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Present – Citadel Infirmary
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Her eyes opened again.

Not in memory—but in the now.

The ceiling’s reflection trembled as her breathing quickened. She reached for her neck—where the lattice connected beneath her collarbone—and felt the sharp edges of the implanted grid.

Her fortress was still inside her.

But so were the ghosts.

A knock on the glass pulled her from the spiral.

The door slid open. Vance stepped in, face wrapped in gauze, one arm in a sling, the other holding a tablet.

“You look like hell,” he said gently.

“You should see the other guy,” she rasped.

He chuckled, but there was no humor in it.

Vance held up the tablet. “We’ve confirmed it. Magnetar activated a neural disruptor array last night. Grid-wide interference across the eastern sectors. Civilians are losing memory, focus... judgment. They’re afraid. Disoriented. Like their own minds are being jammed.”

She didn’t respond.

Vance sat beside her. “You know what this is, don’t you?”

She did.

She’d seen this before.

At the tail end of Kallix-9, before the enemy fell, they had used the same tactic—low-level neural interference to shatter morale. It made soldiers question orders. Made people forget where their children were. Made you doubt if you were even real.

It didn’t just break defenses.

It broke will.

“I thought I buried that war,” she whispered.

Vance shook his head. “You didn’t bury it. You became it.”

She stared at her hands. The light from the lattice sparkled faintly through her veins.

“I became the shield,” she said. “But the war never stopped.”

Outside the Citadel windows, the city of Voltaris shimmered with uncertainty. Power grids were flickering. Drones moved nervously in the air. And the people—what was left of their trust—was beginning to unravel.

Magnetar wasn’t trying to kill Voltaris.

He was trying to turn it into another Kallix.

And this time, he wasn’t using kinetic strikes.

He was using her memories.

Aria sat in silence as Vance’s words hung in the sterile air like static.

The neural disruptor array had activated.

The war wasn’t coming—it had already begun.

The lights in the Citadel infirmary flickered. Subtle at first. Barely more than a flutter. But Aria felt the hum—a pitch just above hearing, like a tuning fork pressed against her spine.

The lattice in her chest sparked, then stuttered.

Vance saw it too. His gaze snapped to her chestplate. “You felt that?”

She nodded slowly. “It’s bleeding into me.”

“Then it’s not just the civilians he’s targeting.”

Suddenly—alarms.

“Emergency lockdown initiated. Level 4 security breach. Multiple containment sectors compromised.”

Vance bolted upright. “He’s here?”

Aria threw off the med cables. Her knees buckled, but she forced herself up, wincing. “Not him. Something worse.”

She stumbled to the gear locker embedded in the wall. It hissed open as her biometrics flashed green. Inside—her suit, cracked but recharged. Her shield lattice pulsed erratically, still recovering from the overload.

She forced her arm into the gauntlet, snapped the ports into her spine, gritted her teeth as the connection seared like hot iron.

Systems Engaging... Neural Sync 68%... 71%... 57%... ERROR.

The numbers glitched.

So did her vision.

For half a second, the corridor outside the medbay changed—walls turned blackened and molten, screams echoed, red sky above. Kallix.

Then it was gone.

The illusion lasted only a breath.

But it had felt real.

She steadied herself on the locker wall. “He’s turning my memory into a weapon.”

Before Vance could respond, gunfire echoed down the hallway.

They both froze.

Another voice crackled through the intercom:
“We have rogue patients! Neural disruption has turned half the recovery wing into hostiles! Security is compromised!”
More gunfire. Screams. And then—something that made Aria’s stomach drop:

“One of them is projecting EM bursts—like she’s... mimicking Ion Veil tech!”

Aria’s eyes snapped to Vance.

“No one has my specs.”

“Unless Magnetar copied you,” Vance said. “Or pulled it from your mind while you were down.”

She activated her partial shield field. The gauntlet lit in flickers—unstable, but usable. “We need to move.”
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North Recovery Wing – Citadel Infirmary
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The corridor was half-lit, emergency strobes pulsing in erratic rhythm. Aria and Vance moved silently, ducking under twisted ceiling beams and stepping over shattered medical consoles. Broken stretchers lined the hall, most empty—some not.

At the far end, a figure stood in the dark.

Barefoot. Patient scrubs. Head tilted unnaturally.

And glowing blue eyes—her eyes.

“Target identified,” the woman said in a flat voice.

Aria’s stomach knotted. The woman was emaciated, her veins bulging with the same lattice glow Aria bore—except twisted, pulsing erratically.

“I didn’t authorize any Aegis replications,” Aria hissed.

“She’s not Aegis,” Vance muttered. “She’s a mimic.”

The woman raised both arms—energy flaring—and launched a half-formed shield spike.

Aria threw up her own barrier just in time. The pulse detonated mid-air, flaring with blue light that scorched the walls.

“She’s not stable!” Aria shouted. “Her feedback loop’s going to—”

Boom.

The mimic exploded into a burst of electromagnetic chaos, her body unable to contain the stolen energy. The blast rocked the hallway, tearing into walls and shredding lights.

Aria was thrown back. She hit the floor hard, skidding.

When she looked up, the mimic’s body was gone.

Just a black scorch mark remained.
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Minutes Later – Citadel Command Deck
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Aegis officers ran triage across the hospital floor. Medics dragged injured staff from smoking wings. EM dampeners buzzed in the corners, trying to recalibrate the corrupted lattice signatures.

Vance stood at the central table, reviewing recordings. Dozens of patients had suddenly exhibited symptoms—mimicry, aggression, memory confusion. All had one thing in common:

Their minds had been invaded with partial Ion Veil neural templates.

Aria stood quietly across the deck, visor retracted, arms folded over her chest.

“It’s not about chaos,” she said quietly. “It’s about dilution.”

Vance looked up. “What do you mean?”

She turned. “Magnetar isn’t just trying to destroy me. He’s trying to turn me into noise. Copies. Ghosts. Shadows.”

“He’s corrupting the idea of Ion Veil.”

Her hands trembled.

“What I am,” she said, “is no longer mine.”

A beat of silence.

Then Vance’s tablet pinged.

“New report. South Voltaris. EM towers failing. Three security domes offline. Civilians trapped in a transport ring—unable to escape.”

Aria clenched her fists. Her eyes flashed bright blue.

“I’m going.”

“You’re not ready,” Vance snapped. “You’re destabilized. Your mind is fractured.”

“I don’t care.”

She turned. “I’ll stabilize on the battlefield.”

She marched from the command deck toward the launch bay, her shield lattice buzzing louder with every step.

But even as she moved, the world shifted again.

Not the Citadel.

Not the present.

Kallix-9.

In her periphery—bodies falling. Fire overhead. Screaming voices she knew. People she’d failed.

A glitch in memory?

Or was the past now alive again inside her?

She activated her drop beacon.

The line still held.

But it was beginning to blur.

Citadel Launch Bay – 2300 Hours

The launch bay rumbled as Aria stepped onto the drop platform, the magnetic clamps beneath her boots unlocking with a hiss. Outside, the sky boiled with electromagnetic storms. Red warning glyphs rotated above the force field dome—distorted, twitching, corrupted like corrupted files. It was clear: Magnetar’s interference was spreading beyond the neural layer and into the city’s EM infrastructure.

A junior officer ran up behind her.

“Captain, the dome field over South Voltaris is destabilizing. Magnetar’s drones are seeding EM chaff along the rail corridors. If you drop now, you may not be able to get back.”

Aria didn’t break stride. “If I don’t drop now, no one gets out.”

Her voice had that command iron again.

Vance appeared beside her, handing over a recalibrated lattice sync band. “Use this. We rerouted the neural stabilizer through a grounded coil. It should suppress the hallucinations—if they’re not too deep.”

Aria strapped it on, her expression unreadable.

Then the drop door opened.

She stepped into the void, wind shrieking as the city’s burning skyline reflected across the curve of her faceplate. A single streak of blue energy trailed behind her as her fall accelerated toward the chaos.
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South Voltaris – Transit Loop Alpha
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The station was carnage.

Derelict transports floated in midair, caught between disrupted magnetic rails. Fires burned unchecked across the platform. Dozens of civilians huddled inside mag-buses with failing life support. Aegis rescue teams had been turned away by wild, pulsing distortions. Several had collapsed, babbling nonsense—memories that weren’t theirs.

As Aria landed in a burst of kinetic force, her lattice flared outward, forming a fragmented dome over the closest transport. The moment her boots hit the deck, she could feel the disruption bleeding into her bones.

It wasn’t just electromagnetic interference.

It was personal.

The disruptor field knew her.

As she moved through the ruins of the platform, she heard voices whispering over comms that weren’t active:

“Lieutenant Dray, pull back! You’ll die out there—”

“No! No, I said I’d hold the line, I—”

“Kallix is gone, Aria—Kallix is gone—”

She stumbled, nearly fell. For a moment, the burning station morphed—metal twisted, walls turned black, the bodies on the floor became soldiers in old Helion armor. She blinked hard. The illusion held for one heartbeat longer than it should have.

Her stabilizer buzzed red.

Incompatible mental loop detected.

Magnetar’s made a copy of my mind, she realized. Not just fragments—full data echoes. He’s weaponizing my own memories as terrain.

A scream snapped her out of the thought.

One of the mag-buses was under attack—EM drones swarmed it, firing spike rounds that shredded the shielding. The civilians inside ducked as sparks showered the cabin.

Aria roared forward, her lattice igniting like a flare. She dove through the swarm, projecting a full-radius shield that detonated the drones in a brilliant blue cascade. The pulse washed over the transport like a tidal wave.

She crashed to her knees in front of the door.

Inside, a little boy looked out.

He had silver eyes.

Just like hers.

“Mom says you died on Kallix,” he whispered, voice full of static.

Aria froze.

The boy blinked—and was gone.

The cabin was empty.

There had never been a boy.
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Overhead – Magnetar’s Watch

[image: ]


High above the platform, cloaked behind a shielded drone relay, Magnetar observed in silence.

The neural disruptor array pulsed again, and Aria dropped to one knee, clutching her helmet.

He didn’t need to kill her.

He only needed her to stop trusting her mind.

“She’s beginning to fracture,” Magnetar said quietly, watching the feed. “Soon, even her shield will turn against her.”

He pressed one finger to a control ring.

Phase Two: Memory Reversal Protocol — Ready.
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Back on the Ground
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Aria stood shakily, sweat dripping inside her suit. Her field was misfiring—lashing out at nothing, pinging phantom enemies.

Then... behind her... footsteps.

Real ones.

She turned—

Glints of armor. A squad. Aegis units. Her old squad.

She backed up. “No. No, this isn’t real.”

But they advanced—silent, burnt, broken. Faces she had buried at Kallix. Friends who had died in her arms. One raised a weapon.

“You left us, Aria.”

Her shield flared defensively.

She screamed—fired a repulse burst.

The hallucinations vanished like dust.

Except...

One body did fall.

It was real.

An Aegis scout—friendlies—she had struck without knowing.

Vance’s voice burst through the comm:
“Aria! Stand down! You’re inside an illusion field—pull back!”
She staggered away from the fallen scout, breath hitching, mind fracturing.

They’ve turned me into a liability, she realized.

They’ve made me afraid of myself.

Her vision doubled. The world flickered.

She screamed—and everything went white.
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Minutes Later – Orbiting EM Relay Tower
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A final transmission was captured, encrypted and analyzed by Magnetar’s system.

“Subject: Ion Veil. Status: Compromised. Deployment: Unsalvageable. Integrity breach—phase three authorized.”

Magnetar stepped away from the console, smiling beneath his dark helm.

“Soon,” he whispered.
“Voltaris won’t fear me.
They’ll fear her.”
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South Voltaris Transit Loop — Moments Later
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Aria’s breath hitched as her suit’s lattice shuddered uncontrollably, struggling to hold the unstable energy within. The hallucinatory aftershocks of Kallix-9 haunted her vision. The burning city. The screams. The faces she couldn’t forget — or forgive.

Her neural stabilizer buzzed erratically against her temple, trying to drown the echoes but only amplifying the pounding in her skull.

Then — a sharp crack.

Electric sparks jumped across the damaged EM rail ahead.

Before she could react, the corridor erupted.

An armored drone burst through the wall, massive kinetic drills spinning with lethal precision.

Aria raised her shield — a dome of shimmering electromagnetic force — but the lattice was weak, flickering under Magnetar’s influence. The drill smashed against her barrier, sending a concussive shockwave that buckled her knees.

Pain flared up her arms as she staggered backward.

Her visor flashed red warnings: Shield Integrity Critical. Neural Sync Failure Imminent.

The drone advanced, relentless.

She lashed out, channeling repelled kinetic energy in a brutal blast that slammed the drone sideways — but it only staggered.

A second drone appeared — firing electrified grappling hooks that snagged her arms, ripping at her shield lattice.

Aria gritted her teeth, fighting against the mechanical siege — but the neural destabilizer’s whispers clawed at her focus.

“You’re breaking down.
Your shields will shatter.
You will fail your team.”
Her vision blurred.

Suddenly, the corridor transformed.

No longer metal and light, but scorched earth and ruined buildings.

Kallix-9.

A ghostly figure stepped forward through the smoke: her
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