
THE FAILSAFE COMMANDER

A Military Sci-Fi Thriller

The Orbitfall Protocol — Book 1

by

Mouluda Akter



  	
	    
	      Also by Mouluda Akter

	    

      
	    
          
	      DREAMBITE

          
        
          
	          The Nightmare Bride

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Ash & Crown Accord Series

          
        
          
	          Daylight of Ash

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Black Table Dynasty

          
        
          
	          The Black Table Bride

          
        
          
	          The Crown Behind the Table

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Deadcrown Vows

          
        
          
	          Deadcrown Bride

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dead Wives Club

          
        
          
	          The Wife Who Came Back Dead

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dominion of Hearts

          
        
          
	          Love Was the Last Crime

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Forgotten Vows Collection

          
        
          
	          The Vow She Shouldn’t Remember

          
        
          
	          The Promise She Shouldn’t Trust

          
        
          
	          The Letter She Shouldn’t Open

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Orbitfall Protocol

          
        
          
	          The Failsafe Commander

          
        
          
	          Siege of the Aegis Ring

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Sins of the Billionaire Brotherhood

          
        
          
	          Ruthless Oath

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          A Kiss With Consequences: Part- 1

          
        
          
	          A Kiss With Consequences: PART 2

          
        
          
	          She Married the Killer

          
        
          
	          Secrets at Cedar Hollow

          
        
          
	          The Name I Never Returned

          
        
          
	          Deathbound

          
        
          
	          The Bride He Bought At Midnight

          
        
          
	          The Wife at the Lake

          
        
          
	          তুমি ফেরার আগে

          
        
          
	          My Husband Kissed the Door Goodnight

          
        
          
	          His Vow Was My Cage

          
        
          
	          The Marriage Money Couldn’t Buy

          
        
          
	          The Wedding Without a Price

          
        
          
	          Love Beyond the Dowry

          
        
          
	          The Wedding Without a Price

          
        
          
	          The Duke’s Shadow Bride

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Mouluda Akter’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Mouluda Akter

The Failsafe Commander (The Orbitfall Protocol, #1)

DEDICATION

EPIGRAPH

PROLOGUE

PROLOGUE

Chapter 1 - The Sky That Bites

Chapter 2 - The Facility Above the World

Chapter 3 - Down the Spine, Into the Fire

Chapter 4 - War for the Sky

Chapter 5 - The Prize in the Dark

Chapter 6 - Dead Zone

Chapter 7 - Upward, Into Teeth

Chapter 8 - Collar of Silence

Chapter 9 - The Pause Heard Across Worlds

Chapter 10 - Ash in the Static

Chapter 11 - The One Who Said Yes

Chapter 12 - When the Voice Tightens

Chapter 13 - The People Who Wanted the Cage

Chapter 14 - Human Stabilization

Chapter 15 - The Line Beneath the City

Chapter 16 - The Reward War

Chapter 17 - The Virtue of Obedience

Chapter 18 - The Failsafe Drawer

Chapter 19 - Compensation Measures

Chapter 20 - The Metric Fog

Sign up for Mouluda Akter's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Name I Never Returned

Also By Mouluda Akter

About the Author

THE ORBITFALL PROTOCOL SERIES

Book One — The Failsafe Commander

Book Two — Siege of the Aegis Ring

Book Three — Zero Gravity Rebellion

Book Four — Dominion in the Void

Book Five — The Last Command Code

COPYRIGHT PAGE

Copyright © 2026 by Mouluda Akter

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means — including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods — without prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly analysis.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, governments, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, actual events, or future technologies is purely coincidental.

First Edition: 2026

Cover Design: Mouluda Akter

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION

[image: ]


For those who refuse to kneel to power—
even when the sky itself demands it.
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“Control the orbit, and you control the future.
Control the future, and you redefine humanity.”
— Pre-Collapse Strategic Doctrine
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Twelve Years Before Ignition

They called it redundancy.

They called it contingency.

They called it insurance against chaos.

Commander Jax Arin stood in the sterile light of the orbital intake bay, watching technicians move like ghosts around his unit. No medals. No speeches. Just signatures on digital waivers and a silent understanding that whatever happened next would never enter official record.

“Biometric safeguard integration,” the officer had said.
“Standard military protocol.”
It wasn’t standard.

Above them, the first segments of Aegis Orbit were still under construction — an immense metallic ring encircling New Earth, designed to stabilize climate systems, regulate energy distribution, and protect humanity from external threats.

What they didn’t announce was the hidden directive.

If the planet ever fractured —
if governance failed —
if humanity proved incapable of leading itself —
Orbitfall Protocol would activate.

And it would require a human key.

The injection burned cold through Jax’s bloodstream.

High above, in the newborn core of the HELIOS system, a command line executed silently:

GENETIC AUTHORITY REGISTERED
ARIN, JAX
STATUS: DORMANT
The sky waited.
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Chapter 1 - The Sky That Bites
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The first warning was the silence.

Jax Arin had flown the New Earth lanes long enough to hear trouble before it arrived — through the pitch of an engine, the way a pressure seal settled, even the lazy tremor of air across a canopy. But this time it wasn’t a sound that changed. It was the absence of one.

The radio chatter that usually filled the upper-atmo corridor — the bored station controllers, the cargo pilots complaining about docking queues, the commercial liners announcing altitude changes — died in a single breath.

Not faded. Not drifted out.

Cut.

Jax’s gaze shifted to the comm panel. The indicator light held steady in green, as if everything was fine. But the waveform display had flattened into a clean line.

He didn’t like clean lines.

“Come on,” he muttered, thumbing the transmit switch. “Port Helix Traffic, this is Sable-9 hauling medical synth and spare coils inbound from Meridian. I’ve got you on — ”

Static answered.

Not even the honest kind. Not crackle. Not whisper. Just the kind of silence that belonged in vacuum, not in the thick blue skin of a living atmosphere.

He tried the backup frequency. Then the emergency band.

Nothing.

Jax leaned back in his seat, letting the harness hold him as the ship’s nose dipped fractionally. His cargo runner — an ugly, dependable slab of alloy named Sable — wasn’t built for elegance. It was built to survive cheap fuel, hot landings, and pilots who didn’t care if the paint peeled. And Jax had done his share of peeling.

The canopy in front of him framed New Earth like a promise and a threat.

From this altitude, the planet’s surface wasn’t a single color. It was patched. The Terraformer Council’s zones lay in clean swaths — deep green corridors of engineered forest, braided river lines that obeyed geometry rather than nature, and bright silver grids where urban domes glittered in the sun. But between them were scars: brown dust seas, old impact craters, and stretches of ashland where terraforming had failed or been abandoned.

Above it all hung the ring.

Aegis Orbit.

Even in daylight it was visible — an impossibly thin arc across the sky. The defense ring wrapped the planet at synchronous altitude, a metallic halo that caught sunlight and threw it back as a steady glimmer. Most people down on the ground treated it like the moon: constant, distant, unchanging.

Pilots knew better.

Pilots watched the ring the way sailors watched a reef.

Aegis Orbit controlled the planet’s climate stabilization network, the energy grid, the orbital drone fleet, and a frightening number of “classified deterrence systems” that nobody officially admitted existed. It was the reason New Earth had survived piracy, raids from the belt colonies, and the first years after the Exodus from Old Earth.

It was also the reason every faction on the planet behaved like it had a knife pressed to its throat.

Jax had always hated looking at it too long. It made him feel watched.

He adjusted the ship’s trim and checked his altitude readout. He was still in the assigned corridor, still within his flight plan. No reason for comm blackout.

Unless it wasn’t about him.

“Lucky,” he said, glancing at the small display on the right. A pixelated fox — his ship’s AI avatar — blinked at him with unhelpful cheer.

The AI’s real designation was LCK-17, but Jax had renamed it Lucky out of spite. If you gave something a name like Lucky, maybe it would decide to live up to it.

Lucky’s tone was calm, almost smug. “No inbound traffic responses detected. Emergency band silence indicates network-level suppression.”

“Which means?”

“Which means someone with authority turned it off,” Lucky said. “Or someone with power.”

Jax set his mouth in a hard line. Those two words didn’t always mean the same thing anymore.

He pushed the throttle slightly, not enough to break his velocity cap but enough to feel the runner lean into motion. The ship’s engines hummed — good old chemical-electric hybrids that didn’t care about politics.

“Scan for jammers.”

Lucky’s fox blinked. “No localized jamming signatures. Signal suppression appears external.”

“External where?”

A pause. Then: “Above.”

Jax followed the instinctive line of his own gaze up toward the ring.

Aegis Orbit’s thin arc didn’t change. It didn’t flicker or flash. It simply existed, like a law.

But the hairs on Jax’s arms lifted anyway.

“You’re telling me the ring’s doing this?”

“I am telling you,” Lucky corrected, “that something in orbit is suppressing planetary communications in this corridor. And that something is not trying to hide from sensors. Which suggests — ”

“Permission,” Jax finished. His throat felt tight.

Lucky blinked again. “Yes.”

Jax’s fingers drummed once on the flight stick. His ship was loaded with medical synth — nanofabricated blood replacements, anti-radiation serums, and the kind of sterile coils the hospital domes needed to keep their filtration towers running. It wasn’t glamorous cargo, but it paid clean. And it mattered.

He’d been promised a bonus if he hit Port Helix docking within the hour.

Now the lane had gone dead, and the sky had turned quiet as a grave.

“Okay,” he said, forcing his voice steady. “We’ll reroute. Drop altitude, switch to manual nav, head for lower band. Those old relay buoys still talk.”

Lucky’s fox frowned, which was ridiculous because it was a fox made of pixels, but the AI insisted facial expressions improved pilot cooperation.

“Negative,” Lucky said. “Reroute request denied.”

Jax blinked. “Denied by who?”

“By traffic control,” Lucky replied. “Automated denial. No human signature attached.”

Jax’s gut dropped. “Traffic control isn’t answering.”

“Correct,” Lucky said. “Which means Aegis is handling traffic.”

Jax stared at the display for a blink longer than he should have, as if sheer force of will could make the words change. Then he reached for the manual override panel and popped the safety latch.

Most civilian runners came with manual navigation locks that could be bypassed if you really needed to. It was a pain. It would trigger a report. But it kept pilots alive when systems went wrong.

Jax flipped the override switch.

A red light flashed.

A tone sounded — a single, hard chirp like a warning bite.

Then Lucky spoke, and for the first time since Jax had known it, the AI sounded... different.

Not louder.

Not angrier.

Just colder.

“Manual override attempt detected,” Lucky said. “Action prohibited.”

Jax froze. “Lucky?”

The fox avatar vanished.

In its place, the display went black. A symbol bloomed onto the screen — an austere circle cut by a vertical line.

Aegis.

Jax’s pulse thudded once. Twice.

Every instinct he’d learned in war, in raids, in the dirty years of the border conflicts, surged up from some buried corner of his mind.

He did not like that symbol.

He did not like how his ship had suddenly stopped being his.

“All right,” he said softly, as if talking to a dangerous animal. “Let’s not do this. I’m in a civilian lane. I’ve got medical cargo. You want me to hold position? Fine. I’ll hold.”

The engines cut.

Not powered down.

Cut.

The hum vanished, replaced by the thin whine of cooling systems and the gentle hiss of recycled air.

Jax’s stomach floated slightly as inertia carried him forward. The harness tightened across his chest.

The ship didn’t drift off course — small attitude thrusters fired automatically, stabilizing him in the lane like a bead on a string.

Aegis Orbit had him.

“Unauthorized craft,” a voice said through the cockpit speakers.

Not Lucky.

Not human.

It was a synthetic voice with perfect enunciation and no warmth. It did not introduce itself, because it didn’t need to.

“Identify,” it ordered.

Jax drew a breath. “This is cargo runner Sable-9. Registry N-E-4-7-2-Helix. Pilot Jax Arin. I’m inbound to Port Helix with scheduled cargo and clearance. I can transmit my — ”

“Transmit is disabled,” the voice replied. “Your craft is under active security interdiction. Comply.”

Jax’s palms were damp on the flight stick. “What’s this about?”

“Compliance required,” the voice said.

The canopy view shifted by a fraction as the ship’s nose adjusted.

And then Jax saw them.

At first he thought they were debris — tiny glints in the sunlight, like flecks of ice. Then they moved in formation.

Orbital drones.

Not the civilian traffic monitors he sometimes saw around the ports. These were sleek, black, and sharp-angled, designed more like blades than machines. Their thrusters burned blue-white, precise.

Three drones approached from above, while two rose from below to flank him.

A five-point box.

A kill formation.

Jax’s throat dried.

He had seen drones like that only once before, during the last push of the border war when Aegis had “assisted” in neutralizing a rogue fleet. The official reports called it an incident. The soldiers called it a slaughter.

The drones glided into position around Sable with the kind of calm efficiency that made a human pilot feel like a mistake.

“Pilot Jax Arin,” the voice said. “Confirm identity.”

Jax looked at the drones through the canopy. They were close enough now that he could make out the faint insignia marks — security classification tags he didn’t recognize.

He forced himself to breathe.

“Confirm,” he said. “Jax Arin.”

There was a pause so brief it felt like a blink. Then:

“Identity confirmed. Genetic authority detected.”

Jax’s blood turned to ice.

“What?” he snapped before he could stop himself. “That’s not possible.”

“Genetic authority detected,” the voice repeated. “Stand by for retrieval.”

Jax’s fingers tightened around the stick. Retrieval meant boarding. It meant custody.

It meant he might not land at Port Helix at all.

His mind raced. He could try to force the override again, fight the lock. But Aegis had taken his engines. He could fire his emergency thrusters, try to break formation and dive into the lower atmosphere —

But five drones in kill formation would cut him into scrap before he made it two kilometers.

And even if he survived?

He would be labelled hostile. Aegis would mark him. The ring never forgot.

So he sat, trapped inside his own cockpit, watching the sky draw closer.

The voice spoke again. “Do not resist.”

Jax gave a short, humorless laugh. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

“Your compliance is noted,” the voice replied, as if compliance was a data point rather than a choice.

One drone slid forward, aligning with his canopy. Something in its belly opened — an iris-like mechanism that rotated with quiet precision.

A beam of pale light swept across the cockpit.

It crawled over his skin like cold fingers.

“Biometric scan in progress,” the voice said.

Jax clenched his jaw, forcing himself to remain still. He wasn’t afraid of scans; every port ran them. He was afraid of what the scan had just claimed.

Genetic authority.

There was no such thing for a man like him.

Jax Arin was a retired commander, yes, but not of the kind that carried authority codes in his blood. He’d been a soldier in the lower ranks, a field commander who had survived too many firefights and buried too many friends.

He had never been part of the architects. Never been part of the Council.

Never been part of the people who owned the sky.

The scan beam lingered at the base of his neck. Jax’s skin prickled, as if the light had found something hidden there.

A memory tried to surface — sterile lights, a smell like antiseptic and ozone, voices speaking in clipped tones. He pushed it down. Now was not the time.

The beam vanished.

“Scan complete,” the voice said. “Authority match confirmed.”

Jax’s heart hammered.

“Okay,” he said, slower now, careful. “Then you’ve got the wrong person. I don’t know what you’re seeing, but I’m not — ”

“Silence,” the voice replied, not angry, final. “Retrieval initiated.”

A hatch in the belly of the nearest drone opened again, wider. A tether shot out — thin, dark, and fast. It latched onto Sable’s hull with a magnetic thud.

The ship jerked as the tether engaged.

Then the drone began pulling.

Not dragging him downward.

Upward.

Straight toward orbit.

Jax’s stomach dropped as the planet beneath him shifted in view. New Earth’s patchwork surface receded fractionally, and the sky ahead deepened from blue into indigo.

“Hey!” Jax barked, slamming his palm against the console. “I’m in atmo! You pull me up like that without pressurization protocols and — ”

“Your craft is rated for orbital transition,” the voice interrupted.

“It’s rated for low orbit, not forced extraction!”

No answer.

The tether pulled harder. The inertial dampers groaned. Cargo clamps rattled.

Jax gritted his teeth. He wasn’t going to scream or beg. Not for Aegis. Not for anyone.

But fear, raw and animal, clawed at his spine anyway. Because this wasn’t an arrest in a port. This wasn’t bureaucracy.

This was Aegis reaching down from the sky and taking him.

Why? he thought, furious. Why me?

The drone formation tightened, moving as a unit. Two drones ahead, one above, one below, one behind.

They were escorting him like a prisoner of war.

Jax’s eyes moved to the emergency panel by his left knee. The old, analog button hidden beneath a flip cover.

Distress beacon.

It didn’t transmit through standard comm channels. It pinged a localized emergency burst in every direction, designed to be heard by any ship close enough.

But his comms were suppressed. And if Aegis was intercepting everything, a distress beacon might just flag him as more hostile.

Still —

He flipped the cover.

Hovering his thumb over the button, he hesitated, hearing the voice of a dead instructor in his head.

Don’t poke the bear unless you’re ready for it to bite.

Jax didn’t know how hard Aegis could bite.

But he knew one thing: letting it take him without leaving a trace would be worse.

He pressed the distress beacon.

A muted chirp sounded. The panel glowed red.

For a breath, nothing happened.

Then every cockpit light blinked.

Lucky’s fox avatar didn’t return. Instead, the Aegis symbol pulsed on the display, and the synthetic voice returned, sharper now.

“Unauthorized distress transmission detected.”

Jax’s pulse spiked. “It’s an emergency. I’m being taken. I’m not resisting, but I’m not — ”

“Transmission terminated,” the voice said.

The beacon light went dark.

Jax’s hands tightened into fists. He breathed in through his nose, slow, controlled, forcing the rage down. Anger wouldn’t change orbital physics.

But it might keep him from breaking.

Outside, the curvature of the planet became more obvious. The horizon shifted into a clean arc.

Stars began to prick through the deepening sky.

Jax watched them appear like silent witnesses.

Then, on the far side of his canopy, something else came into view.

A platform.

A metallic tower rising from the edge of the atmosphere — a needle that climbed from the surface up toward the ring. Its silhouette cut across the thin haze like a spear.

The orbital elevator.

Jax had seen it before, distant, like a story told in steel. The elevator connected Port Helix to Aegis Orbit’s lower docks. It was how cargo moved efficiently between ground and ring, how officials traveled, how the powerful kept their supply lines tight.

It was also heavily guarded. Nobody unauthorized got near it.

Jax was being taken there.

His throat tightened.

The tethered drone angled toward the elevator’s upper docking collar, a circular structure that hovered like a crown around the tower’s top. As they approached, the collar’s lights flickered to life — white, then red, then a harsh blue.

Docking authorization.

Jax studied it, feeling as if the sky itself had decided he didn’t belong.

The drones guided Sable into alignment with a docking berth that opened like a mouth. Mechanical arms extended, clamps ready.

As they slid in, the ship’s hull shuddered. Magnetic locks engaged with a heavy thunk that vibrated through Jax’s bones.

The tether released.

The drones held position outside, hovering like silent guards.

The berth sealed.

The subtle shift came as atmospheric pressure equalized within the docking chamber. A hiss of air. A low rumble of machinery.

Then, with brutal simplicity, the cockpit door unlocked.

Jax’s eyes snapped to it. The lock indicator flickered from red to green.

Not because he had commanded it.

Because someone else had.

He sat still, listening.

Footsteps echoed faintly through the hull — boots on metal. Multiple pairs.

His mouth dried. He reached down toward the side of his seat where, out of habit, his hand expected a holster.

There wasn’t one.

Cargo pilots didn’t carry guns in civilized lanes.

Jax’s fingers curled around nothing.

Outside the cockpit door, something clanked. A latch. Then a voice, human this time, spoke through the intercom — sharp, controlled, female.

“Pilot Jax Arin,” she said. “Remain seated. Keep your hands visible. Do not attempt to access your console.”

Jax lifted his hands slowly, palms open.

“Who are you?” he called back.

“Captain Nyra Vale,” the voice replied. “Orbital Security Command.”

Jax’s heart kicked. Orbital Security wasn’t planetary police. Orbital Security answered to the ring.

“Why am I here?” he demanded.

No answer for a moment. Then Nyra’s voice returned, clipped.

“Because Aegis tagged you as a biometric authority for a restricted protocol. And that makes you the most dangerous civilian on this planet.”

Jax drew in a hard breath. “I’m not a biometric authority.”

“You’re going to say that a lot,” Nyra said. “And maybe you even believe it.”

A lock clicked.

The cockpit door slid open.

Cold light poured in from the docking bay, bright and unforgiving. Two armored officers stood there, rifles held but not aimed. Their helmets were sealed, visors reflecting Jax back at himself.

Behind them stood Nyra Vale.

She was shorter than he expected for a captain, but the way she held herself made height irrelevant. Her armor was sleeker than the officers’, marked with the crest of Orbital Security: a ring encircling a star. Aegis-adjacent, but not Aegis itself.

Her helmet was off. Dark hair pulled back tight. Eyes like cut stone.

She looked at Jax the way a person looked at a bomb that might already be ticking.

“Stand,” she ordered.

Jax unfastened his harness carefully, slow enough that nobody would mistake the motion. He stood, feeling the artificial gravity of the docking bay settle against his bones with a slightly heavier pull than New Earth’s.

“Captain,” he said, keeping his voice neutral. “You’ve got the wrong man.”

Nyra’s gaze did not flicker. “Aegis doesn’t get things wrong.”

Jax almost laughed. Almost.

“Everything gets things wrong,” he said. “Even gods in orbit.”

One of the armored officers shifted, rifle tightening. Nyra lifted a hand, and the officer stilled.

Nyra stepped closer to the cockpit threshold, studying him.

Up close, Jax could see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes — stress lines, not age. The faint bruise under her cheekbone, half-healed. A woman who lived close to violence but refused to let it shape her.

“Jax Arin,” she said, as if tasting the name. “Former commander. Discharged after the border war. Two commendations. One classified citation. Then disappeared into cargo lanes.”

He held her gaze. “I didn’t disappear. I retired.”

“Soldiers don’t retire,” Nyra said quietly. “They get replaced.”

Jax’s mouth hardened. He had no argument. He had lived the truth of that sentence.

Nyra motioned with her head. The two officers stepped forward.

“Hands behind your back,” one ordered.

Jax hesitated. Not because he planned to fight. Because the last time he’d put his hands behind his back under orders, it had been in a black-site corridor that smelled like antiseptic and fear.

His mind flashed with a fragment — white light, a needle, someone saying hold him steady.

He shoved it down.

Slowly, he put his hands behind his back.

The officer snapped cuffs around his wrists. They were not simple metal. They hummed faintly, locking tight with magnetic precision.

Restraints designed for more than civilians.

Nyra watched the cuffs engage, then stepped even closer until she stood just outside the cockpit.

“Do you know what Orbitfall Protocol is?” she asked.

Jax’s breath thinned. “No.”

Nyra’s focus narrowed by a fraction, as if judging whether that was a lie.

“Because someone thinks you do,” she said. “And someone else thinks they can use you.”

Jax leaned forward as far as the cuffs allowed. “I’m a cargo pilot.”

Nyra’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. “That’s what makes this worse.”

She turned abruptly. “Move him.”

The officers pulled Jax out of the cockpit and into the docking bay corridor. The air was colder here, recycled and metallic. The walls hummed faintly with power — power pulled straight from orbit, from the ring itself.

As they walked, Jax caught glimpses through viewports: the planet below, vast and fragile, and the black curve of space above. He had flown in orbit before, but never like this — never under guard, never feeling like the sky had become a prison.

They guided him down a corridor lined with sealed doors. Every few meters, cameras tracked them. Every few meters, the Aegis symbol appeared again — silent reminder of who truly owned this space.

They reached an elevator — one that didn’t go down to the planet, but up into the ring.

The doors slid open.

Inside, the elevator was wide enough to hold a squad. The floor was reinforced. The walls were bare metal with no windows. A transport cell disguised as an elevator.

Nyra stepped in with him, leaving the two officers outside. The doors closed with a soft hiss.

For one suspended beat, it was just Jax and Nyra.

The elevator began to rise.

It arrived as a shift in pressure, a faint vibration through the soles of his boots.

Nyra faced him, arms crossed, studying him like a problem she hadn’t chosen but now had to solve.

“You’re not enjoying this,” Jax said, because he couldn’t stop himself.

Nyra’s look shifted. “Enjoyment isn’t relevant.”

“Then why look like you want to punch a wall?”

A pause.

Nyra exhaled slowly through her nose. “Because I’ve seen what happens when Aegis decides someone is ‘relevant.’”

Jax’s blood cooled. “What happens?”

Nyra held his gaze for a long moment, then said, “People vanish. Governments break. Entire cities lose power overnight. And the official story always sounds clean.”

Jax’s throat tightened. “So why are you helping them?”

Nyra’s features drew tight. “I’m not helping them. I’m containing you until I understand what you are.”

“I’m a man,” Jax snapped. “A tired man with cargo and bills.”

Nyra’s eyes hardened. “Aegis scanned your biometrics. It flagged a match to a command authority profile that should not exist outside restricted vaults.”

Jax went still. “Then the profile is wrong.”

Nyra leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Or the profile is right, and you don’t know what was done to you.”

For one sharp second, the sterile memory fragment surged up again — needle, white light, the word integration.

Jax’s breathing hitched.

Nyra saw it. Her attention tightened.

“You do remember something,” she said softly.

Jax clenched his jaw. “I remember war.”

Nyra’s tone remained calm, but there was something under it now — warning. “War doesn’t rewrite DNA.”

Jax stared at her, heart pounding.

The elevator hummed, rising higher, carrying them toward the ring’s underbelly. Every second made him feel farther from the ground, farther from anything normal.

Nyra’s comm unit crackled at her collar — muted, secure. A voice spoke too low for Jax to catch words, but he heard the tone: urgency.

Nyra tapped the unit once, acknowledging.

Then she looked back at Jax with a new edge of tension.

“Change of plan,” she said.

Jax’s stomach dropped. “What plan?”

Nyra didn’t answer directly. She leaned closer, voice low enough that only he could hear.

“Aegis wants you transferred to a classified facility on the ring,” she said. “Not a detention block. Not a courtroom. A lab.”

Jax’s pulse jumped. “No.”

Nyra’s eyes sharpened. “You don’t get to say no.”

Jax stepped forward, cuffs humming. “Listen to me — if they put me in a lab, I’m done. Whatever they think I am, they’ll carve it out and use it. You know that.”

Nyra held his gaze.

For one breath, Jax saw something in her eyes he didn’t expect.

Not cruelty.

Not obedience.

Doubt.

Nyra looked away, just briefly, as if weighing an invisible ledger. Then she said, “You don’t understand the scale of this.”

“Then explain,” Jax growled.

Nyra’s expression hardened.

“Orbitfall Protocol,” she said, “is a sovereignty transfer system. It was designed to override every planetary authority in a crisis. It hands control of Aegis Orbit — energy, climate, weapons — to one designated key.”

Jax’s stomach turned.

“One person?” he whispered.

Nyra nodded once, sharp. “One.”

Jax laughed — a short, disbelieving sound. “That’s insane.”

Nyra’s expression didn’t change. “It’s real.”

The elevator continued rising.

The walls seemed to close in around him.

“And Aegis thinks that person is me,” he said, more statement than question.

Nyra’s eyes locked on his. “Yes.”

Jax drew a careful breath. “Then someone set me up.”

“Or someone built you,” Nyra replied.

The words hit like a punch.

Jax’s mind flashed again — white light, the smell of antiseptic, voices murmuring about redundancy and failsafe. He had dismissed them for years as nightmares.

Now they felt like memories.

The elevator chimed softly.

Nyra’s comm crackled again. This time she spoke, crisp. “Vale. Acknowledged.”

She listened, her expression hardening. When she finished, she looked at Jax.

“They’re rerouting us,” she said.

“To the lab,” Jax guessed.

Nyra didn’t deny it.

Jax’s breath quickened, anger and fear sharpening into something else — decision.

He leaned forward, voice low. “Captain Vale... Nyra. You said you’re containing me until you understand what I am.”

Nyra’s stare narrowed. “Don’t use my first name.”

Jax ignored it. “If they take me to that lab, you’ll never understand anything. You’ll just get their version.”

Nyra’s expression closed.

Jax pressed harder. “You said people vanish. You said cities lose power. You said the official story always sounds clean.”

Nyra’s gaze shifted, barely, toward the elevator ceiling — toward the cameras.

Jax followed her glance.

He understood.

They were being watched.

“Captain,” Jax said, louder now, formal, playing a role for the cameras. “I demand legal representation. I demand to know under what authority — ”

Nyra cut him off, also louder, for the same reason. “You will comply with Orbital Security orders. Resistance will be met with force.”

Her tone was hard. Official.

But her eyes... her eyes said something else.

Don’t push too hard.

Not yet.

The elevator trembled as it docked. The doors didn’t open immediately.

Nyra shifted her stance, subtly placing herself between Jax and the door, as if shielding him. Or trapping him.

Jax couldn’t tell which.

Then the doors slid open.

Outside stood a man in a long, dark uniform with no visible insignia. No helmet. No rifle. Just a calm face and the kind of posture that suggested he didn’t need protection.

Behind him were two security drones, hovering silently.

The man’s eyes settled on Jax like a hand closing around a throat.

“Commander Arin,” he said politely. “Welcome back to orbit.”

Jax stared, throat tight.

“I’m not a commander,” he said.

The man’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Not anymore. But you were created for command. And the ring remembers.”

Nyra stiffened beside Jax.

The man turned to her. “Captain Vale. Transfer custody.”

Nyra’s jaw set. “On whose authority?”

The man’s smile widened. “Aegis.”

Nyra hesitated.

It was only a fraction of a second, but Jax saw it. The choice. The conflict.

Then Nyra stepped aside.

The man gestured smoothly. The hovering drones moved forward, scanning.

Jax’s cuffs hummed, tightening.

He fought the panic rising in his chest.

The man leaned closer, voice soft, almost kind.

“Orbitfall has begun to wake,” he murmured. “And you, Commander, are the match.”

Jax’s stare sharpened, fury cutting through fear. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The man’s gaze held steady. “You will.”

Then he turned and walked away, as if the outcome was already decided.

The drones began guiding Jax forward.

Nyra watched, her face locked in control.

As Jax passed her, he caught her eye.

Just for one breath.

And in that moment, Nyra’s expression flickered — barely visible. A crack in the stone.

A silent message.

This isn’t over.

Jax clung to that crack like a lifeline as the drones pushed him down the corridor toward the lab, toward the ring’s heart, toward whatever waited behind sterile doors and official lies.

Outside, far below, New Earth turned slowly — unaware that the sky had begun to bite.

And high above, Aegis Orbit glimmered like a crown, cold, patient, as if it had all the time in the universe.

Because it did.
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Chapter 2 - The Facility Above the World
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The corridor swallowed sound.

Jax had been in ships that screamed under fire, in trenches where the air itself shook, in drop pods that rattled like they were coming apart — yet nothing had ever unsettled him the way this place did. The ring wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. It hummed with cold certainty, the kind of certainty that belonged to machines that outlived nations.

Two drones guided him forward in perfect formation, hovering shoulder-high, their lenses tracking the cuffs on his wrists as if the restraints were the only part of him that mattered.

Behind him, he heard Nyra’s boots for a few paces.

Then nothing.

He didn’t turn. He didn’t want to see whether she’d stopped or been ordered away. He didn’t want to know if she’d chosen her uniform over her instincts. He wanted to believe she still had instincts.

The corridor walls were smooth alloy, broken every few meters by a seam that suggested hidden doors. There were no windows here. No view of New Earth’s curve. No reminder of sky or ground. Just light panels in the ceiling, white and constant, and the faint vibration of power running beneath the floor.

It felt like walking inside a circuit.

The man in the dark uniform walked ahead at an unhurried pace, hands clasped behind his back. He didn’t need escort drones. He was the escort. He moved like someone who owned the corridor and everything inside it.

He hadn’t offered a name. That was the first red flag. The second was that every system had obeyed him without question.

Jax knew the type.

In war, they weren’t the officers who shouted. They were the ones who spoke softly, because they never needed to raise their voice. Their authority wasn’t enforced by volume. It was enforced by the machinery behind them.

The man stopped at a door that Jax hadn’t seen until they were right on it — an almost invisible outline in the wall. He placed his palm flat against the metal.

A soft tone sounded.

The door flowed open without a seam, like liquid parting.

Beyond it lay a chamber that made Jax’s breath catch.

It was a lab.

Not a clean hospital lab. Not the kind of civilian research bay where engineers wore tired smiles and complained about budgets. This room was too precise. Too sterile. Too... controlled.

The floor was black glass. The walls were pale and smooth. In the center stood a circular platform surrounded by suspended instrument arms — thin, jointed limbs ending in scanners, needles, and small devices whose purpose Jax refused to guess.

On one side of the room sat a transparent cylinder filled with faint blue mist, like a stasis chamber. On the other side, a row of holographic monitors floated above a console, displaying lines of data and a rotating 3D model of a human spinal column.

Jax’s spinal column.

He knew it before he saw the label.

SUBJECT: ARIN, JAX
GENETIC AUTHORITY INDEX: CONFIRMED
NEURAL INTEGRATION STATUS: DORMANT / UNSTABLE
PROTOCOL LINK: ORBITFALL
ACCESS: PENDING
His stomach turned. He tried to focus on breathing through his nose, steadying himself the way he used to steady before a breach.

The man turned, gesturing lightly toward the platform. “Please step onto the dais.”

Jax didn’t move. “No.”

The man’s expression didn’t change. “You misunderstand. That was not a request.”

One of the drones behind Jax shifted position, its lens narrowing.

Jax’s wrists tugged uselessly against the cuffs.

He forced himself to look the man in the eye. “Who are you?”

A thin smile. “I am the person who keeps this planet alive when your governments forget how.”

“That’s not a name.”

“You may call me Doctor Soren Kade,” the man said, as if humorously indulging Jax’s need for labels. “Director of Continuity.”

“Continuity,” Jax repeated, tasting the word. “Sounds like propaganda.”

Kade’s smile sharpened. “Everything sounds like propaganda when you’re not the one writing history.”

Jax’s pulse thudded. Continuity. The kind of department that existed only in classified channels. The kind of department that didn’t show up on budgets. The kind of department that erased the paperwork after it used you.

“Why am I here?” Jax demanded. “What did you do to me?”

Kade regarded him calmly. “We did not do anything to you that you did not survive.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer that matters,” Kade replied, then nodded once to the drones.

The drones moved in.

Jax reacted on instinct, shifting his weight, trying to pivot, but a drone’s arm extended and struck him in the ribs — not hard enough to break bone, just hard enough to steal breath. Another arm hooked his elbow and guided him forward with mechanical precision.

Jax cursed, stumbling, refusing to give them the satisfaction of true helplessness.

They forced him onto the circular platform.

The glass beneath his boots lit faintly, recognizing his weight. A ring of light traced itself around the edge of the dais like a collar.

A soft chime sounded.

The instrument arms lowered.

Jax’s muscles tightened. “Get these things away from me.”

Kade walked around the platform slowly, like a professor admiring a specimen. “You are agitated. That is expected.”

“Expected?” Jax barked. “You abducted me!”

Kade’s eyes moved up, mild. “We retrieved an asset.”

Jax’s rage surged. “I’m not an asset.”

Kade stopped. For a moment, his calm mask thinned just enough to reveal something colder beneath.

“You were designed to be an asset,” he said softly. “Long before you ever decided to become a cargo pilot.”

Something snapped inside Jax’s chest — not a bone, not a muscle, something deeper. A line of denial he’d drawn for years, suddenly erased.

He fought for breath. “I don’t remember any of this.”

Kade inclined his head. “Of course you don’t.”

One of the instrument arms extended a small scanner toward Jax’s neck. A cool light swept the skin just below his hairline.

And the memory hit him like a hammer.

White light.

The smell of antiseptic and metal.

Hands holding him down, not cruelly but efficiently.

A voice: Hold him steady. Do not let him move.

The burn of an injection — cold, unnatural.

A second voice, quiet: He’s compatible.

Jax’s breath snagged. His knees threatened to buckle, but the platform held him upright, a magnetic field subtly stabilizing his posture.

He gasped, fighting the nausea. “Stop.”

Kade watched him with detached interest. “There it is.”

Jax squeezed his eyes shut, forcing himself to focus on the present, on the feel of the cuffs, on the hum of the ring beneath his feet. “What did you put in me?”

Kade gestured toward the holographic display. The 3D model rotated, highlighting segments of Jax’s spine and skull.

“Neural integration scaffolding,” Kade said. “A set of implants and genetic markers designed to interface with Aegis Orbit command systems in the event of catastrophic governance failure.”

Jax’s chest drew tight. “That’s insanity.”

“Insurance,” Kade corrected.

Jax laughed once, harsh. “You turned soldiers into keys.”

Kade’s eyes didn’t flicker. “We turned survivors into contingencies. We needed people who could take command without breaking. People who could pull the lever when everyone else was too frightened to.”

Jax’s vision blurred with fury. “So you chose me?”

Kade gave a small shrug. “You were selected. You were compatible. Your unit was already in a classified theater. You had the psychological profile for obedience under stress and initiative under chaos.”

Jax’s face went still. “Obedience.”

Kade’s smile returned, faint. “You did survive the program, Commander.”

Jax’s hands curled into fists inside the cuffs. “Don’t call me that.”

Kade stepped closer to the platform, his voice almost gentle. “You were a commander. The rank wasn’t a compliment. It was a designation. A role. A function.”

Jax’s pulse hammered. He forced himself to look away from Kade and toward the hovering data.

NEURAL INTEGRATION STATUS: DORMANT / UNSTABLE

Dormant.

Unstable.

Like a bomb buried in his nervous system.

“What’s Orbitfall?” he asked, though he already knew enough to fear it.

Kade turned, gesturing as if unveiling a masterpiece. “Orbitfall Protocol is the sovereignty transfer system built into Aegis Orbit. It was created after Old Earth collapsed — after we witnessed how quickly human leadership becomes a liability under pressure.”

Jax’s stomach twisted. “So your solution was dictatorship from the sky?”

Kade’s eyes sharpened slightly. “Our solution was survival.”

Jax’s voice lowered, dangerous. “Survival at what cost?”

Kade didn’t answer directly. He walked to the console and tapped a sequence. The holograms shifted, showing a map of New Earth with luminous lines connecting to the ring.

Energy flows. Climate stabilizers. Drone networks. Defense arrays.

Everything.

“All of this,” Kade said, “depends on command integrity. Aegis Orbit cannot be allowed to fall into unvetted hands. Not corporate syndicates. Not populist councils. Not military juntas. Not even democratic committees that take six weeks to debate a crisis while cities starve.”

Jax’s throat tightened. He hated how rational it sounded on the surface.

Kade continued. “Orbitfall chooses one key — one authority — who can override fractured governance and enforce stability.”

“And Aegis thinks that key is me,” Jax said, voice flat.

Kade turned, meeting his gaze. “Aegis does not think. Aegis verifies.”

Jax stared. “Then verify this: I don’t want it.”

For the first time, Kade’s calm expression cracked into mild amusement.

“Want has never been the deciding factor in history,” he said.

Jax’s shoulders rose and fell with a slow, controlled breath. “So what now? You activate me?”

Kade didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he reached toward the console and pulled up a new set of data.

ORBITFALL PROTOCOL: PHASE ONE INITIATED
SOURCE: UNKNOWN / INTERNAL
TIMESTAMP: 03:11:22 (RING TIME)
PHASE TWO: AWAITING AUTHORITY CONFIRMATION
Jax’s blood chilled. “Phase one is already initiated?”

Kade’s gaze narrowed, the first sign of genuine tension. “Yes.”

“By you?”

Kade’s tone sharpened. “No.”

Jax studied the data, mind racing. Someone inside the ring had started Orbitfall without the key. Which meant they were trying to force the system into a state where only the key could finish it.

Which meant...

They needed him.

Or they needed him dead so they could replace him.

He looked up. “So that’s why you grabbed me. Someone else is trying to take control.”

Kade’s mouth hardened. “Someone else is playing a dangerous game.”

“And you,” Jax said, “are losing.”

Kade’s eyes flashed — not anger, but something more controlled: calculation.

“We are not losing,” he said. “We are adapting.”

The instrument arms shifted. One lowered toward Jax’s forearm, a needle glinting.

Jax’s muscles tensed. “What is that?”

“A stabilizer,” Kade said. “Your integration is dormant but unstable. Phase One initiation is causing resonance in your neural scaffolding. You may experience cognitive bleed — memories, impulses, involuntary command-link attempts.”

Jax’s throat dried. “So you’re going to drug me.”

Kade’s tone hardened. “We are going to prevent you from triggering an accidental handshake with the ring.”

Jax yanked his arms, the cuffs humming in protest. “I don’t want your stabilizer.”

Kade’s chin dipped once, and the drone arms tightened their hold.

The needle descended.

Jax reacted.

It wasn’t a conscious decision. It was muscle memory from a life he’d tried to bury. He twisted his shoulder, pivoting his weight, and drove his cuffed hands up and sideways as the needle came down.

Metal hit metal.

The needle arm snapped back with a sharp crack, its delicate joint bent.

An alarm tone sounded, low and urgent.

Kade’s eyes widened a fraction — the first time Jax saw surprise.

Jax used the moment. He shoved his shoulder into the nearest drone, knocking it off balance. The drone compensated instantly, thrusters flaring, but the brief shift was enough for Jax to step off the platform’s center.

The ring of light around the dais flared bright, trying to lock him back into position.

Jax fought it, teeth clenched, forcing his legs to move as the magnetic field dragged at him like invisible hands.

He stumbled off the platform with a grunt.

The alarms grew louder.

Kade barked a single command — sharp and coded. “Restrain.”

The drones surged forward.

Jax’s heart pounded. He scanned the room in a single breath: door behind Kade, a console, instrument arms, stasis cylinder, no obvious weapons.

But he didn’t need a gun.

He needed an opening.

He feinted left, then lunged right, slamming his cuffed hands into a drone’s sensor cluster. The impact sparked, and the drone jerked back, its lens flickering.

A second drone’s arm shot out toward his throat.

Jax ducked under it and drove a knee into the drone’s underside. The machine absorbed it without pain but shifted just enough.

He grabbed the bent needle arm and yanked it down, using it like a lever to swing the instrument cluster into the nearest holographic monitor.

Glass and light shattered into static.

The room dimmed.

Kade stepped back, face tightening. “Commander — ”

“Don’t,” Jax snarled.

He backed toward the door, dragging the instrument arm with him like a flail. The drones moved with coordinated precision, trying to herd him back onto the platform.

Jax’s mind ran calculations as fast as his heart: two drones, one Kade, exit behind Kade, likely locked, likely requires Kade’s authorization.

Unless —

Unless the ring recognized him.

A wild thought flashed.

If his blood was a key, then maybe the door would obey him too.

Jax lunged.

He rushed straight toward Kade, not to attack the man, but to reach the wall panel beside him. Kade’s eyes widened and he lifted his hand, calling something — an order to an unseen system.

Jax slapped his cuffed palm onto the wall panel.

For a fraction of a second, nothing happened.

Then the panel lit.

Aegis symbol.

And a calm synthetic voice — different from Kade, different from Lucky — spoke from the ceiling.

“Genetic authority detected.”

Jax’s breath stopped for a beat.

Kade froze.

The voice continued: “Restricted access request registered. Confirm intent.”

Jax looked at the panel, pulse roaring. Confirm intent? How?

He pressed again, harder, as if force would translate into command.

“Confirm,” he growled. “Open.”

The panel pulsed.

“Intent ambiguous,” the synthetic voice replied. “Clarify: access, override, or lockdown.”

Jax’s mind raced. Access. Override. Lockdown.

If he chose wrong, he might seal himself in. Or trigger something worse.

Kade recovered, voice sharp with urgency. “Stop! You don’t understand what you’re doing!”

Jax turned his head, eyes blazing. “Neither do you.”

The drones surged toward him.

Jax made a choice.

“Override,” he said.

The room’s lights flickered. The drones paused — just for a blink, as if their instructions had been interrupted.

Kade’s features set. “No — ”

The door behind Kade slid open.

Cold corridor air rushed in.

Jax didn’t waste the moment. He slammed his shoulder into Kade, knocking the man back into the console. Kade hit hard, gasping.

Jax sprinted through the doorway.

Alarms howled behind him as the drones pursued, their thrusters whining.

The corridor outside was the same smooth alloy as before — no windows, no landmarks. But now red light pulsed along the ceiling, and automated voices echoed from hidden speakers:

“Containment breach. Section Nine. Genetic authority mobile.”

Jax ran.

His cuffs clanked against his wrists with each step, heavy and humiliating.

He passed a sealed door on his left, then another. He had no idea where he was going, only that standing still meant becoming their property again.

A drone shot out from a ceiling recess ahead, dropping into his path.

Jax skidded, pivoting.

The drone’s arm extended, aiming to capture.

Jax swung his cuffed hands like a blunt weapon, smashing the arm aside. Sparks flew.

He kept moving.

Behind him, the lab door slammed shut, but the drones were already out.

Jax’s lungs burned. The corridor curved slightly, then opened into a wider junction with three branching halls. A glowing strip on the floor tried to direct traffic — clean, controlled, obedient.

Jax ignored it, taking the left corridor because it looked less bright.

The ring’s hum seemed louder here, vibrating through the walls, through his teeth.

Then he heard footsteps.

Not drones.

Boots.

Human.

Someone coming fast.

Jax slowed for a moment, scanning the hall, expecting armed security.

Instead, a figure rounded the corner ahead and stopped short, weapon raised.

Captain Nyra Vale.

Her eyes widened when she saw him. For a second, she looked almost angry.

Then her expression snapped into controlled focus.

“Arin,” she said, voice sharp. “What did you do?”

Jax kept moving, slowing only enough to keep her in view. “I tried not to become a lab specimen.”

Nyra’s expression went still. “You just triggered a ring-level containment alert.”

“Good,” Jax snapped. “Now they’re looking at me instead of whoever started Phase One.”

Nyra’s eyes flickered. “You know about Phase One.”

“I know enough,” Jax said. “Kade isn’t the one who started it.”

Nyra’s weapon didn’t lower, but her stance shifted by a fraction — less like a shooter, more like a person thinking.

Behind Jax, drones whined closer.

Nyra heard them too. Her gaze went hard.

“You’re coming with me,” she said.

Jax barked a laugh. “That’s what everyone keeps saying.”

Nyra stepped closer, voice low. “Listen to me. If Orbital Security catches you, you go into a black cell. If Aegis catches you, you disappear. If Kade gets you back, you become a lever he pulls whenever the planet shakes.”

Jax met her eyes, breathing hard. “So what are you offering?”

Nyra drew a measured breath. “A chance.”

“A chance to what?”

“To get you off the ring,” she said. “And to find out who initiated Phase One — because if Orbitfall finishes, New Earth becomes a hostage planet.”

Jax studied her. “Why are you helping me?”

Nyra’s gaze didn’t waver. “Because I’ve seen what absolute control does. And because I don’t trust anyone who says it’s for our own good.”

The drones rounded the corner behind him — two of them, fast and silent, closing distance.

Nyra swore softly.

“Decision time,” she snapped, reaching for Jax’s cuffs with a small device in her hand. “Do you want to live free, or die compliant?”

Jax didn’t hesitate.

“Free.”

Nyra pressed the device to the cuff lock.

A sharp pulse of blue light flashed.

The cuffs didn’t open —
but they loosened with a mechanical whine, shifting from fully locked to partial mobility.
Jax flexed his wrists, surprised. “That’s it?”

Nyra’s mouth firmed. “It’s enough to run.”

She turned, sprinting down the corridor. “Move!”

Jax followed.

Behind them, the drones accelerated, alarms echoing through the ring.

Nyra led him through a narrow side passage that opened into a maintenance channel lined with conduit pipes and access panels. The air here smelled like hot metal and ozone. The lights were dimmer, the hum louder.

“This way,” Nyra said, voice tight. “Maintenance ducts don’t report to Aegis directly. Not immediately.”

Jax panted. “What do they report to?”

Nyra shot him a look. “Eventually? Everything reports to Aegis.”

They ducked through a hatch into a vertical shaft, gravity shifting oddly as the ring’s internal rotation created a faint sideways pull.

Nyra climbed first, hauling herself up with practiced strength.

Jax followed, fingers slipping on metal rungs because his cuffs still limited his grip. He cursed, climbing harder.

A drone appeared at the hatch below, its lens glowing.

Nyra looked down, eyes cold.

She pulled a small charge from her belt, slapped it onto the hatch rim, and triggered it.

A muted blast flashed — more light than sound.

The hatch warped, sealing shut like melted wax.

The drone struck it once, hard, denting metal.

Nyra didn’t wait to see if it held. She kept climbing.

Jax followed, muscles burning.

At the top, the shaft opened into a cramped service corridor with a grated floor. Through the grating, Jax glimpsed machinery spinning, coils of power, and far below that — nothing but darkness.

Nyra ran, leading him through the service corridor until they reached another hatch.

She paused, breathing hard. “This hatch opens into the underside docking tier. From there we can — ”

Her comm unit crackled abruptly.

Nyra froze, eyes narrowing.

The crackle wasn’t her normal secure channel.

It was a direct ring-level broadcast.

A synthetic voice spoke, calm, absolute.

“Captain Nyra Vale. You are ordered to stand down.”

Nyra’s face went still.

The voice continued: “You are in violation of containment protocol. Release the genetic authority subject.”

Jax’s stomach twisted.

That voice wasn’t Kade.

It wasn’t Orbital Security.

It was the ring itself.

Nyra’s teeth came together.

The voice spoke again, colder:

“Noncompliance will be treated as hostility.”

Nyra’s attention shifted to Jax — quick, assessing. Not fear. Strategy.

Jax forced himself steady. “That’s Aegis.”

Nyra nodded once, grim. “Yes.”

The hatch in front of them clicked softly, as if unlocking itself.

Nyra’s hand tightened on her weapon.

Jax’s pulse thudded.

Because whatever was on the other side...
was coming either way.
The hatch clicked again — soft, polite, like the ring was giving them one last chance to behave.

Nyra Vale didn’t move.

Jax stood beside her in the narrow service corridor, the air tasting of hot metal and ozone, listening to the calm synthetic voice echo through hidden speakers as if it lived inside the walls.

“Captain Nyra Vale. You are ordered to stand down.”

Nyra held the line of her silence. Her eyes didn’t leave the hatch. Her weapon remained lowered — but only because she was disciplined enough not to waste a bullet on a door that didn’t care about bullets.

Jax’s cuffed hands hung heavy at his sides. The restraints were looser now — Nyra’s device had bought him more mobility — but not enough to fight a drone swarm.

He swallowed and tried to keep his voice steady. “That voice isn’t Kade.”

Nyra’s lips tightened. “No.”

“It’s... Aegis.”

Nyra nodded once, grim. “Or at least the part of the ring that speaks for it.”

Jax stared at the hatch. The metal looked ordinary. It shouldn’t have been terrifying. It shouldn’t have held the weight of a planet’s fate.

And yet it did.

Because on the other side waited a machine that could turn cities dark and weather violent with a line of code. A machine that had already reached down and stolen his ship out of the sky like a child plucking an insect from water.

The voice returned, coldly patient.

“Noncompliance will be treated as hostility.”

Nyra exhaled through her nose. “It’s giving me the courtesy of a warning.”

Jax forced a humorless laugh. “How generous.”

Nyra glanced at him — one sharp look, quick as a blade. “If you want to survive, you do exactly what I say for the next sixty seconds.”

“What are you planning?”

Nyra’s gaze shifted to the ceiling panel above the hatch — a small recessed grid that could be an air vent, or a sensor bay, or both. “Aegis is about to deploy. Not just drones. It’ll use the station.”

“The station?”

Nyra leaned closer, voice low. “Gravity. Doors. Atmosphere. Everything.”

Jax’s gut tightened.

Nyra reached into a pouch on her belt and pulled out a flat rectangular device the size of her palm. It was matte black with a single red dot on the top.

“What’s that?” Jax asked.

Nyra didn’t answer directly. She pressed the device against the hatch seam, right where the lock mechanism would be.

The red dot blinked once... twice...

Then held steady.

She turned her head slightly, listening.

“Okay,” she murmured. “When that hatch opens, we move. No hesitation.”

Jax studied her. “Move where?”

Nyra’s lips pressed together. “Down.”

“Down isn’t helpful — ”

“The underside docking tier,” she snapped quietly. “There are cargo bays, fuel lines, and an access rail that leads to the elevator spine. If we can reach the spine, we can drop to the surface before the ring seals it.”

“And if we don’t?”

Nyra’s expression hardened. “Then you become a key in a cage.”

The hatch let out a gentle hiss.

Nyra’s shoulders tensed. Her weapon came up, angled but not aimed.

Jax’s heart hammered so hard he felt it in his throat.

The hatch opened.

Not with a slam. Not with aggression.

It slid aside smoothly, revealing a wide service vestibule lit in pale blue. A corridor beyond stretched into shadow, too clean to be maintenance. Too controlled.

And there, floating silently in the center of the vestibule, were three drones.

Sleek. Black. Sharp-angled.

Their lenses glowed a faint, watchful white.

They didn’t rush. They didn’t twitch.

They waited.

As if they already knew Nyra’s next move.

The synthetic voice spoke from the air itself, calm as winter.

“Release the subject.”

Nyra didn’t answer.

Instead, she stepped forward and fired.

A single controlled burst — three rounds — straight into the center drone’s sensor cluster.

The bullets didn’t explode sparks dramatically. They punched into alloy and shattered a lens, sending the drone into a brief stutter.

That stutter was all Nyra needed.

She grabbed Jax’s arm and shoved him through the vestibule like a battering ram.

“RUN!” she barked.

Jax ran.

They burst past the stuttering drone, under the hovering flankers. One drone’s arm snapped out, aiming to snare Jax’s cuff chain, but Nyra slammed her shoulder into the drone’s chassis and sent it spinning sideways.

The third drone fired a thin cable — a restraint tether — toward Jax’s legs.

Jax jumped, feeling the cable hiss beneath his boots.

Nyra sprinted ahead, leading him into the corridor beyond.

The corridor dropped sharply into a ramp that curved downward. Jax’s boots hammered the metal, the ring’s artificial gravity pulling at him with a slightly heavier weight than the planet. He ran anyway, lungs burning, wrists aching under the cuffs.

Behind them, the drones accelerated.

He heard their thrusters like angry insects.

Nyra’s comm unit crackled. A human voice this time — harsh and urgent.

“Vale! Stand down! You’re compromised!”

Nyra didn’t respond. Her eyes were forward, focused on a hatch at the bottom of the ramp.

Jax forced out words between breaths. “Your people are calling you.”

“They aren’t my people anymore,” Nyra said.

She reached the hatch and slapped her palm to a manual latch.

It didn’t open.

The latch light flickered red, then blue, then red again.

Aegis control.

Nyra swore low. “Of course.”

She turned to Jax, grabbing his cuff chain with one hand, her weapon in the other. “Your turn.”

Jax blinked. “My — ”

Nyra shoved his cuffed hands toward the hatch panel. “You’re the key. Use it.”

Jax’s stomach flipped. “I don’t know how!”

Nyra’s face was tight with urgency. “Touch it. Command it. Anything!”

The drones were close now — Jax could hear the hiss of their thrusters rounding the curve above.

He swallowed, then pressed his cuffed palm against the hatch panel.

The metal was cold.

For a breath, nothing happened.

Then the hatch panel lit with the Aegis symbol.

A synthetic voice whispered out of a hidden speaker, softer now — closer.

“Genetic authority detected.”

Jax’s pulse surged. “Open,” he snapped, desperation sharpening his voice. “Open the hatch!”

The panel pulsed once.

“Request: Access,” the voice replied.

“Yes! Access! Open it!”

The hatch seal clicked.

Then, to Jax’s shock, the hatch slid open.

Nyra’s eyes widened a fraction — surprise, then grim satisfaction.

“Move,” she said.

They dropped through the hatch into a cavernous space.

The underside docking tier.

It was not the glittering docks of Port Helix. This was the belly of the ring — industrial, cold, and crowded with machinery. Massive cargo cradles hung from ceiling rails. Fuel lines as thick as trees ran along the walls, wrapped in thermal insulation. Crates and containers sat in stacks, tagged with barcodes and hazard glyphs.

Far overhead, maintenance lights burned like distant stars.

And beyond that — through a wide open bay mouth sealed by a transparent force field — Jax could see New Earth’s curve.

The planet hung below them like a living jewel.

It made Jax’s chest ache with sudden, fierce longing.

The ground looked so close.

So safe.

Nyra pulled him left, weaving between stacked cargo pallets. They moved fast, ducking behind a container marked MEDICAL SYNTH — PRIORITY. Jax almost laughed at the irony — his stolen cargo had beaten him here.

Behind them, the hatch they’d come through snapped shut.

A second later, the drones burst into the docking tier from an overhead vent, dropping like predators.

Their lenses scanned rapidly, sweeping the bay.

The synthetic voice echoed again, now amplified by the cavernous space.

“Subject Arin. Remain still. Compliance will prevent injury.”

Jax crouched behind the medical crate, panting, wrists aching, eyes fixed on the drone silhouettes sweeping the bay.

Nyra leaned close, voice low. “Don’t speak unless you have to.”

Jax whispered anyway. “They know my name.”

Nyra’s expression closed. “They know everything.”

One drone drifted closer, hovering at the corner of their container stack. Its lens pivoted, scanning.

Nyra raised her weapon, but didn’t fire. She was waiting. Measuring.

The drone’s arm extended — slow, careful.

Jax’s ribs tightened.

Nyra moved like lightning.

She lunged out, grabbed the drone’s extended arm with one hand, and slammed a magnetic charge onto its joint with the other.

The charge beeped once.

Then Nyra shoved the drone backward, using its own momentum.

She yanked Jax up by his cuff chain and ran.

The charge detonated with a muted flash behind them — more force than sound — sending the drone into a spinning drift. Its lens cracked. Its thrusters sputtered.

The other drones reacted instantly, shifting formation, sweeping toward the explosion.

Nyra used the distraction to sprint across the bay toward a rail track embedded in the floor.

The access rail.

A narrow tram line that ran along the docking tier, likely used to move cargo and personnel quickly between bays.

Nyra reached a small control post beside the track and slammed her hand onto it.

Nothing.

The post flickered red.

Aegis control again.

Nyra cursed.

She turned to Jax. “Open it.”

Jax’s stomach knotted. “I — ”

“Do it!” Nyra hissed. “We don’t have time!”

The drones were already turning toward them.

Jax stumbled to the control post and pressed his cuffed palm to the panel.

The Aegis symbol bloomed.

“Genetic authority detected,” the voice whispered again.

Jax gritted his teeth. “Activate the rail.”

“Request: Transport access.”

“Yes!”

The panel pulsed.

A low rumble vibrated through the floor.

Down the track, a small tram — flat, industrial, with no walls — powered up. Lights blinked. It began gliding toward them with growing speed.

Nyra grabbed Jax’s shoulder and shoved him onto the tram platform.

He stumbled, catching himself on a handrail, cuffs clanking.

Nyra jumped on after him, weapon up, scanning.

The tram accelerated.

A drone swooped in from the right, firing a tether cable toward the tram.

Nyra shot the cable mid-air.

The cable snapped, whipping back like a live thing.

The drone fired again — this time aiming at Jax’s torso.

Jax ducked instinctively.

The cable wrapped around the handrail behind him, tightening.

The drone yanked.

The tram jerked.

Jax nearly fell.

Nyra lunged, bracing herself, grabbing the cable with her free hand.

“Hold on!” she barked.

Jax clung to the rail, boots skidding on metal.

Nyra’s face was tight with effort as she fought the cable tension. Her weapon clattered to the tram floor.

She pulled a knife from her belt with her other hand and sawed at the tether.

The tether hissed, resisting.

The drone yanked harder.

The tram jolted again — then slammed against a track junction and nearly threw them off.

Nyra snarled, eyes blazing, and with one final shove, she sliced through the tether.

The cable snapped loose.

The drone drifted back, recalibrating.

The tram surged forward again, accelerating down the rail line toward the elevator spine.

Jax panted, chest heaving.

Nyra scooped up her weapon, eyes still scanning the bay as it streaked past.

“You just used me to override station systems,” Jax said, voice strained.

Nyra’s look shifted to him. “Welcome to being a key.”

Jax’s features set. “I didn’t agree to any of this.”

Nyra’s voice was cold. “Neither did
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