
  
  [image: ]




  
  First Edition 
Tether - New Ascension Island Incident was first published in 2025 by Constantinuum Media.
Digital Online: ISBN 979-8-9871295-0-0
Paperback: ISBN 979-8-9871295-1-7
Copyright © Josh Korte 2025
Registered with WGA West
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise) without the prior written permission from the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.
This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Audit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Arkonyx
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Mentor
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Surveillance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Autopsy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Denied
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Operational
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Review
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Read-In
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Deadlock
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Restricted
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Ghost
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Prototype
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Confidante
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Veiled
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Loss
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Sidelined
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Exchange
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Half-measure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Splintered
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Missing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Tail
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Extraction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Captive
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Gulch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Underground
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Reunion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Kyrgyz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Escape
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Freight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Hypoxia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Orbit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Reconciliation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Exposure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Fleet
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Exarch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Command
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Special Thanks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
Audit


Brigadier General Clarke carried the classified files tight against his ribs as he paced through the Pentagon's corridors. He would brief the audit report to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in an hour. He was a lean man, cleanshaven, religious in cardio, but this morning he felt shortness of breath. The folder's contents sat heavy in his hands. Another layer of secrets on top of years already buried. The corridor stretched ahead, polished floors reflecting sterile light; the same halls he'd walked for most of his career. Thirty years spent auditing programs, peeling back layers of deception, calling out corruption where others stayed silent. He caught a passing glimpse of his pale reflection. The only difference now was the gray streaks running from his temples. 
Over the years he'd grown to view fraud, waste, and abuse as a kind of inevitable disease. A cancer of the government. Every report, every uncovered scheme, every committee meeting had reinforced the same conclusion; corruption seemed to be ingrained by design. Even here, at the nerve center of American defense, he had made enemies by keeping audits transparent, asking too many questions, rocking the boat. It came with the job.
Clarke's lips pressed thin, the lines of age on his face showing. He had always believed willpower mattered more than politics. But belief didn't unlock resources, didn't break through delays. His will alone had not been enough. And now retirement loomed, written on the calendar like a sentence: thirty days and done. His desk cleared, his access revoked, his voice reduced to a memory.
Clarke's thoughts returned to the files under his arm. They held projects most Americans would dismiss as science fiction. He had compiled the summaries, crossreferenced contractors, and caught glimpses into worlds so compartmentalized that even senior leadership remained blind. Optical computing capable of rewriting the future of surveillance. Dredgeless island building experiments that bent biology into programmable obedience, reshaping maritime claims. Orbital infrastructure designed for global logistics but adaptable to war.
Any one of them could shift global power overnight. And yet, locked in secrecy, they served narrow interests. Private deals. Black budgets. Clarke had spent years exposing petty fraud in supply contracts while programs like these sat beyond oversight.
As Clarke turned a corner, he felt a strange tingling that crept down his left arm. At first, he thought he had gripped the folders too tightly, pinching a nerve. He flexed his fingers, adjusting his hold. The tingling spread, sharp now. He adjusted his uniform; maybe it was cutting off circulation. Then the tingling was accompanied by a sudden vise around his chest. His breath caught.
He staggered, shoulder clipping the wall, the files slipping in his grasp. Sweat burst across his forehead, beads running cold down his temples despite the climate-controlled air. He blinked hard, trying to focus. The corridor stretched before him like a narrowing tunnel.
"Damn heart's going to give out before I get started."
He pressed his palm flat against the wall, fighting to steady himself. His heart hammered, each beat uneven, chaotic. He tried to pull air deep into his lungs, but the pressure clamped down harder, as if a steel band had cinched across his ribs.
Footsteps echoed down the corridor. A janitor wearing dark coveralls and rolling a mop bucket looked up in alarm. They dropped the handle and ran toward Clarke.
The general's thoughts fractured. His vision wavered. The files slipped from his grasp and hit the floor with a muted slap. He reached for them, but his knees buckled. The janitor's voice called out, as Clarke collapsed. She knelt over him while help arrived. He didn't notice the large scar that ran down her cheek. His last coherent thought flickered and dimmed: Is this how my career ends?






  
  Chapter 2
Arkonyx


Mr. Jones closed the folder on his desk and checked the time on his Rolex, adjusting his glasses to see it clear. The call had come an hour earlier, unscheduled and blunt. The Arkonyx Table never wasted words. When they moved up a meeting, it meant something had shaken their balance. He smoothed the cuff of his gray suit and walked through the SCIF doors into an adjoining conference room, the door locking shut behind him. 
A square polished oak table butted seamlessly against a black monolith wall. Jones sat in the only chair at the table, head straight, facing the wall. His reflection  — a stranger looking back, shaven head, crow's feet, stubbled graying beard. Jones wasn't used to being seen like this; he preferred the freedom of remaining behind the scenes. The lights dimmed, then the table stretched into the monolith. Featureless silhouettes filled the seats, each figure designated by a glowing marker. Jones viewed the marker. It buffered, and then the display zoomed in, providing details of the member.
He counted, as always, forty seats. Forty seats at the table who represented close to half of the world's capital, production, and governance. His introduction to the group had been last year, a sponsorship extended by his mentor, the financial magnate who had founded the Table. New seats were always contested. Until he proved his value, he was tolerated, not trusted. He accepted the invitation, understanding his initiate position at the Table required contribution and sacrifice. New blood was under scrutiny until they proved their worth.
The defense lead's silhouette leaned forward. "As you may know, Brigadier General Clarke was Arkonyx's military contract auditor. A key resource in our defense acquisitions. Intel reports he passed away a few days ago, disrupting the transfer of priority programs. Any comment, Mr. Jones?"
The question wasn't a probe for truth. It was a reminder that he was under observation, his every move measured against a scale he didn't control.
He kept a calm demeanor. "His death was confirmed."
"Suspicious though," the energy chairman said. "Negotiations were stalling. Now he's gone. Would you claim this as coincidence?"
Jones considered probability before answering. If he dismissed the incident outright, they would press harder. If he admitted the truth, they would weigh his actions as reckless, if not efficient. He decided on ambiguity. "The situation is contained. Programs have been transferred into Arkonyx control. An asset is monitoring the investigation."
Several members shifted at the table, nervous ticks?
"OSI is going to investigate his death because of his position, and they’ll find the missing programs," defense said. "They have a habit of overreaching."
Jones steepled his hands, "Containment protocols are active. The risk of interference is negligible. Any escalation will be corrected before exposure of the group."
The Table’s growing panic had stopped. The room fell silent as minds churned. He took that opportunity to steer the table. "On that topic, let’s review the programs being transferred, and some potential applications. Beginning with the orbital ring system."
He gestured, and a model flickered within the monolith. A thin band encircled the globe in miniature, spinning in a steady rotation, and connected by one spoke. He watched their interest grow as the silhouettes leaned forward. Interest always placated suspicion.
"Commercial applications involve-"
A voice cut him short. "Ambition is easy to come by, Mr. Jones. Authority is not. Why do you presume to bring this forward?" It was the defense lead again, Reynolds.
Jones adjusted his cuff and skipped to the highlights, tone short. "Space launch costs are reduced by two orders of magnitude using the orbital ring’s rail system instead of rockets. Freight throughput of the space elevator exceeds the capacity of all major ports combined." Jones noticed the room shifting, uncomfortable. These plans were disruptive. "Global delivery available using the orbital rings counter-rotating mass drivers, port to destination within an hour. A new market owned by us to-"
Finance interjected, voice steady. "And military applications?"
Jones contained a smile and swept a hand over the model. Small icons appeared along the ring, highlighted in red. "Mass drivers facilitate instant satellite deployment, orbital denial, and first-strike capability. Flight times are halved, and heat signatures removed. It’s a technologic fortress sitting one hundred kilometers above sea level, and a forty thousand kilometer corridor circumferencing the Earth. Each point a potential launch site. The orbital ring system provides a global response window of seconds."
He watched the reactions. The energy chairman shifted in his seat. The tech mogul continued to study the model. Reynolds leaned back in his chair, akimbo, and pressed the issue. "You're building a target in plain view. Instability, sabotage, or catastrophic failure would wipeout the system. What's your solution for that?"
Jones assessed Reynolds’ posturing; it was a challenge in front of the group. Reynolds needed a win here to save face, or he'd escalate later. Offering technical reassurance would blunt his edge without giving him leverage. "Counter-rotating cores with superconducting sleeves ensure stable operation. Redundant power grids and air-gapped automation networks harden against sabotage. The orbital ring operates primarily in unpopulated oceanic corridors; the probability of a failure event putting a population at risk is under one ten-thousandth of a percent. Safer than flying-"
"Unacceptable," Reynolds said.
Jones noted the hostility in his tone. In open opposition, he estimated the likelihood of future conflict as high. He let the silence hang before continuing on military features. "Trajectory control enables hypersonic velocities without reentry degradation. The system functions as both shield and sword."
The tech mogul spoke this time. "Launch rates?"
"Several thousand per day if required. Freight capacity is bottlenecked by port real estate, which is resolved through design and expansion."
Finance leaned on one arm. "At three cents per pound, you will corner both space and freight."
"Correct," Jones said. He calculated the margin on screen. At a two hundred times markup, demand remained insatiable. Supply chain bottlenecks dissolved. The group understood the numbers; no need to elaborate.
"When will the design be complete?" tech asked.
Jones allowed himself the faintest smile. "The system is operational now."
The room froze. Even through silhouettes, he read the shift, surprise first, then alarm. They had expected projection, not execution.
"Who authorized this?" the finance magnate asked.
"I did," Jones said.
Reynolds stood, planting both hands on the table. "Out of line, you don't hold that authority."
Jones met Reynolds’ silhouette with calm. "Delay risk exceeded execution risk. We moved."
The Table broke into side arguments, voices low but heated. He listened for patterns. Energy and Tech considered leverage. Finance measured opportunity. Reynolds sharpened blades.
After the meeting, all members had disconnected except for one, his mentor. "You took an enormous risk moving ahead like that; by my estimates, you have an eighty percent chance of a negative review. You've invited scrutiny you may not survive. This Table has ended careers for less." The magnate cleaned his glasses, without looking up. "But… if your system holds, you'll alter the global hierarchy."
The display flickered off, and the room's lights came up.
Jones sat in the empty room, lips pressed in thought on his mentor's warning. The change he had always sought was within reach. He adjusted his cuff while he mulled the meeting's conversation over in his head. The negative review and career sabotage meant little to him, but the members of the Table had massive resources and networking, which he needed to exploit for his plan to work. The OSI investigation was routine and would wrap up soon enough. It posed a low threat, he would treat it like the nuisance it was. The larger issue was overcoming pockets of resistance within the table, starting with the vocal defense lead, Reynolds.






  
  Chapter 3
Mentor


The Pentagon's south entrance was locked down by the time Seth arrived. Police pushed reporters away from the gates, their voices rising over one another as if volume alone would get them answers. Camera lenses followed every movement near the barricade. Seth passed through the cordon, flashed his credentials, and kept moving. Tall and broad-shouldered, with the crew cut of a corpsman, he wore a dark polo with badge and sidearm clipped at his waist. He carried himself with deliberate steps. Hooded eyes swept each checkpoint and then shifted forward again. 
Seth's heart sank when he saw him. Clarke's shoes were polished to a mirror finish, the pressed uniform still sharp despite the collapse. The scene looked out of place, as if the man had been cut out of context and dropped here. A body where a presence once was.
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