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To the villages that raised us.

To the mothers who believed before there was proof.

To the fathers whose dreams were interrupted—but not erased.

And to every ordinary African who has ever been told:

This is not for you.

This book is for you.
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It was shaped by conversations held under trees and in classrooms, by the quiet resilience of people who continue to dream even when systems are designed to exhaust them. It was inspired by real frustrations, real courage, and real communities whose strength rarely makes headlines.

I am grateful to every teacher, mentor, and storyteller—known and unknown—who reminded me that ideas matter, and that dignity is not negotiable.

To the readers who believe African stories deserve depth, complexity, and honesty: Thank you for making space for this work.

And to the dreamers who keep building, even when the runway is cracked—this book stands with you.

About the Author

Francis Otieno is a Kenyan author, educator, and technologist whose work explores ambition, community, and the quiet battles between power and possibility.

Grounded in African realities and driven by a belief in dignity-driven progress, his storytelling blends realism with vision—centring ordinary people who dare to challenge inherited limits. His writing often examines how systems shape lives, and how courage, when shared, can redraw the boundaries of what seems possible.

A Village in the Sky is a testament to the idea that transformative change does not always begin in boardrooms or towers of power—but in villages, classrooms, and the stubborn refusal to accept exclusion as destiny.
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The Sky Was Never Neutral

Before the first plane ever left the ground, the sky already had owners.

They did not own it on paper, and they did not need to fence it. Their ownership was quieter, more efficient. It lived in prices, in permissions, in who was allowed to dream without being laughed at. It lived in the unspoken agreement that some journeys were natural, while others were indulgent. Necessary for some. Excessive for others.

In Kenya, the sky had always been presented as something to admire from below.

Children pointed at passing aircraft with open mouths. Elders paused their conversations to watch white contrails fade into blue. For a moment, everyone looked up. Then life continued on the ground—on buses that broke down, on roads that swallowed time, on journeys postponed until grief arrived too late.

Flying was not described as impossible. That would have been cruelly honest.

It was described as not for you.

That phrase—rarely spoken aloud—did more damage than any closed gate.

It decided who could attend a funeral and who would send money instead.

Who could chase opportunity and who would wait for it to pass through their town like weather.

Who belonged to the future, and who was expected to admire it from a distance.

Airlines spoke the language of safety, luxury, and efficiency. But beneath the polished brochures and smiling cabin crew was a simpler truth: Flight was priced as exclusion. And exclusion, when normalized, becomes tradition.

This book begins with a man who refused to accept that tradition.

Not because he was fearless—he was not.

Not because he was wealthy—he never would be.

But because loss had taught him something power never understands:

Distance kills quietly.

It kills goodbyes that never happen.

It kills last embraces postponed by cost.

It kills possibility long before ambition ever gets a chance to fail.

Almaredo did not dream of flying because it was glamorous. He dreamed of it because one day, a seat he could not afford remained empty—while a grave did not.

That wound never healed. It became a compass.

Still, he was not naïve. He understood the arithmetic of the world. He knew how monopolies dressed themselves as markets, how regulations learned to speak with borrowed voices, how the powerful called disruption “instability” when it came from the wrong hands.

What he underestimated was how personal resistance would become.

How quickly ideas turn into threats.

How politely cruelty introduces itself.

How easily dignity can be mistaken for defiance.

This is not a story about aviation.

It is a story about access.

About what happens when ordinary people decide that permission is not something to be requested, but something to be created. About a village that looked at the sky—not as spectacle—but as shared inheritance.

Alego Air did not begin as a company.

It began as a question:

Who decided the sky was not ours?

The answer would cost more than money.

It would demand humiliation.

Patience.

Rage swallowed carefully.

Faith stretched thin.

It would require a man to choose, again and again, whether to become small enough to survive—or brave enough to be crushed.

And it would require something far more dangerous than capital.

It would require people.

What follows is the story of how a dream, bruised by power and carried by community, learned to rise.

Not smoothly.

Not safely.

But honestly.

Because sometimes, the most revolutionary thing a person can do is refuse to stay grounded.
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The Price of a Dream

The morning sun had barely climbed over Nairobi's skyline when Almaredo stepped out of the matatu and onto the pavement outside Jomo Kenyatta International Airport.

He paused at the curb and breathed in. The city was already awake — loud and purposeful in the way Nairobi always was, as though it had taken some private vow against stillness. Vendors were arranging pyramids of mangoes with practiced speed. Hawkers called out destinations that no matatu would truly honour. Engines coughed themselves into resolve. Somewhere nearby, a woman argued with a bodaboda rider about change, her voice carrying the particular authority of someone who had been shortchanged before and refused to be again.

Nairobi never waited for permission to move. It surged, stalled, rerouted — and continued, always continued, as though rest were a luxury it could not afford.

The airport, however, existed in a different grammar.

Here, chaos had been disciplined into choreography. Guards stood at measured intervals. Glass reflected certainty. Even the silence felt engineered, as though uncertainty itself had been filtered out and left somewhere beyond the perimeter fence — abandoned with the hawkers and the dust and the ordinary urgency of people who had not yet been invited inside.

Almaredo adjusted his shirt for the third time. Dust clung stubbornly to the edges of his shoes, refusing erasure no matter how carefully he wiped them against his trousers. He had polished them twice that morning, in the grey light before his wife Atieno woke, hunched over them with a cloth and something close to prayer. He had wanted, at minimum, to arrive looking like a man who believed he belonged.

Under his arm, he carried a slim brown envelope — creased, softened, almost tired from being opened and closed too many times. It was light. Yet it carried the weight of everything he had not yet been allowed to become.

Inside were sketches of aircraft cabins stripped of ornament and apology. Seat rows optimized not for indulgence, but for fairness. Cost models written, recalculated, rewritten until numbers bled into margins. A single-page vision statement — plain, unembellished, almost rude in its clarity:

Affordable flight is not charity. It is infrastructure.

He had rewritten that sentence twelve times before deciding it needed no improvement.

Flying, as he understood it, was not romance. It was arithmetic. Volume over vanity. Reliability over spectacle. Dignity over illusion. The sky did not need chandeliers. It needed seats people could reach without apology. At least — that was what Almaredo believed. What he feared, quietly, persistently — was whether belief had any currency in rooms that had never required it.

He had spent every shilling he owned to stand here.

Savings from small IT contracts completed in overheated offices, the work of fixing other people's systems at two in the morning when the only payment was a bank transfer that arrived three weeks late. Money borrowed from friends who laughed too loudly as they agreed, who slapped his shoulder and said things like you're mad, brother, the good kind of mad. Even the amount he was meant to send home that month — quietly redirected toward possibility. And then, the final act that still tasted reckless in his mouth:

A first-class ticket.

The decision had followed him through the night like a question that refused sleep. He had sat at the kitchen table until two in the morning, the ticket confirmation glowing on his phone screen, Atieno asleep in the next room, the amount — obscene, deliberate, impossible — staring back at him. It was not pride that had made him buy it. It was strategy, or something he was choosing to call strategy so that it would not feel like desperation.

If you want to sit with kings, you can't stand at the door.

The phrase had been offered once by a man who had mistaken proximity for power. Almaredo did not believe it entirely — but he believed it enough to gamble. Enough to tell Atieno he was making a business trip and watch her face arrange itself carefully into something that was not quite worry and not quite trust, but some disciplined place between the two where she had learned to stand when his ideas grew larger than their savings.

* * *
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HE DID NOT THINK OF the ticket as he crossed the road toward the terminal. He thought, as he often did when he least wanted to, of his father.

The call had come on a Tuesday.

Almaredo had been in an office in Westlands — a glassy, air-conditioned room that smelled of new carpet and someone else's ambition — troubleshooting a server that had decided, at the worst possible moment, to forget it existed. His phone had buzzed twice, then a third time. He had looked at the screen: his sister Akinyi. He had sent it to voicemail. He had a deadline. He would call back in an hour.

He did not call back in an hour.

When he finally listened to the voicemail at six in the evening, standing outside the office with his bag over his shoulder and his mind already moving toward home, Akinyi's voice arrived in pieces — broken, rearranged by grief into something almost unrecognizable.

Baba is bad. Very bad. The doctor says tonight or tomorrow. Please come. Please, Redo. Please come home.

He had looked up the flights immediately. Standing on the pavement, fingers moving fast, heart already arriving somewhere his body hadn't left yet. Kisumu. One hour by air. Seven hours by road — if the road cooperated, if the matatu did not decide to wait for more passengers in Nakuru, if the night did not close in the way it sometimes did on those long stretches between towns where darkness was absolute and the only lights were oncoming.

The flight was there. It existed. There was even a seat.

He had stared at the price.

Then he had stared at his bank balance, which that particular Tuesday had been reduced — by rent, by the borrowed money he had started repaying, by the cost of a month lived too closely to its edges — to something that made the ticket price feel like a different language entirely. He refreshed the page twice, as though the number might correct itself. It did not.

He calculated: The road. Seven hours. He could make it by morning. His father was strong. His father had survived things — drought, debt, the death of a younger son — that would have dismantled other men. His father would hold.

He took the night bus.

It broke down outside Nakuru. The driver stood in the road with a torch and an expression of resigned familiarity, as though the bus's betrayal had been expected and simply arrived on schedule. They waited two hours for a replacement vehicle. A woman beside Almaredo prayed quietly the entire time, her lips moving, her hands folded over her bag. He had wanted, desperately, to ask her to pray louder.

He arrived in the village at eleven the next morning.

Akinyi met him at the gate. She did not have to speak. Her face had already arranged itself into the shape grief takes after a long night — not the raw kind, not the explosive kind, but the kind that had already passed through its worst hours and come out the other side into something dull and permanent. She had been crying for hours. She was done crying now. That was worse.

"Baba went at four," she said. "This morning."

Almaredo did not answer.

He walked past her, through the compound, to the room where his father lay covered with a kitenge cloth, already folded into the stillness that is unlike any other stillness. He sat beside him for a long time. Outside, the village was beginning to gather — voices arriving in low tones, women ululating softly, a radio switched off somewhere. The sounds of a community organizing itself around loss.

He had sat with his hands in his lap and done the arithmetic he could not stop himself from doing.

Seven hours versus one. One hundred and fifty kilometres versus four hundred. A seat that had existed. A price that had not.

The distance between the living and the dead, measured in shillings.

He had whispered something to his father that day. Not a vow. Not a promise. Something more fragile — the kind of thing said in the presence of the irreversible, when all that remains is honesty and the particular silence of someone who can no longer answer.

I was coming, Baba. I was already coming.

He had never spoken of it to Atieno. He had never spoken of it to anyone. It lived in him the way that certain losses do — not loudly, not constantly, but with the stubborn permanence of something welded rather than placed. It did not define him. But it had directed him. It was the compass beneath every calculation, the reason every cost model eventually circled back to the same question:

Who cannot afford to come home?

* * *
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HE CROSSED THE ROAD and entered the terminal.

Cool air met his face. The smell of polished floors and restrained perfume replaced the grit of the street. Screens flashed departure times to cities that sounded like permissions: Dubai. London. Frankfurt. Singapore. Places where arrival was assumed, not negotiated — where no one calculated whether they could afford the distance between themselves and the people they loved.

He watched people move.

They did not hurry. They glided. Their confidence was not loud — it was rehearsed over years of being expected. Watches caught the light. Shoes whispered against marble. Conversations floated in low tones, already certain of their destinations. Children in pressed clothes walked beside parents who did not look down to check on them, so accustomed were they to the world arranging itself cooperatively around their passage.

For a brief moment, envy flickered in Almaredo's chest.

Not sharp. Not bitter. Just curious — the kind of envy that is really a question wearing the wrong name. What would it feel like, he wondered, to move through the world without first calculating whether you belonged? To simply arrive somewhere and have the place make room, the way water makes room for stone?

He dismissed the thought. Envy, if entertained, grew teeth.

He checked in. He passed through security. His shoes — the polished ones — were placed in a tray and subjected to the same examination as every other pair. He found a quiet satisfaction in that.

At the gate, he joined the first-class boarding line. Perfume surrounded him — expensive, subtle, the kind worn not to be smelled but to be sensed. A woman ahead of him spoke into her phone about mergers and delays in a voice calibrated to carry authority without effort. A man behind him complained quietly about the temperature of champagne.

Almaredo clutched his envelope closer. His palms were damp. He did not wipe them.

This was not his world. But it was the one that decided who flew. And so it was the one he had to enter.

When he stepped into the cabin, the atmosphere shifted again. Cooler. Quieter. Cushioned in a way that felt less like luxury and more like insulation — from noise, from weather, from the ordinary friction of a world that had not been designed to make you comfortable.

White leather seats curved gently, designed not for bodies but for reassurance. Overhead lights glowed like obedient stars. The carpet swallowed sound, as though even footsteps were required to be discreet. A flight attendant smiled at him — warm, professional, briefly surprised. She recovered quickly. He appreciated that.

He found his seat and sat carefully, placing the envelope on his lap as if it might bruise. Around him, the cabin settled into its pre-flight rhythms — bags stowed, glasses accepted, conversations resumed.

His heart beat too loudly in his ears.

He rehearsed nothing specific. Not words. Not arguments. Not the speech he had written and discarded fourteen times. Only resolve. The kind that does not tremble even when the hands do. The kind that had been formed not in a moment of inspiration but in a room in a village, beside a man who would never answer him again.

* * *
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THEN THE CABIN RECALIBRATED.

He felt it before he saw it — the way one feels a change in atmospheric pressure before the rain arrives. Conversations paused mid-sentence. Spines straightened. The air itself seemed to adjust its expectations, rearranging around a new gravitational centre.

The billionaire entered.

There was no announcement. Power rarely announced itself — that was the point of it, the thing that separated it from mere wealth. It arrived, and the world leaned instinctively to accommodate it. A bodyguard moved ahead, not aggressively but with the assurance of someone whose presence had never been questioned. A second man followed, carrying nothing, doing nothing, existing only to demonstrate that some people could afford to bring a second man.

The billionaire himself wore a suit the colour of certainty. Not grey, not blue — the specific shade of a man who had long ago stopped noticing what he wore because the world had long ago stopped judging him for it. His watch caught the light without asking for attention. He walked as though obstruction were a theoretical concept — something that happened to other people in other kinds of lives.

Almaredo recognized him from the newspapers. From the profiles in business magazines that spoke of him in the reverent, slightly breathless tone reserved for people whose wealth had grown large enough to be described as a force of nature rather than a consequence of decisions. He owned three airlines. He sat on the board of a regional bank. He had been photographed with three heads of state in the past calendar year.

He was also, Almaredo knew, the reason affordable regional flight had never gained traction in East Africa. Not because it was impossible — but because it was inconvenient. Inconvenient to monopolies. Inconvenient to the quiet agreements that governed who got to decide the price of distance.

Almaredo stood.

For a fraction of a second, every sensible instinct screamed at him to sit back down. To disappear into the leather. To let the moment pass and survive the flight intact and go home and tell Atieno it hadn't been the right time. He could feel the logic of retreat like a physical pressure — reasonable, self-preserving, the kind of wisdom that keeps people safe and small.

But another voice rose. Older than fear. Steadier than caution.

If not now, when? If not you, who? And if not for him, then what was all of it for?

"Sir," Almaredo said, pressing calm into his voice the way one presses a wound. "My name is Almaredo. I have an idea I believe could change air travel in this country. I'd be grateful for two minutes of your time." 

The billionaire stopped.

Turned.

Smiled.

The smile was professional. Polite. Entirely empty. It was the smile of someone who had been interrupted ten thousand times by ten thousand people who believed themselves to be the exception — and who had learned to perform interest without experiencing it.

He extended his hand.

Almaredo gripped it firmly. The handshake lasted exactly as long as etiquette required — no more, no less. Almaredo held the man's gaze throughout it, refusing the small surrender of looking away.

Then their palms parted.

And the billionaire reached into his jacket pocket, withdrew a small bottle of hand sanitizer, and rubbed his hands carefully.

Not hurriedly. Not discreetly.

Deliberately.

The motion was precise. Almost ceremonial. The way a priest might purify his hands before something sacred — except here, the thing being purified against was the touch of Almaredo himself.

The cabin watched. Not all of it — not openly. But Almaredo felt the watching the way you feel a room's temperature drop. Eyes that had been politely elsewhere found reasons to drift. A woman across the aisle adjusted her reading glasses without looking up. The flight attendant, stationed near the galley, became suddenly very interested in a clipboard.

Something inside Almaredo collapsed — not loudly, but completely. Like a structure that had been load-bearing, suddenly not.

The gesture did not insult him.

It erased him.

Reduced his presence to residue. Something to be removed before it lingered. A man he had never met, in a room he had paid to enter, had just communicated — without a single word — that his humanity was a hygiene problem.

Heat climbed his neck. His throat tightened. He understood, with a clarity that hurt in a specific way, that this moment would
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