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			Introduction

			Humanity’s newfound sanctuary beckons with unparalleled beauty and the promise of life beyond imagination. The Dah’Sel accepted our presence with open arms, but a worry looms. Uprisers are wreaking havoc on Kepler 442b.

			Interstellar vessels await to transport a selected few to the new world. Hope, unprecedented in 100 aionas, dawns on civilization’s future, but those who survived fear for loved ones still to come. Most fear the worst.

			The unyielding Upriser war against the Armada allows crime to run rampant, leaving civilians with a grim choice: join them in rebellion or confront the brutal consequences of remaining loyal to their neutral state. Killers… Sadists… Torturers… Their plan is unknown. 

			Doom is Dolofónos.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Waterfall

			Dolofónos sits in a clear, cube-shaped maximum-security cell reserved for those in line to be executed, with an eye patch over his left eye. His face is a tangle of scars—soul, a figment of the imagination. Burn scars cover patches on top of his head where hair refuses to grow.

			His cell door, its seams, handles, roof, and all things inside it are comprised of translucent, hollow lead. There is nothing on his clear bed for comfort. A vacuum toilet keeps him company with a button on the wall he can push once a tak for the four ounces of water he will have to drink from a clear spigot. Mental torture, courtesy of the Armada for those who deserve it.

			The floor he inhabits contains 15 evenly spaced, translucent, cube-shaped cells. A single captive moves about in all but one. Some exercise. Others sleep. One stares blankly from his chamber, as if watching an unseen halo-projection.

			Drops of water sporadically hit the top of all cells. It runs slowly down their clear sides as a constant reminder of what looms overhead. Water is the deterrent that prevents any attempts to escape.

			Three guards enter with a new prisoner in escort. They guide him across the white floor to the empty cell. The new arrival nods to another prisoner in one of the cubical cells. The captive does not acknowledge him.

			A sharp blow from the stock of an onium rifle to the back of the new prisoner’s head knocks him unconscious.

			“No communication allowed amongst prisoners,” shouts the guard for the others to hear. “No eye contact.” He studies his inmates while the other two guards drag the man into his cell. “And no talking. Keep your eyes on the ground.”

			They toss the sleeping prisoner in without care, then shut and lock the cell door behind him. His chest rises and falls as he lies on the ground.

			“Welcome to C.H.I.,” says the guard.

			It is normal for prisoners to communicate when locked up in most places. Not here. C.H.I. (the Chimark Holding Institute) is the only place designed to hold people like Dolofónos. No one may speak when confined to this level of security. Trying is futile. Hollow lead cancels sound waves, and the facility forbids hand signals or prolonged eye contact.

			Visual feed recorders line its besmite walls, ceiling, and floor. It is the hardest known substance on Kep Four. A single guard stands beside each prisoner cell flanking the walls and main entrance. Workstations are present next to each of them. Their jobs are simple. 

			Watch. Control. Shoot.

			At the top center of the back wall is the maximum-security overlook station. From there, guards can see wall-to-wall across the 300-pace prisoner hold. Only those in the overlook have the power to open and close all cell doors with a series of old-world manual switches. With them is an always-watchful pair of snipers ready to fire. They stand stoically in expression and wait for a reason to shoot.

			“Best we monitor the new prisoner when he wakes,” says the first sniper.

			“I get first shot,” says the second.

			“Not a chance,” says the other guard. “I haven’t bagged an Upriser in cycles.”

			Above the overlook station are two additional guard towers. A male and female Armada official pace in each. Separating glass divides them from the cell block below.

			All 14 guards at floor level watch beneath covered guard stations as water drips from the ceiling. Sprinkles of makeshift rain fill the area, drizzle over clear cubical cell walls, and wash away into small drains throughout the floor. Prisoners inside their cells have a water-blurred view of surrounding faces. 

			Schematics of the dripping water source are electro-stenciled on the floor of each cell. Prisoners have it alone to look at. The design is simple: A large chamber between the upper outer walls of the prison wraps the facility and takes up two stories of the floor’s volume overhead—three times the amount of water needed to fill the level Dolofónos is on. Each sniper in the overlook room has a flood switch mounted next to them. When thrown, water pours in from overhead inlets until it fills the area from cells to ceiling. What remains in the chamber after flood activation is enough for a second downpour. It is a last-ditch effort set in place to guarantee a drowning death for both prisoners and guards alike, should a bad enough situation arise to activate it. 

			Administration shows halo-projector videos of the water system’s first use 31 cycles ago to prisoners. They must watch it every 19 rotations. There were no survivors. No prisoner has challenged it since.

			All is quiet on the maximum-security level. Time passes. Guards and prisoners do much of nothing—boredom on the faces of all. 

			The intercom clicks to life.

			“Guard rotation,” says an overhead worker. “Seventeen teks. Complete your rotation logs.”

			Guards working the floor step to their stations and make their inputs. An alarm rings out. Visual input sensors high in the security hold’s corners go red. Guards on the floor scramble to tactical positions. 

			Faint gunshots echo from an unknown location. Onium rifles in the backdrop grow louder by the tik. Prisoners stand in their cubes and hit the sides of them as if someone can hear them. 

			Dolofónos rises slowly, stretches, and smiles. Scars on his face pull tight around his lips, cheeks, and right eye.

			“It’s about time,” he says.

			The outburst of firearms grows louder. An unknown explosion rocks the maximum-security unit guards. Soldiers and inmates alike recoil away and duck for cover. Dolofónos does not flinch.

			Inmates stay low. Debris rolls across the floor as guards take battle positions. Smoke takes its time to clear.

			A group of Uprisers breach the main door and push through the cloud with bad intentions. The guards open fire, but adversaries bleed into the scene. They are great in numbers and swarm like the locus of Shremba. Fearless red-and-black-suited murderers attack without apprehensions of death or being the first to die at the front of the line.

			One by one they fall, yet the swarm continues.

			“For Dolofónos!” shouts a female Upriser with long, wild hair unkept for many rotations.

			Others echo her words as snipers reload in the overlook station. They hit their marks. Upriser after Upriser goes down, but it is of no use. Too many red-and-black invaders pour into the area.

			“Flood it,” says the overlook guard.

			A high-positioned sniper looks at his Armada colleagues below. 

			“The guards are still fighting down there,” says the sniper. “If we—”

			“Flood it,” shouts the overlook guard. “Flood it, or we’re dying with them.”

			The sniper eyes her and moves his wrist over a bio-scanner. His DNA rotates over his hand for a half tik and disappears. The security casing lifts from the flood switch, setting off a siren to pierce delicate eardrums of all in range.

			A magno-barrier rises where the Uprisers breach the floor. Dozens of black-and-red-suited savages are stuck on the other side of it and can no longer enter. Twelve eight-pace gates rise from overhead to release a torrential flush of water and rinse evil from the floor.

			“Nooo,” whispers a hopeless guard.

			Uprisers beat against the magno-barrier as shadowy water sweeps their comrades off their feet. Their shouts go unheard. All they can do is watch their fellow guards get beaten against walls, cells, and stations under the power of crashing water and its intense waves.

			Screams of mercy and fearful cries for help cannot penetrate the water’s reverberating tone. Less than 10 tiks of flow submerge Dolofónos’s cell along with the others. Small breathing holes in each provide them with their last shower. The floodwater is dark and brown from cycles of sitting stagnate. Prisoners disappear from sight when it rises past their clear holds.

			Guards in the overlook lower the separating glass and take aim to shoot the swimming Upriser’s arms and legs as they come up for air. They are helpless. Drowned, shot, or both are their last moments alongside their Armada enemies.

			Dolofónos may not survive long enough for the 12 waterfalls to finish their freefall from the floating prison and to the Sigma Green district three clicks below. He does not appear worried about it. The man is terrible news. People on Kep Four would be better off if he died, but it could also spark heavy backlash from the Uprisers if he dies in C.H.I.

			Gloomy liquid closes in on the top of the hold. Uprisers in the sniper overlook raise the separating glass back up. They watch as water rises above it. Bleeding guards and Uprisers bang against its glass, silently begging for the water to be drained.

			Internal pressure triples with the rise in water and air pressure as the level fills. It bursts the eardrums of those holding their breath for an additional moment of pain before they drown. They grab the sides of their heads and sink for a tek before swimming back to the surface. Blood floats from their ears to merge with their liquid executioner.

			There is only one breath of air left before the water rises its last pace to reach the ceiling. Prisoners reach for the tops of their cells in vain after being submerged beneath guards that swim above them. Dolofónos sits calmly in his clear cell with his legs locked onto the bed’s hard corner.

			The overlook station’s door blows from its fasteners with a short-lived rush of flames. It impacts an Armada guard and sniper. They are dead before hitting the ground. More Uprisers enter and drop fast as gunfire between them and the guards unfolds. Three Uprisers drop from multiple gunshot wounds to their chests and heads.

			A trio of Uprisers breach the high overlook station as water presses against its separating glass. A fishbowl of guards struggle behind it. All three Uprisers throw T-Blades (electrically charged knives) at the guards. Two bury into Armada chests. One hits a guard’s shoulder. All three Armada defenders drop from the electrical charges, and invasive Uprisers take back their blades to finish the job with a single drag across each jugular. 

			Three more enter and stab the downed guards, two of which are clutching their necks with a red rush overtaking their fingers. Dying guards fight back with flailing arms until they are too weak to defend themselves and succumb to the damage inflicted upon their bodies. The last guard on his back in the overlook tower tries to speak before he is gone, but his words are a gurgle of blood.

			Their attackers stand, wipe their blades, and step over the guards’ bodies to flip a pair of levers at each end of the room. 

			“Three…” says an Upriser. “Two … One … Go.”

			They raise the levers in sync. The eight-pace panels that were letting the water in close to stop its flow. A tek passes. Twelve similar panels open and drain the floor at a rate slower than it filled.

			An air-raid siren wails to warn the Sigma Green district below C.H.I. of an incoming downpour. They must take cover. Lives ended in the past from the falling torrent’s power.

			Old water from above will ensure the cleanest spot-on Kep Four becomes the Sigma Green district under the floating maximum-security facility next to the capital of Chimark. The Uprisers shot most of the guards before it drained. The water will leave a blood-red tint on the district of poverty as a reminder of the consequences that follow actions taken against the Armada.

			Grates over outflowing water channels prevent anyone left breathing from getting pushed out. Guards and Uprisers are stuck against them until the last drop of water drains. Four remaining guards and three Uprisers stand to gasp for air. Several are dead with lungs full of H2O.

			The magno-barrier drops where the enemy blew out the wall to breach the cell floor Dolofónos is on. Uprisers surge in and overpower C.H.I.’s water-logged guards with gunfire. The white floor of murky water turns into splotches and swirls of deep red. 

			Dolofónos is lying in his cell. He is not breathing. His door opens along with the other cells on the floor.

			1-2

			Extract

			A pair of Uprisers drag Dolofónos from his cell. They place a rusted metallic box at his side and activate it. The box reacts and targets Dolofónos, opening from the top like a flower to lie flat and extend an oxygen-purging unit over his mouth. A cylindrical drone emerges from the metallic box to read Dolofónos’s vitals. It hovers over its target with two telescoping arms capped with flat pads to perform rapid compressions at 43 to every breath.

			Dolofónos’s chest rises and falls with heart-shocks from each pad’s administration of electricity. His body twitches with each compression. The fight to revive him is crucial for their cause.

			The outdated unit supplies a slight shock per compression once thought to be overkill. It mimics a life rack’s functionality, though primitive by current standards. They either stole or purchased it from the underground.

			The process goes on for 20 or 30 tiks before Dolofónos takes his first breath. A celebration ensues from the Uprisers that revived him. Other Uprisers are lying unconscious, unresponsive, and not breathing in their cells.

			Dolofónos gasps and rolls to his side as those around him cheer. The two that drug him from the cell assist him to his feet. He embraces them for saving his life and raises his arms high overhead in celebration. More cheers follow. Their leader is evil but has them blinded in a fight for the so-called better good.

			A few guards stir from the floor in the background. An Upriser moves in for the kill.

			“Stop,” orders Dolofónos. “We’re taking them with us.”

			Uprisers surround the remaining guards and lead them toward the breached wall. One kicks a guard’s legs out from under him and laughs as he gets back to his feet. The palm-width symbol on their uniform of a human pelvic bone is in the perfect place. It rests over where their hearts would be, if they had any.

			1-3

			Takeover

			Uprisers lead Dolofónos through the C.H.I. compound. Armada bodies are strewn about in their own blood. They must have taken over the section and wiped out all Armada personnel and security feeds before jail-breaking their leader. Armada military would be all over them and leave little chance of their escape otherwise. It is a well-planned extraction and most likely involves someone assisting from the inside.

			A tall female Upriser with coal black hair and a missing right arm replaced with robotics meets Dolofónos in the hall to take point with him.

			“Saddee,” whispers one Armada hostage to another.

			A single gunshot rips through his head. He falls limp to the floor.

			“It’s pronounced sad eye,” says the female Upriser.

			She steps to her rescued leader, makes momentary eye contact with him, and smiles.

			“Saddi,” says Dolofónos. “Glad you could make it.”

			“Eight cycles together and you think I’m missing a party now?” asks Saddi.

			“Any alarms?”

			“None.”

			“How many are left in the building?” asks Dolofónos.

			“Few,” answers Saddi.

			They force the captive guards into a jog as she hands him a sidearm. He halts everyone and slides it over his right hand to examine it. 

			“A VR3?” he asks. “How?”

			“From the corpse of a capital leader,” answers Saddi. “You don’t know him.”

			The VR3 (Voltage Reaction 3rd burst) is a smart hand and wrist-mounted sidearm that sits on the back of the user’s hand when gripped in a natural firing stance. A short, modular barrel housed in a custom-fit gauntlet … the weapon wraps snugly around the back of the user’s wrist. The barrel is low-profile, no longer than the back of his palm when not extended.

			Dolofónos extends his right arm with his fingers open wide and stops. A pistol grip flips around his hand into his palm, and a barrel extends from the back of his hand. Holographic sights that only he can see pop up with the amount of rounds remaining in the weapon, wind speed, and temperature. Only our capital leader’s guards were intended to carry this slick and deadly auto-targeting weapon.

			He grabs its handle and activates it. The weapon buzzes.

			“Thank you,” says Dolofónos, deactivating the VR3 and collapsing it again. “Let’s move. Kill anything not wearing red-and-black.”

			Dolofónos leads his Uprisers to the only door on the maximum-security floor with barrels trained on their captive’s skulls. His bare feet slip on the floor, and he almost falls. 

			“Stop,” orders Dolofónos.

			His Uprisers come to a halt. He looks down at the nearest guard’s feet to eye his terra boots. 

			“I need that guard’s boots,” says Dolofónos.

			Saddi shoots the guard in the head. He crumbles where he stands to lie in a red rush that pools from his head. She removes his terra boots and hands them to her leader.

			Dolofónos kneels to secure his terra boots.

			“I changed my mind,” says Dolofónos. “We don’t need the extra weight.”

			His men pull triggers. Point blank onium blasts wrap the guards’ heads. Their bodies fall. Dolofónos straps the terra boots to his feet and stands.

			“Ask every inmate in here if they’d like to become an Upriser,” says Dolofónos. “Bring those that do with you. Kill the ones that don’t in their cells.”

			“You heard him,” says Saddi.

			The Uprisers split up and head into the various levels of C.H.I.

			1-4

			Falling

			Dolofónos and his Uprisers are taking to the air in dozens of stolen Armada cargo vessels painted red-and-black with thousands of freed prisoners on board.

			“Vessels two, six, and seven,” says Saddi. “Collide with the west city flier and take it out.”

			“What?” asks a pilot.

			“Do it,” says Saddi.

			Three vessels take a path toward the outer perimeter of the floating prison. They head toward the black, cone-peeked, ferromagnetic city flyers that hold the prison high in the brown.

			They move toward it without hesitation and slam into the west city flier in sync. The city lifts cannot maintain their grip on the prison, which drops on its west side before it slips into a free fall. It will reach and decimate the Sigma Green district and its population below in less than a tek. An entire city gone, wiped from existence.

			The rest take toward an unknown location as Armada patrol vessels move into intercept. The distance between them and the enemy is vast, but they are closing fast. Blasts of fire stream from Armada patrol units. A Bomba class 1 intercepts from the opposite direction from below.

			“Hit the brown,” says Saddi. “Everyone surface-side, get ready.”

			The slower Bomba-Class Armada misses several shots. It strikes down only one Upriser vessel as they juke left, right, high, and low with hard air-braking and acceleration. The modified cargo vessels litter the brown with rapid waves of onium shots. Several hit Chimark’s distant energy dome to ripple its exterior.

			The Bomba fires a scat-shot, releasing a single burst of 51 antimatter balls from a large barrel. The Uprisers maneuver with aggression to escape the oversized shotgun blast of death headed in their direction. All but Dolofónos and Saddi’s vessel are hit. 

			Each struck vessel continues its already doomed flight into obscurity as it disappears from existence. The Bomba pays them no mind and moves for Dolofónos and Saddi’s craft.

			“Give me feeds on the other ships,” says Dolofónos.

			“Incoming,” says Saddi.

			The rear visual feed pane powers up to show what lies in their wake. His comrades’ ships turn into nothing—like metallic flash-paper reverse-sintering in slow motion. The damage is done. Antimatter has given its kiss of death. Pilots and passengers alike burn from existence with their vessels.

			Dolofónos and Saddi’s craft slips into the brown with the freed prisoners on board. His working eye holds two emotions: anger with hateful tension and a vengeful spirit for the vessels he lost, each battling for position behind scars; Najasa is ahead of him, the Bomba behind him.

			Patrol units move in behind the larger Bomba for backup, but it is too late.

			“Now,” says Saddi.

			Weapons blasting from hundreds of unseen sources rain upward from below to beat incoming Armada ships into surrender and force them to pull up. Chasing Armada units make small warp jumps from the attack and escape, but Dolofónos is gone, and there is nothing anyone can do about it but wish Kep Four Syndrome’s cellular lung decay will claim him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Internal Thoughts

			My head spins with the room around me as I fall from the bed. I jump when my body jolts me from slumber and reach to catch myself at the last tik before spilling onto the tele-tent floor. My sheets slip from the corners as I use them to pull myself up.

			I stir to open my eyes and sit up with a naked question. 

			“Was that a…?” 

			What I witnessed baffles me. I am unsure if it was a vision or a dream. It was one or the other. Hopefully, it was just a bad dream.

			The whole thing is stuck in my mind as I stand to get dressed. I was not in a cell like I saw Dolofónos in during my incarceration. Not even once. I cannot imagine the need to empty my bowels in a clear cube on a toilet of the same make.

			I wish the Uprisers to see the truth about all the suffering they cause in time, but another part of me realizes they never will. It is a testament to the fact we are all products of our environment and, had I been in the right circumstances during my upbringing and left behind for dead, I might have followed Dolofónos as well. Instead, I chose the A.R.S. to satisfy a vengeance over my brother Comilo.

			Neither route is what one would call admirable. I try not to think about it. Such are the consequences of living in a torn world.

			I dream like everybody else, but I have never had one so vivid and in line with what might be happening back on Kep Four. If odds are in my favor, it was not a vision. I doubt it was. Those have only happened while I was awake since my arrival on Wah’Lor.

			“Okay, Mason,” I say to myself, “you need to talk to the doctors and get your lesson plan in order for the Dah’Sel and Armada youths’ educational programs.”

			I grab my filing scroll and sit back on the tele-tent’s firm bed to place my palms against its cylindrical sides with my fingers parted.

			“Open Mason educational file,” I say. “Lesson three.”

			A clear pane rolls out like paper and becomes stiff, which allows me to operate it by touch. There are no projections or holographic capabilities within it. Filing scrolls are touch and work systems, designed to feel retro and give a more hands-on experience. Most find them primitive, and they are, but that makes them extraordinary.

			I scroll through lesson three. My plan is to implement it with our youth once the last section of their edu-center is complete, which is a specialized learning center designed to house all ages of Dah’Sel and humanity to learn the other races’ lifestyles and languages. It is being built with Armada technology using Dah’Sel resources in a blend of two civilizations at different stages of development.

			Our Armada team is building a system of advanced technological learning in the center for them to grow accustomed to some of our devices. On another note, the Dah’Sel have nearly completed their section of the edu-center, for children of Kep Four to learn the ways of Wah’Lor before venturing into it.

			The theory behind the first stage of our integrated learning process is to immerse Kep Four’s children in a Dah’Sel environment and vice versa. Wete’Uza is not only an elder but a teacher amongst their youth. She will focus on language through the earlier cycles of human children’s lives. The same will go for me teaching Dah’Sel youth, and those I teach will no doubt have the same dumbfounded expressions on their faces Pru’Cet had when I first freed him on Athanasios.

			“Now,” I ask myself, “what order to go with? Grason’s method or something more subtle?”

			No. I will devise my own system. Grason’s method of education is too Armada-driven. Its intent is to educate while grooming youth with a predisposition to hold the Armada and its governing system as absolute. I do not agree with it.

			My tele-tent beeps. Ten to one tells me it is Sargeant Bentley. 

			“Go ahead,” I say.

			“Mason,” says Sergeant Bentley. “Can I come in?”

			“I’m not dressed yet.”

			“Never mind,” he says. “Listen. I need you to help set up some edu-center programs for the Dah’Sel on basic and advanced technology for their adults. Armada laborers can learn more about the seasons and how to live off the land from Din’Mos while that’s underway.”

			“Yes, Sergeant Major,” I say.

			“Think you’ll have time after you get back with Pru’Cet and Dr. Sellers later?” he asks. 

			“Yes, Sergeant Major,” I answer. “Has Pru’Cet been working on his end of things?”

			“That’s what he asked about you,” answers Sergeant Bentley.

			I stand to stretch. My shoulder hurts, but it is not bad. I must have slept wrong on it.

			“Sounds like Pru’Cet,” I answer through a yawn. “I’ll get on it as soon as I can.”

			“Thanks, Mason,” says Sergeant Bentley. “No rush. We’re still in the early stages of talking about it now. I’ll catch up with you later.”

			“Aye aye, Sergeant Major,” I say.

			Sergeant Bentley ends the comm link.

			Alone-time used to be something I considered a prized position, but after six cycles of incarceration, I grew close to my squad and got to know the Dah’Sel. My opinion on the subject has changed. I have grown to enjoy being around others and do not feel as awkward as I did about it seven cycles ago. There is love for them within me and warmth in the air when around the Dah’Sel, especially Pru’Cet, whom I am going to join in exploring a region called Zasaza that Dr. Sellers wants to check out.

			I am busy, but understand Sergeant Bentley’s mental urgency. Armada vessels did not bring a never-ending supply of nutrition with the interstellar ships that have made it here so far. The first of the vessels to arrive was more about getting higher-ranking people and those with specialized trade skills off Kep Four.

			All will do their part to ensure a good life here. Our survival necessitates this. The old saying is that hard work breeds good mental health. I will look forward to it when the planet warms.

			We must learn to live off the land, which is something humanity has zero hands-on experience doing. Knowledge of Ancient Earth farming techniques is in our records, but we have never had fertile land available to put it into practice. The coming summer will be our chance to learn first-hand about the crop’s seasonal fauna phases here.

			All ships still to come are larger than Athanasios. The next interstellar jump ship, known as the Lifeboat, will carry the rest of humanity to come at its full capacity of 140,000 strong. Although the Ein-Rosen bridge makes the trip short, those onboard will experience overcrowding.

			The Armada’s Ark will arrive after that. While it is the same size as the one that will haul 140,000 people, there will only be 55,000 onboard. The rest of the ship’s space is for everything Kep Four offers as far as nutrition is concerned. It will also carry DNA and stem cells for human life along with the few animal species saved for the last 432 cycles—most of which are extinct. 

			Dr. Sellers is against introducing Kep Four’s extinct flora and fauna to Wah’Lor. I stand with him on the thought. There is no way to know how it will affect the ecosystem here.

			The Armada saved DNA and seeds to guarantee our future. Everyone knew Kep Four was dying. I found out during my first rotation of school at four cycles of age. It has been the long-standing proposal, even more so with the Dah’Sel only having crops tilled to feed their own upon our arrival.

			A third ship to cross the interstellar boundary will also only haul 20,000 selected Armada members, but there is good reason for it. The Planetary Sovereign has dubbed it the Dwarf. It is the largest offered by the Armada and its only purpose is destruction. Most of its interior is being reserved for Armada ground transport vessels, several smaller fighters, construction equipment, and whatever else they thought of for combative purposes on the one-way trip. I did not investigate its fine details.

			I need to get out of my head to focus on what Sergeant Bentley needs me to do and wish to talk with Mother in the memory files. There is so much work ahead of me and everyone else, but we must work diligently to stay the course.

			“Unmentionables,” I say, sliding into undergarments that leave little to the imagination.

			Sleek clothes the Dah’Sel provided for me and the rest of my squad go on first. They are silky in comfort, but I do not know what their composition is.

			“Boots, hoodie, gloves, and sanity,” I say while dressing. “Check.” 

			I pause about the rotation to come, in thought of further upsetting the Vee’Sal once the rest of humanity arrives. We thought the Vee’Sal would wage a civil war with the Dah’Sel for accepting us into their lives with open arms. They despise the fact humanity cured the Dah’Sel of the Klaz’Dra. They believe the historical lineage of the kook elo jipwa—black-sky transformation—is something special that should always be.

			Power in my tele-tent flashes white lights. A long-toned series of beeps follows three final red and white flashes. A planetary update is incoming. This will be the first since the Sovereign’s arrival on Wah’Lor.

			2-2

			Broadcast

			The viewing pane in my tele-tent activates. The Planetary Sovereign’s image renders. He waits a few tiks before speaking.

			“If I can have everyone’s attention,” he says. “This is mainly for new arrivals still in orbit and those to come, but I feel an update is important. Wah’Lor is snow-covered. Water still waves in its oceans, but smaller lakes have frozen since our arrival. The Langaea is white. The ground is hard. Nights are unpleasantly cold. This is new to all of us, but the Dah’Sel handle it well. We’re blessed to have them at our side as we tackle adapting to the new world. It is going to be hard, but the brown is behind us. A fair trade. Armada members making the trip bring only necessities. Coming to Wah’Lor was not a jump of comfort. It was an act of desperation. An act of survival. And I believe it is paying off so far.”

			The Planetary Sovereign catches a breath and nods with confidence. His face has aged. A few more wrinkles adorn his eyes than before my imprisonment. It is to be understood. He is a man under unimaginable stress.

			“The other Kla’Wah sect on Wah’Lor, the Vee’Sal, keep to themselves,” he continues. “Humans have seen little of them. They are unhappy about our arrival and even more so that we treated the Dah’Sel to rid them of their albatross. It is a crime and blasphemy in their eyes that we stopped its ravaging, more so that the Dah’Sel accepted the Exhibition Anchor squad after bloodshed fell on both sides. As far as the Vee’Sal are concerned … humanity forced the cure upon the Dah’Sel, causing them to think unclearly and accept human friendship with hoodwinked minds. They are to be avoided. On another note, there is no sovereign over this planet. It is neither mine nor any others to control. It does not need our protection; we need it to protect us. Nonetheless, I appreciate the respect everyone has shown me.”

			The Planetary Sovereign pulls up a filing scroll and opens it to read.

			“I have issued a guideline to avoid further burdening the Dah’Sel sect of Kla’Wah,” he continues. “Kep Four transplants are to reserve replication and manufacturing generators for simple tool creation, water, food, and heating for the one-hundred forty thousand plus Kep Four transplants coming to live on this planet, only forty thousand of which have arrived. We’re still awaiting the arrival of the Lifeboat, Dwarf, and the Ark. Of the five interstellar vessels that have made it, only four remain in orbit: Dr. Wright’s Athanasios, Captain Selk’s Barrows, Captain Menjay’s Flemlace, and Captain Balter’s Uno, which arrived just two rotations ago. The other two, Columbas and Wurrukatte, rest on the surface of Wah’Lor—now dubbed housing units one and two. It took sixty-two rotations to convert them into housing units for incoming transplants to live in. Armada workers moved their engines to the ship’s exterior to make room for living quarters. I have scheduled three more vessels to make the interstellar leap over the next several rotations. Of the people on Kep Four, over a million now know they are destined to die on the planet. Prisoners and civilians in districts of poverty like the Sigma Green District and Najasa will not live another five cycles. This is something we must all accept.”

			“What?” I ask.

			“Captain Menjay,” continues the Planetary Sovereign, “he brought bad news when Flemlace arrived a few rotations ago. The Uprisers grow in numbers by the tek, and there are few Armada personnel left to stand against them. Dolofónos’s persuasion is clear among his followers. That’s why I moved up the last interstellar ships to reach Wah’Lor’s orbit within a few dozen rotations, if there is anyone left to pilot them. Kep Four’s inhabitants face an uncertain fate. The Armada is taking a beating from attacking Uprisers, and many lives are being lost on both sides, but Dolofónos and his minions are gaining members faster than they are losing them. Nobody can go back to help them, and they are being referred to as The Left Behind. Some will make it; some will perish. Those that have made it to Wah’Lor with family remaining on Kepler 442b, my spirit is with them. It’s with all of you. We will hope, but let’s make the best of it, Armada strong. My final note: what the Dah’Sel call the Fak sa pasho will take place on the evening of this rotation. I am asking all of you to abide by the Dah’Sel’s wishes. The only members of humanity permitted to join their celebration … are members of the Athanasios exploration crew. Led by Sergeant Major Bentley and the late Dr. Wright, they were the first of us to arrive alongside the Wah’Lor originals. They have spent more time with the Dah’Sel than any of us and have been trusted to join them in Fak sa pasho. Our time will come to join in this celebration when we are as trusted as they are. Thank you for your time. Sovereign out.”

			My thoughts are stuck between the beauty of this world and people with family back on that dying brown rock. Sergeant Bentley cleared my memory files to be picked up by carriers and brought here. It was nice of him, and something I did not think he would grant me. Not after all I had done to cause him and the Armada stress.

			“Open to exit,” I say.

			The tele-tent door lock rotates. I slide it open and step into a white world with a wince, squinting to shield my eyes as they adjust to the power of Wah’Lor’s two stars beaming off the white. The scent in the air is clean when the bitter wind hits me with snow covering abundant vegetation. I shiver and take it into my lungs through my mouth for its cooling sensation to invade my chest and smile.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Escapade

			I exit my tele-tent, stretch my arms overhead, and bend my spine from left to right and front to back to stretch out. I look at HU-1 and HU-2, the housing units 600 paces from my tele-tent. Families and workers move about it. They are helping fresh arrivals settle into their new homes and showing them the layout while running OVER the rules and guidelines of Wah’Lor with them. 

			Beyond them, at double the distance away from me, is the makeshift airfield we set up to stage vessels not currently in use, which is almost all of them. It houses my squad’s Argos with a few others like it, Bomba Class 1s, medical transports, hoppers, rendezvous shuttles, and more. There are almost 30 crafts parked there, but my Beltric Class Six is not among them. It is still engaged as Athanasios’s cockpit.

			I study Armada personnel walking the airfield while Dah’Sel youth stand at its perimeter. They look and point while admiring the vessels with juvenile curiosity. As long as it has been, the vessels still draw their attention, especially the ones they have not seen in operation yet.

			Dr. Sellers pulls up on an A.A.T.V. with four small tracks reminding me of a miniature Argos without the cover. He is pulling two others behind it like a short magna rail train. I take a step back as he comes to a stop at my feet.

			“Trying to run me over or what?” I ask.

			“Got a full load here,” answers Dr. Sellers. “Going is easier than stopping.”

			“Where’s Pru’Cet?” I ask.

			“Looks like he’s coming now,” answers Dr. Sellers, hopping off the A.A.T.V. to unhook the other two.

			“McKayla,” calls Pru’Cet, running across the field from behind me with a satchel. “Pru’Cet ready.”

			“Good to know,” I say, pointing to the satchel. “What’s that?”

			“Keep safe in Zasaza cold time,” he answers, patting the satchel.

			“All right,” says Dr. Sellers. “Ready to ride?”

			He presses a button on each of the A.A.T.V.s. Their handlebars light up as they start and run silently on zero-point energy. Pru’Cet walks over to one, hops on, and smiles.

			“You’re letting him drive one of these?” I ask.

			“You taught him, Mason,” says Dr. Sellers. “Didn’t you?”

			“No,” I answer with a slow shake of my head.

			“But you took him out on one about twenty rotations ago,” says Dr. Sellers

			“Yeah,” I say, “but I didn’t let him drive. That’s why he was on the back.”

			Pru’Cet fiddles with the controls as we walk over.

			“Pru—”

			The A.A.T.V. jumps forward and knocks Dr. Sellers to the ground. I hop back and watch as Pru’Cet stops, starts, and stops again in repeating, jerky movements.

			“Hold on a tik there, Pru’Cet,” says Dr. Sellers, getting up from the ground. 

			We jog behind him with others in the field staring. He comes to a stop and looks our way with ample eyes and a mouth partially agape.

			“Ma,” says Pru’Cet, shaking his head with a nervous chuckle. “Ma. Ma. Ma.”

			“No is right,” I say. “Get down before you kill yourself.”

			“Or one of us,” says Dr. Sellers.

			I grab Pru’Cet by the hand as he steps to get off and accidentally hits, opens, and locks the throttle position hold in a single stroke. The A.A.T.V.’s tracks spin, and it takes off toward the woods past Lesdelop ti’it renasa, snatching him to the ground and me face-first into the snow. I look up with a mouth full of icy slush to see it tearing across the field.

			“Dr. Sellers to everyone on comms in the field,” says Dr. Sellers. “Take cover.” He cups his hands over his mouth and shouts downfield toward Lesdelop. “Watch out!”

			Din’Mos and a few Dah’Sel youths playing next to the building look his way. The A.A.T.V heads right for them. They scurry to round the structure’s corner, but the smaller of the youths trips. Din’Mos dives toward her, grabs her hand from the ground, and snatches her into him as she pulls in her legs. It passes right next to them.

			“That was too close,” says Dr. Sellers.

			“What’s going on, Sellers?” asks Sergeant Bentley over comms.

			“Runaway A.A.T.V., Sergeant Major,” answers Dr. Sellers. “Everyone’s fine. It’s in the clear. We’re going after it now.”

			“Keep me informed,” says Sergeant Bentley.

			I stand and spit the mouthful of slush to the ground. The A.A.T.V. passes the Dah’Sel’s animal hold next to Lesdelop and narrowly misses a few trees before reaching the clearing beyond them and continuing.

			“It’s going to hit something eventually,” I say.

			“Blight o hempa,” says Pru’Cet. “Blight o hempa.”

			“It’s okay,” I say. “I mean, it wouldn’t be if someone got hurt.”

			“Come on,” says Dr. Sellers. “Let’s go chase it down.”

			I climb on the free A.A.T.V. and motion Pru’Cet to crowd onto its single seat design behind me. Dr. Sellers climbs on the other. We take off.

			3-2

			Chase

			Lesdelop is behind us. We have made our way into the four-click wide clearing beyond the trees and can see the other A.A.T.V. just over two clicks ahead of us. I am unsure if we can catch it before it reaches the Zasaza area of Wah’Lor.

			“Let’s open them up,” says Dr. Sellers.

			We throttle up to full speed and rip across the white field. A stiff wind beats against my eyes, forcing me to squint. I should have brought my sunbans but didn’t think we would be driving this fast. At least cloud cover is keeping me from getting snow-blinded.

			I depress the small lever next to my right thumb and slide it right to lock in the throttle position hold. The A.A.T.V. continues forward. It almost got Pru’Cet and others hurt but makes it easier on the wrist and keeps your forearm from fatiguing over long runs with bumpy terrain. The harder you squeeze the right grip, the faster you go. My forearms and wrist would fatigue overtime without it.

			Nature’s white powder rises from each side of our A.A.T.V.s with each bump and arches out steadily behind us as we go. We are gaining on the one ahead and going twice as fast as it is, but the unmanned off-road vessel is nearing Zasaza. I think we can catch it.

			The vehicle’s arc of snow hits us as we move in beside it—Dr. Sellers on the right and me on the left. We slow to match its speed. He stretches for its throttle hold button but cannot reach it. He tries again. A bump sends him from his seat. He almost falls under its tracks before catching and pulling himself back into the driver’s seat. Dr. Sellers’s tracks touch the unmanned A.A.T.V.’s tracks and lifts him to an angle. 

			“Mason,” he calls. “One of you is going to have to get on it to stop it.”

			I think for a tik. Pru’Cet is far more agile than me, but he might hurt himself before he can figure out how to release the hold. It is going to have to be me.

			“Pru’Cet,” I say, turning back in glances to face him. “Ama icci hueton, ne pes gingo vasika fadada. Pes ama golos cea?”

			“Lipfa,” answers Pru’Cet. “Lipfa.”

			I check to ensure my throttle hold is disengaged and stand on the seat for a brief tik.

			“Careful, Mason,” says Dr. Sellers.

			I release the throttle, look at Dr. Sellers for a smidge of gallantry, turn my attention back to the unmanned A.A.T.V., and leap. My right knee lands on the seat. Momentum carries me over the other sides of it, but a hard shove from Dr. Sellers keeps me on it long enough to upright myself. My eyes go unconsciously up to see Zasaza less than 100 paces ahead.

			“Stop it, Mason,” says Dr. Sellers, slowing as I pull ahead of him. “Stop it or bail.”

			I disengage the throttle hold and lock in its brakes with my left foot. The A.A.T.V. slides sideways with its tracks locked in position but does not slow on the icy surface. The outskirts of Zasaza’s trees are upon me. 

			“Wubeno,” I say, jumping from the A.A.T.V.’s left side away from the trees.

			My body hits the snow and rolls a few times. Maybe two or three. I am unsure and glad the snow is thick enough to separate my impact from the frozen ground. 

			I come to a stop and sit up, checking my arms and legs. They are unbroken. I am fine.

			Dr. Sellers eases my way and stops without looking at me. My A.A.T.V. has come to a stop. Pru’Cet is off it and running my way. He winces.

			The loud crash and clatter behind me tell me the off-road vehicle is damaged. I sigh and stand.

			“Anything broken?” asks Dr. Sellers.

			“Besides the A.A.T.V. and my pride?” I ask in return. “So much for me being heroic without being airborne.”

			“Could be worse,” he says. “Might as well head back and let Sergeant Bentley know why we’re down a unit. He may want to go ahead and send out a recovery team to drag it back.”

			I turn to look, against better judgment. The A.A.T.V. is barely visible at about 40 paces into Zasaza. I can only see part of it. The front left side … I think. It is not upright, and a track is missing from it.

			Pru’Cet reaches us. We turn to face him, but he does not talk. He stands in place with a guilty expression while avoiding eye contact.

			“Seeing that I’m not going to get to explore Zasaza anymore…” says Dr. Sellers, pointing at Pru’Cet’s satchel. “What’s in the bag?”

			“Heal after poison bite,” answers Pru’Cet.

			“Poison bite?” asks Dr. Sellers.

			“Zasaza poison danger in cold time to go,” he answers, pulling out an unknown root to show us. “This sometime keep life after tyce bite when eat.”

			“Tyce?” asks Dr. Sellers.

			“Crawl no legs,” answers Pru’Cet, moving his hand and arm like a snake and hanging two curved fingers from his mouth like fangs.

			“Well,” says Dr. Sellers, cutting me a look of relief with a deep breath. “Now I’m kind of glad we didn’t go.”

			“Could have told us that before we left, Pru’Cet,” I say, climbing on the A.A.T.V. seat in front of him to drive.

			Dr. Sellers shakes his head as we take off for Lesdelop. It was an adventure, albeit a short-lived one. I, for one, am just happy that I can still walk after bailing off that thing.
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