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			Introduction

			Kepler 442-b is dying at the hands of delusional people. Most live under foolhardy dreams, pretending everything will be alright while ignoring deceptions from lying windows. It is easier than facing the truth.

			Armada scientists manipulate animal genomes in desperate attempts to cure Kep Four syndrome, sacrificing their subjects’ lives. Vegetation is scant under rusty skies. Dead oceans beneath them, tainted red with sickened, settling air, beat against coastlines no longer welcoming life.

			Attempts to correct the climate have failed, and we must endure the mistakes made by our ancestors thousands of cycles ago. Like those of Ancient Earth, humanity pushed too hard. Hope is dead, and soon, there will be no one left to remember us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Saying Goodbye

			My best friend in childhood was a little girl four cycles of age whose name I never knew. I asked her for it once. She said it was a secret, and it was not until reaching my sixth cycle of life I realized she was joking.

			We played in a fantasy world with blue skies, cheerful people, and all the fresh food and water needed. It took but a few rotations before my older brother, Comilo, joined us. He was king; we were noblewomen.

			Dirty torn dresses, a lack of nutrition, and an absence of toys to play with did not bother us. We carried on in dated respirators pretending to be royalty atop a high castle in a mighty kingdom. The world was ours, and it was beautiful.

			Comilo had a large spotted womosa bat that followed him on sight. He was always good with animals. The little girl we played with admired him for it as much as I did, but she never laughed harder than the time we asked my brother’s bat to guide us to riches. 

			We gave it a quick pet for good luck, and Comilo moved his arm up and down—his flight command—only to have it dart off his arm to chase after goneth jumpers for several teks. The little girl chuckled until she coughed. I do not know why she thought it was funny, but her laughter was contagious enough to have all three of us in tears. I will never forget that rotation.

			Comilo and I played with her for two cycles before she died. Born under the brown’s scythe of starvation and sorrow … I remained oblivious to how bad it was in Najasa until my brother’s death. I think of them, and others, more than I would like to admit.

			They are heavy on my mind as I sit on this aged white sofa, awaiting Mother to return. She boils a pot of Kep Four’s famous swizzel branch tea in her kitchen while I run through the world in my head.

			Mother takes a few spoon-dipped swigs and licks her lips between stirring the pot. “Almost done, McKayla.”

			I watch her in wonder about how many others from the poverty-stricken ghetto of Najasa she raised me in are still alive. There is nothing else to do in Mother’s place but think. Nor is there much to admire. The couch I am sitting on, a matching love seat, an A.I. painting of her and Father on the wall behind me, and a holo news feed are all she possesses besides clothes, food, and drinks. Mother is a minimalist.

			She limps into the living room with two gray-swirled cups of olive-tinted tea on a copper tray and places them to rest on an iron coffee table with a plate of reskberries. My family’s tradition is to drink tea. We do it in silence every 10th rotation in remembrance of those we have lost.

			“Well,” she says, “are you going to drink that, or aren’t you?”

			The tea warms my lips with a flavorful hint of old melon and heifer milk. It thaws the pallet to release cinnamon-scented fumes. Swizzel branch tartness dries my mouth, dissolving to unleash spiced flavors as I remain lost in Najasa. Life was hard there, yet I miss the ignorance that came with youth.

			Mother sighs and releases a half-hearted smile upon her first sip. “I miss him more every rotation.”

			I know who she is talking about. Mother always thinks of Father while she sips. I held him in my heart, but we were not as close as they were. His criticisms over my A.R.S. (Animal Rights Sympathizer) lifestyle were harsh and drove a lasting wedge between us.

			The air took him twelve cycles ago. My brother, cousins, nephews, and grandparents died on this planet—astrologically dubbed Kepler 442-b. Only Mother remains for me to chat with since my brother Comilo’s suicide, and we only made it because I joined the training program at the Armada.

			Being a member gave me free housing and one lung purging to use at any point chosen in life. Living quarters are reasonable, and we may share it with one family member. The choice was simple for me. I had only Mother to choose, but I have seen that decision tear families apart.

			Mother finishes her tea and places the empty cup back on the tray. “Ready for the fun part of the tradition?”

			“You mean your part of the tradition?” I ask.

			“Whatever,” says Mother. “What’s your poison these rotations?” 

			I roll my lips together in thought. “Jerleanian.”

			“Jerleanian?” she asks, picking up the tray and limping to the kitchen on old hips. “Off the old wagon, huh?”

			I nod in silence to hide my sadness. I do not enjoy seeing her in pain, but Mother refused to get artificial joints after Father passed. A malfunctioning Class ‘A’ Excavation Unit crushed his left leg. Doctors had to amputate.

			We lived in the wrong district to get Father approved for M.E.R.P. (the mech-engineered replacement program), and we could not afford to replace his limb without it. He spent his ending cycles on one leg until Kep Four Syndrome’s cellular lung decay took his life.

			Mother and I became eligible for the program when I joined the Armada, but she refused surgical offerings from M.E.R.P.—if they would not help Father, she would not let them help her. She further disdained anything relating to Armada research after my brother’s passing. It was their scientists studying Kep Four Syndrome’s fault my brother took his own life. My hate for them runs deeper than the Jade Sea. 

			She returns from the kitchen with two small boxes. The first reads:

			Jerleanian reserve - 8212 

			The other: 

			Red 49

			“You’ll love this,” says Mother. “It’s from your father’s collection before he passed. Aged five hundred cycles now.”

			Mother cannot form fresh memories and thinks I am unaware of its flavor. I will say nothing about it. Instead, I watch as she pulls a few hardened brown drink cubes from the first box and drops them into my glass, rattling them until they break into liquid Jerleanian. 

			“Here you are.” She hands me the glass with unsteady hands.

			A mischievous look escapes me. “Thanks, Maddie.” 

			“Hey,” she says. “What’d I tell you about calling me Maddie, McKayla Mason?”

			Her wide-eyed reaction to hearing the name Maddie leaves me thinking about the times I called her by her first name instead of Mother in my youth. We had a teasing relationship. A loving one.

			The Jerleanian pulls me further into a nostalgic state. A furious rush warms my throat and slithers into my chest. Father left magic bottled with Mother.

			The drink cubes, prefabricated and unstable compressions of liquid, fall apart into their natural fluidic state once jostled. Father preferred them over natural liquid, but not as much as Mother. I raise my glass to her as she rattles burgundy Red 49 cubes into her glass, breaking them apart into liquid wine. 

			“Thank you,” I say.

			“I’ll make some bezzle berry sopo when we’re done sipping,” she says.

			I cannot help but smile. She knows how much I love the morning dish with its oatmeal-like texture and almond flavor.

			“It’s good, isn’t it?” she asks. “The Jerleanian. Very smooth.”

			She takes a slow sip of Red 49.

			BEEP—BEEP—BEEP

			I sigh upon hearing it. A powerful urge hits me to ignore the call and finish my conversation with mother, but I understand I must answer. This rotation is vital to the A.R.S. movement and one on which I will deal my biggest blow to date against the Armada’s research practices.

			“Pause memory,” I say.

			Mother freezes mid-sip of her wine. Crows feet signal she grieved a lot in life, which is something I respected because she hid it behind smiles to protect me as a child. She was the most thoughtful person I knew and where I gained inner will. She passed five cycles ago. And I miss her to this rotation.

			I lean in to deliver a kiss to her forehead, one she will neither feel nor remember. “I’ll see you later, Mother.”

			My temples tingle as the memory file closes. The furious rush of tea that warmed my throat and slithered into my chest fades to nothing. Cinnamon-scented Jerleanian no longer fills my nostrils; its scented fumes have dissipated. If I want those sensations again, I have to find them in the real world.

			I make my way to a still image of myself on an empty wall. It is where Mother’s door used to be and a snapshot of myself motionless in the center of my living room. We call them V.P.U., or visual return points. They come equipped with memory files to remind us we are not in reality when visiting the past. Those who visit without a V.P.U. never psychologically return.

			I turn back for one last look at Mother. “Exit memory file.” 

			The V.P.U. on her wall expands as I near it, letting me pass through and into my quarters.

			1-2

			The Window

			I take a deep breath as the opening behind me shrinks. The image holds Mother as she was when I left her—frozen mid-sip of her wine for me to return and continue the memento another time. Heavy eyes are hard to keep open. I close them and relax until I am free of the past. 

			Depression hits me like a wave of fog misting my face. My home feels shadowy compared to Mother’s. Although it is a contrasting train wreck of eclectic souvenirs, oddities, and a statement of who I am for others to see upon entry, it does not embrace the heart as Mother’s place did. 

			The living room window catches my attention. I enjoy looking through it and sometimes spend taks gazing into the lush, beautiful world outside my home; but tall green trees with thick, palm-width leaves swaying over romping wildlife do not comfort. 

			BEEP—BEEP—BEEP

			I study the security feed near the door’s manual control panel:

			Confirmed safe call—quarters access.

			I have given only one person such permission. It must be him. A time of action is upon me.

			“Answer,” I say.

			A physical imaging projection of Dr. Sellers appears at my side. He is attractive, in his mid-40s, and holds the same protective nature for life as I do. He is also 70% European and one of the least-mixed people on Kep Four if you omit the Uprisers from the equation. This unifying look is why I keep my hair partly shaved and dyed a combination of dull Armada green and white highlights at the bangs. Anything to feel less like an Armada drone. 

			The cycle is 8719 AD, measured by the ancient, and no pure breeds remain on Kep Four. It is better this way. I never understood racism when studying records of Ancient Earth. The definition is clear on what it means, but I cannot grasp the concept of judging in such a way. I only see one race on Kep Four; that race is humanity.

			The physical imaging projection of Dr. Sellers steps to square himself in front of me. If anyone considers me their friend, it would be this man. He was paramount in my development and guided me one rotation at a time until I reached my current standing in the A.R.S.

			“We’re a go, Mason,” says Dr. Sellers. “How are you feeling?”

			“Ready,” I answer. 

			“Good,” he says, placing his hands on my shoulders to give them a hard squeeze. “I’ll guide you once you reach the cadet flight building. Be careful, Mason. I mean it.”

			I nod with stern confidence.

			“End transmission,” he says.

			The physical imaging projection of Dr. Sellers disappears.

			An unopened bottle of Jerleanian Reserve catches my attention. The metallic cork pops out to sting my palm when I twist it. Bottles are under pressure in the real world, and their contents hold the proverbial teeth needed to deliver a bite to my liver and motor functions.

			I pour three fingers and toss it into my mouth. Although uncommon for me, this rotation will be lengthy. Pent-up energy at the internal edge of rising stress is distracting. I need to shake it before I leave.

			The shot hits hard and burns the roof of my mouth with its flavors. I swallow, exhale Jerleanian fumes, set the glass on the table, and walk to the window. I take a moment to reflect on Dr. Seller’s words. He is right. I need to be extra careful this rotation. What we have planned is riskier than usual, but time is of the essence. We must be swift.

			“Remove screen,” I say.

			It takes a moment for the window’s image to dissipate and show the truth. The visual outside my housing unit shifts to show anyone brave enough to take it in the same grim story: brown skies swirling with pollution-laced air, no visible sun, and not a hint of plant life growing from Kep Four’s contaminated soil. The planet was in a weakened state when humanity arrived, but we did this world no justice by being here. We made it worse—nobody can take it back.

			I turn and leave the filter down while grabbing a small, black bag, bio mask, and a pair of gray ocular goggles from the table. Everything is going in the same bag, along with my Song Hen. I rarely leave without it. There is something about listening to a Gömböc-shaped song-box I find attractive during downtime. I am a fan of things that refuse to stay toppled.

			My head feels lighter. Nerves are fading. Jerleanian is taking hold.

			I grab a Farca from the shelf next to the door and stuff it into my bag. They are the only manufactured respirators capable of protecting us on Kep Four. Leaving without one in some areas is a death sentence. 

			“Exit and lock,” I say.

			My door opens, and I double-check to ensure I am not forgetting anything, taking one glance into the living room before letting the door shut and lock behind me. Jerleanian is not stopping me from shaking inside. It does not matter. My life holds no importance when weighed against the masses, and this is something I must do.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Treason

			I stop before moving outside and put on the Farca. The rotten scent of relon (synthetic rubberized titanium) fills my nostrils like decomposing reskberries, but it beats dying from atmospheric intoxication. I hold an ocular goggle over each eye. They suck into place, and I exit housing structure 25.

			Nobody is in sight. Light and dark swirls of different browns move with heavy currents of air in a dying world. With every footstep, I feel further lost in a lifeless biosphere that the living loath to inhabit.

			Population is sparse by global standards—1,600,000 with sixty-three percent imprisoned—but we live a crowded coexistence. A single continent among five is home to all. Within that, we share regions totaling only 621 square clicks.

			Humanity almost ran dry on Ancient Earth. Global militaries set war aside and combined to form the Armada before making the jump to Kep Four. The hope was to geo-engineer and heal this planet’s deteriorating state upon arrival, but filtration systems that once stood a click tall across Kep Four could not keep up, nor could automated water rejuvenation boats that once patrolled poisoned seas in vain.

			Humanity pushed Kep Four’s ecosystem. It was not deliberate. Residual warp signatures from early long jump prototype engine tests to get off this rock proved to have uncorrectable terrestrial side effects. This sped up Kep Four’s approaching doom.

			Testing the engines in a sterile environment to observe environmental interactions before trials should have been done. They were not. Sure, Kep Four was already deteriorating when humanity arrived, but, clearly, we did not learn from the mistakes of the past.

			Toxicity followed. Nothing organic can maintain continued exposure without belonging to the brown. Carbon-based life tends to biodegrade quickly here. Bones of the dead… What used to be plants… Things that once swam in or thrived in the oceans… They are all part of what we breathe and muddle through in our terra boots when we walk the outdoors.

			Seas covered in a half-pace worth of sediment prevent the sun from reaching it. Waving brown-coated waters supply a source for filtrating H2O, but the scenario also made Kep Four a dry globe. There is no rain. Anything and everything that has died outside are now dust in the winds we walk.

			My brother, Comilo, is part of it. So is the small, hairy, monkey-like flagert that saved him psychologically. They surround me in the winds and lie in sediment covering the ground. I ponder them with each step and breath of every rotation. As much as Comilo loved me, what remains of him would take my life if I stopped to breathe him in.

			Broken before my first breath, my heart sinks to know I will never see living waters. Turbulent in depths, waves here matched encasing clouds long before my birth cycle. They will continue until they are mud, dry, and gone after my life ends.

			The Armada moved filtration systems to concentrate on the territory of Chimark as things continued getting worse. Tens of thousands of them stand tall and run strong, but they cannot overthrow the planet’s terrestrial decay.

			The Suicide Fields are the most toxic areas on the planet. People go there to die when life exhausts them or depression overwhelms. With resources low, only loved ones will attempt to stop another who wants to end their lives this way. People can choose to die as they wish, and two-step guides on suicide are posted throughout districts of poverty.

			#1.	Head to The Suicide Field’s event horizon of toxicity and corrosiveness.

			#2.	Keep walking until your equipment fails or remove your protective gear and take a breath. You will not need a second.

			That is how I lost my brother, Comilo. Talking about him with others saddens me. Visiting him in memory files angers me. He took the loss of Father harder than even Mother. Depression almost ended his life through self-induced starvation, but the wild flagert he befriended psychologically saved him when we could not.

			Comilo was doing better by half a cycle of befriending it. I was confident he would live a long life with me if I made it into the flight program, but that changed when Armada patrol units saw him with it one rotation. Their scientists showed up soon after with enforcers and took it away.

			My brother received a cracked orbital and a concussion for his efforts to stop them. I heard the commotion and rounded an exterior corner by our place to help him, but an unseen blow to the side of my head knocked me out. I was only twelve cycles of age but remember the jar and carry a reminding scar on the right side of my head.

			Comilo took the Suicide Fields’s two-step process soon after. My jaw clinches without warning while thinking about it as mixed winds pelt me with grains of sand. I will never forget my brother or his love for animals. I will never forgive the Armada scum that drove him to his death.

			Dr. Sellers approached me about joining the A.R.S. shortly after its high-standing members heard what happened to my brother. Our meeting led to me joining him in the fight—fueled by anger and a determination to make things right. I will not falter the movement until experiments are no longer performed on helpless flagerts and other animals.

			My stride has slowed while reminiscing, but I shake it off and continue with more determination than I had thirty paces ago. The atmosphere is not harmful enough to the skin here to harm me without long-term exposure under Chimark’s protective dome, which is better than the air in the Sigma Green District. The opposite is true for lung and eye tissues, which begin a slow decay upon contact.

			I see no one on my path, as far as I can see into the brown. They dare not. Most follow the Armada’s entry-level training slogan to the tee. It crosses my mind every time I venture outdoors—No exception for protection. I am not worried about it. Dr. Sellers keeps my gear in top shape. I believe in him enough to trust it.

			I could have taken the underground corridors but favor making fast steps across barren land. Nobody will bother me here. The gale’s howl pushes against my body and garments as if to halt my plan on this rotation. Struggling to see beyond fifty paces ensures solitude. At this distance in Chimark, everything fades from sight.

			The cadet flight building is the only thing peeking. It comes further into view with every step, but the structure is too tall to see its upper levels. I reach the outer door and enter the building’s exterior elevator. It closes, and I turn back to look through its panel. The path I walked to get here reveals nothing as the elevator car rises.

			One thought bothers me about this rotation: if anything goes wrong, it will spell the end of my conversations with Mother. Concern takes over, making me more nervous than I already am. A breath’s shudder binds me to carry her strength and clear my thoughts. Concealing my shaking heart is not an option. It is a must.

			2-2

			Sergeant Major

			Noob cadets with unfamiliar faces are approaching from the opposite direction. I doubt they care any more about me than vice versa. I pass without a glance.

			One turns his head to look. Others turn their pupils in their sockets. Why are they? Never mind. I know why they are staring. Forgot something in my haste.

			I remove the ocular goggles and Farca as the first of two security doors leading to Hangar 9 grow near. I approach and wait for it to scan my bio signs, tapping my foot with impatience. The scanner is taking forever to…

			Bio-scans bathe me in a stream of red lights. 

			“Finally.”

			Clearing me to enter, they deactivate, turn yellow, and power down. The door slides open to show me an empty corridor. 

			My posture relaxes, knowing I am alone. False conversation is the last thing I desire. I am not fond of fakery, even when on the verge of doing something the Armada considers a crime. The Armada and I do not see eye-to-eye on that. They should hail people like me for saving lives. It will be the downfall of my collaboration with them. My partnership with them is not sustainable the way Dr. Sellers’s is. I joined only to help Mother, and she is gone.

			Windows running alongside my path starkly remind us of Chimark’s fortune. I look down at districts on the surface. Najasa is below on the right. The Sigma Green district is on my left under C.H.I. (the Chimark Holding Institute), but the brown separates us. Being privileged can provide tears when you grew up in the below, but, as always, I bury them and continue moving forward in life.

			How does one shake the guilt of leaving others behind? I ask myself that all the time, floating high above surface-side civilians under a protective energy dome. The air up here is cleaner, with thirty percent better visibility and sixty percent less toxicity. Below us, the poor struggle to survive a culture where classes mean life and death … and prejudice is strong.

			An R&D hangar everyone is chatting about rests on my left. I cock my head with inquisitiveness. It is a thousand paces long and a quarter of that tall. Rumor has it the Armada is developing a prototype to get humanity off Kep Four and onto a suitable planet. I believe it is impossible. The chances of me dying in the next few taks are greater.

			The jump to Kepler 442-b happened just over 4,000 cycles ago across 1,206 light cycles of space. Ten generations of people were born and died en route to Kep Four. No other Earth-like planets were in our quadrant of the galaxy. Other galaxies are beyond our technological reach for travel.

			Few have knowledge of what is happening inside the classified hangar. Those possessing clearance cannot talk about it. All I know is what they have electro-stenciled on its exterior:

			Expedition: Anchor

			The door at the opposite end of the corridor opens as I grow closer. Thankfully, I have not run into anyone looking to talk. 

			Sergeant Bentley enters the corridor ahead of me. I take a slow, deep breath. He is approaching. My lips part. Going the opposite direction would raise suspicion. 

			“Sergeant.” I raise my hand to my chest, palm up, and turn it out to my side in our traditional military salute. 

			“Cadet Mason,” says Sergeant Bentley with a return of the salute. “I’ve heard good things about you in the ranks. Still enjoying the training program?”

			“Yes, Sergeant Major,” I answer and enter parade rest. “And thank you, sir.”

			“Lay back, Cadet,” he says.

			My posture shifts. I am grateful to relax. Not that it is, but I find standing at parade rest for the Armada demoralizing. There is not much I like about anything here anymore.

			“They caught Dolofónos,” says Sergeant Bentley. 

			“Really?” I ask.

			“Yes,” answers Sergeant Bentley through snickers of disbelief. 

			“That’s a good thing.”

			He nods his head with pride. “Took quite a few cycles to locate him. He was my bunkmate when we first enlisted. There was always something off about him. Went by Barron back then.”

			It is good news, and surprising, but I remain stoic.

			“And the Uprisers?” I ask.

			He nods with raised brows. “He was with a small group. We think he was trying to stay low, but he’s being monitored at the lockdown clinic now. Prosecution is in a cycle.”

			My blood boils thinking about it. My eyes squint in frustration. “A cycle?”

			“They want his Butchers before they end his life,” answers Sergeant Bentley. “No way it’ll work. He knows he’s up for processing. He’s not saying anything before he dies.”

			I remain silent, done with the conversation. I cannot, however, be openly disrespectful of the Armada or their decisions. Detainment for insubordination would be unacceptable during this rotation.

			“Why flight school?” he asks. “From what I’m hearing, you could do anything you want with a few cycles of study.”

			I look at the door behind him, wishing to pass through it. “I just like hitting the black.”

			He looks me up and down. “Do what makes you happy. If I’ve learned anything in life, it’s that. Have a good rotation, Mason.”

			I salute. “Thank you, Sergeant Major.”

			His appearance is hard yet friendly under dagger-hazel eyes, difficult to ignore. Many females in the Armada would be happy talking with him. He is attractive and highly sought after, but not my type. Sergeant Bentley is unequipped with what I need in a partner, but women with my mindset are nonexistent within the confines of the Armada.

			He continues down the corridor, and I move to the secured door, daring not to look over my shoulder until its bio scans are complete.

			“Cadet Mason,” says the A.I. interface. “Clearance five, hata, detron. Access granted.”

			The door opens. I enter the lift and turn back, waiting for it to close. Sergeant Bentley is nearing the other end of the hall. He has a nice backside, but I think it is his eyes and personality that have others in the training program ogling him.

			2-3

			Hangar 9

			The lift opens. I enter a hangar with multiple spacecraft tailor-built for cadets. More people are here than expected, but my focus is on a ship built around my body and capabilities. Dr. Sellers will have everything uploaded by the time I reach it. 

			The Plegma Nine is to my right and looks like a flying sphere of glass. They constructed its hull with a material known as hollow lead. While not the most durable stuff, the Plegma Nine is excellent for non-confrontational research in Kep Four’s radioactive zones. I have always wanted to fly a bubble with a transparent hull. Its pilots are free from worry over blind spots beyond cockpit controls, seats, and other internal guts visible from the outside.

			Two other vessels stand in the hangar. One is a primitive combustion-driven jet called a Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning II. No one ever uses it, but they built one for each capital in honor of pilots of old. Armada engineers redesigned their engines for our atmosphere to be flown on the 79th rotation of each cycle … piloted only by the highest-ranking flight instructors. It came from the most advanced schematics of Ancient Earth’s airborne military combat going into World War III—ignited by the Russian/American conflict—which started the planet’s decline. 

			My Beltric Class Six Starfighter is the only other vessel present. The rest are out on training missions, atmospheric rescue, or running S.T.O. (supervised training operations) to gain extra credits and expedite individual cadets’ graduations, which take 10 cycles without.

			I approach with eyes locked on my Beltric. It is going to help me save lives Armada scientists deem worthy of slaughter. Aggressive angles and gunmetal gray overtones visually define the vessel’s hostile maneuverability. Less than 1% pass its flight test.

			James Algash is working at the station next to my vessel. I met him when I signed up for the Armada internship program to get Mother out of Najasa. He was born into wealth, joining only because of his father’s hierarchy standing in the ranks.

			“Hey,” says Algash. “Did you hear about Dolofónos?”

			“I did,” I answer.

			I want to walk past him but cannot. He outranks me, oversees its terminal, and is the only one who can give me clearance to the Beltric Class Six. Being a cadet comes with its own downfalls.

			Algash continues working at the control station as I ease closer to the starfighter.

			“I hope they end his life sooner than later,” he continues. “One less sociopathic leader to worry about.”

			All the fuss about Dolofónos is understandable. The man is an all-around horrible example of humanity and leader of the Uprisers running off the grid at 80,000 strong—killers and rapists at best. He formed their movement to preserve the remaining racial heritage in their bloodlines. Over time, the group grew radical and started a revolution against the Armada.

			Algash stops working. “I bet you’re hoping for a fast sentencing.”

			“Won’t happen.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			I push closer to the starfighter. “A little whisper told me.” 

			“Send your whisperer my way,” he says. “And you’re nearly thirty teks too early. What’s going on?”

			I take a deep breath and pause for effect. “I was wondering if I can get early clearance for the Beltric.”

			“Negative on that one, Mason,” he says, double-checking the schedule. “You’re not cleared for a solo flight for another… Another fifty.”

			He is right. I am half a tak early. Thinking about it reminds me of the education I underwent in my youth.

			I learned the history of time during our first rotations of education in our youth at five cycles of age, and how it differed compared to Ancient Earth. Millenniums ago, aionas were ‘centuries,’ dekatee were ‘decades,’ cycles were ‘years,’ rotations were ‘days,’ taks were ‘hours,’ teks were ‘minutes,’ and tiks were ‘seconds.’ Kep Four rotates 401 times per cycle, and there are 31 taks per rotation. Within each tak is 100 teks, each comprising a matching 100 tiks.

			“Could I sit in it for a bit?” I ask. “Pre-flight nerves, you know? I need to shake them.”

			“Again, with a negative. If anyone’s calm in the black, it’s you.”

			“Look…” I say, closing the distance between us. “This rotation’s the anniversary of my mother’s transition. I think I spent too much time with her in the memory files, and I… I don’t know. I’m…”

			“I get it,” he says. “That’s why I don’t use those things. The memory files, that is.” He taps his temple. “I prefer to keep everything right here. It hurts less that way, and I’m not lying to myself.”

			I brush my hand along the starfighter’s cold, sandpapery hull. “So?”

			He inputs security codes on the terminal and hands me a small, round device with a flat surface on one side of it. “Here’s your integration jewel, but if anyone asks, I’m having you check the connection relays before you take it to the black.”

			“Of course,” I say.

			The cockpit entry raises and slides back. A ramp ascends from the floor, and I grab the integration jewel from him. 

			“Thank you.”

			Algash is always kind and has been crushing on me for half a cycle. I am taking advantage of it, but there are no other options. Lives will perish if he stops me. 

			I need time to enter Dr. Sellers’s uplink commands before takeoff and cannot leave before completing the process. Few would attempt something like this. Right or wrong, it is a significant risk for Armada members with families. That burden no longer falls upon me. I can put others before myself without the risk of Mother losing housing for my actions.

			I walk up the starfighter’s ramp with guilt. They may hold Algash responsible for my activities. A sacrifice for the greater good? I disregard it. I cannot let the possibility of remorse stand in my way.

			The starfighter’s door is sandpapery and icy slick like the rest of the vessel. Its ramp rises further when my body gets closer, and I toss my bag inside to enter and sit. The harness locks down tight when I pull it over my shoulder and click it in, pressing hard into my chest and abdomen.

			2-4

			Override

			The mechanical seat contorts around me. Seared citrus odor itches my sinuses as its thorium core ignites. Integration jewels tingle my temple. It feels like a thousand bugs crawling through my head as the vessel links with my thoughts. I hate it, but never leave it in place long enough to bother me.

			Integration jewels allow cerebral communication between pilots and their vessels while maintaining diagnostics with people like Algash working at their terminals. This ensures fewer flight errors and enables pilots to fly without manual controls while engaging safety protocols for gravitational forces—Gs, as we call them in salute to ancient aviators.

			I open the starfighter’s mainframe. My actions need to be quick. There are firewalls to bypass, but I remember the program regulations and sequences Dr. Sellers briefed me on a few rotations ago.

			Regardless of complexity, I remember everything that interests me. Always have. Full spectrum H-SAM—a highly superior autobiographical memory with acute echoic properties—has its perks. It is a rare disorder that drives some mad before their brain shuts down and heart no longer beats. For me, it has been a blessing.

			Algash is going through his system with squinting eyes, highlighting a puzzled expression. Things are not lining up correctly on his end. He does not know I am the catalyst for his confusion.

			He turns from his terminal and back to it again. “We’re losing cognitive readings down here, Mason. How’s translation up there?”

			I move through the hacking sequences to stay ahead of him. “Everything’s fine on my end.”

			Something is not right. Algash should not be picking up improper synapsis translations from the jewel. They must have changed coding sequences earlier than Dr. Sellers expected. This could be bad, and, honestly, there is nothing I can do about it.

			Armada protocols will forbid me to take off and stop me from covertly heading elsewhere under a masked flight. I cannot let that happen. I will not let them die.

			“Hmph…” says Algash, pausing in thought. “I’m locking the Beltric down for inspection. You’re on hold for now.”

			I snub his words and finish what I need to do on the ship’s mainframe before disconnecting audio contact with him. There is no point in talking. He will know what I am trying to do when they run inspection. 

			The Beltric Class Six is coming with me regardless of what they think, but my original plan is out the window. I will no longer be bringing it back as if nothing happened.

			“Protocol one,” I command. “Three, one, seven, McKayla, nine, program, Mason, three, six, seven, coded one, four, nine, five.” I pause for the O.S. (Operating System) to render changes. “Employ new command pathways.”

			I reach into the bag, activate the Song Hen, and stick it to the hull to play low tones of classical electronica as the starfighter’s engines warm. It helps me focus, and it will not be long before the Planetary Sovereign decides my fate. Hangar doors high above become translucent and fade away. The only thing left between me and the sky is my inner fret.

			Armada alarms trigger to sing sonnets of my capture. They are on to me. My controls strobe in and out. They are trying to shut down the starfighter, but Dr. Sellers’s firewall is holding.

			My body jolts when Algash bangs on my port window with barely heard shouts. I give him an apologetic look, raise the protective exterior shield over the window … and bank to the right upon ascension to avoid hurting him. 

			The look of betrayal, unforgettable.

			“Cadet Mason,” says Sergeant Bentley through cockpit audio feed. “You mind telling me what you’re doing?”

			I depart toward polluted heavens at the point of no return on a mission I cannot stop. Many will condemn me for this. Some will brand me a traitor. Others will call for my execution, a price gladly paid to improve something on this dying rock.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Dogfight

			I guide the starfighter into low orbit through thoughts alone via the integration jewel. Brown below. Black above. The radiant H.U.D. (a heads-up display providing the vessels current and changing system readouts) behind retracted manual flight controls shows nothing of concern:

			Altitude—0.42 clicks, Speed—7cps, 
Engine field temperature—1,223 kelvin

			Two blasts ring my bow. My head whips to the fourth left center pane for a visual when a third grazes my stolen vessel to light my cockpit. They were only warning shots, but their nature will soon change.

			Several patrol vessels—bulky, blue, and the Armada’s policing units designed for arresting and hauling inmates—emerge from the brown, reinforcing notions of them being cautionary blasts and letting me know I am in as much trouble as I can be with the Armada. This was not the plan. All I can do now is finish what I have started.

			Algash’s voice echoes in my cockpit. “Over one hundred and eighty rotations together, Mason. Don’t let the black be the last thing you see. Just turn it around.”

			“Can’t do that,” I say.

			“Think about it, Mason. Do you really want to do this?”

			I double-check the H.U.D. display and bank into the brown atmosphere below. They are following, but I will lose them surface side. Armada law once forbade firing between buildings in civilian-populated districts, that has changed since battles with the Uprisers spilled into the streets of Najasa. Still, it is my best option. I know the area well, and it will be stop number one on my way to the Sigma Green District.

			My stomach rises a little when I drop the starfighter back through Kep Four’s upper atmosphere. Black shifts to a blur of fire created by the air’s friction and then to brown. The tops of failing buildings come into view—some destroyed and only reaching halfway up from former Armada battles with the Uprisers.

			Personal shuttles and transport vehicles are going about daily routines near large buildings and housing units. I blaze the streets between them a few paces from the ground. Edifices fly by like drunken Jerleanian blurs rendered on my forward viewing pane.

			“Cadet Mason,” Algash’s voice raises. “Last chance.”

			I recheck the feeds. They are still on my six and not following the protocols. They are persistent, if nothing else.

			“Point of no return, Algash,” I say. “Can’t turn back now.”

			“Don’t do it, Mason.”

			I lift the switch cover on my left. Behind it is a clear button. It flashes when depressed, and I slide into a helmet that straps itself on for manual flight. Its fit is snug and one I could fall asleep in under different circumstances.

			Most fear overriding safety protocols for gravitational forces while flying a vessel of this class in manual, but I can handle the Gs. No way they are following me. Not if they want to remain conscious.

			“Last warning,” he calls again. “Stand down.”

			My H.U.D. flashes. I study the visual feed panes in the starfighter to see pursuers right behind me. Manual flight controls fold out from their retracted position. They will not be on my six for long. I think Algash knows that. If not, he is about to.

			“Targeting systems locking from aft,” says the A.I. interface.

			Five pressure-sensitive clickables are on the right and left controls. From thumb to pinky-finger, the left sides are acceleration, breaking, yawn, and purge, which is rapid acceleration without warp. Right mirrors the left. Both have a fifth button for small warp jumps. The controls are simple: pull back to go up, push forward to dive, horizontal slides for strafing, back tilts for rolls, and forward tilts for vertical ascensions and plummets. A tight grip on all ten buttons at once activates eight thrusters beneath the ship for immediate vertical ascension, which most need to brace themselves for before attempting.

			“Beltric locked,” warns the A.I. interface system.

			“Okay,” I whisper, powering down the integration jewel to remove it from my temple. “It’s time to burn the birds.”

			“Let her have it,” says Algash.

			I snatch the starfighter hard left between an Armada transport emerging from an avenue to my left and a worthless streetlight. A blast misses my vessel and slams into a building down the way. Debris bounces off my craft as I pass through the shot’s aftermath.

			It is time to mix it up on them. The Armada tested my body to 146 sustained Gs. I can probably handle more. It is a benefit of having H-SAM in combination with Doctor Utley’s medications to heighten my abilities to handle such forces. 

			He has not explained the medicine’s long-term effects. I do not think anyone knows. Dr. Utley calls it X-1 and does not tell me about its properties. I am surely another test subject for them, but if it helps me do what I do, I will accept it. My life for hundreds is an acceptable statistic.

			“See you later,” I say. “I have a date at Sunrise Beach.”

			I cut acceleration and pull back, forcing my stolen starfighter’s nose to rise to the sky while clamping all ten points tight. The Gs drop my stomach as the vessel comes to a complete stop. Its nose goes up. I tilt right to fall into a tight alleyway.

			We call it a dead man’s stop. No way they are doing it at 141 Gs. Flight suits can only protect the average pilot from so much. X-1 and my condition allows me not to fall into that category.

			“Full scans,” says Algash. “Split up.”

			My pursuers are splitting up to cut me off. Two pass overhead and drop in front of me to cut off my path. Another pair coasts over my starfighter so I cannot pull up. Three are now behind me with more in route.

			I pull the starfighter’s nose up, bank left, then right, and hit a series of dead man’s stops through several narrow alleyways. The skin on my face tightens from blood pressure each time I dare the maneuver. A sinking sensation flushes from my head to my eyes, chest, and stomach. My skin warms until it burns for a tik. Despite fading vision, normalcy will return after leaving the dead man’s portion of flight.

			Halfway through the alleyway, I turn the starfighter skyward. A kaleidoscope of Kep Four spins across my eyes as I corkscrew over a massive building hosting an array of bright lights to warn airborne vessels of its presence. The visual pirouettes with electronica as the starfighter slips into another alleyway. I pull back on the flight controls, and my stomach drops again with further fading of vision and burning. The sensation is something I find enjoyable.

			Another patrol unit is behind me. Must have seen me in my corkscrew and moved into an intercepting position. I believe it is the last one near me, but the others will know my location again now. More aggressive than the last few, I hit a dead man’s stop hard enough to send pressure through my internal organs and fall toward an alleyway on my left into an unkept zone abandoned by society.

			My teeth grit as I level out. The patrol vessel tailing me attempts the same: its pilot breaks, the craft’s nose goes up, and it drifts forward, slamming into the corner of a building at the alley’s edge before spinning from sight. It is a good thing he did not try it in a Beltric Class Six. The pressure may have caused a crash worse that the pilot just experienced, or killed someone… presuming they are not dead already. 

			An open vessel garage beneath a private residence catches my attention. I dart the craft in and power it down. A moment of nothing passes. Time’s tiptoeing is killing me. They must be close.

			I sit in wonder about the severity of charges they will place on me for this. I was a part of the Armada’s team to decipher ancient artifacts and have since flown recon a few times against the Uprisers. Hopefully, it will be enough to prevent them from processing me if captured. I am breaking their laws to save lives, but do not especially wish to have mine ended.

			Someone is tapping into the Armada patrol audio feed. “Kuzio, to Algash. I overheard your situation from high orbit patrol. Sergeant Major Bentley asked me to assist. Do I have permission to intercept?”

			“Granted,” says Algash.

			This is the last thing I want. Kuzio is the Armada’s top combat flight instructor for the black wings, where only the best-of-the-best are invited to fly. He is the only person in the Armada that I am one-hundred percent sure can out fly me. This mission is getting messier by the tik.

			Kuzio and I
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