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      Zane Silvering was already twelve years old when he first saw them live. The galactic Antigravity Racing League had come to their home planet, Amera, and his mother, though reluctant, had taken him along.

      They received VIP treatment with a luxurious shuttle transit from their home—though Zane couldn’t appreciate it at the time—and got to meet the Andor team in the pits. Zane was looking forward to seeing his father after such a long time. Deion Silvering had been on a tour with the Andor team’s massive space cruiser that served as his home during the racing season, and now it was the last race of the season, after which he would be home.

      Zane held his mother’s hand as they walked across the massive indoor space that held the pits of all the racing teams. The red colour drew his attention to the Andor team’s pit.

      ‘Mom! Let’s go, that’s Daddy’s craft!’ he shouted, and tried to pull his mother to come along.

      ‘Be careful, there’s too many people around.’

      Zane didn’t like that his mother tried to slow him down, but she might have been right. All around the pits, the crews moved at speed servicing the craft, making everything ready for the race. Robots whizzed by, and one almost bumped into Zane.

      ‘What did I just say?’ his mother said.

      Zane slowed down, and a familiar figure caught his eye. It wasn’t his father, but someone he knew, Hermes. He was a grey-haired man, who had been a famous racer and was now working with his father to help him win the championship. Hermes was the oldest person Zane knew.

      ‘Little Zane boy! Are you here to race?’ Hermes said and leaned closer. He smelled weird as he leaned in to whisper, ‘If you ask me, these guys could use some help.’

      Zane nodded, to which Hermes chuckled and tousled his hair. ‘Good lad.’

      His mother seemed unimpressed.

      ‘Kira,’ Hermes said. ‘Good to see you on a race day. It’s been a long time. I hope it will help him. Because we need all the help we can get.’

      ‘How’s that?’ she said.

      His eyebrows furrowed, and he seemed to be lost for words. ‘He’s been a bit off in the past week. It’s probably just the end of the season, and the pressure. He’s the favourite to win the championship, but it won’t be easy.’

      Zane looked at him, thinking that Father was the best racer, and he would be the champ again, regardless of what Hermes said. He quickly lost interest in the discussion between his mother and Hermes, because the craft were much more interesting. The closest one was his father’s, and it looked like a gleaming arrow of fire. It had a triangular shape, and was painted in fiery red, with black accents that matched the inactive polarity indicators that went around the craft on both sides. An identical craft, with a different number, stood beside it. It was his father’s team mate’s. Numbers one and two.

      In the next pit loomed a black craft with a rounded front and three tubes in the back, the exhausts of the propulsion engines. That was the Reckoner, the most successful team in the league’s history. And on the other side was Amera Stars team with their Y-shaped craft that had two noses side-by-side coloured in red, white, and blue. His father’s craft was the coolest, but the Amera Stars came a close second.

      A pilot walked in through the backroom door, a short-haired Yoonan woman, Father’s team mate. A pale and short Zetramain man with a bulging belly and a fancy suit followed her. He came directly over to them.

      ‘You must be Kira Silvering,’ he said, ‘and Deion Junior. Benno Avardeur, at your service.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Mother.

      ‘The pleasure is all mine, Mrs Silvering. Any trouble with the team, let me know.’ He pulled up a wide smile, and winked at Mother, who seemed to blush, then walked away, belly-first, towards the track.

      ‘Mr Avardeur owns the Andor team,’ Hermes said to Zane’s mother.

      ‘Oh,’ she said.

      ‘Where’s Dad?’ Zane said.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Hermes said. ‘Let me take you in; he’ll be happy to see you.’

      Holding his mother’s hand, Zane followed Hermes past the craft towards the room where the team was preparing with the help of several screens full of data. But more interesting to him was the wide propulsion exhaust in the back of his father’s craft. It promised such a speed for the ten-metre craft that it made him grin.

      ‘Deion! Look who’s here,’ Hermes said.

      A fit dark-skinned man in racing overalls—Zane’s father—turned away from the screen and tapped a crew member on the shoulder. A big smile appeared on his face as he rushed to Zane and lifted him up. ‘Zane, are you here to race?’

      ‘Ha, ha,’ Mother said, but Zane didn’t pay her any attention.

      ‘Can I?’

      His father chuckled. ‘I’ll take you to the cockpit, all right?’

      ‘Yes!’ Zane couldn’t hold his excitement and ran towards the craft.

      A woman with a boxy device in her hands came by and said something to his father. He spoke with her for a moment and stepped up to Zane. ‘This woman’s recording my story. Let’s give her a quick pose.’

      He kneeled beside Zane and put his arm around him. The woman squatted down and recorded a brief clip of them in front of the craft. ‘Love you, son.’

      ‘I love you, too,’ Zane said. ‘Will you win the championship again?’

      ‘I hope so,’ he said. ‘I’ll do my best, follow the plan, and I might win. There are things I can’t control, but I have a good chance of making it. And I’m glad to have you here giving me the extra boost.’

      ‘Just be safe,’ Zane’s mother said.

      His father chuckled. ‘Last serious accident in the league was in season 665 when Hector Escrow’s g-negator spiral failed, and that’s thirty years ago. Don’t worry.’

      Mother said nothing.

      Someone drove a compact cart beside them. His father jumped onto the platform on the back and pulled Zane up, too. The cart rolled forward, and the platform rose so that they were beside the open cockpit.

      His father lifted him up and Zane clambered into the seat. The cockpit smelled of something, maybe oil or leather, and was stuffed with screens and switches. Zane craned his head around, smiling, taking it all in.

      The screens came on with colourful lights and a lot of numbers that Zane didn’t understand.

      ‘They show stuff about the race, like the standing and lap times, but through the windscreen you see the most important thing: the track before you.’

      Zane looked through the screen, but sitting so low limited his view to the roof of the massive hangar. He grabbed the control stick, which also had buttons. On the left side was another stick. ‘Is this for the spiral?’

      ‘That’s right,’ his father said. ‘But it’s also the yaw; together they control the craft’s turning and hover.’

      Zane was about to touch it, but refrained, and instead looked down at the pedals he couldn’t reach.

      ‘You can touch anything; I’ve set it up so you can’t break it.’

      Zane grinned and grabbed both of the sticks; they were far too wide for him and too heavy to move, but it was all right: they weren’t toys, they controlled a super-fast racer. Zane imagined being in control, zooming through the racetrack with a team mate . . . ‘Where’s the light tow?’

      ‘You press both polarity buttons.’

      Zane had expected a big green button that would activate the bright shimmers of light racers used to pull their teammates, sometimes deciding the race at the last moment. He put his thumbs on the smooth buttons on the sticks, and pressed down, but nothing happened. He wasn’t in a race. Still, they were the real buttons.

      Everything in the craft was smooth, powerful, and exciting, and Zane could have spent the entire day admiring just the cockpit.

      ‘Deion!’ someone shouted, and his father turned.

      ‘I’m sorry, Zane,’ he said. ‘We have to set up for the race and get you to the grandstand; I’ve made sure you have the best seats.’

      As he lifted Zane up, the boy was sold. He wanted to be back in an elite racing craft’s cockpit as soon as possible.
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        * * *

      

      The race was ready to start. All the craft were ready in the starting grid right below the grandstand where Zane sat with his mother. A massive construction, the track rolled up and down and coiled like a snake. A long stretch of the main straight continued far to the right and rose vertically before turning into a corkscrew. Most of the track was invisible from where they were sitting, but big screens all around showed what was happening, and the seats included personal screens.

      Zane set his screen to follow his father’s craft, Andor Arrow One, which gleamed brilliant red in the sunshine.

      His father was on the second line beside a red, white, and blue Amera Stars craft, and the only ones in front of him were a black craft, Reckoner X1, and a yellow one that was with the Sterotech team.

      Zane glanced at her mother’s screen to see what she was focusing on, but the screen was black. ‘Why don’t you have your screen on?’

      His mother took a long breath. ‘If it’s important, they’ll show it on the big screen.’

      Zane couldn’t understand his mother. Dad was a racer. Racing was the best thing ever. How could she not enjoy it?

      The announcer introduced the teams and pilots as their faces flashed on one screen, ‘ . . . and in third position, Amera’s own Deion Silvering racing for Andor.’ The crowd cheered, as the announcer continued, ‘Followed by the number one craft of the team we’re all cheering for, Tina Arnau and Amera Stars.’ She got an even bigger reaction from the Amera crowd.

      Soon every craft was ready and introduced. Zane’s excitement grew—this was the first time he had seen them live on the grid. Low bass notes rumbled out from the craft’s engines as they waited for the signal.

      The start lights lit up. Zane held his breath. And once the lights went out, the craft were off.

      They shot across the main straight, accelerating with engines screaming in purple. The hairs on Zane’s arms stood up, but he remembered to breathe again.

      His father got an impressive start. He passed the black craft and went into second place right after the yellow one.

      In a tight line, they streamed through the curves, hills and valleys, close to each other. For the first lap, the order of the craft remained the same as they streamed past the grandstand, rumbling in front of the cheering crowd.

      ‘He’s in second place!’ Zane said. Watching them live was more than he had expected. The sounds vibrated through his body. And their speed was amazing.

      Zane squeezed his seat with both hands as he followed his father tailing the yellow craft. He was so close, and could pass any moment, but the yellow craft always blocked him.

      Zane released his grip, but then his father made his move. He inched to the yellow craft’s side.

      Zane inched forward on his seat as his father braked early for the curve, letting the yellow one go ahead, and then switched to the outside.

      ‘He’s doing the dummy!’ Zane shouted. Zane knew it was a risky move, but one that could surprise the opponent.

      Zane was right: using late braking and the polarity swap techniques, Deion passed the yellow craft on the outside.

      The crowds roared, some in standing ovations, all around him. That’s my father!

      Zane couldn’t stay still. He stood up. ‘He’s leading!’

      His mother flashed a quick smile. She might have enjoyed it after all.

      His father led the pack now, but the others were right behind him. In just a few laps, the black craft, Reckoner X1, got close behind his father.

      Zane tapped his feet. Hang on! Just a few laps to go!

      His mother put her hand on his. ‘Stay still, sit down.’

      Zane tried, but it was impossible as the craft flew back-to-back. His father used every defensive blocking technique from changing direction under braking to slowing in the apexes. This went on for a number of laps.

      He’s going to win!

      Then, on a fast left-hand corner, the Reckoner X1 got beside Father’s craft.

      Zane gasped.

      The two craft ran side-by-side as they approached the main straight.

      A slower craft they needed to overtake appeared in front of them.

      Zane held his breath.

      As they closed in, something flashed over the slow craft, and it went dark and fell. The slow craft hit the bottom of the track and skidded to a stop in the middle of the final corner.

      Zane gulped.

      Reckoner X1 banked hard to the left to avoid hitting the stopped craft.

      His father had to pass from the right. With a hard bank, he avoided the stopped craft, but the move forced him sharply against the side of the track.

      ‘No! That’s not right⁠—’

      The crowd gasped as the red Andor craft bounced off the curved side railing and spun off the track in an uncontrollable tumble.

      The craft rolled over, spinning in the air, and hit a tall building. It went right through its glassy wall.

      Zane whimpered. His mother put a hand to her mouth.

      Without warning, where the craft had entered the building, an explosion blasted glass and metal in all directions.

      Zane gasped. As the grandstand shuddered under him, he hoped his father was safe, that the shields of his craft would hold.

      But then the top of the tall building jerked.

      Zane stared, mouth open.

      The top jerked again, but now it continued its way down with increasing speed, and in seconds, the whole thing collapsed onto itself in a massive earth-shaking rumble.

      Emergency lights lit up all around the track, and vehicles with blinking blue lights arrived.

      Zane glanced up at his mother. Tears fell down her cheeks as she gazed wide-eyed at where Father had been.

      The retreating dust and smoke revealed that the entire building had been reduced to a smouldering heap of rubble. Zane stared at the flames. His father was somewhere underneath, his craft in bits.

      Zane crumpled down and cried.

      His father wouldn’t come out of the rubble. No shield could’ve saved him.

      It was the end of the world.
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      Zane exited a fast curve, and, before the lateral g-forces eased, floored the accelerator to surge to maximum speed for the straight. He eased the throttle, and sent the craft sideways to the pinpoint corner before maxing out the engine for the final straight.

      This was the practice before the last race of the Amera League’s season 451, in which Zane had a good chance to finish in the top three. Amera League was one of dozens of local leagues that fed the galactic league—prosaically called the Antigravity Racing League, or ARL—and the last race was going to be his chance.

      As he eased into the pits, he said to himself, you’re a born racer, you can do this. He had a chance, and he was going to take it.

      Ever since the first and the last time he saw his father on the racetrack, racing had consumed him. Now that he was seventeen and graduated from Dawnia West High, he didn’t have to worry about school. Making it to the ARL—leaving the planet and joining the galactic circuit—had become his only priority. Making it would be a speedway to galactic fame and immense fortune, and winning it, a racing dream come true.

      He landed the craft gently on platform six, the one designated to the Konba team, and stepped out of the cockpit.

      His team mate, Gunnar, had also just finished his laps, and popped off his helmet, letting his long blond hair out. ‘Nice cornering, Zane.’

      ‘Thanks, you weren’t too bad yourself. We can do this.’

      Gunnar stared past him. ‘I hope so.’

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘I’m still too far behind.’

      Zane looked him in the eye. ‘We’ll make it to the top three. I believe in you, and you need to do the same.’

      Gunnar nodded, but Zane wasn’t sure if he had the confidence. Gunnar was already in his early twenties, a good racer, but during this past year Zane had surpassed him with his speed, and helped raise Konba to compete for the Amera championships.

      Zane went over to mission control and set his helmet down. His mechanic, Ant, was peering at the numbers on the screen.

      ‘Pretty good run, eh?’ Zane said. ‘You did some magic with the yaw; it had a perfect response.’

      Ant turned around. As a stocky Yoonan fellow with pale grey skin and a bald head, he was almost the complete opposite to Zane, who was skinny with a brown complexion—a mix of his pale Zetramain mother and dark-skinned Human father—complete with a round head and child-like features. His black hair was always messy, but even worse when it came out of the helmet after an intense session. One thing they shared, though: they were about the same height—small compared to other humanoids; almost a head below an average Human, and even smaller compared to the tall Elandra folks.

      Zane had known Ant since childhood, when they had played with toy race craft. Ant was passionate about craft, but not so much about racing them than tweaking them to make them go faster. He performed such wizardry with the tech that Zane couldn’t understand.

      ‘It was all right,’ Ant said, furrowing his brows, ‘but there’s something with the stabilisers that I can’t get my head around.’

      ‘Zane!’ called a crunchy voice from behind him: Hermes. ‘Watch your entry speeds—the tighter the corner, the more you float, and once you pass the threshold, you will hit the railings. Patience. You need patience.’

      His father’s old coach, Hermes, had retired after the accident. But, as a former racer whose lungs pushed out racing fumes instead of carbon dioxide, he hadn’t been happy staying still; he helped get Zane started on hover bikes, then Litec Series, and when Zane reached the Amera League, Hermes came along as his coach. The Konba team’s manager, Rick Rush, was only too happy to get him on board.

      ‘Patience,’ Zane said. ‘Yes, I know.’

      ‘The scouts will watch us on race day. They look for racers with potential—more important than the result of one race. And patience, my boy, is one of the key attributes of a successful racer. I should know, I was scouting talent for the big league before you were born!’

      Hermes, with his white hair and long beard, could have been at least a hundred years old—Zane didn’t even know his age, he’d looked exactly the same ever since he remembered. He used to joke that if he wore a pointy hat, he’d be mistaken for the wizard from the Lore of the Lands.

      ‘Yes, I know,’ Zane repeated. Hermes had told him the story of his days as a racer and a coach—and all those tales of strife on and off the track—so many times, that if he ever lost his memory, Zane could tell him. ‘I feel good about tomorrow.’

      Hermes squinted. ‘That’s good. But don’t get cocky. It’s a fine line.’

      ‘No worry about that,’ Zane said. He had been cocky once but was no more, unlike Accel team’s Tim Roome, who had won the Amera League last year. But sometimes Zane wished he had some of Tim’s assertiveness.

      ‘Remember, there’s no substitute for clean racing.’

      ‘Always.’

      ‘Sounds like there are no worries, then.’

      Ant coughed. ‘Well, there is the problem with the stabilisers, and it might be difficult.’

      ‘What is it?’ Hermes said.

      ‘You want the short or the long explanation?’

      ‘The one we can understand,’ Zane said.

      ‘The short of it is that something is loose in the stabiliser control sequence, causing the controls to slip, which makes the steering shaky.’

      ‘I noticed some of that,’ Zane said.

      ‘I saw it,’ Ant said, and pointed at the screen. ‘Practice is short, but the race is long, and the further the race goes, the bigger the stabilisers slip. Unless I fix it, the craft might lose its ability for precision steering.’

      The stabilisers balanced the craft’s roll, and having piloted craft without active stabilisers, Zane appreciated the predictability they provided. ‘But you can fix it, can’t you?’

      ‘I think so, but it will take some time—the sequence has many parts without an obvious culprit. I need a break now. Wanna join me in the tower?’

      It was a sunny afternoon, and the race was the next day. Ant had been working hard ever since the qualifying and still had a lot of work to do, but if he needed a break, he should have one.

      ‘Sure thing. I need you sharp.’
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        * * *

      

      The tower was a tall structure that arched over the raceway like a bridge. It held spectator seats with magnificent views, but now it was empty. Zane sat on a seat and lifted his legs onto a railing. The window curved under them, so they had an almost unobstructed view to the main straight from about seventy metres above it. On the right, the whole Dawnia race track was visible with its curves and hills. It was his team’s home circuit and Zane’s favourite.

      ‘Wonder if Matt Clay will win the ARL 701?’ Ant said.

      Matt Clay was one of the youngest racers in the Antigravity Racing League, and in his second year, at a mere twenty years old, was about to win the season 701 championship with his team, The Reckoner.

      ‘He’s got a good chance,’ Zane said.

      ‘I’m still envious of him, whether he wins or not. Joanna Locksloe, man, I’d be in heaven if that angel dated me.’

      Zane turned his eyes up to the sky. Joanna Locksloe raced with Kispeed, a mid-list team in the ARL, but because of her looks, she gained more media attention than anyone else. She was the stuff of fantasy for every racing nerd in the galaxy, and as out of reach as the ARL championship trophy.

      Ant chuckled.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Clay’s in the same situation as you are—in a different league, of course, and you don’t have a supermodel racer as a girlfriend—but still.’

      ‘As if. Reckoner is in a league of its own; you know how much money they’ve got?’

      ‘Too much,’ Ant said.

      Reckoner were a fairly new team with only fifteen seasons in the League (compared to Methusoth’s 168-season running record) and were backed by the successful Clay-family-owned R-Industries shuttle business. Racing with them one day would be a dream come true.

      ‘But if it’s any consolation, my guess is that Joanna Locksloe and Matt Clay are together only as long as it’s useful for their teams.’

      ‘Think so?’ TheARL teams did anything to gain an edge, but Zane wanted to believe they were real.

      ‘Time will tell; maybe she’s in it for industrial espionage, or maybe he is. Who knows?’ Ant said with a shrug. ‘But you know, the scouts are coming . . . ’

      ‘I wouldn’t hold my breath for the scouts,’ Zane said.

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘It’s been years since anyone’s gone up from Amera League. Besides, I’ve been lucky, that’s all. Hermes is right. I need more practice. My father got into the ARL only in his mid-twenties, but still rose to legendary status.’

      Zane swallowed. If only his father could’ve been there to see him race. How different things might have been without the stupid accident. He sighed.

      ‘I’m sorry, mate.’

      ‘It’s just it would’ve been his birthday tomorrow,’ Zane said, and watched their competitors’ craft whizzing past below them.

      ‘That’s why you need to make the best of it in the race.’

      ‘I will,’ Zane said, and grinned. ‘And when they pick me for the ARL, I’ll be sure to take you along.’

      It was Ant’s turn to look down.

      Zane hit his shoulder. ‘You’re a brilliant mechanic; one day you’re going to be the chief engineer of a race team.’

      ‘I’m just a self-taught hack . . . those teams employ established scientists.’

      ‘Perhaps they do, but what they really need is a talented mechanic.’
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Zane stepped off a taxi shuttle before a high-rise. After his father had died, they’d had to move away from the lakeside house, and lived now on the forty-second floor of one of the older buildings in the Leena zone on the south side of Dawnia.

      Deion Silvering had made a lot of money during his career, but apparently he had also had a lot of debt; Zane didn’t know the details. He only knew that the Andor team had left his mother with nothing, and since then they’d had to make do with the basic.

      The ARL had run a thorough investigation on the accident, and while they found no signs of malicious conduct, they found the Andor team guilty of neglect in adhering to safety protocols. The league slapped them with a hefty fine and banned them from racing in the league for two consecutive seasons.

      Entering the apartment, he hung his coat on the rack, greeted by a scent that seemed like lamb stew—a popular dish because of the sheep population on Amera, but when his mother made it, it was especially delicious.

      He tried telling himself he wasn’t nervous, but the thought of the next day’s race made him jittery. He hoped the warm stew would calm his nerves.

      His mother, Kira, limped out of the kitchen, wearing a red apron. ‘Thought I’d do the cooking for once.’

      Zane pulled his hand from behind his back and presented a bouquet of colourful flowers.

      ‘Oh, they’re beautiful—why?’

      ‘I just thought you’d need a bit of cheering up.’

      ‘That’s so kind of you,’ she said, as she hobbled forward and gave him a half-hug. ‘I’ll get a vase; you take it easy, the dinner will be ready in a few minutes.’

      The sofa looked relaxing, but Zane couldn’t sit still. ‘You need help?’

      ‘You could set the table.’

      His mother suffered from a rare disease that made her muscles lose their flexibility. She could walk and do things all right, but recently she had become slower in her movement. A Zetramain woman in her forties should’ve been nimble, not stiff like a human in their eighties. Of course, a cure was available via genome therapy, but it was prohibitively expensive and their insurance hadn’t covered it and now it was a pre-existing condition. His mother was saving from the basic, but it was too slow. If Zane could just get to the ARL, he’d be able to make enough money to take care of her.

      The stew ready, she lifted the casserole and almost dropped it.

      ‘Let me,’ Zane said, and helped carry it to the table.

      The stew was just as he remembered. It had been a while since the last time, but it was as delicious as before.

      ‘I’m dedicating my race to Deion tomorrow,’ Zane said.

      His mother nodded. ‘It’s his birthday.’

      ‘I was wondering if you’d like to come.’

      She took a spoonful. ‘To the race?’

      ‘It’s here in Dawnia, and⁠—’

      ‘No.’

      His mother had a weird relationship with racing. Even when Zane’s father had been alive, she didn’t enjoy racing, but at least she was supportive of him. Still, Zane wondered why she had married a racer. She must have known what it would be like.

      ‘It’s a special occasion, and I would very much like to see you there,’ Zane said, and took some soup. ‘I hear that talent scouts from the ARL are coming to evaluate us.’

      For a moment she said nothing, and her face seemed to grow darker.

      ‘You know I’m not into that world.’

      ‘Yet you married a racer⁠—’

      ‘I loved your father; I still do . . . but in the end, racing took him away from me. I don’t want it to take you, too.’

      Zane sighed. ‘If you come and see me race only once, this is the time.’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Why?’ Zane asked.

      ‘You know what I think about it.’

      ‘Nobody’s died in an ARL race since Father,’ Zane said, ‘and in Amera League nobody’s died during my lifetime. It’s completely safe.’

      ‘I’m not talking about that.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘You, Zane, are a smart and talented young man. You could be creating, and using your gifts to make the world a better place,’ she said with a sigh. ‘But instead you’re running around in circles in a real life imitation of some ancient children's video game.’

      She was right, and perhaps that was the reason it was so exciting. A long time ago Sterocorp had invented the spiral-based antigravity technology, which enabled vehicles to hover at between one to ten metres above the ground. It was used for pedestrian purposes until a fellow called Ural Melon, a billionaire technologist and an avid retro-gamer, had an idea. Inspired by his favourite racing game, he put a powerful spiral in a ten-metre rocketship and created a massive rollercoaster of a track similar to the ones in the game. It had been crude, but it had the basics: a fast one-person craft with antigravity spirals and polarised propulsion engines. At first, only techno enthusiasts cared for his contraptions, but soon he gathered an audience online, and it grew . . . to the biggest sport in the galaxy. Waste of time? Or a life’s purpose?

      Explaining it to his mother would be a waste of time. She had made up her mind.

      Zane wanted to understand how she could be so negative towards racing, and why she had always been, but he never received a clear answer. So Zane gave up asking, and deduced that she deemed it dangerous (because his father had died) and pointless (racers didn’t make useful things, only made more money for the richest people in the galaxy).

      After dinner, Zane washed the dishes, and they talked about all kinds of things except racing: his mates’ holiday plans, new paintbrushes, the cute furry dog next door.

      Later, while his mother watched the Amera symphony orchestra’s concert feed, Zane lounged in his room, playing melancholic tunes on his father’s old guitar—it was the best way to relax and take his mind off the looming race.

      Regardless of what his mother thought, he was a racer. He had always been. He couldn’t explain it. Perhaps his father’s death had only stoked the fire inside him. Nothing could’ve kept him from racing hover bikes in the local pit, then joining a local Litec Series team—the first step to real antigravity racing—and then getting his break in the planet-wide Amera League.

      At the controls of a race craft he felt more alive than anywhere else.

      He went to bed early, thinking about the upcoming race, the scouts, the problem with the craft, Father’s birthday, his chance to make it, how his mother would change her mind, and brought it all along to his restless dreams.
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      The sun was just rising on the horizon as Zane arrived at the racetrack. This was the big day: the Amera League finals, and a potential ticket to the galactic league. He hadn’t slept as long as he had hoped, but the clear skies made him radiate with energy.

      The only people before him at the pits were their team manager, Rick Rush, and Ant. Rick didn’t notice Zane enter; wearing a business suit, he paced in a circle, talking to someone on the phone. Ant squatted beside the craft, holding a screen with wires that went through a latch inside the vehicle.

      ‘Did you get the stabiliser thing fixed?’

      Ant turned. ‘I think so.’

      ‘You’re not sure?’

      ‘It was a weird thing with the control sequence. You know, usually the circuit . . . ’ He explained how the fly-by-wire programming used fuzzy logic to control the stabilising flaps and airstreams, the interaction between the two systems, the sensors feeding the data, and the physical method of adjusting them. For Zane, it was enough to know they existed. ‘ . . . so it might slip, and if it does, you need to anticipate it.’

      Zane nodded. He had been running on a slipping stabiliser before, and it made things tricky. ‘How likely do you think it’s going to happen during the race?’

      ‘I’d give it fifty percent.’

      Zane grimaced.

      ‘But let’s see if I can still get that number down.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      Someone tapped on Zane’s back. ‘Ready for the big race?’

      ‘Hi, Gunnar,’ Zane said, and threw a high five.

      ‘Just looking at the stats, you’ve a good chance to get into the best three, and if you do, you’re in the top three for the season—you’ve even a chance for the top position. Regardless of what happens, the scouts will have you in their sights.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Zane said. He tried to act cool, not only towards Gunnar, but to himself. He didn’t need a reminder about the talent scouts. ‘It’s still a race like any other; the less we think about the scouts, the better we’ll do.’

      Gunnar nodded. ‘There’s a rumour that Reckoner won’t send a scout to Amera League this year.’

      ‘So no need to worry about them,’ Zane said, though if the rumour were true, it said a lot about the big team’s priorities.

      Gunnar nodded and glanced at Ant, who let out a big sigh. ‘Something wrong with your craft?’

      ‘Slipping stabilisers,’ Zane said. ‘Nothing the wizard can’t fix.’

      ‘Danna just did my stabilisers; maybe you could ask her for advice.’

      Ant glared at him.

      ‘Just thought you could use some help,’ Gunnar said with a shrug. ‘Well, I’ll go make sure everything’s all right. See you later at the briefing!’ Gunnar ambled over to his own craft, which was parked a few dozen metres from Zane’s.

      ‘Danna?’ Ant said.

      ‘It’s good that he trusts his mechanic, isn’t it? Although I wouldn’t trade you for anyone in these pits.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Ant said, and resumed work on Zane’s craft.

      Zane peered behind the wall that separated them from the other teams. For this race they were in the last slot, with eleven other teams, each in their own compartments, stretching for five hundred metres. Zane recalled when he had visited his father at the pit in the Elite Velocity league—everything had been massive compared to what Amera League had. The craft were heavier and more powerful, and it seemed as if the pilots were also sturdier, like athletes—and though some of it was because he had been just a kid back then, it was also true. The feeder leagues were nothing compared to the big game, and that’s why even the Amera League winner’s chances were slim; they wanted only the best of the best. Still, winning gave you a chance, and it was better than nothing.

      Ant closed the craft’s hatch with a clank. ‘It’s as good as I can make it . . . You all right?’

      ‘Yeah, thanks,’ Zane said, and put on a smile. ‘I was just remembering when I went to see my father race for the first—and the last—time.’

      ‘It’s your father’s birthday, I know, but remember, you’re not him. Only when you truly accept yourself can you rise to the top.’

      ‘Someone’s getting all philosophical again,’ Zane said. That was also where he was a polar opposite to Ant, who could spend an entire day reading about historical characters and myths, while Zane needed something tangible in his hands. If it wasn’t the stick of a racing craft, it was the guitar. Stillness was death. ‘I can’t just stand here and do nothing. I want to get out there.’
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        * * *

      

      Nineteen craft gleamed under the bright midday sun, their blue exhausts fuming while the anti-grav spirals kept them floating steadily two metres from the track’s surface as their support vehicles disappeared through the automatic doorways on the side of the track.

      Zane was in his element. The cockpit had his instruments; it was his lab. He was getting into the zone. In a moment, the big race would start, and he’d show what he could do. The scouts were somewhere in their VIP stands, or perhaps they were watching the race online. The sunny weather had brought in a great crowd—all the seats full—but the biggest audience was online, watching the live-feed all across the planet, and even off the planet.

      ‘Remember to keep your patience,’ said Hermes, crackling through the headphones in his helmet. ‘You’re in a good grid position and the race is long. Don’t go for weak overtakes, but wait for their mistakes.’

      ‘Thanks. I will.’

      Hermes had experience, but to Zane, his advice was always the same: patience. For Zane, patience was good only if it helped him win the race. In the end, that was all that mattered.

      ‘You know,’ Hermes said, ‘I often wish your father were here with us. If he’s watching us from somewhere above, let’s make him proud.’

      ‘I appreciate that,’ Zane said, and blinked to prevent a tear from falling, as that was also what he wished.

      While it was his father’s birthday, Zane wanted to avoid thinking of the man during the race; he had done it earlier, and it made him feel either slow or reckless, and neither helped.

      Zane was in fourth place on the grid, with the two Amera League contenders in front of him. Quinn Boatel—the Zetramain man who raced like a robot, boring but effective—of the Maestro team had pole position, and beside him floated another technical racer, Sonja Fosev of Amera Stars. The leader of the league, Tim Roome—last year’s champion, a solid, middle-aged Yoonan man—of the Accel team, was in the third spot beside Zane. Behind him was Jill Karachi-Kurumo, a surprise qualifier who ran her first season in the Amera League with team Hayako. Gunnar was at the back in fourteenth position.

      Konba would not win the team championship, but if he and Gunnar succeeded, they could be in the top three. And if Quinn Boatel and Sonja Fosev failed, and he won, he had a chance of possibly winning the pilots’ championship. But to get enough points, someone had to make a mistake, otherwise he would be forced to settle for fourth position.

      The main straight opened in front of Zane. The first corner was to the left, giving the advantage to Roome beside him. The old fox was experienced, but Zane would beat him with reaction times any day.

      The start lights—a bright red progress bar—filled up and Zane preloaded the propulsion engine. The craft responded with a familiar rumble. The purple streams from his rivals’ engines lengthened.

      The progress bar was fully lit, only a random pause remaining. Zane held his breath.

      The lights went out.

      Go time!

      Zane pulled the brakes off and hit the maximum throttle. The craft pushed him to the back of his seat, and he gritted his teeth, pushing the pedal, trying to go faster than the two before him.

      He had a good start. He had gained a position, and was clearly ahead of Tim Roome beside him. This would be his race.

      The continuing acceleration pushed his helmet against the restraints. He was going close to five hundred kilometres per hour, and the first corner was approaching fast.

      The corner banked left and upwards. He had practiced it hundreds of times, but in the race it was always different—he couldn’t choose the best line. On the inside, he would be at the front, but would need to brake more.

      He left braking as late as he could without hitting the wall on the exit, but even then, Tim Roome on the left slipped past him on the inside.

      He clenched his fists in anger, but then reminded himself, patience is the key. He was still fourth, and the race was just beginning. Anything could happen.

      By the ranking table on Zane’s cockpit, Gunnar had gained a few spots to twelfth.

      The race continued and heated up as the laps whizzed by. Zane flew his streamer with precision and patience, but Tim Roome in third spot made no mistakes that would allow him an opening. As long as he was behind him, Boatel and Fosev increased their lead. A quarter of the race gone, the G-forces, the intense focus and the physical strain made him sweat. Piloting what was basically a missile over hundreds of kilometres per hour with only metres of margin was intense.

      Then Tim Roome made a surprise blunder, drifting too much to the right after a fast corner. Grinning, Zane grasped the opportunity and sped up through the inside for a smooth overtake.

      He inched beside Roome, still moving faster than him. The straight leaned slightly to the left, giving Zane an additional edge. He leaned further in that direction, a subtle move at high speed, but the craft failed to respond.

      He drifted towards Roome on his right and had to correct hard left not to trade paint with him.

      In a split second he realised he had overcompensated: he would hit the left railing.

      Gritting his teeth, he braked, and swerved right.

      His craft barely scraping the railing, he avoided a crash, but he had lost too much speed: Roome’s bright exhaust was already disappearing into the next corner. He sighed.

      On the radio was Ant: ‘That was a bad one—looks like the stabilisers failed to fire completely.’

      ‘I noticed!’ Zane said.

      ‘Stay focused, don’t give up,’ said Hermes.

      ‘My competition has functioning stabilisers,’ Zane said. ‘I had no edge before. How am I supposed to do this now?’

      Just as he said that, another craft, piloted by Hayako’s novice, Jill Karachi-Kurumo, passed him with a better exit after a fast corner, dropping him to fifth.

      ‘Is this it, then?’

      ‘I’d suggest you take out the stabiliser function and ride it on full manual.’

      He’d lose speed on fast corners, but at least he’d have full control. ‘Are you sure about that?’

      ‘Technically, it’s all right,’ Ant said.

      ‘Remember how you raced in the Litec Series,’ Hermes said. ‘They had no automatic stabilisers.’

      Zane did, but comparing Litec Series with Amera League was like comparing bicycles with hovercraft. Then again, what else could he do? ‘All right, I’ll try it.’

      He banked hard right as the track dived downward. On the straight, he flipped the stabilisers off.

      He approached the next corner on a perfect line and turned.

      The craft banked with a jerk and a weird squealing noise from somewhere behind him, and he had to give his full focus to keeping the craft on track.

      Steady now . . .

      As the straight opened, he levelled the craft and kicked full throttle. The craft wobbled under full thrust, but with white knuckles he kept it straight and accelerated away from the craft behind him.

      Without the stabilisers, the craft had become less sensitive to slight movements of the control stick, but more sensitive to big movements. While it behaved differently, it was consistent, and within a few laps Zane had got the hang of it; in a few more, he was already closing in on Karachi-Kurumo.

      Remember patience. He wasn’t sure if it was Hermes on his earphones or whether it was in his mind.

      Karachi-Kurumo had never been in the top four before. Zane knew how it felt, and would intimidate her until she made a mistake.

      He hung tight on the Hayako craft’s tail, but to Zane’s surprise, she kept her cool and avoided mistakes.

      But she had a weakness: the novice drifted too wide to the side on the first half of the S-curve, and braked too early to the second. Zane could use it.

      He tailed close behind Karachi-Kurumo, almost scraping the back of her wing.

      ‘Patience, Zane,’ said Hermes on the comms line. ‘Wait for a clean opening.’

      ‘That’s what I’m doing!’

      The spot to overtake wasn’t there this time, but the pattern was solid. There were only five laps to go. Zane glanced at the standings.

      Quinn Boatel was in the lead, Sonja Fosev second, Tim Roome third, and Zane stuck in fifth place after Karachi-Kurumo. The lead was increasing ahead of them. Zane gritted his teeth, thinking the stabiliser slippage might have cost him the podium.

      Gunnar seemed to be doing well, running his best race, now already in seventh spot. They had a good chance of finishing top three in the Team championships.

      The pressure mounted. He had to pass the novice; only a fourth or better spot would give the Konba team enough points. There was only one spot per lap where Zane could overtake, unless the Hayako pilot made a mistake, and she wasn’t making any.

      Again, Zane streamed right on Karachi-Kurumo’s tail across the back straight. He got the best exit speed from the previous corner, and he was rubbing wings with the Hayako craft, but with the S-curve approaching fast, he could not slip past before braking.

      But as they approached the second corner, she had veered too much to the right, and he had a position on the inside lane.

      The corner approached fast. This was his chance.

      His father had been the master in late braking overtakes, and Zane wanted to own the move as well. He slid into position beside the Hayako craft. Someone said something on the intercom, but he couldn’t hear.

      Karachi-Kurumo also left her braking later than usual. Zane gritted his teeth. He had to leave braking even later. That was the only way to get past.

      His father could do it, and so could he.

      Karachi-Kurumo braked and dropped behind. Zane slammed the brakes, and banked hard to the left.

      The outside railing of the corner was approaching fast.

      He pushed the brake pedal through the floor, but it wasn’t enough. He had too much speed.

      He wasn’t his father.

      His craft jerked against the Hayako craft and then slammed against the right side railing.

      The hard thump stunned him, but the safety field over the track made sure he didn’t drop out. As he bounced back, he bumped into Karachi-Kurumo’s yellow Hayako craft, sending both craft tumbling along the track.

      Zane’s ears rang, and his leg hurt. He had slammed it hard against the panels on impact. But there was only one thing on his mind: to win.

      His craft was still functional. The spiral was running, keeping him afloat. The propulsion engine had turned off as a safety measure, but ignited again. He had never experienced a hard hit like that, and he blessed the safety features. His nose pointed in the wrong direction; he had to turn with speed.

      A touch of the thrust pedal inched the craft forward as Zane banked hard right to get the craft facing the right way. But without help from the stabilisers, the craft was as agile as an elephant in his bedroom.

      Come on!

      Karachi-Kurumo got her craft moving and passed him, followed by Jun Dendas of Maestro zooming past.

      Zane was drowning in sweat, and his leg hurt, but he was going to endure. He had to endure. But the craft turned painfully slowly.

      ‘Give way to Gunnar,’ said Hermes on the line.

      Zane saw him far behind him on the left and reckoned he’d be able to turn before Gunnar came around.

      Panting, he got the craft in position, pressed the thrust to the max, and banked hard right.

      But he was too slow.

      Gunnar tried to overtake him from the left side, in front of Zane. But as Zane turned, there was no space.

      With a loud bang, Gunnar hit the railing and the wing of Zane’s craft. The collision sent them both spinning uncontrollably.

      When it stopped, Zane’s HUD glowed red. His engines failed to ignite. On screen, Gunnar glowered at him.

      Neither of them finished the race.
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      Massive cranes wheeled out on the track and lifted Zane’s and Gunnar’s craft out of the way before the race resumed. Sonja Fosev took a surprise win, Tim Roome came second, and Jill Karachi-Kurumo third. Quinn Boatel’s engine busted on the last lap and he limped to fourth place. But the overall standings in the league remained unchanged. Accel team won the team championship and Tim Roome the individual one, thus becoming the number-one pick for the ARL scouts.

      Back in the pits, the atmosphere hung heavy over Zane, as he brushed his hair from his face. Hermes wore a grave expression. Ant stared at his feet. Gunnar fumed.

      ‘What were you thinking?’ Gunnar demanded. ‘I had my best run, with a chance to go up in the standings to tenth. At least!’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Zane said, and he was truly sorry. He should’ve let Gunnar past before trying pushing forward. He should’ve braked earlier. He should’ve gotten past Roome in the first corner. His father would never have committed such blunders.

      ‘You should be! Your rogue moves cost us at least ten points.’

      ‘It was my fault,’ Ant said. ‘I couldn’t fix Zane’s stabilisers before the race⁠—’

      ‘Our crash was not your fault,’ Zane said.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ said a low voice from behind Zane. It was Rick Rush, the team manager. ‘The race was a disaster. There’s no getting around it. Not just for you guys, but for the entire team. Because we crashed, our operations will be subject to review by the league officials.’

      Zane gulped. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘It means that they will run an investigation into your actions and when those show neglect—as they will—they will turn to the team, and audit every one of our processes down to ordering coffee!’ He walked around the team huffing like a dragon about to breathe fire. ‘We’ve never sat on a pile of cash. This could break us unless our owners inject more funds to save the operation.’

      A deep silence rang loud inside Zane’s head.

      His heart beat fast. He had thought he was better than the others. He had thought he was like his father. But he was just an average racer. No, he was less than average. How could he have been so stupid to disobey a direct order from Hermes to let Gunnar pass? There had been no need to rush. But in the heat of the moment, his instincts had pushed him to go after Karachi-Kurumo. He shook his head.

      Rick stepped in front of Zane. ‘You disobeyed the safety regulations and recklessly banged into your own team’s craft.’

      Zane drooped down and let his hair cover his face. He had nothing to say. He had made a terrible mistake.

      Rick glanced at the alert on his wrist. ‘Freshen up, guys! You have five minutes to the media interviews.’

      Zane stood up. Gunnar kept his distance. Ant nodded to him, as if saying, I feel for you, mate.

      ‘And Zane,’ Rick said, ‘don’t say anything stupid.’
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        * * *

      

      As was the custom, every pilot got one live reporter asking questions and many more behind the online queuing system. A petite young woman with flaming red hair spoke to Zane and the audience, ‘This is Elodie Somni, from the Dawnia sportscast.’

      ‘Hi,’ Zane said, and sat down on the bench before a green screen which the broadcasters would replace with whatever advertising they had sold.

      ‘You’re even more handsome in the flesh than in the feeds,’ she said.

      Zane blushed. He had never been good with reporters’ compliments, but when it was from a cute woman barely older than him, he couldn’t even find the words with which to respond.

      ‘You seem to have a lot of young girls in your fan base; is your reservedness real or an image you’re trying to hit to gain fans?’

      ‘What—?’ Zane had expected questions about the race. ‘No, I’m— Eh . . . ’

      ‘That tells us enough—you’re the real deal,’ she said with a grin.

      Zane took a deep breath and reminded himself: this too shall pass.

      ‘Let’s switch gears: how do you feel about the race?’

      This was easy. ‘Well, I was fighting for second place—could’ve even got to first—but this is racing, and anything can happen. It wasn’t Konba’s day today.’

      ‘Tell us, what really happened there?’

      Zane explained how he had tailed Fosev and grabbed the chance to overtake, even though it wasn’t optimal.

      She nodded. ‘That was unfortunate indeed. I know a lot of fans—me included—were expecting a podium finish for you today. What’s next for Zane Silvering?’

      ‘Well,’ Zane said, trying to buy himself some time, because he did not know what he was going to do, and if he was even going to have a team next year. ‘Nothing’s settled yet, but at least now the plan is to review these events, and then set our sights on the next season.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s what your fans wanted to hear,’ she said, and glanced at the camera. ‘Zane Silvering, son of the legendary Deion Silvering, I’d like to wish you the best of luck, and hope to see you on the circuit again next season.’

      Two minutes went by fast, and the small red light on the camera went off, showing they were offline. The cameraman backed away.

      As Zane rose from the chair, the reporter stepped so close to him that he could smell her perfume. His heart skipped a beat.

      ‘You know that there was no collision between you and Fosev.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘They confirmed it to me over the radio while we spoke.’

      ‘I’m sure there was,’ Zane said, and was about to walk away when she grabbed his arm. He gasped.

      ‘Take it easy,’ she said. ‘I meant it when I said I’m a fan. I would like to know how things turn out. Are you all right if I give you a call later?’

      Zane shrugged and walked out.
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      A few days after the race, Zane slouched on his bed against the wall and picked out the notes of a minor scale on his guitar. The repercussions of the fateful crash were sinking in.

      The league investigation into the accident concluded that the crash was because of a pilot error combined with malfunctioning and subsequently disabled stabilisers. It looked bad for him and his team, and he wondered what would come of it.

      Zane had spoken little with Ant. He had done something with the stabilisers—a hack of sorts—but a necessary one for him to race. He couldn’t blame Ant; he had himself insisted, and Ant was just trying his best with the limited resources at his disposal.

      Zane was playing a sad old tune when his phone rang.

      It was Rick Rush. If he had been fuming the last time, this was the opposite: he sounded cool and business-like. ‘Zane, I’m not happy making this call . . . But to make it official, as of today, we are discharging you from the Konba team.’

      Zane swallowed. He had been expecting it.

      ‘It’s not just you. Things have moved fast behind the scenes: last night, our investors agreed to sell the team. The new owner will keep Gunnar and bring in one of their own. If I had a choice, I’d keep you in the team, but the new owners don’t want to see your face on the roster.’

      ‘Just because of an accident? We had a good run until the last race.’

      ‘I know this must be hard on you. They said specifically that Deion Silvering’s son must go.’

      ‘Why’s my father anything to do with this?’

      ‘Apparently the new owner has something against him. You know your father was a legend, with millions of fans. But people like your father will also attract enemies. Old competitors, jealous husbands . . . you get the idea.’

      ‘Who’s the new owner?’

      Rick seemed to shrug. ‘I didn’t see any connection. They called themselves Pinnacle Holdings.’

      Zane made a note to look it up; he had always thought that everyone loved his father, but maybe that had been naïve.

      ‘Anyway,’ Rick said, ‘unless you had anything else, the office will take care of all the practicalities.’

      Zane took a deep breath. ‘What should I do now?’

      ‘Well, you won’t have a lot of takers among the Amera League teams; if I were you, I’d go back to school, study something useful, like mechanics. Maybe you could become a race mech some day.’

      That wouldn’t work; Zane was happy to have finished the mandatory schooling and to focus on racing. He loved racing, but not as a spectator, not a mechanic, not a coach, not a manager . . . he loved it as a racer. It was his life, and his father’s legacy.

      ‘We’ll see,’ was the only thing he could say.

      After Rick closed the connection, Zane dropped the phone on the floor and slumped onto the bed. He had always thought that success required hard work, and that the road had bumps along it. He believed that keeping at it, doing his best and following rules was the way to make it. But now everything had crashed down on him, all because he had been hasty. In the heat of the moment, he had made one mistake, and it had cost him everything.

      Now, he had no plan, and nowhere to go.

      He picked up his handheld terminal and opened the sporting news. His mishap was all over the Amera news: The Fall From Grace, and Not the Golden Boy After All, and Young Silvering Cannot Meet His Father’s Standard.

      In the galactic league, Matt Clay had finished in third place behind Sterotech’s Jason Hayock and Xorand’s Christian Avardeur, but was still the biggest news in the racing world. At nineteen last season, he had been the youngest to finish in the top three of the league, usually filled with experienced pilots in their thirties. He was a strong-looking guy with his muscular, tanned arm around his girlfriend—like a god of the legends. The media had nicknamed him the playboy and his girlfriend the body. They lived a fairytale: the two youngest racers, both like models, in opposing teams, falling in love with each other.

      Zane wondered if it would end in tears, but he’d trade his life for Matt Clay’s in a moment.

      A knock on the door, and his mother’s voice said, ‘I’ve some Berdunamian tea and cookies. Won’t you join me? It will do you good.’

      He followed her to the kitchen table, and he sat down in silence. Her mother poured them tea, holding the white Zetramain heritage pot with two hands. Zane sighed.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Zane said. ‘They finally did it. They threw me out.’

      His mother looked at him with compassionate eyes.

      ‘I’ll never race again. Nobody will take me on a team after this. I’ll never go to the ARL, and I’ll never get you—’ He stopped. He had never told his mother about his plans.

      ‘Never get me what?’

      He sighed. ‘I want to get you into that treatment.’

      ‘Aww,’ his mother said with crumpled lips. ‘That’s so sweet of you, but I’m all right, don’t you worry about me.’

      ‘That thing isn’t getting any better, is it? And how are you going to pay for it on basic?’

      ‘I have savings, and I’m saving all the time.’

      ‘It’s not enough, it’ll take forever.’

      ‘I have medication to keep it under control; and as long as I have this view and I can paint, and have you around, I’m happy.’

      Painted images of sunsets littered the walls of their kitchen-diner and living room: sunsets with the city, sunsets with the mountains, sunsets with the sea, and sunsets with the clouds.

      ‘I want to get you a permanent cure, even if it costs a fortune. The money’s in the Galactic League, but I can’t make it, it’s just a dream.’

      ‘You don’t have to replace your father.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be a racer without him.’

      It was as if the lines on his mother’s face had grown darker. ‘You don’t have to be a racer, either. You’re young, and Dawnia has so much to offer for a bright boy like you. I haven’t told you, but I’ve been listening to you play your guitar, and I think you’ve got talent.’

      Guitar was fun, but Zane wasn’t particularly good at it, regardless of what his mother said. Some guys he knew from high school had struck it big with their viral music videos while he had been racing for nothing. ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘Well, now that it’s the time to apply for higher education, I was wondering if you’d like to apply to the City College; I hear that their curriculum in music is one of the best in Amera.’

      ‘Why would I need a degree in music? Playing is fun just for what it is.’

      ‘Of course they’ve a lot of other interesting subjects, too.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like art, history, philosophy⁠—’

      ‘Stop it.’

      His mother cocked her head to the side.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Zane said. ‘But I just can’t think of anything else. I’m a racer.’

      His mother pursed her lips and sighed. ‘I just want you to be happy; I don’t want you to end up like Deion.’

      Zane stopped. ‘What? Like a goddamned legend?’

      ‘Watch your mouth.’

      ‘You don’t understand it at all.’

      His mother leaned back in the chair. ‘I just don’t want to see you get hurt when there are so many pleasant ways to live your life⁠—’

      ‘If you have an idea that puts me on the path to the Galactic League, let’s talk again.’

      His mother took a deep breath.

      ‘I mean it,’ he said, and stood up.

      ‘Zane . . . ’

      He strode to the hallway, put on his jacket, and stepped out. As the door closed behind him, a tear fell down his cheek. He missed his father so much, and he wanted to make him proud. One day, he promised himself. One day.
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Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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