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            The Monster

          

          CHAPTER 1
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      The engine grunted and coughed like an old man, and it seemed that every breath it took would be its last. But Joe was delighted. He stomped on the pedal, and the racing car, cobbled together from old parts, shuddered and trembled, emitting a fearsome roar. Tossing his light brown curls, Joe laughed.

      “Seventh Star! It’s a monster! That’s what I’ll call it—Monster!”

      Despite his lame leg, Ike, Joe’s mechanic, nearly jumped for joy at Joe’s reaction. “I’ve been fixing it up all week,” he said.

      Joe spent everything he earned from racing into his inventions, and Ike worked for him alone—not only for the money, but for the passion they shared. At just sixteen, Joe had achieved more success than champions twice his age.

      “How long have I got before the race?”
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      Ike looked at his watch.

      “Thirty-four minutes.”

      Joe touched the bracelet on his arm. A screen appeared in front of him displaying the faces of the other racers.

      "Ram, Kort, Dewey, Virta... this should be easy," he laughed. "I'll be first for sure."

      “Preferably.” Ike hesitated. “You owe me a lot...and prices are rising by leaps and bounds. The next Monster will be almost twice as expensive.”

      But Joe didn’t listen. He shoved the stick in gear and pressed the gas pedal with all his might. There was a squeal of rubber, and clouds of dust obscured everything as Joe and his Monster disappeared over the horizon.

      Ike’s timid assistant mechanic Noi approached him almost on tiptoe. He was terribly thin and half the size of any human, due to his alien origin, a fact that almost no one knew. Joe gave him a feeling of irrational fear, so he avoided the racer as much as he could. But, when he was not there, Noi would talk about nothing else other than how he tightened the nuts in Joe’s cars. He craned his neck, peering into the clouds of dust.

      “Do you think he will win this time, too?”

      “I bet everything on him.” Ike balanced his lame leg against his crutch. “I hope this will cover at least part of the debt. One way or another, he loses only when he does not participate.”

      Noi shook his head in fear, as if Joe would appear out of nowhere at any moment.

      “Noi thinks he has a great future...great!”

      "He has no future." Ike smirked.

      Noi's eyes widened, ready to pop out of their sockets.

      “They say he saves up all the winnings to leave the planet.”

      “He's not going anywhere! He gives all the winnings to me. Don't get me wrong, I love him like a son, but I've known him since childhood. He is a half-wit, you know, and on top of that, he considers himself one of the Gurts and is proud of it.”

      The Gurts were the lowest class on the planet Melgera. They hardly ever studied or worked, huddled in little dirty houses in the worst quarters, and did whatever they wanted. But they had a philosophy that they were proud of; they simply despised all rules and order. They called it freedom.

      Ike pulled out a flask and took a sip, then screwed up his face.

      “Oh my, there's only dust! No water left on this planet!”

      “Take mine,” Noi handed him a small bag.

      “I’d rather die than drink this mud.”

      Ike spat out everything that was in his mouth. “Come on, we'll be late for the race.”

      Limping, he moved to the exit, and Noi continued to peer at the horizon until the clouds of dust disappeared and the view of the desert steppe became clear.
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            The Monthly Race
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      Star stadium, with an open area and a racing track, was full of Gurts who stood, sat, and even hung from the rafters of the makeshift rusty hanger structure.

      “Joe! Joe! Joe!” they chanted. "Deee! Deee! Deee! Myyyyyyers!” Again and again.

      The rest of the racers wiped their cars with disgruntled faces. They shuddered and turned around when occasionally someone called out their names: Virta, Kort or Dewey. Ram was a newcomer—no one shouted his name or even looked at him.

      Virta's face twisted with contempt when the Monster roared out onto the site.

      “Stupid Oran. Why is he even allowed here?”

      "That's why." Dewey pointed at the roaring crowd.

      Orans was the name given to those who belonged to a higher cast. And Joe, we can assume, was one of them, although he had Gurt roots.

      He got out of the car, tossed his curls, and looked around at everyone present with his piercing clear blue eyes.

      The stadium roared.

      “Joooe! Joooe! Joooe!” and again, “Deee! Deee! Deee! Myyyyyyers!!!”

      Ike approached him with his limp and opened the hood.

      “You’ve worn the car out before the race.”

      “Come on, I just warmed it up a bit.”

      Joe smiled his boyish smile, waved to the stadium, and sat back down. Then he pressed the button on the bracelet. Numbers swirled beside his laughing face. Five thousand subscribers! That was one thousand more than in the last race!

      But Joe knew he shouldn't be thinking about that. He sighed and touched the bracelet again. A screen appeared in front of him showing several people in plain gray suits. It was a speech by the Ministry of Interplanetary Relations. Joe knew that if he didn't watch it, his mother would be furious, because among the speakers there was one tall, thin person with a particularly dull face - his elder brother Ulit.

      It was thanks to Ulit that Joe’s family moved from the Gurt to the Oran estate. Ulit studied for a long time and made a career, then became an ambassador in the Ministry of Interplanetary Relations. But because of this, Joe was ashamed. He was proud that he was a Gurt, proud of their freedom, anarchy, and the fact that absolutely everything could be sent to hell. Having him as a brother spoiled it all.

      “Melgera's water resources are close to being depleted and funding required for the necessary work can only come from the interstellar committee of Orion, but as you all know, we were not even allowed there...” Ulit mumbled on monotonously.

      “Seventh Star, why is it always so boring?”

      Joe turned off the screen and took out a jar of oil.

      “Is it your brother on the screens again?” Ike was tightening some screws.

      “Dull, like this whole planet.” Joe shook his curls, moistened a cloth with oil and wiped the tattoo on his arm.

      It was a winged bird-lizard with an open mouth - a symbol of the Gurt community.

      “Don’t worry, soon you will leave this planet, as you dreamed.” Ike winked at him. “I don’t know how much you saved, but you owe me a lot.”

      Joe looked at the tattoo. It was shining.

      “I promise I’ll give you everything I win today.”

      Ike nodded, but the blaring loudspeaker in the stadium swallowed his response, making it impossible to hear over the booming sound.

      “Welcome, welcome, welcome to all those present at our monthly race! And today the prize is twelve thousand Kharts! I hope you all have already placed your bets because in front of you today, ready to break the racing horizon...” and the announcer began listing the names of the drivers. However, they were all drowned in one long chant:

      “Joooooe! Joooooe! Joooooe! Deeeee! Deeeee! Deeee! Myyyyyyyers!!!”

      Joe went out, greeted everyone, and then pointed his finger at the crowd, nodding his head as if he knew each of them.

      He turned to the drivers and his gaze settled on Virta. She whispered something in her sister's ear, looking straight at Joe. Meeting his gaze, she grinned and turned to her car. Her sister giggled and trotted off to the audience platform.

      “Five…four…three…”

      Joe got into the car, put on his racing goggles, and started the engine.

      “Two…ooooone!!!”

      The cars took off, raising clouds of dust. Noi ran out of the crowd and onto the road.

      “Go, Joe, go!” he shouted.

      But the audience was already looking at a screen that appeared in front of them in the air. On it, five racing cars were rushing forward through the hilly desert area; out in front of course, was the Monster.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Bad Day

          

          CHAPTER 3
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      This day was especially hot. Inside the cabin, the air was so stifling, Joe was having difficulty breathing. With one hand he took out a flask, took a sip, and nearly choked on the dust. But he was used to this taste. Since childhood, it seemed pleasant to him, despite the fact that over the years there was more and more dust and less and less water.

      Joe looked in the wing mirror. Ram was far behind, but Dewey and Virta were both nearer. “I wonder where Kort is?” he thought. “Whatever. He is definitely behind.” The racer stepped on the gas and the engine rumbled loudly in response.

      Hills grew to the right, a dry grove to the left. A long time ago, he still remembered, they were green. Ahead, stars were visible in the pink sky. In this part of Melgera, they could be seen even in daylight. Joe seemed to be heading straight towards them.
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      “Where there is no horizon and the bottom is not seen, the Seventh Star shines, clear and bright, like a dream...” He sang this song whenever he felt stressed. “Why is the star the seventh?” he thought. “Who can count the stars?”

      However, he didn't have time to dwell on that much longer as suddenly, Virta appeared in a rusty old banger beside him and hit him with all her might. Joe stepped on the gas and, seizing the moment, hit her back even harder. Yes, her motor was not weak, but she couldn’t even imagine what good old Ike enhanced his Monster with. Joe laughed as he looked in the mirror at her trying to turn the stalled car around.

      Dewey appeared nearby. Where is he going? Joe knew the racing landscape very well. There are marshlands to the right. It would be a good idea to squeeze him so he had no option but to take the right track, even if this maneuver would delay him, too. The gamble paid off, and within a few seconds, Dewey flew into the swamp.

      Meanwhile, Kort caught up with him, but Joe easily ensured he didn’t overtake. Kort's car was almost new, straight from the manufacturer. But these people knew nothing about the mechanics of racing cars. Joe easily kept him behind, simply by pressing the turbo booster as hard as he could.

      “Poor Ram,” he thought as he drove towards the finish line. “Maybe he won’t even make it to fifth place.”

      But at that moment, something moved fast in front of him. What was it? A small animal ran and stopped right in Joe’s path. "A Sand Meerkat?"  He pushed the brake and turned the steering wheel.

      The car flipped and fell on its side. Joe got out as fast as he could and ran a safe distance. The poor old Monster exploded on the spot and burst into flames. Somewhere in the distance, Virta's sister's face flashed before him just as Kort crossed the finish line.

      “Run, Joe, run!” he heard a voice saying. Who’s?

      It was Noi. He squealed as loudly as he could. And Joe ran as fast as possible. In a few seconds, he reached the finish line, where a ribbon with the number "2" was hung around his neck.

      The stadium hummed in frustration. Kort proudly climbed out of the car, waving his hands. But no one celebrated his victory. Everyone was making a loud noise. They were yelling and shouting Joe's name in anger.

      Joe looked back—Monster was still ablaze, but no one appeared happy he survived. Even Ike just pursed his lips and slapped him on the shoulder.

      "Second place isn't that bad," Joe said apologizing as they entered the locker room.

      “Yes,” Ike replied, “but do you have any idea how much money they bet on you? How much did I bet on you? And now you've lost the car...”

      “But why bet only on me, if...?”

      “If you won the last eight times in a row!” he replied.

      Everyone knew that coming first again would have equaled Toto Graf's record of winning nine times in a row. Ike was angry and kicked everything in his path. Noi trotted behind them.

      Dewey entered the dressing room. He was covered in mud but seemed happy.  

      “What is it like being number two?”

      "Not as bad as being number four," the racer shrugged.

      Noi laughed as if it was the funniest joke ever.

      "Be quiet, you waste of space, or I'll fire you!" Ike shouted at him.

      “Listen, Ike,” Joe said, “if it wasn’t for that meerkat…”

      “They say sand meerkats are an ancient symbol of Melgera,” Noi interrupted.

      “Are you some kind of stupid Oran? Or where did you read it?” Ike loomed over Noi so that he sat down.

      “Ike, I will return everything.” Joe pushed him away from the mechanic. “In the next race we will win again, and I promise, I will return everything!”

      “Everything?” Ike gritted through his teeth. “I bet everything on you today! And lost everything! It's not even about the money.” He shook his head. "I thought...we all thought you were...a legend!"

      He turned, looked at laughing Dewey with contempt, and left, almost pushing Ram as he went.

      Joe sighed, looking back at him.

      “And Noi thinks you were at your best,” said the alien, stepping back. “There, near the swamp...such a classic maneuver. And you immediately knocked the girl out of the game.”

      But Joe didn't listen. He left the locker room and rushed towards the house. The groups of Gurts parted, giving him way.

      “How could you, Joe? Who paid you to lose? We bet everything on you! Joe, you're a traitor!” some shouted after him.

      But it was better than the silent looks of the majority.

      Joe walked for a long time. He destroyed the car, and he was unlikely to be able to save up for a new one. Was this really the end of his racing career?

      He left the Gurt quarter and went towards the cleaner Upper City of Orans.

      It was getting dark outside. He reached the hill and looked down. In the hollow where the clouds were creeping up from the mountains, the lights of the Lower City of the Gurts were burning. That was his home, not here. But, alas, he let them down. He betrayed them all. They would never chant his name again, and now he was in exile.
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      Joe came out onto a broad street lined with rich Oran houses. He stopped and looked around, and then, making sure no one could see him, pulled his sleeve down to cover the bird-lizard tattoo. In those moments he hated himself, but such was the price of living in two worlds.

      When he reached one of the richest houses in the area, he went towards it and looked through the living room window. His mother, Sheila, was setting the table at which Ulit was sitting. He was telling her something and gesticulating intensely, which was unusual for him.

      As quietly as he could, Joe opened the door and tiptoed into the hallway. If he was careful, he could get past them unnoticed. He took two steps.

      “Joe!” came a stern voice from the kitchen.
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      The racer sighed and turned towards the sound.

      The dining room was clean and neat as always. He was immediately reminded that he was covered with dust from head to toe.

      "Joe," Sheila softened her voice and invited him to sit down.

      Ulit adjusted his glasses and smiled. But the racer collapsed on a chair, crossed his legs, and clicked his tongue. He knew what was about to begin.

      “Have you watched Ulit's speech?”

      “Of course.”

      "And you don't want to say anything about it?"

      The question took Joe by surprise, and he thought he should have been better prepared. He shrugged, avoiding his mother's gaze.

      "Didn't you find it shocking?"

      Ulit and Sheila looked at each other and Joe felt their condemnation and judgment and the fact that he, as always, was out of his element.

      “Look,” he began conciliatorily, “I did watch his speech. And I think I was shocked. But just because it was so boring,” he laughed. “It was boring. Nerdy and boring by miles, as always!” He spread his hands and then clapped.

      Ulit turned pale.

      “The water is practically finished,” he said.

      "It's always been that way," Joe snapped, "for as long as I can remember! All of you ...” he pointed around with his hand as if there was a crowd, “only aggravate the situation by inflating fears. Gurts don't believe in it. They just don't! It's a myth.”

      “Gurts?” Sheila threw a plate on the table. “All that we have is also thanks to the Gurts? If not for Ulit, you would have continued to eat dust in their rusty hangars!”

      “Don't, please, don't.” Ulit tried to calm her down.

      “Get out!” Mom said through gritted teeth.

      Joe seemed to be waiting for just that. He cheerfully jumped up from his seat and stomped out of the dining room in an exaggerated manner.

      When he got to his room on the top floor, he turned on the light and slammed the door. It was a spacious place with a large bed, a treadmill in the corner, and a display case lined with racing models of the Interstellar Mega Race. All these were gifts from Ulit.

      The walls were covered with photos of drivers and video posters of racing highlights. The Mega Race was broadcast on their television, but Melgera was too small a planet to ever participate in it. With their underdeveloped technology, the very thought of it would be simply ridiculous.

      Joe walked over to a video poster of last year's competition. Ludi Star, Colton Proud, and Stivella Lou took the top three places. They were awarded by Elira Bright, daughter of the president of the interstellar racing committee. Joe loved her face so much. It was calm and full of light. He could look at her for hours. She smiled and handed Ludi Star the medal. Joe pressed a button and entered the code in the pop-up window. Now Elira rewarded him, not Ludi. He laughed.

      He heard a knock, and the door opened. It was Ulit. Joe sighed and lay down on the bed with his legs crossed.

      “What did she say?” he asked laughing. “That I'm a waste of space?”

      Ulit nodded.

      “That I am a disgrace to this family and going nowhere?”

      Ulit nodded again.

      “And, oh wait,” Joe touched his temples, “I have to go back to the Gurt ghetto?” He laughed.

      “But you can't, right?”

      The smile faded from Joe's face. And how did his brother always know everything about him?

      “It's just one race. It’s nothing.”

      Ulit sat down on the edge of the bed and smiled warmly like a father.

      Joe felt a lump rising up in his throat and all the stress of the day was ready to burst out. If it wasn't for that meerkat...

      “In my speech today,” Ulit interrupted his thoughts, “I spoke about the fact that we need powerful funding from the Interstellar Committee in order to somehow correct the situation.”

      “Yes, but they don’t even let us in,” Joe replied, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “They didn't. But I changed that,” said Ulit proudly, “I did. That's what I said in today's speech if you would have listened.”

      Joe's eyes lit up.

      “Wow! Look! My big brother is doing big things!”

      He was genuinely happy for him.

      Ulit blushed slightly and adjusted his glasses.

      “Of course, I don’t know what they decide,” he drawled. “But just imagine! For the first time in history, they’re giving us twenty-seven minutes for a formal funding request.”

      “And how did you do it?”

      Ulit’s face lit up. 

      “It’s a long story, but the point is, there are four districts of Orion, right? Maldoran, Grathea, Dormart and X2. I proved that Melgera is a part of the Maldoran District! This was mentioned in the Chronicles of 17149 in article 7754. It was on its map. This means we are a part of it. Right?”

      Joe nodded.

      “So, they should listen to us and…” Ulit stammered when he saw that Joe yawning. “You're not interested, are you?”

      "Of course I am," Joe assured him. "I just don't care about this planet. To be honest, I don't care about anything at all!”

      Ulit's face froze as if he had been hit in the forehead. He thought for a moment.

      “Our water is nearly gone,” he said getting up. “We have half a year or a year left, no more. And if I don't get funding tomorrow...”

      Joe yawned again. Ulit sighed.

      "Mother said she'll kick you out tomorrow if you don't sign up for the water treatment work."

      Joe nodded as his brother was about to leave.

      "Ulit," he called out to him. “It is not your fault. I mean…me. Don't take on too much, okay? Only saving the planet, nothing more.”

      Ulit stretched his lips into a thin line.

      “There are things you should try,” he said.

      “For example?” Joe chuckled.

      “For example, to live and think like Orans.”

      Ulit carefully closed the door as he left the room.
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      “Today, for the first time in seventy-four years, the Interstellar Committee opened a portal for a delegation led by Ulit Dee Myers and allowed them into its domain to discuss the issue of financing the water supply on Melgera and to demand what, to quote the Minister of Interplanetary Relations, ‘has long been ours.’ At this actual moment the fate of our planet is being decided…”

      The sound of the morning news on the screen above the bed was too loud. Joe opened his eyes and pulled the pillow over his head. He reached for the screen and turned off the sound, but at that moment his eyes met the gaze of his mother, who was standing over him. He turned away.

      “Get up now,” she said, pulling the blanket off him. “From this day on, you will pay for housing with earnings from the water treatment plant!”

      Joe rolled off onto the floor and crawled under the bed. But his mother began to grab racing cars from the stand and throw them at him. He immediately jumped up, trying to catch them before they fell.

      “What are you doing?!” he yelled. “They cost a fortune!”

      “Nobody needs this garbage except you.”

      She threw another dozen cars on the floor and left the room.

      Joe had never been angrier. He threw on a long-sleeved shirt and ran out of the house just to get away from it.

      From the platform at the end of their street, the Lower City could be seen. Joe knew he couldn't go back there, at least not now, not so soon. They had not yet forgotten his defeat. “What if, for once in your life, you follow Ulit's advice and try to live like an Oran?” he thought.

      Joe reluctantly turned to the Upper City and went towards the water treatment facility.

      There, they hired everyone who could not find a place in life. Not everyone was lucky with a brother like his. They were given jobs but were paid almost nothing. Although some would say it was a good way to start.

      Joe approached the tall, square building and entered through doors that slid into the ceiling. A reception desk was visible near the far wall, where a queue lined up. He cast his eye over them. Two guys his age and three old men. The racer glanced at the exit, but the doors had already come back down.
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      When he got to the front of the queue, he was able to see through a small window at the counter. A young girl sat typing quickly at her keyboard, entering information about new employees. Her dyed, faded hair was pulled back into a hastily gathered bun, and her fingernails showed orange lacquer that was chipped here and there. She chewed gum and yawned every now and then, hiding behind piles of applications.

      When she saw Joe she chuckled. The young man leaned on the counter.

      “Hi there.”

      “Your arm,” the girl said, trying to sound stern.

      “Is it necessary?”

      The girl giggled and twisted a lock of her hair.

      “If you don't show your arm, I won’t register you.”

      Joe slowly lifted his sleeve, proudly revealing the bird-lizard tattoo.

      “A Gurt?” the girl looked disappointed.

      “We have too many of them today.”

      She shook her head.

      “Next.”

      But Joe didn’t move.

      “Do you know who my brother is?” he asked, smiling sweetly.

      The girl frowned.  

      “Ulit Dee Myers”

      She thought for a moment, and then tapped on the keyboard.

      “Wait, is that the one who went to the Interplanetary Committee of Orion today?”

      “That’s the guy.”

      The girl stared at the screen again in disbelief, and then at the racer.

      Joe nodded.

      “Okay, okay, put this on.” She threw him a bag with a uniform. “Go to the room 503 on the left.”

      Joe winked at her, and she giggled again.

      The clean water didn't smell very good, but the dirty water smelled truly terrible. They were even given nose-clips! Needless to say, it was impossible to endure even a few minutes there, let alone a twelve-hour shift. But leaving right away would have been like calling himself a wimp, so Joe held on.

      One hour, two, three. On the tenth hour, he started counting minutes. Then his patience snapped. "To hell with all this," he thought, pulled off his wet uniform, and approached the register.

      “Couldn’t you have lasted a couple of hours more?” the girl drawled disappointedly. “You poor thing. Payment is only at the end of the shift.”

      Joe glared at her in disapproval.

      “Your brother will not help you with this,” she said, and slammed the window in his face.

      “Well, all right.” The racer threw his hands in the air. “To hell with you all! All Orans! I didn't really want to do this anyway!” he yelled so loudly that his words echoed back at him.

      Joe left and spent what was left of the day, hanging around. But when darkness came, without much thought, he headed towards the Lower City.

      As he approached, he felt relieved. There was his world and life, which was to his liking. If only Ike would agree to lend him at least some old banger. If it’s got wheels, he knows how to take it from there.

      As he entered, he rolled up his sleeve and caught the eye of two men. They smoked cigarettes and seemed to watch him.

      Ike's house was nearby. After passing several buildings, Joe stopped at a small cottage. He touched the “For Sale” sign and knocked.

      Joe heard an old man's shuffling footsteps before he appeared on the threshold. But just as Joe wanted to enter, Ike blocked his way. He tried to close the door, but Joe put his foot in the way.

      “Come on, Ike,” the racer said. “We had a fight, but you know you need me!”

      “Not anymore,” Ike said firmly. “I already have a dozen potential clients like you. But I'll bet on any of them, rather than you, number two.”

      "We both know I'm number one," Joe said resentfully.

      "There's something you need to understand about yourself," Ike said, choosing his words.

      Joe was all attention.

      “In big things, you will always be number two. No matter how hard you try. Not because you're a bad racer or a bad kid... You just don't have what it takes to be first. That’s what I realized.”

      “Nonsense!”

      “I have an instinct for such things. Maybe it's luck or fate, but you won't become a legend.”

      Ike pushed Joe’s leg hard with his walking stick and slammed the door in his face.

      Joe sighed. Where will he go now? He didn't have any money. Even if Ike refused him, no mechanic would want to do business with him again.

      He stepped out onto the dusty road. Above, the lights of the Upper City shone. But he was not welcomed there either.

      “What happened, Joe? You don’t know where to go?” He heard a voice ask.

      The two men who were watching him were getting closer.

      “Do you think that by rolling up your sleeve you can change where you belong?”

      “Do I know you?” Joe took a step back.

      “No. But everyone knows you.”

      “Okay, okay.” Joe raised his hands, stepping back. “I understand. You made bad bets.”

      “That's for sure. But there is more.”

      One of them grabbed Joe by the collar.

      “Can’t even imagine what,” breathed out the racer.

      “Who paid you to lose?”

      “Nobody! I swear!” Joe tried to escape his grip.

      “Leave him,” said the second. “After all, he used to be our hero once”.

      The man pushed him away and the racer fell to the ground.

      “Joe Dee Myers,” he said contemptuously. “You are not a Gurt, and you don't deserve to be.”

      He spat and turned away.

      Joe breathed a sigh of relief as they moved away from him. Why did they all think he lost on purpose? Though he had enough enemies who could spread these rumors.

      News reports rang on his bracelet, and Joe remembered that he had completely forgotten about his brother. He pressed a button, and a screen appeared in the air in front of him. It was a conference with a returning delegation.
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      Ulit looked even more pale and upset than usual.

      “We were denied funding,” he said curtly and left the hall.

      Joe turned off the screen and looked up at the night sky. At least he wasn’t the only one who felt like a failure. He got up and headed home because he had nowhere else to go.

      In the dining room, the lights were on, as was always the case in the evenings. Ulit and Sheila dined in silence. Joe decided to join them. An idea popped into his head, which seemed amazing to him, and he wanted to share.
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