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READER TAKE NOTE

The Moon Run is a sci-fi adventure book set in a fast paced life or death race. There are scenes depicting death, perilous situations, profanity, violence, blood, and alcohol. 
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  Chapter One

The Accident


Finley Clarke would never get used to hurling across the desert at hundreds of miles an hour in a small metal tube. Most people saw her ship with its faded red paint flying toward the city and thought she was a talented pilot, especially because she stayed in first place for the entire race. Finley never bothered to tell anyone that in the last few minutes of every race, she had barely any control of the ship. Even now the joystick vibrated violently in her hands as she pushed it forward, surrounded by the endless buttons and knobs she’d meticulously memorized. 
Just a little bit more.
Behind her in the navigation chair sat her copilot, Cayne. He faced backwards, his attention on the many monitors in front of him. They took up the entirety of the back of the small ship so that he needed to crane his neck to see every screen. Every so often, he would type something to check on the ship or the location of the other racers.
“We’ve got one coming up behind us.” 
“I’m not worried about it. We’re too far ahead of the others for someone else to take first place now,” Finley said, but she kept an eye on her radar as the small dot behind them grew closer.
“Don’t get too cocky, Fin. It’s Garis,” Cayne cautioned.
Finley smirked. “Don’t worry about him. Just worry about who’s buying the first round once we win.”
Cayne laughed. “It’ll be me. Always me.”
“That does seem to be the case, doesn’t it?”
She’d been paired with Cayne a few years into her racing career, and their winning streak hadn’t stopped since. Finley knew Cayne was responsible for most of her wins. There was no one else she wanted as her copilot.
A third voice came over the communicators. Deep and gravelly. “Don’t spend money you haven’t won yet.” 
Cayne laughed. “How about joining us, Bhizin? Our agent needs to celebrate with us once in a while.”
“I prefer to swim in my money instead of spending it on drinks.”
Finley sighed as her eyes narrowed on the flat, sandy terrain before her. “Later, guys. I need to concentrate.”
The small outline of the city grew closer. She pictured the crowd waiting for the ships to come roaring through the finish line. Her and Cayne climbing out of their ship to cheers as the president of The Moon Run handed them a trophy while they wore first place medals. The next few days would be filled with the flash of cameras, the shaking of hands, and multiple interviews. And then, just like that, they would start it all over again as they entered their next race. But they weren’t there yet.
“Hang tight. Garis coming up on your left,”  Cayne said. “It doesn’t make sense. I don’t understand how he’s caught up to us so fast.”
Out the left side of the cockpit window, another ship the same size as theirs steadily made its way past. It kicked up a cloud of dust, making it nearly impossible to see anything. Somehow, Finley’s grip tightened even more on the joystick. “Why is it always Garis?”
“You’re both evenly skilled. A good rivalry makes for good races and more bets,” Cayne said matter-of-factly.
“I still haven’t forgiven him for that last race in Keveka,” she yelled over the rumbling of the cockpit. “We should have won.”
“Point three seconds is point three seconds,” Cayne said, mimicking Bhizin.
Finley held in her groan as she eyed a small switch on the dashboard. One quick push and it would give them a small burst of speed.
“Easy there,” Cayne said.
“How did you know I was thinking of using it?”
“Whenever the sprint to the finish line is between you and Garis, you always want to use it.”
“Well, you did say to only use it for emergencies, and this is as good a time as any.” Finley flipped up the case covering the switch. “Hang on.”
“I don’t know if this is a good idea.”
“It’s this or lose.” With a satisfying click, she pushed the switch down.
The ship rattled and shot forward, pushing Finley back into her seat. They flew through the sand cloud, past Garis’ ship, and back into the lead. She risked taking her eyes away from the window to look at him as they passed. 
Garis sat in his cockpit with his head down. The visor on his helmet obscured his face, so she couldn’t be sure if he saw them or not.
Finley waved anyway before focusing back on the race.
“Are you happy with yourself?” Cayne asked.
“Of course,” she answered. “How much farther to the finish line?”
Before Cayne could answer, Garis’ ship pulled up next to them. Red light filled the tiny cabin as an alarm sounded in the cockpit.
“He’s way too close. You need to take evasive maneuvers, Fin,” Cayne yelled. 
“You think?” She tilted the joystick, and their ship veered to the right. Garis’ ship followed, so close that she could see the individual buttons inside his cockpit. Her heart pounded against her chest as she tried to avoid him, but it didn’t work. Garis tailed her, his ship growing closer and closer. Alarms blared in Finley’s ears. 
“What is he doing?” 
“You really need to get some space or he’ll crash us both.” Cayne’s voice came out an octave higher than usual.
“I’m trying!”
Suddenly, the sand dunes and jagged rock they were speeding over seemed much more dangerous than before.
Finley pulled back on the joystick. She would slow down and make him go by her to give them more space. But she didn’t account for how close the two ships’ wings were.
They clipped Garis’ ship and were suddenly spinning out of control. She could hear a voice crackling through the radio, but it was drowned out by the sound of metal crunching and crashing around her. Finley’s ejection seat kicked in and she flew in the air. 
Up and up and up she went. She moved so fast, she had no time to wonder what had happened to the other ship.  Her stomach flipped as gravity started to pull her back toward the ground, but before it could, a parachute shot from her seat and slowed her fall. Controlling her breathing became almost impossible as she flew above the desert.
Below her, the ships rolled together over the sand in a fiery ball of metal and debris. Finley’s heart dropped as they violently slammed against a rock sticking out of the sand. The other ships flew by the wreckage, only slowing down to avoid the burning metal.
Cayne.
The ship was supposed to eject his seat too. She hoped it had.
She called for him through the radio, voice shaky. “Cayne. Cayne, where are you? I’m in the air, but I don’t see you.”
Only static answered. She tried not to look at the fire. The thoughts could come swarming in too easily if she did. Grabbing the parachute’s handles, she maneuvered herself to the ground as quickly as possible. The seat landed in the sand with a thump, and she fumbled with the buckles before bursting out. Her feet kicked up sand behind her as she sprinted toward the wreckage.
But when she got there, she realized she didn’t know what she planned on doing. She stood helpless, the blazing fire growing bigger and bigger, with no sign of Cayne.
“Cayne! Where are you?” she screamed into the unbearable heat. The only answer was the growing flames and twisted metal. Her uncertainty slowly ballooned to fear as she looked around for anything or anyone that could help.
Another ship flew by, the wind knocking her off her feet. Someone’s firm grip locked onto her upper arms, dragging her away from the wreckage. She looked up to see Garis, his black helmet cracked and dirty. 
“Are you stupid? They could blow up any second.” 
Behind him, his copilot was already running away from the wreckage. What was his name again? She couldn’t remember. Garis shook her shoulders, forcing her to look at him.
“They could blow up at any moment,” Garis said, louder, as he half dragged, half carried her through the sand. 
“I have to find Cayne.” Finley yanked her arm out of his grasp. If he wasn’t going to help her, then she would get Cayne out herself.
Before Garis could answer, the ships exploded in a ball of orange fire, the force shaking the ground. Metal and fiery debris rained on the sand, leaving Finley to stare at what was left of the crash site. 
Static hissed on her radio.
“Finley. Finley. Come in.”
Her heart flipped in her chest. Was Cayne okay? He was okay, right? Her shaky hands made it nearly impossible to grip the radio. When she finally clicked it on, she strained to hear Bhizin’s voice. 
“Yes? Yes. I’m here.”
She desperately tried to look through the smoke for any sign of Cayne. Maybe he had somehow gotten out on the other side?
“It’s Bhizin. What happened? Your radio went silent and I’ve been trying to reach you.”
The world seemed to stop as Finley’s brain registered what was happening. The wreckage continued to burn as her voice caught in her throat.
“Cayne is gone. The ship is gone. It’s over.”






  
  Chapter Two

Bhizin


One year. 
It had been one year since that terrible day and Finely still had to muster the energy to get out of bed.  Her apartment was just big enough to fit her mattress in the corner, and her dresser sat along one wall next to the closet where she had thrown her unwashed clothes. She hadn’t touched them in weeks, yet it hadn’t taken long for her to get used to the smell. 
The dusty dresser housed her trophies and medals from past races. Right next to her small pile of freeze-dried food. Usually, she would open a packet and pour the powder in her mouth as if they were the last few crumbs of a bag of chips. But if it was a good day, she’d actually rehydrate it with some water. 
Sunlight fought its way through her curtains, as if yelling at her to wake up. It was all part of her daily routine: Lie in bed. Think about getting up. Maybe get up.
It hadn’t taken long for her to hole herself up in her apartment. There had been a lot of questions after the crash, mostly from race officials. She had done her best to answer them, but in the end the crash had been ruled an accident. That hadn’t stopped the public from wanting to know “what really happened.” The questions were innocent enough at first. Someone would ask what model her ship was, and she would kindly respond. 
But when someone cornered her and told her she needed to have Bhizin arrested for planning the crash, she’d decided enough was enough. No more outlandish questions, no more investigations, no more reliving the crash every day. 
She wanted nothing more to do with racing. 
And the best way to do it in a city known for racing was to never leave the apartment. It helped that the walls were soundproof so she couldn’t hear the ships flying by. Any time she had to venture outside, whether it be for food or just to try to get some fresh air, she found herself rushing back home when that familiar rumble drew near. It was impossible not to hear the ships zipping past. After all, Keveka was the racing capital of the planet.
One step outside, and she usually found herself face-to-face with someone either fixing their ship on the side of the road or towing a brand-new ship past her apartment and further into the city. It was easy to ignore the first few times, but eventually she started seeing ships that looked too similar to the one that had crashed. It became too much and she found it easier to stay inside her apartment where she knew she wouldn’t see them.
Bhizin had tried to visit several times, but when she stopped answering the door altogether, he seemed to get the hint. Every now and then he sent his guard to check on her. His fist pounding on her door couldn’t get her out of bed either. 
And Garis. If it weren’t for him, Cayne would still be alive. What had he been thinking, flying so close to them like that?  She had tried to keep tabs on him, but it didn’t look like he’d entered any races since the crash. It was as if he’d disappeared from the racing world altogether.
Any time his name was brought up, Finley couldn’t keep her anger from boiling over. It was probably why her friends stopped answering her calls. Racing had become too much of a touchy subject. But what else do people who make racing their entire life talk about? 
A knock pounded on the door, pulling her from her thoughts.
“Finley Clarke? Open up.”
Finley groaned into her pillow. Not this guy again. She rolled over and crossed her arms. 
“I told you I’m not going. How often are we going to have to have this conversation?” He’d visited one too many times with the intention of getting her to talk to Bhizin, which was the last thing she wanted to do.
“Listen, human, I’m just the messenger. I’m supposed to tell you that if I come back empty-handed this time, there’ll be consequences for both of us.”
Finley rolled her eyes. “Bring it on. I’ve dealt with enough consequences for both of us already.” 
The deep voice sighed. Footsteps faded away and she sat up in bed, her long red hair falling over her face. That had to have been the shortest conversation they’d ever had. Normally it turned into a shouting match, ending with her threatening to get him fired. She plopped back down on the pillow, looking forward to the sleep about to come her way.
The footsteps turned into heavy clomps, getting louder and louder until they were right against the door. There was a massive thud, and the wood split with a thundering crack, sending splinters in all directions. Finley sprang out of her bed.
“What the hell?” 
The deep voice laughed. “I told you there would be consequences if I come back empty-handed. You’re going with me this time.”
He pushed against the door again, and an opening appeared big enough for him to put his hand through. It was gray with short fingers and covered in scars.
Finley searched her room for something, anything, she might be able to protect herself with. How was she supposed to fight someone trying to break into her apartment with a bunch of smelly clothes?
The wood finally broke apart, and an alien stood in the doorway. His gray skin matched the fin on his head, which grazed the top of the doorframe as he stepped into the room. He wore a crimson uniform with several blasters strapped to his side. His small red eyes narrowed at Finley when he spotted her in the corner.
“Creek, you knocked down my door!” Finley yelled.
Creek crunched his snout as took in his surroundings. “This isn’t exactly a five-star apartment.”
Before she could reply, he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. He marched out of the room and down the hallway, never once looking back.
Finley pounded his shoulder, to no avail. “Come on, man. This is embarrassing! I’ll walk with you.”
“Not until we get there,” Creek grunted.
He made his way out of the apartment and down the crowded street. Finley tried her best to ignore as passersby whispered and stared. A giant gray alien carrying a woman in her pajamas over his shoulder probably did look out of the ordinary even in a city like Keveka.
The alien carried her down the sandy sidewalk, the skyscrapers around them barely letting in any sun.
“It’s not a short walk to Bhizin’s from here. Just put me down, and I’ll go with you,” Finley said again.
“Nope. You had your chance before and now pay the consequences.”
Several people walked by without so much as a glance at them, their heads down as the wind carried more sand into the city. Creek rounded a corner, and they were in the center of a square where a large screen displayed a race. Finley tried to make out who was racing, but Creek walked too fast for her to read any of the names.
The trek carried on for longer than Finley liked. She gave up trying to reason with Creek. Bhizin must be paying him good money to keep a hold on her.
They eventually made it to a small two-story building at the end of a street. It looked exactly as it had the last time Finley had been there: brown and doing everything it could to blend in with the buildings around it so no one would know one of the top agents from The Moon Run operated right under everyone’s noses. 
Most agents’ offices were on the skyscrapers’ top floors, but Bhizin preferred to remain on the bottom level, which opened directly onto the streets the racers themselves frequented, allowing him easy access to his next potential protégé. Creek plopped her in front of the large metallic door. “In there. The first door on the left.”
She knew exactly where they were and what direction to go, but she still didn’t want to. Her face must have given her thoughts away, because the alien gave her a small push.
“Just go,” he said again.
Finely huffed and pulled the door open. The hallway inside was dimly lit, with a red carpet running from one end to the other. It took only a few steps to make it to the first door on the left. She had knocked on that door countless times before so why was she mentally searching for any means of escape? Oh, because those other times she had actually wanted to race and right now she wanted to be anywhere but here. Finley stared at the name on the door before taking a deep breath and knocking.
It opened slowly, and she walked into Bhizin’s office. It was fairly simple for someone who made so much money off of her race winnings. He had only updated it once when he’d purchased the large wooden desk he now sat behind. A map of The Moon Run route hung above his head. 
When Bhizin saw Finley enter, he stood up and walked around the desk, holding his arms out. He was shorter than her, with gray skin that matched Creek’s. She noticed he was wearing his lucky maroon vest, the one he’d told her was strictly for “tough deals.”
“She’s come home at last!”
Finley didn’t return the gesture. “I wouldn’t say that. You pretty much dragged me here.”
“Oh that? He’s a big teddy bear.” Bhizin motioned for her to sit in one of the small folding chairs in front of his desk. “There’s no need to worry about him. Besides, I’ve seen you wandering around the city. You weren’t about to walk in here on your own.”
“That’s because I’m done racing.”
“Ahh, Finley, don’t break my heart like that,” Bhizin said as he sat behind his desk.
Finley crossed her arms. “I mean it. I can’t race anymore. Watching that ship explode and having a funeral with no body was—” Her voice caught in her throat, and she closed her eyes.
Bhizin nodded and leaned forward. “Finley, what happened in the last race was terrible for all of us. I know it took me a long time to come to terms with it.”
“I’m still coming to terms with it.”
Bhizin kept going. “But do you think Cayne would have wanted you to stop racing? He knew you were the best out of all of them. You still are, you just don’t want to try. Look at yourself.”
Finley glanced down at her stained pajamas and unwashed hair. It wasn’t exactly her proudest moment.
“I don’t know if I can, Bhizin.” The familiar sting behind her eyes that had haunted her the past year returned. She hated when it crept up on her like this. She blinked a few times to try to keep the tears at bay.
“Of course you can. You’re a natural born racer. Everything that happened to you happened because of someone else’s mistakes. Not yours. You’ve come in first place more times than anyone else who’s entered The Moon Race.”
Happy memories with Cayne flashed across her mind. “The only reason I did was because I had a great copilot.”
Bhizin’s face shifted and she could tell he felt sorry for her. It made her want to sink into the floor. “It takes two people to pilot a ship, Finley. You did just as much work as Cayne. And I’ll take care of getting you a copilot alright?”
Finley froze. “Even if I said yes, no one can replace Cayne.” 
But Bhizin carried on like he hadn’t heard her.  “Now that you haven’t raced for a year, you need to qualify again. The next race is in a few days; do you think you can do that?”
Finley crossed her arms. “No. I don’t race anymore. It was great that you sent your guard to break my door and carry me here like a sack of rice, but I still won’t do it.”
“You’re the best pilot The Moon Run has seen in a long time. Do you have any idea what other people would do just for a chance to become your copilot?” Bhizin sighed and pulled out one of his desk drawers. “I tried doing it the nice way, Finley.” He placed a piece of paper filled with legal jargon on the table. At the bottom sat a squiggle of a signature Finley recognized as her own.
“You signed this three years ago. It’s a contract for three races, and you’ve only done two.”
“You can’t be serious,” Finley said.
“I’m very serious. One more and then you’re free to go back to that closet you call an apartment and sleep away your life.”
She tried to think of any other way out of it, but Bhizin had clearly been planning their meeting for some time. “It’s not exactly one race. It takes almost a month to complete.”
“Then let’s hope you qualify in a few days,” Bhizin said matter-of-factly, sliding the contract back in his desk. “In the meantime, you need to practice. I don’t expect you to be as good as you were last year. Meet me at the edge of the city near the train track tomorrow and we’ll start.”
Finley stared down at the desk, where the signed contract had been. Everything was happening too fast. She needed to gather her thoughts. Bhizin had really covered every angle, hadn’t he?
“I want to pick who I race with.”
Bhizin shook his head. “It’ll take too long and it’s too close to qualifying for proper applications. I already have someone in mind anyway.”
“Who?”
“I can’t say until they accept.”
“Of course you can’t.”
Bhizin rubbed his face with his hands. “Look, you can either drag your feet or put your racing uniform on and show everyone you still have what it takes to be the galaxy-famous racer you’ve always been.”
Anger bubbled just below the surface. “It wasn’t all me. Why don’t you get that? If it weren’t for Cayne, I wouldn’t have any of those medals or trophies. You can’t put anyone in his place and act like you’ll have the same team. You need a thorough application process for a new copilot, and I need to know we’ll work well together.” 
“If you really felt that way, you would’ve kept racing,” he said evenly.
Finley’s eyes narrowed. She stood up to leave. Bhizin rushed around the desk to block the door, holding his hands up.
“Look, all I’m saying is if that’s how you feel, then great. But with your contract, you don’t have the room to ask for copilot tryouts. The qualifying race is in a few days, and you need to practice as much as you can between now and then. I promise that your copilot will be a great match for you.”
Finley stared at him. She didn’t like the situation at all, but he was right that they didn’t have any time to go looking for new copilots. The sooner she got this race over with, the sooner she could put her racing days behind her. She didn’t necessarily have to come in first, she just had to fly it.
“Ok, deal. As long as you promise that my copilot will match my skill set.”
“They’ll fit like a glove,” Bhizin said. He smiled and held his hand out. 
Finley still wasn’t sure. But she took his hand anyway. She’d never raced with anyone other than Cayne. How was she supposed to start over with someone new? Though she wasn’t at all happy about it, she’d have to make it work.
Bhizin stepped aside to let her leave. “And remember to be here at sunrise tomorrow.”
She gave him the thumbs-up before she left. Creek stood guard outside and grinned when he saw her.
“Sounds like it went well.”
She let out a deep sigh. “I wouldn’t go that far.”






  
  Chapter Three

Practice


“Get up, Finley!” A booming voice rang in her ears and she bolted upright in her bed. The alien again peered in her apartment through the hole in the door. The smirk plastered on his face didn’t stop her from rolling her eyes. 
“Tell Bhizin he owes me a door,” Finley said.
“Tell him yourself. You need to be at the train tracks soon to practice and I’m supposed to take you.”
He waited outside while she scurried around her room looking for her pilot uniform. She dug through the pile of clothes in her closet, throwing every article of clothing behind her without care until she found what she was looking for.
The red uniform sat in a crumpled heap in the very back of her closet. She pulled it out, the heaviness of the fabric foreign in her hands. It was wrinkly and she did her best to wipe the dust off the stitches where her name was engraved. For a brief moment she felt guilty for not treating it better. She should have at least hung it up.
“You alright in there?” Creek called from the hallway.
“I didn’t exactly make it easy for myself to find this,” Finley yelled back. She took a deep breath and put it on. It still fit like it used to. Was that excitement for racing she felt as she pulled the zipper up? No, no way. Her helmet sat on its side, near where she’d found the uniform. She sighed and picked it up.
The entire thing was covered in a layer of dust. She did her best to rub it off with the back of her sleeve. This would have to do for now. As she headed toward the door, she couldn’t help laughing to herself.
What would people think if they saw the famous Finley Clarke now?
Creek raised an eyebrow as she appeared in the doorway. “That’s your uniform?”
“I didn’t think I’d be using it again.” She motioned toward the door, and he took the hint and dropped the subject.
The sun had barely risen as they walked toward the train track. Not many people were out yet, which was fine with Finley. The less people who knew she was racing, the better.
“Has Bhizin already told people I’m racing again?” 
“Take a wild guess.”
She let out a groan of disapproval.
“He loves the theatrics and the drama. You know how hard he’s been working getting you back in the cockpit. You think he’ll keep quiet about that?” They rounded a corner and passed the large screen in the center of the city. It was so early that it hadn’t turned on yet.
“As long as it doesn’t interfere with the race. I just want to get through this and then go home.”
“Why won’t you give it a fair shot?” he asked.
“I already gave it a fair shot. I don’t need to put everything into another Moon Run to know it’s not for me anymore. Once I fulfill my contract, I’m done.”
Creek’s eyes narrowed. “Do you even care if you win?”
“Nope.”
The tracks came into view and they turned to follow them to the edge of the city. It didn’t take long until the amount of sand on the sidewalk increased and the height of the buildings slowly grew smaller and smaller. The tracks led them to a large open area at the edge of the city where bleachers sat facing out toward the desert. Finley recognized the tall pillar just in front of the bleachers where the announcer always sat. 
It was completely empty now, but in a few days there would be hundreds of people packed into the bleachers just to catch a glimpse of the next team going to The Moon Run.
Bhizin sat on the bleachers, waiting for them. He jumped up the moment he saw them, his mouth stretched in a wide smile.
“You ready to finally hop back in the cockpit?” he asked.
Finley raised an eyebrow. “In what ship?”
He pointed a gray finger behind her. The racing ship sitting in the sand, gleaming with brand-new red paint, looked like it had just come off the assembly line. 
“Take it in. She’s state-of-the-art. No expense spared.” He pulled her toward the ship. “I tried to get it as close to your old one as possible so there wouldn’t be any surprises when you flew it.”
He’d done a good job. There were barely any differences between this ship and the one she’d crashed last year. She ran her hand along one of the wings. The bright red paint shined in the rising sun, the open cockpit calling to her. Was she really ready to fly after all this time? 
“So, who’s flying it with me?” she asked.
Bhizin seemed to deflate a bit at her words, but quickly recovered. “They haven’t signed on yet. You’ll be practicing by yourself today.”
She turned around to face him. “You still don’t have a copilot?” Her fingers dug into her palms as she balled her hands into fists.
“Until I have a second signature, no one else is sitting in that ship with you.  They’ll arrive tomorrow. It’s the earliest they could get here. I promise you’ll work well together.”
“We’ll see. They better be the best pilot on this whole planet with how much you’re willing to hold off finding someone else.”
“You’ll be pleasantly surprised,” Bhizin replied. Before she could ask him what he meant, he stepped back and pushed a button on the side of the ship. The glass dome on top slid backward, giving her room to see into the cockpit. Everything was new and shiny.
She found herself reaching for the edge of the ship and pulling herself in. Bhizin smiled as she settled into the cockpit. He was right that he’d worked hard to get it close to her old ship. The inside was new, but all the buttons and switches were exactly the same as her other ship. It could almost pass as the old one.
Finley’s face must have given her thoughts away because Bhizin leaned against the side of the cockpit and said, “I told you. It’s so close you probably thought I got the old one repaired, didn’t you?”“How did you find it?” She ran her hands over the controls.“I have my ways. It wasn’t easy, since the newer model is out, but I think you’ll find everything you need is there.” He tapped the side of the ship. “You ready to practice?”
“I can’t say no at this point, can I?” Finley asked.
“You’re catching on. Now, they changed the rules for the qualifying round. It used to just be about getting from the starting line to the finish line, but apparently that’s not exciting enough for people anymore. You see those train tracks?” 
He pointed to the tracks in the sand. They disappeared far on the horizon..
“On qualifying day, they’ll have a train speed ahead of all the ships. You need to go faster than the train so you can swoop around the front of it and race back here.”
“I have to pass in front of a speeding train?”
“I told you, they’re trying to make it more exciting. Also, try to come in first or second. Preferably first. And don’t die.” He clapped his hands together. “Did I miss anything?”
“Yeah. Will my copilot be able to handle all that?” The last thing she needed was a teammate freaking out midrace.
“Believe me, you’re perfect for each other. Today, all you need to do is race down to where our friend is standing and back as quickly as possible. Sound good?”
“Simple enough, I guess. I’m still not happy with whoever I’m racing with,” Finley said as she put her helmet on.
“I’m sure they won’t hear the end of it. I’m timing you, by the way.” He backed away from the ship, and the cockpit dome slid closed with a satisfying hiss.
She released a deep sigh. After all this time, she was finally going to race again. Even when she’d promised herself she wouldn’t go near another racing ship, here she was sitting in one that looked almost identical to her old one. She went through the normal checklist and did her best to account for everything on her own.
Fuel. Check.
Thrusters. Check.
Steering. Check.
Radio. She turned the dial so the volume was loud enough in her helmet. Check.
She flipped the power switch, and the engines roared to life, swirling sand in all directions.
Bhizin gave her a thumbs-up from the ground. “Just a quick back and forth like the old days. Nothing fancy.”
Finley nodded. She stared out in the desert and could just make out Creek standing in the distance. For a race, it wasn’t that far, but anything could happen and she needed to know she could still fly if she was going to win.
“On your mark,” Bhizin said. “Get set. Go!”
She pushed forward on the joystick and the ship sped off, leaving the city behind. The ground blurred as she gained speed. Everything came flooding back, and for a brief moment, it was as if she’d never left racing for a year. She was back in the cockpit with Cayne and they were on their way to win their next race. Her hands flew over the dashboard, knowing exactly what every button and knob did without having to look.
But then she saw Creek standing in the desert, and it all came back.
Cayne wasn’t sitting in the seat behind her. She didn’t even know who her copilot was. She was practicing for the qualifying race. The ship tipped hard to the left as she flew around the gray alien. As soon as she straightened out, she put on a burst of speed and shot back toward the city. The second she passed the line, she pulled back and touched down.
“Easy there, you don’t want to break the ship before race day,” Bhizin said.
“How did I do?” Finley asked.
Bhizin looked down at his watch. “Could be better. Do it again.”
Finley nodded. She couldn’t expect to hop in a ship after a year and be able to fly like she used to. She waited for Bhizin to give her the signal before she took off into the desert again. Her muscle memory slowly took over, but when she got back, he still wasn’t happy with the time.
“Again.”
Again and again, she flew along the train tracks, around Creek, and back to Bhizin. And again and again Bhizin looked down at his watch, disappointed. Back and forth and back and forth she went until the sun was high in the sky. She lost count of how many times she’d flown. When she finally settled next to Bhizin again and he still looked disappointed, she opened the ship’s dome and took her helmet off.
“Bhizin, my time has gone down, I could probably do it with my eyes closed at this point.” She couldn’t believe he didn’t have anything positive to say after she’d been practicing almost all day.
“You’re right, your time is going down. But it needs to be better. When you race tomorrow, you need to be able to beat the rest of the teams without breaking a sweat. Now do it again.”
Finley didn’t voice the thoughts going through her mind as she sank back into the chair. As the dome slid shut, she eyed Creek






