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At 250 km/h a plane takes off,

a hawk drops into freefall.

At that speed:

every breath weighs something,

you can hear your own heartbeat,

the world stops moving,

time seems to stand still.

The pain disappears.

At 300 km/h...
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Chapter 1 — Turn Fifteen
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"Fisher's coming up on the right! And at fifteen, this kid still shows no fear! Tight corner, turn fifteen, and he's going for the inside!"

The roar of the engines drowned out every other sound on the track. Tommy Fisher gripped the wheel with both hands, feeling the car shudder beneath him, every piece of metal screaming at the edge of what it could take.

"My God, he was inches from touching him! What a stunning comeback from this kid this afternoon, the youngest driver ever to set foot on this track!"

The commentator's voice got lost between the whine of the engine and the pounding of his own heart. Tommy felt the rival car pull aside by barely a foot, just enough to let him through the impossible gap between the guardrail and its rear bumper.

He'd done it. He was through.

"And with that, Fisher takes the lead! A fifteen-year-old about to beat drivers twice his age, ladies and gentlemen!"

The stands erupted in a roar that even the engine couldn't drown out. Tommy didn't smile — there was no time for that — he just adjusted his hands on the wheel.

The bell rang.

Final lap.

The metallic sound rang out across the track like a sacred announcement. He took turn fourteen with surgical precision, the car answering like an extension of his own body. The crowd rose to its feet. He could feel it, even without seeing it, in the vibration of the air.

And then came turn fifteen.

The same turn he'd overtaken on minutes before. The same turn that had put him in the lead. The same turn that, this time, had other plans for him.

He turned the wheel.

Nothing answered.

"Wait, wait a second! Something's wrong with Fisher's car!"

The wheel spun in his hands with no resistance at all, as if it had suddenly disconnected from the rest of the car. Tommy felt the world move too slow and too fast at the same time, that impossible sensation known only to those who have come within an inch of losing everything in a single second.

The car began to spin.

Once.

Twice.

At some point in the spin, his right hand slammed against the edge of the wheel with the full weight of the impact, a white, sharp pain shooting straight from his wrist to his elbow. But even that didn't fully register — not in that moment, not with the world spinning around him.

The screech of tires against asphalt blended with the stunned gasp of the stands, one single collective sound of horror and shock.

"Fisher spins out in turn fifteen! I can't believe it!"

The rival car shot past him — a blur of color and speed — just as Tommy came to a stop, wrapped in a cloud of burnt rubber and the sudden silence that always follows disaster.

"And so, ladies and gentlemen, the race has a new leader in the final instant! What a cruel way to lose it all, and at such a young age!"

Tommy sat frozen inside the stopped car, hands still gripping a wheel that no longer did anything. Only then did he feel it, with full force — the hot throb in his right wrist, already swelling inside the glove.

He didn't feel the full impact yet.

He didn't feel the blow of failure yet.

He only felt, for the first time in his life, that thirty years later he would still hear that screech of tires every night — and that his wrist, every so often, would remind him of it too.
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Chapter 2 — Thirty Years Later
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The shop smelled of burnt grease, hot metal, and coffee reheated one too many times in the same old pot. Tommy Fisher, forty-five now, wiped his hands on a rag that had once been blue and was now some color between rust and oil.

He flexed his right wrist twice, almost without thinking, shaking it gently before reaching for the next tool.

"Wrist again?" Héctor asked from the shop door, without much surprise in his voice. He'd gotten used to seeing him do that.

"It's the weather," Tommy answered, not looking up from the engine. "Gets worse before it rains."

"Gonna be much longer with the Toyota?"

"Almost done. It's the alternator. Half an hour more."

Héctor nodded and disappeared again among the cars parked outside, leaving Tommy alone with the hum of the rusty fan hanging from the ceiling and the metallic clink of his own tools.

This was his life now. Thirty years reduced to alternators, oil changes, and customers haggling over twenty dollars for a job that sometimes took him a full day.

He didn't complain. He'd stopped complaining a long time ago.

But every night, without fail, when he closed his eyes to sleep, the same sound came to visit him.

Screech of tires.

An endless spin in turn fifteen.

He'd been just fifteen years old that afternoon — a precocious prodigy already racing against adults twice his age, the youngest promise the circuit had seen in a decade — and in a single instant, in a single turn, those fifteen years of promise became thirty years of silence.

The impact had fractured his wrist in two places. The doctors had told him plainly: it could heal fine for everyday life, but he would never again be able to withstand the constant tension of a racing wheel at high speed, not without risking permanent damage. No one else knew this clearly — not the press, not the sponsors; to the world, Tommy Fisher had simply stopped racing. Only he knew that part of that decision had never really been his own.

Some nights he woke with his heart racing, as if he were still there, hands on a wheel that no longer answered. Other times the dream was crueler: he made it to the finish line, he won, and the crowd shouted his name. Those were the worst mornings, when he opened his eyes, felt the familiar throb in his wrist, and had to remind himself, once again, that none of it had happened.

He'd sold the race car two years after the accident. The sponsors had disappeared before that, as soon as word got around that "Fisher, the kid who crashed on the final lap," was no longer a safe bet. No one thought it necessary to ask why he never tried again; they assumed it was pride, or fear. Only Tommy knew it was his own body that no longer allowed it, not fully.

His father — who had never said much, in good years or bad — had simply put a hand on his shoulder the week he sold the car and told him:

"At least you've got your hands. That'll always be enough to make a living."

And so it had been. Thirty years of hands buried in other people's engines, fixing what others broke, while the dream of speed stayed buried somewhere between the rust and the tools hanging on the wall. Over time, his wrist had learned to bear the shop's work — slow, predictable movements, nothing like the fury of a racing wheel.

He'd never married. He'd tried once, with Mishell, almost fifteen years ago. But she'd grown tired of a man who woke at three in the morning drenched in sweat, unconsciously rubbing his wrist, muttering lap numbers she never understood, and one of so many dawns she packed her bags and didn't come back.

Tommy never blamed her. He wasn't even all that surprised.

He'd grown used to coming home to an empty house, eating alone in front of a television left on more for noise than for interest, to the silence of his nights broken only by the echo of that screech that never quite faded.

He looked up from the engine for a moment and glanced toward the street, where the afternoon sun fell over Arvento with its usual laziness.

He didn't know — couldn't have known — that in less than a week, something was about to completely change that thirty-year routine.
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Chapter 3 — The News
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Don Alfonso's bar — the only one with a big-screen TV for several blocks around — was busier than usual that night. Tommy walked in after closing the shop, looking for the usual: a cold beer and some background noise that wasn't the silence of his house.

"Tommy! Come here, you've got to see this!" don Alfonso shouted from behind the bar, pointing at the screen with the remote in his hand.

On the television, a presenter in an impeccable suit spoke in front of a wild crowd, gleaming race cars behind him under lights that looked like they came from another planet.

"...and so, the Meridian Cup officially confirms its world tour this year, with stops in fourteen countries and thirty-two cities, including, for the first time in the competition's history..."

The camera cut to an animated map. A red dot blinked right over the name Arvento.

The whole bar erupted in shouts and applause.

"Arvento! They're coming to Arvento!" someone shouted from the back, raising his beer as if they'd just announced the arrival of a saint.

Tommy felt his stomach tighten, though he still didn't know why. Without thinking, he brought his left hand to his right wrist and squeezed it gently, an old gesture he no longer even noticed himself making.

"What's the Meridian Cup?" he asked, more to himself than to anyone in particular.

Héctor, sitting two stools down, turned with his eyes bright with excitement.

"You seriously don't know? It's the biggest racing competition in
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