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Dedication

To Bonnie,

who opened up the world for me,

from top to bottom,

and instilled in me

a passion for exploring it.

“Sheepy, sheepy,” Mom!

I’m truly grateful

for all the adventures.
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Chapter One

Trailblazer shot out of the Cairo Formula 1 stadium in fourth place, a blue-orange streak ready to morph to air where the road turned to dunes. Mace Blazer gripped the steering wheel, looking for a way to dart past hometown hero Ibrahim al-Aswani. The pilot of gold-red-and-green Horus was proving difficult to overtake. And farther ahead of al-Aswani: Darwín Maldonado of Evolución and Lotus’s Katana.

The final lap through the Egyptian capital city was underway. Mace hadn’t dropped below fifth place today. But he hadn’t held the lead, either. Horus was taking full advantage of its home turf. And Mace had underestimated the tenacity of Maldonado, who had been trading the lead with Katana and eluding Mace all afternoon.

“I’m not worried. Am I worried?” Mace asked his comm.

“You’re worried. Just a little,” Dex suggested in his ear.

“I am?”

“This’ll be over in ten minutes. You’re half a mile behind Evolución. If you’re not making up four and a half feet per second, you won’t take the flag.”

“Oh, so I should go faster?”

“That might help,” Dex replied helpfully. “You might also ask everyone—nicely—if they wouldn’t mind slowing down.”

“Tried that once,” Mace confessed. “Wasn’t very effective.”

Trailblazer transformed from a roadster into a jet and launched over the dunes into the blue. The air segment was a short hop over a sprawling landscape of tall brick buildings and towering turrets and minarets. Mace mentally mapped out his course over the city bedlam to the ancient Nile, where his morph into the not-so-deep river would require a precise angle, just a smidge steeper than a plane touching down on a runway.

He set his sights on Horus and laid into the throttle—but just a little—and climbed past the Egyptian local and into third place. He checked his rear displays. Guillotine’s French phenom Leon “Napoleon” Dubois—a distant threat in fifth—was only now rising into the air, cutting left into the helicopter course, where he could engage Katana directly.

Dicers, as they were known, couldn’t accelerate as fast as fixed-wing craft, but they could take turns as sharp as bats in a cave. So dicers separated from the pack during air transects, branching onto shorter, curlicue courses and giving audiences a close-up thrill.

Katana was already weaving her dicer, Lotus, through a series of canyonesque Cairo streets. Mace had a good view of his rival friend from his higher altitude and noticed her rounding a corner with too much caution. “That’s my shot!” Mace cried.

“Finally,” Dex agreed, “Aya made one mistake.”

“That’s one more than me.” Mace accelerated, feeling the powerful engine behind the cockpit drawing in a greedy breath of air. His own weight against the seat back seemed to double. Blood pooled at his feet; his vision grayed. The smart cushioning squeezed his legs in response, pushing oxygen-rich blood back up into his core, and his eyesight recovered.

And then just as quickly, he decelerated, banking sharply to draw parallel with the river. The negative g’s sent his stomach into his mouth. He battled a wave of nausea but maintained control.

It worked. The water entry was flawless—and he dropped below the Nile’s surface just ahead of Aya, denying her second place. “Now that’s what I call denial!”

“Nope.” Dex’s voice was dry. “No ‘da Nile’ jokes on my watch.”

“But I waited over two hours to drop that line!”

“My contract specifically stipulates I don’t have to hear puns from you.”

“You’re no pun. You’re no pun at all.”

“Shut up and finish the job, Mace.”

The race flowed against the river’s current, which slowed everyone down. Aya began to gain on Mace, and he felt a stab of concern. He needed to keep a healthy margin ahead of her; she’d be a threat later on, no matter what. After all, five races into the season and she’d only bested him in the first matchup, taking silver in Shanghai when he’d taken bronze. She was ravenous for an outright win. But so was Mace. A checkered flag today would put him one race away from securing a berth in his second Gauntlet Prix. Qualifying for the championship race so early in the season would really take the pressure off and keep the Association from breathing down his neck for a while longer.

Technically, Mace was too young to race in the pros. But the league knew if they pulled Renegade from the lineup while he was hot, the fans would lose their minds.

So winning was a matter of survival—it was the only way he could stay in the sport. The fame and the glory and the money were just perks.

Mace would race for free, of course, but he wasn’t going to let anyone know that.

He throttled up, and the turbine responded beautifully. “Mace, watch your gauges,” warned Dex. “We’re getting feedback from the combustor sensor.”

I know. That’s on purpose. Dex didn’t realize that Trailblazer’s engine was operating at 100 percent capacity, because Mace had forgotten to tell anyone that he and the trimorpher and a box of tools had had a tinker party last night.

The extra oomph he’d engineered was perfectly legal, but risky. The history of racing has forever been a dicey dance between power and panache, after all. Mace hadn’t utilized Trailblazer’s extra kick yet. But this was the last lap, and he was behind.

Aya inched up on him, slowed, then fell away. Mace exhaled a sigh of relief. He backed off the throttle just enough to stay ahead of her. Trailblazer trembled, as if frustrated at backing down, hungry to unleash her full potential. Mace was aware of another racer pushing through the water just behind Aya. Additionally, Flipside and Pendragon were passing him on the river’s surface. Those two were impossible to best on the water, but Mace let his anxiety roll over him. He’d retake the skimmers—the speedboaters—on the other terrains. He always did.

“Your morph’s coming up. After an elbow turn. Water-to-ground. Make it matter.”

Mace saw the bend, nosed sharply, and punched it for the ramp. His morph to ground was solid, and he took off along the wide-open highway toward the Great Pyramids.

“Okay, Mace,” reported Dex, “your engine’s wet, and the highway’s sandy. It’s a cake factory. Remember, avoid the drifts as much as you can, and your morph to air over the pyramids needs to be steep. Close your nozzle flaps before takeoff. I’ve reengineered them to filter the sand.”

Reengineered them? Mace thought. Dex had been tinkering, too. What if they’d tweaked each other’s tweaks? That could spell trouble.

Mace glanced at the roadway. The shoulders were sand dunes. Cairo was a city under constant attack. The whole of it would be buried under feet of sand within years if the residents weren’t there to constantly sweep it away. No wonder the ruins of the ancient Egyptians were frequently uncovered, perfectly preserved: the Sahara Desert was a jealous overlord. Time’s perfect tomb.

Somehow, Aya had crept back up on him. She drew even, and he caught a glimpse of her glancing at him through her iridescent green-and-purple helmet. She tried to shoot past him, but he pinned her against the highway wall, and she backed off. The next curve was his, and he gleefully pressed his advantage, stealing around her on the inside. He let out a war cry, which quickly turned to a grunt of alarm.

“Napoleon” Dubois came out of nowhere, shooting the gap between Mace and Aya. The next curve in the road was his, and the Frenchman used rival Pendragon as a blockade, trapping Mace. Both Guillotine and Lotus bulleted forward on the inside lane, leaving Mace nosed up, out of momentum, against Pendragon’s Arthur MacLeod.

Mace growled his frustration. The air launch was coming up fast. With Trailblazer’s flight engine at max capacity, the others would be in for a big surprise.

“Don’t forget to toggle the nozzle flaps manually,” Dex reminded him.

“Yup.” Mace flipped the nozzles, timed his launch, and punched the morph. He took off into the sky, the three pyramids of Giza growing large on the horizon.

He’d lose Aya and Leon now, as they completed figure eights around the pyramids with Pterodactyl, Carpe Diem, and the other dicers. “Until we meet again,” Mace sang to her.

Evolución would be his focus now. They’d go neck and neck on the wider air course. Mace put the Mexican TURBOnaut squarely in his sights and throttled all the way, turning to hug the tight bend in the course.

The compressor blades fluttered. No. “Dex. You twerked my tweak!”

“I who’d the what?”

The speed. It was too much. Mace’s gut lurched. Think! His arms jostled, and he lost control of the steering.

The Pyramid of Khufu, the largest of the three great monuments, loomed across his field of view, ballooning. I’m going to hit! Mace thought.

Instinct took over. He whipped forcefully to the right. There was an explosion, alarms, gauges flashing—his turbine was on fire, razor-sharp blades spinning off in every direction. They pierced the fuselage. A projectile ricocheted and nicked his leg.

He was in a counterclockwise radial spin, the pyramid tumbling in and out of view. If he smashed against it . . . he’d be instantly dead.

“Turn,” he grunted with the effort. “Wide.”

“MACE! EJECT!” Dex’s voice was wild with terror.

And forfeit? No. “I’ve got this.” His hand, trained to act automatically, fought the g-forces pinning him down. He found the ignition. He shut off the engine. Vented. The fire went out. He slammed the ignition again. The engine sputtered, drew in a breath, came to life! The smart seating clutched him tight. Trailblazer shot forward. He steered clear of the pyramid, but . . .

Mace took in his bearings. Hello, Sphinx. He adjusted to the left and missed colliding into the mysterious world wonder with half a second to spare.

Goodbye, Sphinx. 

Trailblazer was still in one piece.

And Mace was not only still breathing, but still in the running.

“You missed a checkpoint!” said Dex. “Five-second penalty!”

Mace studied his dash. Yeah, but I’m only three seconds off my previous lap, thanks to where my wild ride ended. Mace knew this was on account of dumb luck, but no one else had to know that. “I can make it back up. I was going to win by more than five seconds, anyway.”

“Well, make your move. The finish is coming up.”

Sure enough, the raceway crowded with spectators was just ahead, a giant bowl surrounded by a sea of ancient city. Ibrahim al-Aswani, Aya Nagata, and Darwín Maldonado were all right in front of him where the split air courses converged.

“We’re going full throttle,” Mace warned.

“Don’t risk it. You’ve already overheated the engine once. It exploded. Remember?”

Mace glanced at the tear in the thigh of his flight suit, underneath which was a bleeding cut. Had the debris from the explosion entered an inch closer to his femoral artery, it could have killed him. “Oh, yeah. So that’s where the hole in my cockpit came from. That’s your fault. You unadjusted my adjustments.”

“Don’t hang this on me,” Dex warned. “Stay out of my garage before races. Or at least log your fiddling so I know about it.”

Warm desert air hissed in through the breach in the fuselage. Good thing there were no more water entries left in the race. He would have had to call it quits!

“Mace. You’re still streaming smoke.”

“Again: your fault. But I’ll roll with it.” Mace throttled to full. He passed the three leaders, dipping under them during their own descent. But he never let off. He needed to win by more than five seconds to make up for the missed checkpoint. That meant he’d have to make his fastest air-to-ground morph ever.

The rocket engine exploded again.

Mace was ready this time.

Already going down for a landing, he had his fists locked on the wheel, keeping his flight path razor straight. The new explosion came with an additional boost of speed. Perfect. He used it to inch even farther ahead. The unintentional smoke screen would slow his rivals, too.

He dropped his tires at the last possible instant, to reduce drag while still in the air, and he floored the gas before he hit the ground. His wheels grabbed the pavement and yanked him forward, sending him into the arena even faster than when he was flying.

The maneuver cost him control. Landings were always . . . touchy . . . but this one was insane. The speed, the sandy blacktop, the already-spinning wheels. Mace hit the ground, bounced, became a roadster, and lurched forward on the track leading into the raceway.

He was veering toward the stadium wall. Fast.

Don’t overcorrect, he thought. Avoiding a spill off the right side of the road only to swerve into the archway bricks would kill him just the same. Mace pressed his hand down on the left side of the steering wheel, as if softly tapping a piano key. The sustained note was just enough. Mace punched through the opening in the stadium wall. He was one with the tarmac, Trailblazer carrying him straight and true into the stadium. The grandstands were a blur. The roadway was a streak.

The world was a smear.

Renegade pushed his roadster for all it was worth, entering the long, final quarter turn toward the finish line with no one anywhere near him. But five seconds of lead time at these speeds represented an enormous length of track. Did he have it?

The checkered flag belonged to him. No surprise there. He drove on at top speed. Now the waiting began.

His time? He risked a glace up at the megascreens, saw a live image of Trailblazer tightly cutting into the next sharp bank while smoke trailed. The leaderboard was next to the vid. It listed only one team at the moment, an official clock time beside it.

RENEGADE/TRAILBLAZER . . . . . . . . . . . . 2HRS 29MIN 38.092SEC (+5SEC PEN.)

Lotus and Evolución entered the raceway together. Mace couldn’t determine who was ahead. The next few seconds could have been minutes. And then the leaderboard flickered. Names were added. Times were assigned. Mace locked eyes on the standings.

KATANA/LOTUS . . . . . . . 2HRS 29MIN 43.111SEC (0 PEN.)

MALDONADO/EVOLUCIÓN . . . . . . . . . . . . 2HRS 29MIN 43.352SEC (0 PEN.)

Mace’s mind emptied. He ran a back-of-the-envelope calculation, borrowed the one—and laughed.

By less than two hundredths of a second, Blazer had seized the win.

His racing career remained safe—for now.





Chapter Two

Cairo was ancient and bustling—an enormous expanse of brick buildings and hectic roadways. Mace was charmed by the hundreds of mosques and towering minarets. He liked hearing the calls to prayer ring out five times a day from tinny megaphones blasting throughout the city. Even now, the call went out over the Egyptian air.

The balcony of his hotel suite faced the Great Pyramids and the Sphinx. Mace paced ruts into the tiles of the floor as he yo-yoed back and forth between a television broadcasting TURBOWORLD in his master bedroom and his balcony view of the world wonders. He liked to absorb the gossip after a race. But the pyramids divided his attention today. The geometric stone monuments—right there, poised at the edge of the city—were mountainous. There was something timeless about them. Bigger than Mace, bigger than TURBO racing. Grander than the moment Mace occupied.

He gazed at the giant stone Sphinx. The stories-tall, half-man, half-lion shrine, crouching partially buried in drifts of sand, won the staring contest.

“No matter what we do, we’re just blips in time.” It was a strangely comforting thought. It took the pressure off.

“Blip?” a voice in the room challenged. “No, no, no. That’s not the right word at all!”

Melanie Vanderhoof was suddenly beside him, gazing out at the pyramids with a different kind of awe. She was Mace’s publicist, agent, and personal manager. “You’re part of the club,” she explained.

“What do you mean?”

Melanie was thirty-three, tall, slender, and had silky blond hair wrapped tightly in a bun. She was dressed in a suit, cradled a large binder in one arm, and adjusted her black-frame glasses with a hand that also held a pen. She stretched out her arm like a circus ringmaster, inviting him to take in their surroundings with new eyes. “Some of the most famous names in history have visited Egypt,” she explained. “Mace, you’re looking at something Alexander the Great, the emperors of Rome, Cleopatra, the prophet Muhammad, and even Jesus of Nazareth all once gazed upon.”

Something tickled awake inside of Mace. That was quite a club she was talking about.

“You’re a big deal now. Adjust your thinking,” the publicist reminded him. “People will give you the respect you demand. This is a perfect example.” She pointed at the Sphinx. “Tell him who you are, Renegade. Go on.”

Mace stifled a laugh. But he leaned forward over the balcony anyway, smiling. “I’m Mace Blazer,” he tried. It felt silly at first, but there was something undeniably satisfying about it too. He laughed, then impersonated an angry Klingon: “I demand your respect!”

“Exactly. See how that feels?” Melanie prodded.

He rolled his eyes.

“Wait. Were you just barking at the Sphinx?” Dex asked, approaching.

Born in the Dominican Republic, Dex was the same age as Mace: twelve going on twenty-one. They had been close friends ever since entering the sport together as rivals vying for a chance to secretly pilot a trimorpher sponsored by billionaire inventor Tempest Hollande. Together, along with Aya, they had foiled Tempest’s plot to butcher the sport of TURBO by turning it into a no-holds-barred, gladiator-style demolition derby. Mace had won last year’s Gauntlet Prix with Dex’s help.

Dex could pilot a morpher as well as Mace or Aya. But he was an even better engineer. He’d offered to be Mace’s crew chief while saving money to build his own craft. Mace was grateful for the arrangement. There was no one better for the job. And Mace knew—though he’d never say it out loud—that his odds of delivering a repeat Gauntlet victory were far greater with Dex as an ally and not a rival.

“Can we talk?” Dex asked him. “You’re blaming me for what happened, but how could I have known?”

Mace gave him a friendly nudge. “It’s a simple misunderstanding.”

“No, Mace. You could’ve died. I don’t want that on me. Look,” he finished, pointing at the living room TV. Trailblazer, spewing smoke out its back end as it narrowly missed chopping off more than the Sphinx’s already-missing nose, was on constant replay as TURBOWORLD commentators Jax Anders and Lee Weisborne offered opinions about Mace’s flirtation with disaster.

“He pulled out of it in time, so what’s the harm?” Anders was asking.

Weisborne was happy to offer a reply. “The Ministry of Antiquities is having fits. Renegade nearly wiped out a wonder of the world with that stunt. What if he’d rammed it head on?”

“Bug, meet windshield,” Mace said with a laugh.

“It’s not funny,” Dex growled. “Stay in your lane, for once. Cockpit’s all yours. Everything under the hood is mine.”

Melanie punched the mute button on the remote control. “Fair warning, Mace,” she said. “The optics of your near miss are as bad as they look. Your fans love it, of course. But your critics are going for the jugular. The TURBO Association is sending Gimbal herself on our photo-op to the museum. She’d like a word with you.”

Mace slouched. “They always want words with me.”

“Nothing they can do about you as long as you keep winning,” Melanie reminded him.

The distinctive noise of an arriving helicopter echoed from around the corner of the hotel. Melanie’s eyes lit up. “That’s our ride to Tahrir Square.” She snatched her phone and started launching off texts.

Mace straightened, leaving his teacup on the railing. The others followed him inside. He ironed imaginary wrinkles out of his shirt with his hands. “Do I look okay? Spiffy, even?”

“Fit for royalty.” Dex sighed.

“Perfect,” Mace said. “I’m about to meet a true princess, after all.”

Melanie pursed her lips. “Yes, but . . . careful who you say that around. Lots of countries don’t recognize the Vaskos’ claim to royalty.”

“How do I look?” Dex asked, checking himself in a large wall mirror. He grabbed his cowboy hat from the table. “Should I wear the hat, or just hold it to my chest?”

“The helicopter will blow it off your head,” Mace warned.

“I mean, once we get there.”

“You’re not coming in the helicopter,” Melanie told Dex. “It’s too small.”

“What?” said Mace and Dex together. “Then you stay behind,” Mace told her.

“No, Mace. Sorry,” she pushed back. “You and I need to go over protocol for this meet and greet. The wrong kind of handshake and you could ignite a war. Take a cab, Dex.”

A knock came at the front door. “That’s our cue,” Melanie said. “Let’s not keep Princess Vasko waiting.” She turned and marched out of the hotel room, wrapping a shawl around her head and neck.

Dex grabbed Mace’s shoulder and spun him back around. “One more thing. You promised, remember?”

Mace nodded, but he had no idea what Dex was talking about.

“Sponsorship,” Dex said firmly.

“Right, right . . . Of course,” he said. “I’ll put in a good word for you. Cross my heart.”

“Okay,” Dex said, looking relieved. “Because I need sponsors if I’m going to get behind the wheel of my own racer again.” He imagined his personal morpher with a wave of a hand. “Silverado. And I can’t think of a better sponsor than the Kreznian royal family and Princess Olesya.”

“Tempest Hollande?” Mace suggested.

“Har har. If she’s even alive, that is.”

It was possible Tempest had died in Cuba while escaping from authorities during last year’s Prix. She had fled into an active hypercane, after all. No one had heard a word from her since then as far as Mace knew. Dex squared Mace’s shoulders, trying to get his attention.

“Listen,” continued Dex. “Since I’m taking a cab to the museum, I should have left an hour ago. With this city’s traffic, I’ll probably miss the whole event. You have to remember to bring it up? Okay? Don’t forget! Promise?”

“I promise.” Mace bowed and backed out of the foyer door, letting it shut between him and Dex while making wildly exaggerated royal gestures. “God save the Queen!”

“That’s British!” Dex shouted as the door shut.

“Don’t you dare say something stupid like that,” warned Melanie in the hallway, her face now shadowed by her shawl.

“Okay, I’ll say something else stupid.”

Melanie ignored him. “Seriously. The situation in Kreznia is very unstable. The royal family’s on edge. Watch your step around this girl.”

“Then why are we doing this in the first place?”

“You kidding? Mace Blazer and a Kreznian dignitary with Egyptian heritage, strolling among the mummies and swapping cultures while world politicians look on?” She used her hand to flash an imaginary headline. “‘TURBO unites the globe!’”

In the elevator, Mace asked her: “Why such a small helicopter? Dex was supposed to join us.”

Melanie pushed her glasses up her nose. “This little meet and greet is already feeling like an international summit. Best to keep things simple, Mace. Trust me. I’m your publicist. Like Dex said: stay in your lane. You focus on winning. Let me take care of the rest. Now, about the proper way to greet the princess while we’re in Egypt. . . .”

They boarded the waiting helicopter. Mace donned his headset and reached for the seat belt straps but froze. He placed a hand against the ceiling of the cabin, and then added his other palm. Melanie and the pilot watched him, curiously at first, and then impatiently. Mace didn’t care. He closed his eyes and continued to feel along the interior surfaces.

“I can’t lift off until you’re properly secured,” the pilot complained over his headset.

Mace opened his eyes, looking pointedly at the pilot. He motioned, cutting his hand across his neck. “Kill it. I’m not flying in this. Something’s wrong.”

The pilot glowered.

“Just do it,” Melanie insisted, already unbuckling herself, worry evident on her features. “He knows what he’s doing.”

Mace waited nearby for the chopper to grow completely still, then he trotted over to the annoyed pilot and pointed up at the rotor mast. “Look. A linchpin is getting loose on the swash plates. The whole thing could’ve unraveled at any minute.”

“Ya rrab,” the pilot exclaimed in a low whisper, with wide eyes and a blanched face. My god. He set to refastening the pin so that it was secure. When he was done, he invited Mace to inspect it.

“Looks good,” Mace acknowledged. “Let’s give it a try.”

Everyone piled back in the chopper, and the pilot started it up. Mace took his time feeling out the machine. He could sense a few other minor clicks and a faint rubbing coming from the tail rotor, and explained them to the pilot, but he gave a thumbs-up. “You should inspect those bearings soon, but she’ll fly.”

They took off, and as they rose, the pyramids and the Sphinx seemed to grow small.

“No curse on you, Mace,” Melanie pointed out. “The Sphinx approves. You really are destined for greatness.”

Five minutes later, the helicopter touched down on Tahrir Square. Across the plaza was one of the most famous museums in the world—the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities. Mace hopped out of the chopper and involuntarily ducked to avoid the unlikely possibility of being decapitated. He headed for a red carpet lined with reporters and photographers and several dignitaries, mostly men. Mace identified Egyptian politicians he had met before the start of the Cairo Classic. All of them were dressed in traditional bisht cloaks trimmed in gold, and they wore keffiyeh headdresses. There were also some unfamiliar gentlemen decked out in fine suits, probably the Kreznians. In the middle of them all was a pretty girl, wearing neither a traditional hijab nor burqa, but a long-sleeved, dark-blue dress with elegant Arabian designs and plenty of jewelry. She lowered her shawl around her shoulders, revealing a face covered in makeup. She looked younger than Mace had expected.

Princess Olesya Vasko broke from the crowd of dignitaries and walked alone toward him. The cameras behind the rope line flashed like exploding stun grenades. Her eyes locked on his, and she wore a bright, confident smile. “Mace Blazer,” she said, holding out a hand for him to shake. “I’ve been so excited to finally meet you. Congratulations on another impressive win.”

Mace had been instructed not to shake her hand in public. He put his own hand to his heart and completed the traditional Kreznian greeting that Melanie had taught him: “Peace be upon you, Miss Vasko.”

She laughed and winked at him. “Olesya. Call me Olesya.”

The helicopter departed, and a striking silence fell upon Tahrir Square. Mace followed Olesya back to the crowd and shook hands with a number of men in bisht robes and others in tailored suits. He had no idea who any of them were. He thought the formal greetings might never end, but finally the princess led him through a gap in the crowd, and he followed her quickly inside the museum. Melanie eventually caught up to them but stayed several paces back as the Kreznian princess welcomed Mace inside.

Momentarily away from the cameras, she explained, “My mother’s father is Egyptian. That’s why my connection here is strong even though our royal line rises from the north shores of the Black Coast. When I heard on the news that you’ve never been to Egypt before, I knew I had found my excuse to corner you.” She laughed at her own joke.

Mace felt heat rise into his cheeks, but he tried to play it cool. “Well, thank you for the invitation to show me around. I’ve always been fascinated by ancient Egypt.”

“I see you got a close look at the Sphinx yesterday.” Olesya smiled.

Mace nodded along. “I did. I was in a hurry at the time, though. It was all a blur.”

Olesya snorted, grew embarrassed, covered her mouth with her hands, then laughed some more.

Mace watched racers Ibrahim al-Aswani and Darwín Maldonado enter the museum lobby. Olesya explained, “I invited the top finishers from yesterday, so there wouldn’t be too much speculation about the two of us.”

“Speculation?” Mace repeated. “Us?”

Olesya winked. “I invited Katana, also, but she didn’t come. Too busy remaining mysterious, I suppose. You know her, correct?” Olesya, with her long black hair, angular face, and warm inquisitiveness, was waiting with genuine interest for an answer.

Mace was having a hard time keeping up. Did she just wink at me? “Uh,” he said, stalling, letting his mind sort things out. “I don’t really know her.”

Mace had to choose his words carefully. Olesya was right, of course: Aya was staying away because she couldn’t be seen in public without hiding her true identity. She was the same age as Mace, but she hadn’t yet revealed that to the world. Her instinct to remain a cryptic—a masked TURBOnaut—had been wise. When Mace had taken off his helmet after he’d won the Glove, he’d created an enormous firestorm of controversy. Safety advocates and child-labor activists and politicians had protested loudly, demanding that underage competitors not be allowed to compete. But TURBO racing had never enjoyed so much press and attention. An enormous fan base had risen up in support of Mace. The Association had backed down, allowing Mace to continue racing for one more season on a trial basis. But other children would not be allowed in the pro league until further review. So Ms. Aya Nagata was stuck as a cryptic.

“Too bad,” Olesya said. “I was hoping to discuss the sport with her, from a woman’s perspective. Ask my father, he’ll tell you: I’m TURBO’s biggest fan. Maybe I’ll pop behind the wheel of a trimorpher myself.”

“You can borrow my keys anytime.” It was Mace’s turn to wink.

The princess placed a hand on Mace’s shoulder. “Thank you. But why would you assume that I don’t already have a racer of my own? Hosting—and winning—a TURBO Gauntlet Prix across the Black Coast would be a wonderful way to celebrate my kingdom’s independence,” she continued. “What a lovely dream. Don’t you agree?”

“How old are you?” Mace asked, trying to move out from under her touch.

“Fifteen. I’m old enough to command an army. But I’m not old enough to race.” Her look grew playful. “Does that sound fair to you?”

Mace backed up a step. He’d assumed she was older.

He bumped into something and whipped around. Olesya’s father—the man who claimed to be king of Kreznia—loomed over him. Beside him was none other than Linda Gimbal, TURBO Association president.

Mace suddenly remembered Melanie’s warning: The TURBO Association is sending Gimbal herself on our photo-op to the museum. She’d like a word with you.

“Darling.” The man in the fine suit spoke to his daughter. “Why don’t you greet the other TURBOnauts you invited to join us?”

“Yes, father,” Olesya said. She gave Mace a mischievous look and pivoted.

“Mace Blazer,” the Kreznian began politely, “you’ve become a wonderful inspiration for us all, especially my free-spirited daughter. I trust you’ll enjoy this opportunity to share and learn from each other today. She’s used to getting what she wants. But don’t get any funny ideas.”

“No, Your Highness!” Mace nodded vigorously. “Of course not! I don’t have any ideas at all. I mean, I was just . . . I would never—”

“Your Highness?” Olesya’s father raised an eyebrow. “Ah. You honor me by recognizing our claim to the Black Coast. But don’t think it changes the fact that my daughter is off limits.”

Off limits? Mace was floundering on all fronts. “Uh,” he tried again. “I’m not—”

Linda Gimbal interrupted mercifully. She was a tall woman with graying Afro-textured hair and stern eyes. “Renegade, perhaps this is an advantageous moment for us to steal away for a second or two?”

Gimbal looked stern. Furious even. But at least she wasn’t an offended king. Mace surprised himself, stepping off with her.
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