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VOLUME III: A RISING
STAR

By Kixi Rajki

 


Sometime in the month of September in the year
CE 3009.

 


 


The F-Zero/2
championships: a racing series considered as the stepping
stone to the systemwide F-Zero series. However, rather than being
held as a systemwide championship, F-Zero/2 championships were held
at a local planetary level throughout the Sol System, and unlike
their F-Zero counterparts, F-Zero/2 cars lacked the ability to
make full 180 degree high speed wall and ceiling climbs.
Nonetheless, F-Zero/2 cars were still lightening fast, and were not
without their own perils.

 


And so,
the F-Zero/2 cars roared along the track. I feathered the
throttle as I approached the final set of turns, eyes fixed on the
first place car. Throughout the season, and through the last few
races, my rival and I had kept pace on the track and on the
standings. Now it was the final race, and like nearly all the races
this season, I knew that all the previous laps were little more
than a prelude. At this level, the winner was decided in the final
moments, and the final turn.

 


I glanced
at the thrusters of the first place car and the heat haze over
their power feeds. My rival had been racing hard and he’d been
dumping everything he had into gaining and maintaining his lead.
The F-Zero/2 car was pushing the red line. Peak power output. On
the verge of overheating. But it had paid off. He had been in first
place since lap two. Judging from my own lap times, and how far
ahead the leader had been, it seemed likely somewhere around lap
fifty the in competition single lap record for the track had been
taken from me. But it had not been without cost. The speed had been
steadily tapering off. One can only run a vehicle at the ragged
edge before efficiency slips and performance suffers. And that
car was suffering badly.

 


I twirled a
little bit of my hair. Two more straightaways. One more turn.
I looked at my own vehicle’s vitals. They were well beyond what the
engineers would have liked, but with a good deal more slack than
they usually had at this stage in a race. Rather than charging into
first place and digging my heels in, holding on to it with a death
grip and menacing any racer with the audacity to try to take it
away, I had made second place my territory, and had been nipping at
the heels of the first place racer since the very first lap.
I could practically feel the eyes on him. The lead driver
would be flicking his eyes between the track and the rear view,
mindful of every manoeuvre I made. Which meant what came next would
not be missed.

 


The final turn
approached. At a time when I should have been feathering the
throttle to ease into the turn, I dialled the speed up again,
eating into that precious sliver of reactor performance I’d been
rationing for the last twenty laps. Ahead, the lead car’s thruster
glow flared. I grinned a bit wider. The anxiety and desperation
were pouring off the first place car. He didn’t want to lose a
centimetre of his lead. And so he abandoned safety and good sense
for raw speed. I knew the feeling and gently eased off the
throttle, dropping back into a reasonable speed for the turn. The
lead car tried to do the same, but I had timed my feint well. There
wasn’t time for the lead racer to back off before we hit the
turn.

 


I entered the
curve a tenth of a second behind first place and watched as the car
that had been in the lead for ninety-six solid minutes drifted off
the edge of the track for just a moment, bleeding speed as the
tyres had to compensate for non ideal track surface. We were neck
and neck as we entered the final straightaway. No more turns. No
other cars to contend with. No more room for skill. After three
hundred ninety-nine laps of knife-edge racing, the season would be
decided in what amounted to a straight line dash. Over an hour and
a half of desperately trying to be the fastest car in the history
of the track meant the lead car had nothing left to give. It had
eaten up its slack. But I? I had something left in the tank.

 


Both
cars were at full thrust. I turned to gaze at my rival through
the windscreen. He was pouring sweat. Eyes red-rimmed and
burning, he offered only the briefest, darting glances in my
direction. Even in the glare of the desert sun, I could see
the glow of assorted safety systems activating, cutting power to
prevent a reactor breach. I casually glanced at the race position
indicator roll from second to first with four hundred metres left
to go. I hovered my fingers over to the right side ion engine
stabiliser. There was only one thing left in my rival’s arsenal. I
needed to be ready for it.

 


Sure enough,
with a roar of anger and frustration that almost rivalled the
rumble of his reactor, the rival racer slammed his steering wheel
to the left, seeking to either spook me into going offtrack or
smash into me. I pulled back on the right side ion engine
stabiliser, which instantly resulted in an uneven thrust output
against the opposite left side ion engine that lurched and then
tilted the car up on two wheels. Instead of his roll cage sparking
against mine, the edge of the rival’s car nudged under mine. I
waggled the steering to keep the car moving on the front and rear
left wheels, now effectively leaning on the faltering second place
car like a crutch. The extra force caused the rival’s suspension to
lose height, first dragging part of the car’s undertray on the
ground, before causing the top of the rival’s left wheels to slam
into the inner part of the car’s quarter panels, and dumping
speed faster than if he’d been braking.

 


It was all too
much for the abused car. One of the ion thrusters failed
entirely, and the car lurched to the right and spun off the track.
My car slammed down a heartbeat before it crossed the finish
line. First place for the race. First place for the season.

 


***

 


I checked the
time on my watch. My aunt, or my father’s younger sister Valeska
Rajki who was only ten years my senior had always prided herself on
punctuality, but if she was going to continue her unblemished
record of not missing dinner with me, she had less than two
minutes. We hadn’t seen each other since the final race of the
season. As tended to be the case, the last piece of any production
was the busiest for all involved. I had done a whirlwind of
interviews. Valeska who was both my personal race manager as well
as one of four shareholders of Mars’ F-Zero/2 world championship
had hundreds of final decisions to make, from reacting to the boost
in ad revenue from the recently broadcast league final to
negotiating new contracts for a few of the midlevel races. Given
the sudden and intense focus on me as the winner, our usual
tradition of visiting a new restaurant after a major race had been
replaced with me cooking dinner for the two of us in my
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