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    To the dreamers who refuse to slow down,and to anyone who has ever had to rebuild their life from the wreckage.
Keep driving.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "If everything seems under control, you're not going fast enough."
— Mario Andretti

      

    

Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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CHAPTER 1: The Mechanic of Kigali
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The engine coughed, a dry, metallic hacking sound that echoed off the corrugated metal walls of the small garage. To anyone else, it sounded like a car dying. To Elias Makuza, it sounded like a car asking for help.

Elias wiped his grease-stained hands on a rag that was arguably dirtier than his hands. He stood in the shadow of the lifted hood of an old, yellow Toyota sedan. The car had seen better days. The paint was peeling like sunburned skin, and the bumper was held on by hope and a few zip-ties.

"Can you save her, Elias?"

The voice came from the doorway. It was Jean-Paul, the owner of the taxi. He looked nervous, wringing his cap in his hands. For a taxi driver in Kigali, a broken car meant no food on the table.

Elias leaned in, his ear hovering inches from the vibrating engine block. He closed his eyes. He didn't just listen to cars; he felt them. He could feel the rhythm of the pistons, the flow of the fuel, the spark of the ignition. It was a language he spoke better than Kinyarwanda, English, or French.

"It’s the fuel injection timing," Elias said softly, opening his eyes. They were dark, intense eyes—the eyes of a man who was used to looking at the horizon at two hundred kilometers per hour. "And your intake manifold has a hairline crack. She can’t breathe, Jean-Paul."

"I have no money for new parts," Jean-Paul sighed, looking at his feet.

Elias smiled, a rare, crooked expression that lit up his serious face. "Who said anything about new parts?"

For the next hour, Elias worked with a surgeon’s precision. He didn't have expensive diagnostic computers or a robotic crew. He had a wrench, a roll of high-heat tape, and a piece of scrap metal he salvaged from a broken refrigerator. He worked with a speed that was mesmerizing. His hands moved in a blur, tightening, adjusting, and sealing.

He wasn't just a mechanic. Elias Makuza was a legend, though the world had tried to make him a ghost.

Five years ago, Elias had been the rising star of the African Rally Championship. They called him " The Cheetah." He was fast, agile, and impossible to catch. But then came the scandal. A rival team had planted illegal modifications in his car before the final race in Nairobi. Elias was disqualified, stripped of his license, and banned from professional racing for life.

He hadn't touched a race car since. Now, he fixed taxis in the dusty Nyamirambo neighborhood of Kigali, hiding his talent beneath layers of engine oil.

"Start her up," Elias commanded.

Jean-Paul turned the key.

VROOOM.

The engine didn't cough. It roared. It purred with a smooth, aggressive hum that sounded far too powerful for the rusty sedan.

Jean-Paul’s jaw dropped. "What did you do? It sounds... angry."

"I woke it up," Elias said, wiping his forehead. "But sound is one thing. Movement is another. I need to test it."

Jean-Paul tossed him the keys without hesitation. "Be my guest."

Elias slid into the driver’s seat. The seat was torn, and the steering wheel was sticky from the humidity, but as soon as his hands gripped the wheel, Elias changed. His posture stiffened. His breathing slowed. The garage faded away. The world became a series of vectors, angles, and speed.

He reversed out of the garage and hit the streets of Kigali.

Rwanda was known as the "Land of a Thousand Hills," and Kigali was a city built on top of them. The roads were a winding labyrinth of steep climbs, sharp hairpin turns, and terrifying drops. It was a nightmare for a learner driver, but it was a playground for Elias.

He pressed the gas pedal. The old Toyota surged forward, the modified engine drinking the fuel greedily.

Elias didn't drive recklessly; he drove with mathematical perfection. He approached a sharp left turn. A normal driver would brake hard. Elias didn't touch the brake. Instead, he downshifted, flicked the steering wheel to the right, and then snapped it back to the left.

The car’s weight shifted. The rear tires lost traction for a split second, sliding across the asphalt. It was a drift. The nose of the car pointed directly into the turn. Elias feathered the gas, balancing the slide. The car danced around the corner, missing the guardrail by inches.

It was beautiful. It was freedom.

For ten minutes, Elias wasn't a disgraced mechanic. He was the Cheetah again. He wove through the heavy traffic of moto-taxis, anticipating their movements before they made them. He climbed the steep roads toward Mount Kigali, the engine screaming in protest but holding together.

He reached the top of a hill and pulled over at a lookout point. The city lay spread out below him, a sprawling tapestry of green trees, red dirt, and tin roofs shimmering in the afternoon sun.

His heart was pounding—not from fear, but from the thrill. The adrenaline. It was a drug, and he had been clean for too long.

"Still got it," he whispered to himself, gripping the wheel until his knuckles turned white.

He drove back to the garage slowly, respecting the speed limits, returning to his cage.

When he pulled the car into the bay, Jean-Paul was waiting, but he wasn't alone.

Parked in front of Elias’s humble garage was a vehicle that didn't belong in this neighborhood. It didn't belong in this decade. It was a sleek, matte-black sports car, low to the ground, with tinted windows that looked like polished obsidian. It had no badge, no license plate, and it hummed with an electric silence.

A woman stood next to it. She wore a sharp black suit and sunglasses, looking like she had just stepped out of a corporate boardroom in Tokyo or New York.

Jean-Paul looked terrified. "Elias, she is looking for you."

Elias stepped out of the Toyota, wiping his hands on his rag. He didn't look intimidated. He looked curious.

"I’m Elias."

The woman didn't smile. She reached into her jacket pocket. Elias tensed, ready to run. In his line of work, strangers in suits usually meant debt collectors or police.

But she didn't pull out a badge or a gun.

She pulled out an envelope.

It was thick, made of heavy, expensive paper. But the most striking thing was the color. It was a deep, blood-red. There was no address on it. Just a symbol embossed in gold wax: a circle with a speedometer needle pushing past the limit.

The Redline.

Elias’s breath hitched in his throat. He knew that symbol. Every driver in the underground world knew that symbol. It was a myth. A ghost story. The race that didn't exist.

"Elias Makuza," the woman said, her voice cool and detached. "You have been selected."

"Selected for what?" Elias asked, though he already knew.

"The Redline," she said. "The Global Circuit. Five years ago, you were robbed of your title. You were robbed of your future. The Architects have been watching you. They know you didn't cheat. They know you are the best driver in Africa."

She took a step forward and held out the red envelope.

"The prize this year is not money, Mr. Makuza. The prize is one Wish. Anything you desire. Your reputation restored? Your ban lifted? Or perhaps..." She glanced at the poverty of the neighborhood. "...something more."

Elias looked at the envelope. He looked at his dirty garage. He looked at the rusty taxi he had just fixed for a few coins.

"This race is illegal," Elias said. "If I am caught, I go to prison forever."

"If you win," the woman countered, "you rewrite the rules."

She dropped the envelope onto the hood of the rusty Toyota.

"Coordinates for the starting grid are inside. You have forty-eight hours to get to the Sahara. Don't be late."

Without another word, she turned, got into her futuristic black car, and sped away. The car didn't make a sound. It just vanished around the corner like a shadow.

Elias stood frozen. Jean-Paul rushed over, eyes wide. "What is it, Elias? Is it trouble?"

Elias picked up the red envelope. It felt heavy in his hand, warm to the touch. He broke the wax seal.

Inside was a single card made of metal, etched with gold coordinates and a plane ticket from Kigali International Airport to a private airstrip in Morocco.

And a single line of text:

DRIVE OR DIE.

Elias looked at the horizon. The sun was setting, turning the sky a burning shade of orange. He thought about the ban. He thought about the shame he had carried for five years. He thought about the feeling of the drift he had just executed on the hill.

He turned to Jean-Paul.

"Keep the garage open for me, my friend," Elias said, a dangerous spark igniting in his eyes.

"Where are you going?" Jean-Paul asked.

Elias clutched the red envelope tight.

"I’m going to race."
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CHAPTER 2: The Drivers
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The Sahara Desert was not a place for life. It was a place for heat, silence, and sand that stretched endlessly like a golden ocean.

But at coordinates 24.31°N, 12.44°E, the desert was alive.

A massive, flat section of the dunes had been transformed. Huge, temporary hangars made of white nanotech fabric rose from the sand, shielding the area from the blistering sun. A perfectly paved asphalt strip, five kilometers long, cut through the nothingness.

This was The Grid.

A vertical-takeoff jet, painted a glossy silver, descended slowly, blowing a cloud of sand in all directions. As the landing gear touched the asphalt, the rear ramp lowered.

Vance Sterling stepped out first. He was thirty years old, American, and wore a white linen suit that cost more than most people earned in a decade. He adjusted his sunglasses and frowned at the heat. Vance didn't race for glory; he had enough fame. He didn't race for money; he was a tech billionaire. He raced because he was bored.

Behind him, a robotic platform rolled his car onto the sand.

It was called the Cyber-V. It didn't look like a car; it looked like a spaceship that had lost its wings. The wheels were spheres, not tires, allowing for movement in any direction. The body was made of a liquid-metal alloy that could heal scratches instantly. The engine was silent, powered by an experimental cold-fusion battery.

"Keep it in the shade," Vance snapped at his pit crew of androids. "If the motherboard overheats, I’ll dismantle all of you."

Fifty meters away, a different kind of noise shattered the air.

SCREECH.

A neon-purple Nissan Silvia S15, modified to look like a monster, drifted sideways into the camp. It slid for two hundred meters, kicking up a wall of sand, before coming to a perfect halt inches from Vance’s pristine boots.

Vance jumped back, dusting off his suit. "Watch it, street trash!"

The door of the Nissan kicked open. Hana Tanaka stepped out. She was small, but her presence was huge. Her hair was dyed a violent shade of electric blue, and her arms were covered in tattoos of dragons and cherry blossoms. She wore a racing suit that looked like it had been through a war—stained with oil and patched with duct tape.

She popped a stick of bubblegum into her mouth and smirked at the billionaire.

"Nice toaster," she said, nodding at his million-dollar car. "Does it make coffee, or does it just look stupid?"

Hana was the Queen of the Tokyo Underground. She didn't race on tracks; she raced in traffic, on mountain passes, and through narrow alleyways. She was aggressive, reckless, and brilliant.

"It’s called aerodynamics," Vance sneered. "Something you wouldn’t understand in that... junk pile."

"This junk pile has soul," Hana replied, patting the hood of her car. "Yours just has a calculator."

"Silence, children."

The voice was deep and commanded immediate respect.

A large transport truck had parked nearby. The back opened
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