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Sergio Pirozzi slammed his open hand on the table. Olivia Martin flinched. ‘I don’t want to hear your fucking entitled bullshit, Olivia.’

‘Fuck,’ she murmured. She arrived late, in yesterday’s clothes. Not that anyone in the room would know.

Nobody in the Lazzrini boardroom in Pisa moved. ‘You are paid, and paid extremely well, to fly for Lazzrini. They expect you to act responsibly as a representative of the team. You are a walking controversy. Read the fucking morality clause in your contract. And by the way, you look like shit.’

‘I have more product endorsements now than I did at the end of last season,’ Olivia boasted. ‘I think that shines a positive light on the team.’

‘You have a savvy agent, Olivia,’ Sergio scoffed. ‘That shines a light on you, no one else on the team. Every week you’re splashed across screens for antisocial behaviour or who you’re sleeping with, and that negatively impacts the entire team. It would be different if the media scrum was for you attending charity events, but it’s not.’

‘Media, good or bad, gets the Lazzrini brand out there. I’m boosting the brand. My caps outsell the team’s.’

‘Livvy, I don’t think the SkyRace GP Race Committee would agree,’ Marco Franks critiqued, sharing his personal device screen with her. ‘Didn’t have time to change from last night?’

Olivia saw the image posted of her partying the night before. ‘Don’t call me fucking Livvy, my name is Olivia,’ Olivia demanded with a savage face. ‘You don’t get an opinion.’

‘If you’re on my team, Olive, I have an opinion.’

‘Your team?’ Olivia rebelled. ‘Fuck you.’

‘Everyone in this meeting has an opinion,’ Sergio reinforced, looking around the table at those in attendance. Henri Rossi and Roselyn Nash sat in silence. Nino Lombardi studied the tabletop. ‘I know the final pilot roster is late. I wanted this meeting face to face, to deal with a few internal rumours and some I’ve seen in the media. I want a clean start to this season. This year, we have the best chance of winning both the team and pilots’ championships. Before we start the season, I want everyone to know where they stand and what is expected. You, Olivia, have to tone down your off-circuit antics to concentrate on winning another world championship.’ He paused and referred to the tablet he was holding.

She sighed heavily. ‘Sure, Sergio.’

‘Stop the attention-seeking and do your job,’ he chastised. ‘You could be the first pilot to win back-to-back world championships. For the benefit of the team, the pilot roster will be as follows. In D1, Olivia will fly as #1 pilot. Roselyn will remain #2.’

‘Fanculo!’ Marco screamed. ‘I should be the #1 pilot in D1! Not Ollie.’

‘Hello, Mucus! World Champion over here!’ Olivia jabbed a thumb at her chest. ‘Arrogant prick.’

‘I was fucking World Champion before you, Liv. Show some respect!’ Marco fired back.

‘Enough!’ Sergio ordered. ‘Roselyn will continue at #2 until you prove yourself.’ He stared Marco down. ‘You will fly #1 in D2 until directed otherwise. Nino, that leaves you at #2.’

‘Based on your medical assessments, we think this is our strongest team configuration,’ Henri Rossi chimed in. ‘You have to prove to us you are up to flying D1, Marco.’

‘Fuck you, Henri. My leg is strong; it will be fine.’

‘You haven’t flown a competitive race since mid-last season,’ Henri asserted. ‘After a full knee replacement, practice runs and simulators won’t cut it in an actual race. When race pressure is added by the best pilots on the planet, things go wrong.’

‘Wise move,’ Olivia said, staring at Marco.

Marco focused on Sergio. ‘I will walk if I’m not flying D1 for Lazzrini,’ he threatened.

Fresh coffee from the kitchenette wafted in. ‘I totally need another coffee.’ Olivia grabbed her empty mug and headed to the coffee machine. One of her security detail waiting outside offered to get it for her, but she waved him away.

Sergio glanced at Henri. He stood and closed the meeting room door. ‘It’s a tactical decision for the team, Marco,’ he whispered. ‘You will accrue more points for the team in D2.’ He paused to see where Olivia was. ‘She might be a nightmare off the circuit, but she knows how to win.’

‘I said I would walk if I’m not flying Division 1,’ Marco repeated firmly.

‘Come on, Marco, you’re returning after major surgery and rehab,’ Henri argued. ‘Are you saying you are 100 percent fit?’

‘Yes, definitely. You have seen me in practice.’

‘We can’t take the chance, Marco,’ Sergio reiterated. ‘We’re a team, Marco. We decide what’s best for the team.’

‘I will serve the team better flying in D1. I’m not a D2 pilot. I deserve to fly in D1, and I’ll walk if I am not.’

Olivia entered the room carrying her beverage. ‘Where would you go, Marco?’ she snorted. ‘It’s too late to sign with another team.’

‘I’ll take my chances.’ He suddenly stood to leave, picking up his PD.

‘You’re under contract until the end of this year, Marco,’ Sergio reminded him.

‘Yes, to fly D1.’

‘Read your contract again,’ Sergio encouraged. ‘Management has the right to temporarily switch out pilots because of medical injury to benefit the team.’

‘You’ll hear from my agent.’ Marco strode out of the meeting.

‘Marco, Marco!’ Sergio called.

‘Our season might be over before the first race,’ Roselyn said.

‘Looks like we’ve jumped the start,’ Olivia offered.

‘He’ll come around,’ Henri stated confidently. ‘I’ll talk him around once he’s seen the D2 points table.’ He turned to Olivia. ‘Are you going to keep #21 for this season?’

‘I haven’t thought about it.’ She looked around the room. ‘Twenty-one means nothing to me. I am #1, and #1 means something to me. I might as well wear one.’

‘I’ll let the crew and Race Committee know,’ Henri told her. ‘Let’s have a look at the new fuselage undercarriage for the D1 racepod.’ He activated the control panel on the tabletop. He picked up his PD and paired it with the tabletop. A holographic representation of the new Lazzrini Division 1 racepod rose from the centre of the holotable. ‘The modifications are on the undercarriage.’ He raised his hand, and the 3D diagram rose so everyone could see the underside of the craft. ‘See these microgrooves running from the nose cone to the rear, they channel air faster to deliver marginally better speed.’
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The first event on the 2049 SkyRace GP calendar rose out of the Chilean desert. Fifty kilometres east of Antofagasta, the temporary SkyRace town materialised again at Paradero El Desierto. Spectators arrived by the busload for Friday’s circuit practice.

The Chilean sky circuit was notorious for its twin arches. They copied the stone Arch of La Portada off the Antofagasta coast. Two dozen inflatable twin arches, each with six-metre ground clearance and 12 metres wide, twisted along the circuit for three kilometres. The battery sponsor provided the EVolt Energy arches and always displayed impressive branding motifs. Like the PVC-coated nylon air gates at the South African event, the undersides of both arches were cloaked in lasers. Graze one, and five seconds was added to the pilot’s time. Two racepods could squeeze through an arch at once, with centimetres to spare.

Aleeza and Olivia still weren’t speaking. Their father, Nicolas, was the only one either sister would talk to. He flew to Chile for the season opener, a rare move, hoping to get both daughters at one table.

Teams tweaked racepods in pitpad alley between practice runs. Vacuumbots crawled the start grid mat, sucking up desert dust.

Nicolas watched from the grandstand as Olivia’s racepod descended, kicking up the faintest swirl of powder. A small group of media drones and reporters waited for the signal to enter the restricted area. They surged towards her aircraft. The pit crew jacked up the racepod and slipped glide wheels under its skid. As Olivia sat in the racepod during the procedure, she chatted openly with the media hounds. Her three-person security detail, just metres away, monitored the situation closely.

‘...and a reconciliation, as you put it, isn’t happening. I’m here to win another world championship. First pilot to win back-to-back championships is my goal this year.’

‘There’s a rumour McRory Racing tried to lure you back,’ Paul Grund from Above & Below webzine baited. ‘Is it true you didn’t want to be on the same team as your sister?’

Olivia peered at him. ‘No comment. I’m flying for the Lazzrini Race Team in ’49. That’s all that matters.’

‘Stand clear, racepod on the move,’ the crew manager warned. She marshalled her pit crew to move the craft from the start grid back to the Lazzrini pitpad hangar. Reporters scrambled clear as the crew manager thumbed her remote. The racepod rolled after her towards pitpad alley.

Nicolas left his seat and headed to meet her.

A broadcast drone banked overhead, and the SEN feed cut to a wide shot of the sky circuit and the pop-up town. A graphic ticked through the 16-event calendar, Las Vegas replacing El Paso on a three-year deal. The feed cut back to Katie Kang in the commentary box.

‘So we’re in the final half-hour of practice. First look at the new pilot rosters, including promotions from the feeder divisions. The rosters are locked for the first race. We have an ex-world champion returning and fresh faces in both Division 1 and 2.’

‘Yes, Katie. Marco Franks, the ’46 World Champion, is back. In Division 2,’ Harvie Stedman, the SEN co-anchor, reported.

‘Yes, a source whispered to me he threatened to leave Lazzrini if he wasn’t flying in D1,’ Katie tossed in. ‘I just hope his knee reconstruction is up to the rigours of piloting even in a D2 racepod.’

‘He flew well in his practice session.’

‘Hardly race conditions, but we’ll see how he fares Saturday, Harvie. Olivia Martin still won’t comment on McRory’s approach.’

‘Imagine the Martin sisters flying together, Katie.’ Harvie Stedman paused momentarily to check his notes. ‘A rookie to watch is Division 2 newcomer Jarrad Unger. He’s the half-brother of Grace Unger, the first female SkyRace GP World Champion.’

‘Yes, Harvie. Jarrad Unger finished second overall in Division 3 last year. If he’s half as good as his older sister, watch out.’

‘You flew with Grace Unger back in the day, Katie.’

‘I did. She held up the World Champion trophy the year I started flying D1 in 2040. She was a true pioneer, an innovator in the sport. Unfortunately, her career ended abruptly in her prime.’

‘A real tragedy, Katie. This year, SkyRace GP turns ten. Tomorrow, past World Champions parade before the Division 2 race.’

‘I can’t wait. We’ll chat with Philippe Laurent, winner of the inaugural 2039 SkyRace Grand Prix, and probably my favourite pilot, Stig Neuman-Piggot, World Champion in ’41. He has the best sense of humour of any pilot I have ever competed against. Some one-liners he delivered during media conferences were priceless.’

‘And Gerry Fontana, the ’44 World Champion, joins us in the box for Sunday’s Division 1 call. Stay tuned.’

A broadcast graphic appeared on screen: SkyRace GP prize money for 2049 - $410 million for the winning team. This was followed by an advertisement for esport SkyRace World League, where gamers chased Nukoin flying VRXLR8 racepod simulators. It showed one of the ten SkyRacer Pilot Academies training cashed-up gamers as well as training future SkyRace GP pilots.
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That night, fans and P-Droids packed the entertainment quarter. Bent Sprocket Beer ads played across the skin of a SkyRing airship, spruiking the McRory Racing crew.

Aleeza and Bayden sat with her father at Café Epsilon to watch the night show. After the drone light show, the Knight Owls took over the night sky. Their SkySpheres, barely big enough for a small pilot, weaved between neon-lit SkySurfers.

Nicolas’ PD buzzed. ‘It’s Olivia.’ He read the text. ‘She won’t come.’

‘At least you didn’t ambush her this time,’ Aleeza noted.

A waiterbot arrived with their meals. ‘One order of fat unicorn balls with soba noodle salad.’ Bayden took the plate from the waiterbot’s tray. ‘Chicken with steamed vegetables.’

‘That’s me,’ Aleeza responded and took her dish.

‘One lobster omelette,’ the waiterbot said. Bayden passed it to Nicolas.

‘I talked with her for an hour this afternoon,’ Nicolas sighed. ‘I was sure she’d join us.’

‘Olivia always flies her own line. You should know that by now, Dad.’

‘You’re right, I should.’ He gazed into the darkness, abuzz with human fireflies. ‘I would never fly one of those tiny SkySpheres if you paid me, especially at night.’

‘I wouldn’t eat fat unicorn balls if you paid me,’ Aleeza scoffed.

Bayden nibbled a fat unicorn meatball. ‘Has a texture a little like crocodile, but not as fishy.’

‘Creeps me out, the thought of eating cultured white rhino meat.’

‘That chicken was gassed,’ Bayden told her, pointing to her plate. ‘And that lobster sat in an ice bath for 20 minutes before they chopped it in half. Shmeat is ethical. Nobody has to stun a cow,’ Bayden added.

Aleeza wasn’t listening, studying the display above. ‘Their manoeuvrability is phenomenal.’ She stuffed a piece of broccoli into her mouth. ‘Their responsiveness lets
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SkyRace GP scoring system per event
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1| McRory Racing Aleeza Martin (#32) Paul van der Meer (+88)

2 | Lazarini Race Team Olivia Martin (#1) Roselyn Nash (#54)

3 [XForce Matilda Vettel (#10) Tim Powers (#74)

4| Eagle One Racing Lukas De Castro (#2) Benjamin Flower (#26)
Foxx AirRacing Rita Perez (#40) Argun Farhi (#50)

6| Watson-Cruz Airsports | Seo Hye-bin (#51) ‘Angel Greatorex (#44)
Hoverflyers Kawano Takayuki (#9) Koda Kei (#3)

8| Air Schneider Tamas Hutlassa (#7) Brad Hazzard (#16)

9| Red Roo Racing ‘Aimee Walton-Dewa (#22) | Clayton Clark (#81)

10| XPang-Fu Race Team Jing Zhao (#41) YuLi(#8)

11| AeroWing Aviation Royce Simms (#66) Morgan Patel (#78)

12| Vogel Machina Dirk Alberts (#30) Max Schroder (#18)
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Fastest
Position 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th Gth 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th
Event Lap

Points |25 22 |20 18 14 13 12 11 5 4 3 2 1
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Division 2 Pilot Roster 2049

Race Team Division 2 #1Pilot #2 Pilot
1| McRory Racing Valentina Nemeth (#62) | Harry Chen (#11)
2 | Lazarini Race Team Mareo Franks (#6) Nino Lombardi (#27)
3 | XForce Bianca Simmons (#29) Craig Woods (#73)
4| Eagle One Racing Muhammad Jaffer (#80) [ Olga Prado (#55)
5| Foxx AirRacing Nacem Saber (+35) Glen Yale (#13)
6| Watson-Cruz Airsports Tsmail Ahmed (#28) Bernhard Kingston (10)
Hoverflyers Takata Jun (#30) Sako Masa (#5)
8 | Air Schneider Claude Petit (#36) ‘Damian Rosser (#48)
9| Red Roo Racing Jon McBride (#63) Tina Valencia (#61)
10 | XPang-Fu Race Team Feng Hung (#82) SuZhe (#67)
11| AeroWing Aviation Bob Dawn (#42) Jarrad Unger (#77)

Vogel Machina

Sebastian Firth (#37)

Nina Wunder (#4)
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2049 SkyRace GP Events

Pre-season testing in Chile — closed to the public 7 February,
1| Chile 14 February
2 | Argentina 7March
3 | Australia 21 March
4 | Nigeria @ April
5 | india 18 April
6 | Madagascar 9 May
7| USA, Las Vegas 30 May
& | Sain 20 June
9 [ Japan aluly

10 | Canada 25 1uly.

11| SaudiArabia 15Au

12 | Eevet 5 Sept

13| Mexico 26 5ept

14| Tarkive 170ct

15| SouthAfrica 310ct

16 | Braail 14 Nov






