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      White sand blew up from the ground as Zane pushed hard on the accelerator, sending his antigravity Litec racecraft shuddering across the finish line.

      Cheering his victory, a little kid held his mother’s hand and waved a chequered flag in the old stand, among a crowd of less than a hundred people.

      The Litec Series was a local racing league that fed to the planetwide Amera League, and this was the most remote race of the season, out back in the small desert town of Katherine.

      For Zane, it was a necessary step to galactic stardom. Ever since his father—a racing legend in his own right—had died four years earlier, antigravity racing had consumed the now sixteen-year-old phenom’s life.

      Parking parallel to the side of the track, he hopped off the craft, removed his helmet, and tidied his messy hair.

      ‘Good work, Zane,’ said Renny, ‘blasting the records again.’

      Renny Rona, a chunky human fellow with weather-kissed skin, ran the Rona race team with the help of his technical assistant, Ant, and Zane’s racing coach, Hermes.

      His competitors sputtered to a stop beside them, churning up more dust, which tickled Zane’s throat and made him cough.

      ‘I’m just counting the days until the end of the season so that I can take it to the Amera League . . . at least they have proper pits.’

      Renny pursed his lips. ‘Where do I get another racer like you?’

      ‘There’s no-one like me.’

      ‘Know that I support you moving ahead, but I need you until the end of the season—unless you can find me someone as good.’

      ‘You know I can’t do that. I’ll do this season, but once it’s over . . . then it’s Amera, and then the ARL.’

      ‘Patience,’ said Hermes. ‘You’re an exceptional racer for your age, but don’t get ahead of yourself.’

      Hermes had once worked with Zane’s father, and had long since retired from the business. Now he coached Zane as a hobby. With his grey beard and his long grey coat, he would easily have passed for the wizard from the Lore of the Reigns.

      ‘I have to,’ Zane said. ‘I don’t want to be like Mr Shakespoke there, racing these buckets with kids half his age.’

      ‘Listen to me, young lad,’ said Renny, ‘I am fifty-five, and I enjoy working with these buckets. Ant, you understand me, right?’

      A stocky young Yoonan guy, who was tinkering with the flaps of the craft, raised his bald, grey-skinned head.

      ‘You know, Zane,’ said Ant, ‘these are essentially the same as the Amera League crafts: they got spirals, propulsion engines, air-brakes . . . well, a little less power and padding, but, for example, this flap, and these adjustments are exactly the same.’ With his universal tool, Ant turned something under the flap.

      Renny leaned against the craft and smiled. ‘And besides, I wouldn’t mind taking home a win this season.’

      ‘Why? Will it help you move forward?’

      ‘No, I’m all good. I just enjoy this,’ he said, and gazed over the line of crafts. ‘Well, I want to show that swanky Ferri-Lolli that success is not about deep pockets.’

      Zane sighed. Why would someone go through all the trouble, year after year, to win a measly local league? He had his sights set higher. Soon, he would race in the planet-wide Amera League, but that, too, would be a stepping stone. What he really wanted was the galactic Antigravity Racing League: the ARL.

      That was the big game. The only game that mattered.

      ‘Hey, help us push the craft, will you?’ said Renny, as he and Ant struggled with the vehicle.

      Together, the three of them manoeuvred it into the shuttle, Renny’s TR-4 Transporter, which served as their mobile garage. The craft had mass, but hovering above ground, moved without friction.

      Zane said, ‘In the Amera league, someone else would take care of my craft while I talked with the media.’

      ‘I am that someone else taking care of your craft,’ Ant said.

      ‘Sorry, mate, didn’t mean it that way.’

      ‘I know; I wouldn’t mind being a mechanic in the Amera League either, but that might be a bit too much on the side with school and all.’

      Zane and Ant were in the same class in high school. Zane said, ‘If they came from the heavens now to sign me on an Amera League team, the school would have to yield. I’m a racer, not a book nerd.’

      Ant smirked. ‘Me neither, but applied maths, man, that’s just too alluring.’

      ’You’re just weird,’ Zane said, chuckling.

      With the bucket in the right spot, they set the supports under it and disengaged the antigravity spiral.

      ‘Thanks, guys,’ Renny said. ‘I’ll secure the craft . . . If you want to leave fast, go pick up the data pack from the admin. All right?’

      With the Transporter, it would take them two hours to cross the continent and arrive back home on the coast of Dawnia. The faster Zane got out of the sand, the better.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ he said, and turned to Ant. ‘Join me?’

      Together they walked past the race teams. The wind was picking up and everyone scurried to get the crafts in. A woman in red leather racing gear was leaning against her red craft. ‘Zane Silvering!’ she called.

      Marta Rory was a lot older than him and always seemed to have a flirt going on. Zane took a deep breath and strode over to her. What does she want now?

      ‘Marta Rory.’

      ‘Just wanted to wish you good luck,’ she said. ‘I’m out after this race.’

      ‘In the middle of the season? You’re on . . . what, third spot?’

      ‘Yeah, I’d really like to continue, but the guy who owns the craft and the works is pulling out, selling everything, so that’s that.’

      ‘Oh, bummer. Why don’t you buy the lot?’

      ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘I’m just here for fun with these buckets. I’d hate to take care of maintenance and everything . . . I just race for kicks. But you, young Silvering, I know you will go far.’ She winked at him.

      Zane blushed. ‘Thanks. I . . . I’ve to visit the admin.’

      ‘You do that. Good luck.’

      As they moved on, Ant said, ‘I saw that. Marta Rory, eh?’

      Zane shook his head. ‘She’s what . . . like forty? Welcome to the granny league.’

      He stepped into the race administration tent. Some racers, mechanics, and managers hung about, but Zane headed straight to the office, where the race administrator, a small Zetramain man, sat behind a table.

      ‘Zane Silvering,’ Hawser said. ‘Great run. At this rate, you’ll win the series. What can I do for you?’

      ‘I came for the data pack. I want to leave this sandpit as soon as possible.’

      ‘All right,’ the man said, and tapped a big screen in front of him. ‘Good timing. The race data merge completed just seconds ago. It’s all here, just bump your terminal on it.’

      Zane did, and his handheld device pinged a confirmation of receipt.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, and turned around to leave.

      ‘Wait,’ said Hawser. ‘There’s someone you should talk to.’

      ‘Who’s that?’

      A sharp-dressed woman stood in the corner. She had cropped black hair, edgy, smart glasses, and a determined gaze.

      ‘Mr Silvering,’ she said. ‘My name is Ines Yamora, and I represent the Konba team.’

      Zane’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘We’re losing a racer and are organising fast try-outs for young talent. Would you be interested?’

      The Konba team raced in the Amera League. They weren’t the best—like Maestro, Accel, and Amera Stars—but they weren’t the worst, either. This was his chance.

      ‘Yes, when?’ His voice broke from the excitement.

      She chuckled. ‘In two days, on the Fleetum track in Brea City.’

      ‘What’s the catch?’

      ‘No catch. We’re offering a spot in our team for one new talent. It’s a race between a dozen pilots like you. Ruthar Paceman and Marta Rory from the Litec Series have already signed up.’

      Zane chortled. Paceman and Rory; he’d just beat them, and if the rest were like them, the try-outs were his to dominate. This would be his way into the Amera League.

      ‘Count me in!’
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      Two days later, Zane arrived at the Fleetum track in Brea City by the sea. The sky was partly cloudy and the air warm, the perfect weather for racing.

      Hermes had joined him for the trip. Zane had initially considered sneaking out alone, but the benefits of having his coach along weighed more. Also, on the practical side, Hermes had a fast shuttle to take them to Brea City.

      But he didn’t tell Renny. He didn’t know what to say, and it could’ve been a false alarm. When he had asked Hermes to keep it from Renny, he had replied, ‘I won’t tell him yet, but can’t keep it forever. That’s all I can promise.’

      The Amera League crafts were bigger and faster than the ones in the Litec Series, but also heavier, which affected their manoeuvrability. But to Zane, they already looked like real antigravity sports crafts. Whatever the craft under him, the pilot made all the difference, and he liked to think of himself as the fastest boy on the planet.

      The Konba team had invited twelve wannabe racers to compete for the one open spot. Zane recognised a few of them, like the young Yoonan fellow, Sam Hurpo, the guy who led the Spirala League. A couple of the others, he had seen racing in the lower leagues.

      Someone tapped his shoulder.

      Marta Rory stood before him with a wide smile on her race-red lips. ‘I was happy with the Litec series, but I’m free now, so I thought I’d try my luck. Which race are you in?’

      ‘The first one,’ he said.

      They would run four races: three times, four pilots would race for a spot in the finals in Brea City, and then in a week, in Dawnia, the winners would race for the spot in the team.

      ‘I’m in the third, but see you in the finals,’ she said with a grin.

      ‘Hope so,’ Zane said as they called his name. ‘I guess my practice session is about to begin.’

      He would get to grips with the Konba team’s craft on a free practice the morning before the races. Everyone had an hour to test, and Zane’s turn was among the first.

      He sat in the snug racing seat. The Amera League craft exuded quality, unlike the ones in the Litec Series, which were little more than small metal cans stuffed with antigravity spirals and propulsion engines. Amera League crafts had more safety features, more controls, online diagnostics, and almost double the speed. Also, where the Litec Series had mostly run on wide tracks on the ground, the Amera League series ran on purpose-built U-profiled tracks that wound up and down like rollercoasters—a significant step towards professional racing.

      Zane took it easy in the beginning, but once he got the hang of it, he became faster, and was soon trying to find ways to navigate the corners, hills, and crests at the
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