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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Long Sleep




The memory always ended the same way: with the smell of burning rubber and the screaming of physics being torn apart.




Kian gripped the leather steering wheel, his knuckles white, the speedometer of his vintage Skyline trembling past 180. The world outside was a blur of asphalt and midnight, the streetlights smearing into long, weeping lines of sodium-orange. He wasn’t racing a person; he was racing a feeling—that suffocating pressure in his chest that only vanished when the world moved too fast to catch him.




Then, the shadow.




Not a car. Something else. A shape descending from the clouds like a monolithic dagger, blotting out the moon. Kian wrenched the wheel. The tires lost their bite. The screech was deafening, then silent. Gravity inverted. The dashboard shattered into a kaleidoscope of sparks.




Then, nothing.




***




“Vitals stabilizing. Cortical activity at forty percent. Welcome back to the land of the living, sleeping beauty.”




The voice was synthetic, chirpy, and sounded like it was coming from inside his own skull.




Kian gasped, his lungs convulsing as they dragged in air that tasted sterile—too clean, like ozone and mint. He tried to sit up, but his body felt like it had been poured full of lead. His vision swam in a soup of gray static before sharpening into painful clarity.




He wasn’t in a hospital room. Not a normal one.




The walls were curved, seamless sheets of a pearlescent material that pulsed with a soft, rhythmic blue light, matching the beating of his own heart. There were no IV drips, no beeping monitors. Instead, a shimmering holographic ring hovered over his chest, displaying complex geometries and floating numbers in a font he didn’t recognize.




“Easy, tiger,” the voice chimed again.




Kian turned his head, his neck stiff, the vertebrae popping audibly.




Hovering beside his bed was a drone—but not the quadcopters he knew. This was a sphere of polished chrome and glass, floating silently on an anti-gravity ripple, a single blue “eye” lens contracting as it focused on him.




“Where…” Kian’s voice was a rusted hinge. He swallowed, his throat dry as sandpaper. “Where am I?”




“Sanctum Medical Center, Sector 4,” the drone replied. “I am Sky-Rover, your designated Medi-Assistant and conversational partner. I’ve been reading you audiobooks for the last twelve weeks. You didn’t seem to enjoy the romance novels; your heart rate always spiked in annoyance.”




Kian ignored the bot, pushing himself up on trembling arms. His muscles looked atrophied, thinner than he remembered. He looked down at his hands. Pale. Strange, circular suction marks faded on his forearms.




“How long?” Kian asked, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. The floor was warm to the touch.




“Since the accident?” Sky-Rover bobbed in the air. “Exactly eight months, three days, and fourteen hours. You missed your birthday. And Christmas. And the First Contact Centennial—well, the *second* First Contact. It’s complicated.”




Kian froze. “Eight months?”




The panic hit him then, a cold douse of water. His car. His life. The debts he owed to the wrong people in the underground circuit. Eight months was an eternity. He could be dead. He *should* be dead.




“I have to go,” Kian muttered, forcing his body to cooperate. He stumbled, his knees buckling, but a field of soft energy—invisible but firm—caught him before he hit the floor.




“Gravity stabilizers are active,” Sky-Rover chirped. “Please, Kian. The integration process isn’t complete.”




“Integration?” Kian shoved the invisible force away, regaining his balance. “I’m not integrating anything. I’m walking out the door.”




He made for the seamless panel in the wall that looked like an exit. It slid open with a hiss, not of pneumatics, but of displaced air.




Kian stepped into the corridor and stopped dead.




This wasn’t a hospital hallway. It was a glass tunnel suspended in the sky. And outside…




Kian pressed his hands against the transparent material, his breath fogging the glass. His eyes widened, trying to comprehend the impossible geometry of the city below.




It was his city—he recognized the distant silhouette of the old suspension bridge—but it had been overgrown by something alien. Massive, organic-looking spires twisted up from the ground like spiraling coral reefs, glowing with violet and emerald veins. Connecting the skyscrapers were ribbons of light—floating highways that defied gravity, looping through the clouds.




Vehicles zipped along these hard-light tracks, but they weren’t cars. They were sleek, hull-less machines that hummed with distinct, harmonic frequencies, leaving trails of neon vapor in their wake.




“What happened?” Kian whispered, the reflection of the neon city dancing in his terrified eyes. “What happened to the world?”




“They arrived while you slept,” a voice said.




It wasn’t the robot. It was a human voice, rich and velvety, but edged with a cold authority.




Kian spun around.




Standing at the end of the corridor was a woman. She wore a long coat made of a material that seemed to shift color from matte black to deep indigo as she moved. Her hair was silver-white, cut sharp, and her eyes were dark, intelligent, and focused entirely on him. She held a datapad with an elegance that suggested she was used to wielding power.




“Who are you?” Kian demanded, backing up slightly.




“I’m Gyna,” she said, stepping closer. She didn’t walk; she glided, her movements precise. “And you are the man who drove a combustion engine head-first into a Grav-Field Generator.”




“I… I lost control,” Kian stammered.




“No,” Gyna corrected him, tilting her head. “You didn’t lose control. You reacted to a dimensional shift before the sensors even picked it up. That kind of reflex… it’s rare. It’s valuable.”




“Valuable to who?”




“To the Hierarchy,” she said, pointing a gloved finger toward the window, toward the highest, most terrifying spire in the center of the city—a structure that pierced the clouds like a jagged obsidian needle. “The Zenthos don’t understand human intuition. They understand calculation. But you… you drive with your gut.”




Kian shook his head, overwhelmed. “I don’t care about Zenthos or Hierarchies. I just want to go home.”




“You don’t have a home, Kian,” Gyna said softly. The cruelty of the words was dampened by a strange sadness in her eyes. “Your apartment complex was designated a ‘low-value structure’ and dissolved to make way for a filtration plant three months ago. You have nothing. No credits, no address, no history.”




Kian felt the blood drain from his face. “Then why am I here? Why am I alive?”




“Because I bought you,” Gyna said simply.




Before Kian could process the insult, a low, guttural growl vibrated through the floor, shaking the glass walls. It wasn’t a machine. It was a throat.




The elevator doors behind Gyna slid open.




A shadow fell over her, engulfing the corridor. Kian looked up, and up, and up.




Stepping out of the elevator was a creature at least seven feet tall. It was bipedal, encased in armor that looked like chitinous bone. Its skin was a mottled slate-grey, and where a human nose should be, there were four vertical slits that flared with each breath. Its eyes were wide set, glowing with a predatory amber light.




The alien ignored Gyna. It looked straight at Kian.




It raised a massive, three-fingered hand, pointing a claw directly at Kian’s chest.




“This is the *soft-skin*?” the alien rumbled. Its voice sounded like rocks grinding together deep underground. The creature stepped forward, crowding Kian’s personal space, smelling of ozone and burnt metal. “He looks… fragile. He will break in the first turn.”




Gyna didn’t flinch. “He won’t break, Draxor. He’s the only one who can beat you.”




Draxor leaned down, his amber eyes narrowing until they were mere slits of burning light. He bared teeth that were serrated and translucent.




“Then let him wake up,” Draxor hissed, his hot breath washing over Kian’s face. “Because the race starts at sundown. And I do not brake for the dead.”




Draxor turned and walked away, his heavy footsteps echoing like thunder.




Kian stood frozen, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He looked at Gyna, then back at the alien city pulsating outside.




“What race?” Kian whispered.




Gyna smiled, but it wasn’t a reassuring smile. It was the smile of a gambler pushing all her chips into the center of the table.




“The one for your freedom,” she said.
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Rust and Stardust




The ride down from the spire was a lesson in vertical geography.




Gyna’s transport was a sleek, windowless pod that hummed with a nausea-inducing silence. As they descended, the walls of the pod turned transparent, revealing the layers of the new world. Up high, amidst the clouds, the alien structures were pristine, pearlescent curves looping through the sky like frozen smoke. But as they dropped past the cloud layer, the city grew darker, denser, and louder.




Here, the old world hadn’t been erased; it had been built upon. Pre-invasion brick tenements were crushed under the weight of massive metallic roots. Neon signs in English flickered alongside holographic glyphs that hurt Kian’s eyes to look at—sharp, angular geometries that seemed to twist in three dimensions.




“The High-Rises are for the Diplomats and the pure-bloods,” Gyna said, her eyes fixed on the descent. “Down here? This is the Scrapyard. Where humanity and the Zenthos try to figure out how to fit into the same room without killing each other.”




The pod hissed and docked in a dimly lit industrial bay that smelled of damp concrete and spicy, burning copper.




“Come on,” Gyna commanded, stepping out. “Time to meet your pit crew.”




“I work alone,” Kian muttered, zipping up the synth-leather jacket Sky-Rover had dispensed for him. It was lighter than his old racing gear, fitted with strange, hexagonal pads along the spine.




“Not anymore,” Gyna said without looking back. “Not if you want to survive the Void-Run.”




She led him through a maze of rusted shipping containers stacked like Jenga blocks. Steam vented from the ground, glowing pink from subterranean neon lights. They reached a massive, corrugated steel door painted with a symbol: a human gear interlocking with a Zenthos triangular eye.




The door groaned open.




Music blasted out—a chaotic mix of heavy bass and what sounded like synthesized whale song.




Inside, the garage was a cathedral of junk and genius. Chains hung from the ceiling, holding up engines that looked like beating hearts. Tools floated in mid-air, suspended by localized gravity nodes.




Underneath a suspended chassis, a pair of legs kicked wildly.




“Pass me the hydro-spanner! No, the *left-handed* one! The one that doesn’t vibrate!”




A small, four-armed creature scurried across the top of a tool bench, grabbed a wrench, and tossed it under the car.




“Here, Pippa! Try not to melt the manifold this time!”




The creature—Zorblin—looked like a cross between a gecko and a gargoyle, with skin the color of an oil slick and large, expressive ears that swiveled independently. He spotted Kian and froze, dropping a lug nut from his third hand.




“Oh. Oh, wow,” Zorblin squeaked. “The sleeper awakens. Pippa! The meat-bag is here!”




A girl slid out from under the car on a mechanic’s creeper. She was covered in grease, her hair dyed a shocking electric blue that matched the sparks flying from a welder in the corner. She stood up, wiping her hands on a rag that was already filthy.




“Kian,” she said, looking him up and down with clinical curiosity. “Muscle atrophy in the quads, but reflexes should be intact. I’m Pippa. I build the tech. Zorblin breaks it. You drive it.”




“What is ‘it’?” Kian asked, his eyes scanning the chaotic workshop.




Pippa grinned, showing a gap in her front teeth. She hit a large red button on the wall.




The lights in the garage dimmed, and spotlights slammed onto the center platform.




Kian’s breath caught in his throat.




It was a car. But it was also a weapon.




The body shape was reminiscent of his old Skyline—sharp angles, aggressive stance, a wide body kit—but the materials were all wrong. The metal seemed to ripple like liquid mercury. The wheels didn’t have tires; they were suspended within glowing magnetic rings. The engine block, exposed through a transparent hood, wasn’t combustion. It was a swirling vortex of blue energy contained within a glass sphere.




“We call her the *Drift-Walker*,” Pippa said proudly, patting the fender. “Chassis is reinforced carbon-nanotube. Engine is a Class-4 Zenthos Fusion Core. I salvaged it from a crashed diplomatic cruiser. Don’t tell the cops.”




Kian walked toward it slowly, reverently. He reached out a hand.




“Careful,” Zorblin warned, hopping onto Kian’s shoulder with surprising lightness. “She bites.”




Kian ignored him. He placed his palm on the door.




Instantly, the car *shivered*. A low purr vibrated through the metal, traveling up Kian’s arm and settling deep in his chest. It felt like the car was waking up. The blue lights under the chassis flared brighter, and the door hissed open, inviting him in.




“It… it feels alive,” Kian whispered.




“Bio-metric synching,” Gyna explained from the shadows, leaning against a stack of tires. “The car bonds with the driver’s nervous system. It feels what you feel. Fear, hesitation, anger—it will amplify it all. If you panic, the engine stalls. If you rage, the core overheats.”




Kian slid into the driver’s seat. It molded to his back instantly. There were no pedals. Just a yoke-style steering wheel and a neural-link helmet resting on the dash.




“Put the helmet on,” Gyna said. Her voice was no longer soft. It was a command.




Kian hesitated, then pulled the sleek helmet over his head.




*SNAP.*




The world vanished.




Suddenly, Kian wasn’t in the garage. He was… everywhere. He could *feel* the air intake valves like they were his own lungs. He could feel the magnetic suspension like the soles of his feet. He could see 360 degrees around the car, the sensors feeding visual data directly into his brain.




“System check,” Pippa’s voice came through the comms, sounding crystal clear. “Rev it, Kian. Just a thought.”




Kian thought about speed.




The engine didn’t roar; it *screamed*. A high-pitched turbine whine that shattered the glass of a nearby lightbulb. The car lifted three feet off the ground, hovering on a cushion of raw power.




“Good,” Gyna’s voice cut through the euphoria. “Now, kill the engine.”




Kian willed the machine to sleep. It settled back down with a heavy metallic clank. He ripped the helmet off, gasping for air, sweat beading on his forehead. It was the most intense rush he had ever felt—better than nitro, better than any finish line.




“You’re ready,” Pippa cheered, high-fiving all four of Zorblin’s hands.




“No,” Gyna said, stepping into the light. Her face was grim. She tossed a small, metallic disc onto Kian’s lap.




It was a projection drive. A hologram flickered to life above the steering wheel. It showed a map of the racecourse.




Kian squinted at it. “This… this is the old subway system.”




“It *was*,” Gyna corrected. “Now it’s the Sub-Terra Circuit. Narrow tunnels, zero margin for error, and infested with Tunnel-Dwellers who don’t like loud noises.”




She leaned into the window, her dark eyes locking onto Kian’s.




“But that’s not the problem, Kian. The problem is the buy-in.”




“I thought you paid the buy-in,” Kian said.




“I paid for your entry fee,” Gyna said quietly. “But Draxor demanded a collateral wager. A Zenthos tradition called *Vak-Nar*.”




“What does that mean?”




Zorblin stopped chewing on a bolt and covered his eyes with his ears. “Oh no. Not *Vak-Nar*.”




“It means ‘Blood for Fuel’,” Gyna said, her voice devoid of emotion. “If you lose the race, Kian, you don’t just lose your freedom. The neural link in this car… it’s two-way. If Draxor crosses the finish line first, his car sends a surge signal to yours.”




Kian looked at the helmet in his hands. “And?”




“And it fries your brainstem,” Pippa whispered, her excitement gone. “Instantly.”




Kian stared at the helmet, then at Gyna. The hum of the garage seemed to fade into a dull ringing in his ears.




“Welcome to the major leagues, kid,” Gyna said, checking her watch. “Suit up. You have twenty minutes to learn how to drive without dying.”














