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Chapter 1

Sometime in the month of November in the year CE
3010.

It was once again that Mako Jhasmin ran out
of the school building, tears dripping down her cheeks, as she made
her way past the secluded alleys of neighbouring edifices. The sun
was setting, casting the sky into an ugly grey and orange hue. Mako
tore through the lobby area of her apartment complex, ran into the
lift, and made her way up to the 86th level of the 210 storey
skyscraper. Upon reaching the apartment, she fumbled around for the
access key to the front door, almost losing grip on the bunch of
small metal cards. Its jingling created a series of unbearably high
pitched clinking noises, like thousands of children screaming,
almost driving Mako to the point of insanity. Her head throbbed
violently.

Mako found the right access key and the door
slid open. She threw her schoolbag down onto the floor and ran up
the stairs of the multi level apartment, three at a time, with
noises ringing in her ear. Cries, laughter, jeering, screams,
giggles, shouts. She ran into her room and shut the door.

Immediately, silence filled the atmosphere.
There were no more voices. No more cries, laughter, jeering,
screams or giggles. Mako could almost hear the dust particles float
around the room. Horizontal rays of orange red sunlight shone
through the blinds into the dark room, highlighting the peaceful
dust particles which were slowly settling onto the wooden floor.
Mako took a few deep breaths. Then finally, she screamed. She
screamed at the top of her lungs, eyes shut, blocking out the
world. She screamed until she could hear nothing but the tortured
phlegm in her throat, until the powerful sound waves rebounded off
the walls of her tiny room and started throbbing against her own
ear drums, until all her anger expelled itself out of her body.
When she finally had no more breath, she stopped and breathed in
and out rapidly, filling her exhausted lungs with fresh oxygen.
Then she threw herself onto her bed and started sobbing.

***

Slowly, painfully, images of what had
happened earlier in school started making their way into her mind.
The cheerleaders laughed as she walked past their table with her
tray of food. They were laughing at her lack of social status,
laughing at the fact that she had no friends. She excelled in the
field of Information Technology, her natural talent when it came
down to using a computer surpassed even those of the older
students, but, as far as basic subjects were concerned, in class,
the teachers told her that she was failing and had no hope for a
future in anything. The tougher, bigger, uglier, burlier girls
cornered her in the school field and cursed and spat at her to make
themselves feel better. She had tried to punch them in an attempt
to escape, but they beat her up. The school counsellor had tried to
invite Mako to her office to have a talk, but Mako had slapped her
and run out of school.

A week, that's how long it had been since I,
an older girl and a total stranger had came to her aid. Mako
recalled the incident. It had only been a couple of days since she
had celebrated her fourteenth birthday. Coincidentally, our
birthdays were only four days apart, for it was just shy of a week
since I myself had turned eighteen. We were two different people,
or so we thought, who’d happened to stumble upon each other for
different reasons. But as fate would have it, our paths were bound
to meet again, though neither of us knew it that morning.

Situated at approximately 1200 kilometres
northwest from the centre of Perth in the Terra Australis province
on Earth, Celestia City was also the capital of the United Systems
of Sol. There, was where the governments of the joint ruling Drex
Dynasty and Skycom Corporation were centred. Celestia City was one
of the largest transportation hubs in the Sol System. As such, it
was home to many people. The city sprawled over two hundred
kilometres, virtually all of the buildings were massive, reaching
dozens to hundreds of stories into the air. Street traffic was
fairly light, thanks to the fact that hovercars were able to take
advantage of cordoned off skyways instead. Outside of city limits,
hovercars frequently shifted to autonomous, which virtually
eliminated traffic and permitted speeds measured in the hundreds of
kilometres per hour. Inside the city, however, people preferred
manual control, leading to the same traffic snarls that had plagued
human cities for centuries. They had simply been expanded from two
dimensions to three.

In one of the many terraced parks of Celestia
City, Mako quietly sat, reading. Somewhere at close quarters to
where she sat, I had arrived and parked my hovercar, got out, and
warmed up in preparation for my morning jog. As far as Mako was
concerned, she was just another of the many faces that lived in the
city, a total stranger, and with respect to me, very much non
existent.

It was by all means a beautiful day: the sky
was a clear blue, dotted by a few cumulus clouds, the air was crisp
with only a cool undercurrent hinting that summer hadn’t quite yet
arrived, but nonetheless, the birds were happily chirping away, and
traffic had been light.

I looked around the entrance to my usual
jogging trail and grinned to myself, feeling the good mood. The
jogging trail was calling my name as I broke out in a slow pace,
and headed towards the entrance to the trail. As I entered the
trail, I seamlessly fell into my rhythm, took a deep, contented
breath full of fresh air, and then decided to nod my head to nobody
in particular. It was indeed a beautiful day for a jog— until, my
rhythm was suddenly interrupted.

I cast a look over my shoulder, shocked.
Instinctively, my gaze fell upon four youths— three girls and a
boy, who, unmistakably, were bullying a lone defenceless younger
girl. Abruptly I came to a halt, and shook my head in utter
disgust.

***

Mako checked through her things before
getting up from the park bench. She had to make sure that
everything was in order, just incase something happened, like if
she forgot something on the park bench.

Right as she got up and walked several quick
metres away from the park bench, a boy who was in the presence of
three girls, tripped her with his foot. As a consequence, Mako
dropped all of her belongings, and then stumbled into several
thickets scratching her legs. However it didn’t end there, the
roots caused her to trip and fall face down into the sundry that
then proceeded to scratch her arms and face. Needless to say, the
experience was painful.

All she heard was a laugh, but she recognised
the laugh right away: Jason, an older boy along with the three
girls, who were also older. Mako couldn’t understand what they saw
in Jason, the kid was a total jerk, but then again, she didn't hold
the company that fraternised with him in high regard.

Mako groaned and decided it was best to lay
in the dirt for awhile. Not because everything hurt like hell. Not
because she wanted to safeguard whatever dignity she may have had
left by not letting the group of kids see her face or her current
state of dishevelment. Not at all. She would lie where she was for
a bit because she had never really enjoyed the wonders of nature
from this angle before. Who knew the trees here were so tall.

Mako continued to groan in frustration, but
slowly lifted herself up from the bushes. “Seriously, guys?” She
stated. “Was that really necessary?”

“Hmmm… Lemme think about that…” Jason began.
“Um, yes, it was.” He quickly said afterwards with sarcasm. “C'mon,
dork, it was pretty funny.”

“Um, no, it wasn't, especially cause I was
the one who fell.”

“Yeah, that's why it was funny!”

***

My brain stuttered for a moment and my eyes
took in more light than I expected, every part of me went on pause
while my thoughts caught up. “Hey! Back off dude!” I said
swaggering toward the boy, and then bumped into him as I passed and
got in between him and Mako.

I placed one hand on Mako’s shoulder. “Hey
girl. It'll be okay, it will.”

Fighting his first instinct to turn and,
well, fight, Jason's eyes widened, my unexpected arrival surprising
him. For a brief moment, he along with the other three girls simply
stood there and glared daggers at me.

Breaking the awkward silence, the boy's lips
pursed by suppressed fury as he finally spoke: “Who the fuck are
you?”

Momentarily, I looked away, quickly, and
noticed that Mako had taken cover behind the thickets, covering her
face and trying to hide. “Leave that poor girl alone. What did she
ever do to you? Honestly, guys.”

“Fuck off! This does not concern you
stranger…” Jason began, but the words died on his lips as I quickly
spoke over him, interrupting him.

“Excuse me? Do not use such foul language at
me.”

Jason however, clenched his fists, and puffed
himself up with self importance. “I’ll talk to you any damn way I
want.” He snapped, readying himself for a fight.

“No you won’t. I’m an adult and you’re still
a boy. You will respect your elders.”

“Oh spare me the crap. It’s not like you’re
much older than us— girl.”

“Well, I’m eighteen which makes me an adult.
How old are you?”

“I’m sixteen and I’m a man that is stronger
and bigger than yo—”

“— boy, you mean a boy.”

“Okay fuck face! You really want me to
rearrange your head over this pathetic loser?” Jason growled
pointing an angry finger to where Mako hid in the thicket. He
cracked his knuckles loudly. “Fine, then be my guest.”

I frowned. “Listen, irregardless of what you
might think of her, nothing gives any of you any bloody right to
pick on another person, and, from what I can see, someone that is
even younger than all of you?” I didn't give any of them a chance
to interject. “If you wanna bully someone, at least have the
decency to pick on someone your own size, or age.”

“Why do you wanna help this dumb freak
anyway. She's just a dumb nerd.” One of the girls yelled gazing
around the thicket and then at me, clearing her throat, laughter in
her eyes. “But hang on, you're just as much as a freak as her, but
only older.”

“Maybe these two losers should marry each
other.” Another of the girls added, unable to hide the scorn in her
voice. “Freak and freak wed in perfect matrimony.” She laughed, and
despite the best efforts of the other girls to hold their laughter
in, they all laughed too. However they all stopped when I gave them
a dirty look.

“I’ll give you another chance to fuck off,
girl.” Jason sneered down his nose. “Start walking or you’re going
to spit teeth.”

“No! I will not walk away from this nor am I
threatened by your threats,” I lifted my chin in indignation. I was
about to reply with some no doubt witty comeback, Jason could see
it in my eyes, but everything happened so quickly after that.

Jason’s face burnt. An animal snarl clawed
its way up his throat. “Have it your way then, you stupid dumb
bitch.” He swung his fists at me and missed, but still it didn’t
discourage him to drive for my gut, where, he was rewarded only
with the chink of my belt’s buckle as his knuckles connected with
cold steel. He reeled away in pain with a screech.

“Lucky move bitch! Now I’m really going to
fucking kill you,” Jason snarled. Once again, he swung wildly. His
roundhouse punch harmlessly glanced off my shoulder, setting up an
opening that allowed me to counter attack. I attacked with a big
right overhand punch. Jason stepped out of range, but before he
could bring his hands up to defend, I drove my shoulder into his
chest, slamming him into a large nearby tree, where I started
landing solid punches into his gut.

He groaned in pain as I switched from burying
punches over and over again into his gut, to slamming my fist into
his face. Somehow though, he managed to sink a fist into my
stomach. Blood pooled in his mouth as I gagged. We stumbled apart
for a brief second to catch our breaths before diving back at each
other, eyes narrowed in determination.

Jason dodged my fist and came up with his
own; For a brief instant, my cerulean blue eyes widened before I
managed to tilt my head back and slam it into his. Stars burst in
his vision but Jason shook it off, blindingly throwing a sloppy
kick. I stepped back, easily evading the kick.

“Is that all you got, boy?” I crowed,
smirking infuriatingly at Jason. My blood hummed in my veins as
determination and anger took over. Growling, I threw myself at him.
Despite his best efforts to try and change direction at the last
minute, it was all to no avail. I forced him down to the ground and
planted myself over him. This time I grabbed his nose and gave it a
twist. “Wonderful thing about the nose is how it’s tied to all
these sensitive nerve endings behind the face. This fleshy
protuberance— if I’m being honest— is why, right now, your head is
filling with mucus and your eyes are filling with tears.”

“You’re a bully, you’re older than me,” Jason
gargled.

“That’s funny. Really, very funny. You idiot,
you tried to hit me first, and, ironically after you and your girl
buddies over there were already bullying this younger girl over
here.”

“Let go of my nose you—”

I twisted harder and Jason screamed. “Spare
me the bullshit. Why were you picking on this girl here?”

“I don’t know—”

I gave his nose another twist, and again the
boy screamed.

“Okay! It’s because she is vulnerable and
dumb—”

I gave the three girls a quick glance and
then looked back down at the boy. “Well now you know how it feels
to be on the receiving end, to be at the mercy of another, to be
vulnerable—”

“Okay, I get it!”

“Do you?” I sighed, and then jammed a fist in
Jason’s face causing his head to rack back. As I let him drop,
consciousness almost left him, but he managed, somehow, not to pass
out.

“Help your friend up, girls,” my voice
sounded distinctly uncomfortable. “You can leave. But consider this
a stern warning. If I just as much hear, let alone see, any of you
laying a hand on this girl again, I’ll be coming back for you.”

I glanced at Jason. He was back on his feet
after one of the girls had helped him back up. His facial
expression though, struck me as evasive.

“I really mean it, touch her again and you’re
fucked!”

“I get it already,” he said and then mumbled
something that I couldn’t hear.

Jason then rolled his eyes as he said, “Come
on, girls. Let's go.” He and his three girl companions then
traipsed there way out of the park, walking away and acting like
nothing ever happened in that moment.

Mako heard the rustling of leaves and
branches and some soft footsteps. “Thank you,” she said out aloud
as the footsteps neared and she raised herself into a seated
position.

“Ah, there you are.” I said as Mako's face
came into view and she couldn't help but give a sheepish smile.
“Are you alright?” I looked genuinely concerned.

“Yeah,” Mako grunted. “I’m used to this shit,
so I guess it’s nothing I can't handle.”

I crouched down beside her and looked at her
face. Mako felt my finger trace a line on her forehead, leaving a
warm tingle in its trail. “You have a pretty bad scratch there.” I
pulled my hand away and rested it on my knee, Mako tried not to
sigh in disappointment, “it makes you look kind of rakish,” I
grinned.

“Well, fair maiden, please give me a hand,”
Mako put out her hand so I could help her to stand up. I took it
and as I pulled her up, I added some stiffness to my actions and,
feeling some blood trickling down my arm, turned my elbow slightly
so that the blood was in Mako’s line of sight.

“Look! Your elbow!” Mako was close, she could
feel it.

“It's alright, umm, just stings a bit.” Mako
winced slightly. “By the way, what is your name?” Mako asked
swaying on her feet.

“My name is Kixi— and yours?”

“I’m Mako, or Mako Jhasmin, but the few
friends I have usually call me Jhasmin. Oh, and it's a pleasure to
meet you Kixi.”

“Likewise Jhasmin, but, regarding your cut, I
don't know. I think we should get you to a first aid kit. I have
one in my hovercar.”

“Kixi…” Mako tried to sound reluctant— a
difficult task since her inner self was doing an enthusiastic
victory jig. She couldn't quite figure it out, but there was
something about the way I looked at her that appealed to her.

“Jhasmin.” I sounded firm.

“Well, okay then.”

“Okay then?” I emphasised the okay, and eyed
her curiously, brow furrowed. However, my one hand was still
holding hers and the other was on her forearm. She swayed slightly
and put a hand on my shoulder.

I helped Mako back to my hovercar and she
winced and grunted more than was necessary. Maybe too much more
than was necessary because Mako finally heard me, half amused, half
exasperated say, “Aw poor Jhasmin.” I left her leaning on the
bonnet of my hovercar while I unlocked the doors and took the first
aid kit out of the glove compartment. “Looks like it's just a few
scratches.”

“Scratches don't bleed profusely, Kixi.”

I raised my eyebrow at her hyperbole.
“Profusely?”

Mako ignored my tone and opted to wince some
more. She surreptitiously glanced at me and happily noted that I
was now frowning in concern.

“Does it really sting?”

Mako shook her head, “nah.” Now that she had
my attention, she could afford to put in some macho.

I sighed as I opened the first aid kit and
took out a very basic flesh mending medical hand held device, some
cotton swabs, disinfectant and adhesive bandages. Mako watched in
eager anticipation as I put some disinfectant on a swab, and
applied it gently to the open wound. That had felt good, as, it was
really only a scratch on her elbow— Ouch! Mako suddenly yelped the
moment the burning sensation kicked in. “Fucking shit!”

“Jhasmin! It’s not good for young girls to
swear like that!”

Mako looked at me mildly surprised, had I
really said that to her? Embarrassed, she tried to look apologetic
after I had chastised her.

Another sharp pain shot out from her leg.
“Sh—”

“Jhasmin! It can't hurt that much,” I shot
her a frustrated look. “Surely you've been through worse
before.”

“Maybe. But at least whenever that was, they
had the decency to give me some drugs. Or put me under— Ow!” She
flinched as I applied the disinfectant to the scratch on her
forehead.

“Jhasmin, I'm almost done, alright?” My voice
was soft and cajoling, and Mako’s attention was diverted from the
stinging on her forehead to my eyes and lips which were only inches
from her own. What if she were to lean just a little forward now?
Gently press her lips against mine? I was older than her, she
hadn’t yet even known me for an hour, but she felt a comforting
warmth around me, and my lips, they looked so soft and pliant— Ow!
I was putting more of the disinfectant on her forehead. Well, that
killed Mako's moment.

“Geez, Kixi! I think that's enough. And, I
see that you have a flesh mending medical hand held device there.
Why not use it?”

I leaned back from her, my face a mask of
contemplative surprise, “you know, Jhasmin, you have the most
pathetic threshold for pain I have ever seen. Now regarding my
flesh mending medical hand held device, it’s only a basic model. It
was still necessary to disinfect your cuts. If I use the mending
device without having disinfected them first, it’s possible that
you may get an internal infection.”

Mako frowned at me while I then took the
flesh mending medical hand held device, and began to run it across
the laceration on her soft smooth leg. She immediately felt the
triggering of both an itching and tingling sensation as the gash
began to close. Mako ignored my needling and focused instead on the
pain in her calf because internally, it really was hurting. She
flexed her leg and winced— this time genuinely. “Does the calf hurt
internally?” Mako couldn't detect any mockery so she decided to run
with it.

Mako nodded, “slightly. Feels like a slight
cramp.”

“Here,” I knelt down and gently pulled off
her shoe and placed my hands on her heel and the back of her leg,
“let me have a look.” I applied some gentle pressure to try and
relax the muscles.

“Oh,” she murmured and I looked up to her
face, only to see that her eyes were closed and her expression was
as near rapturous as I had ever seen it. “That feels good.”

The effect my ministrations were having on
Mako momentarily got the better of her. “There?” I slightly
increased the pressure I was putting on her leg.

“Mmm. Don't stop.” I really liked the way
that sounded coming from her. What else could I make her say in
that tone of voice? As soon as the thought registered, I felt
incredibly uncomfortable with the situation we were in. It all
seemed so… intimate. And wrong. We had only just met and I was an
adult— she was yet to become one. We should not touch each other in
this way, I had to make that clear to her. Stupid me. What had I
been thinking.

Mako looked down at me, frowning slightly,
“why did you stop?”

“I'm not your personal masseuse, Jhasmin,” I
said matter-of-factly, and turned to put away the flesh mending
medical hand held device as well as the first aid supplies.

Mako leaned back against the bonnet of the
hovercar and watched me, wishing she were all grown up like me, and
that she could be on the receiving end of my ministrations more
often. There was something about me that made her feel like
everything was bathed in a perpetual sunrise. That the world was
pink and orange, shimmering and aglow; buildings, trees, skywalks,
grass, the air, her heart. She watched the slender curve of my
waist as I packed the disinfectant back into the first aid kit, the
dark glimmer of my eyes as I collected the adhesive bandages that
were now strewn across the bonnet of my hovercar, the delicate
length of my fingers as I shut the first aid kit. Mako was pulled
from her daydreaming with a slight start, and much more guilt, when
she saw my eyes were carefully watching her, soft and curious and
wary.

“Want to grab some breakfast before I take
you home?” Mako's brow furrowed at my words. She must have been
expecting me to say something else.

“Alright,” she shrugged and then paused, a
look of excitement suddenly overran her features.

“There's this place near Zed's Performance
& Auto Care Centre which is where I work. I found this
incredible bakery last night. It had the most amazing stuff. I went
a little nuts in there,” I looked away sheepishly before returning
my gaze to hers, the excitement once again in place, “and I have
been looking forward to breakfast for ages!”

Mako laughed in genuine amusement, and
fleetingly wondered what bakeries were located around Zed's
Performance & Auto Care Centre.

I patted her on the shoulder and said, “Come
on girl, let's go.”

Mako’s head tilted, her eyes narrowed and her
nose wrinkled. All of a sudden she had a puzzled look on her face.
“Hang on,” she said, slowly. “Aren’t you Kixi Rajki the racing car
driver?”

“Yep, that’s me.” I didn't know whether to
feel flattered, but I looked up at her and flashed my most winning
smile. “I’m an F-Zero race driver. Though, I'm amazed that you've
actually heard of me as I’m still a rookie.”

“Wow! This must be my lucky day, having met
you and all.” Suddenly it was as if Mako was bursting with liquid
sunshine from within. As her grin got wider, she added, “You're
something Kixi!”

“Great!” I giggled, realising that somehow I
had more than just lightened up Mako’s mood. I put out my hand to
once again help her stand and Mako more than gladly took it. “We’ll
chat more about that over breakfast.”


Chapter 2

There was tension in the air as dawn came to
Celestia City on the day of the Uprising Young Talent’s Challenge
Cup.

The rising sun glinted off a gigantic
temporary structure that dominated the city. It took the shape of a
massive figure 8, with a single walled lane wide enough for two
Formula Zero racing cars snaking their way around it. This race
lane had walls of clear reinforced Plexiglass bounding it on either
side and was open to the sky like a rat maze.

The course wasn’t the city’s famous
Celestiaring circuit, but rather a tighter, more compact track.
Naturally, because of its figure 8 type configuration, the name
Celestiaring-Eight was suitably adopted. One section of the figure
8 cut through the canyons of Celestia City’s skyscrapers, while the
main body of the track extended out over Shark Bay, where it was
surrounded by immense grandstands, floodlight towers and, today, a
massive holographic television blimp. In fact, today there were
holo-TV cameras everywhere, as the tournament was to be broadcasted
on racing channels around the entire Sol System.

As far as things went for local traffic, the
sky was filled with the endless zigzagging of hovercars, accounting
for over ninety five percent of the city’s traffic. Ground cars
were therefore a rarity, people who had them were either collectors
or car enthusiasts, meaning that the centuries old ground roads
were rarely used and neglected.

The crowds had come out in force: 250,000
people in the stands alone, while experienced locals watched the
city section of the track from rooftops and open office
windows.

I walked towards the duo who looked like they
were having a conversation. Of course they were both welcoming.
Taller than the average woman, my co-pilot and best friend Kajtia
Xiz’injhürek, her black hair moved in a strawberry scented cloud as
she laughed politely with the tall sturdy black man who stood in
front of us. He was Jak Zed the team owner. My eyes drifted, as
usual, to the swell of Kajtia's hips, swathed in racing pants that
fit a touch too tight for modesty. Kajtia would be in my dreams
later at night, with every inch of her soft, curvy body. Pity
things couldn't go beyond my dreams— she wasn't into other
women.

It was 7:30 am, and the pit lane area bustled
with activity. The tension in the air was palpable. This was no
ordinary day’s racing. It wasn’t part of the System Championship in
which the season had already ended a few months prior. Instead,
this was a single annual event where rookies of the championship
season just gone by, got the chance to challenge one of the already
proven big guns in a one on one contest and prove their worth. Much
was at stake here. Careers could be made or lost today.

Then I saw Michael Vickers in his pit bay and
I waved. He saw me, but didn’t return the gesture. Nor did he look
me in the eye.

At 8:45 am, a televised ceremony in pit lane
saw the announcement of the race order. The first race of the day
would be Kajtia and I, versus Michael and his co-pilot Ramsey
Gatehouse. Several other independent races would follow afterwards,
but our race was scheduled to start at 9:30 am. However before it
was to take place, half an hour prior, there was a scheduled Parade
of Racers in front of the main VIP Grandstand, situated on the
start-finish line.

And so the Parade of Racers went ahead, no
differently than it would have been for a normal championship race,
and I stood there in front of the entire Sol System, flanked by
flags and banners and with the holo-TV blimp soaring in the sky
above me. I felt exhilarated. Yes the fame, I enjoyed every minute
of it.

Then, the parade ended, the crowd roared, and
the track was cleared for the first race of the day.

A mechanic prepped my ZRT R3010 which still
sat in the team's hover-truck that also acted as a mobile garage.
Kajtia worked on pit schedule strategies— in between peering
fearfully out at the packed grandstands outside. I just sat on my
own, on a different level away from everyone centring myself,
preparing to race.

The clock ticked over to 9:20 and a
loudspeaker boomed with the Race Director’s voice: “Would racers
Vickers and Rajki along with their respective co-pilots please take
their positions on the track! Five minutes to race time…”

I got to my feet— just as Kajtia arrived in a
hovercar to go get me. All ready for action, the ZRT R3010 was
being driven out of the hover-truck just as Kajtia and I arrived to
get in it.

A few minutes later, we strode out onto the
track in the ZRT R3010, into the sunshine, in front of the roaring
crowd, eyes fixed, game faces on.

Michael Vickers' team were already on the
track, waiting beside their car, the Scighera.

“What is this? The Martian and Sajnen gypsy
contingent?” Michael's co-pilot said wryly.”

I nodded to Michael as I glanced in his
direction.

“No friends on the track, Kixi,” Michael
said. “In fact I don't really like dumb arse Martians, period.”

“Whatever you say, Michael.”

Earlier that morning…

Sitting on the couch, arms folded, the light
from the holo-TV's floating images blinked on Mako's face. Her eyes
glued to the live images before her, the anticipation of watching
me race was a nervous kind of energy. It tingled through her like
electrical sparks on the way to the ground, gathering in her toes,
but, she still managed to quietly watch on.

“… a fierce battle is expected between
Michael Vickers, and rookie of the season driver Kixi Rajki for the
first of several races of this year's Uprising Young Talent’s
Challenge Cup. There's nearly 250,000 spectators here today!” Cisco
Perez, the broadcasting commentator exclaimed. “Admissions for this
race are hotter than a black leather seat on a hot summer day!”

The pre-race coverage was just beginning as
Mako had turned on the holographic television. So far, apart from
the mentioning of my name, they hadn't said anything much about me.
Most of the attention had been focused on Vickers, this season's
championship runner up, as well as on Giacomo Sensi the current
champion who was sure to make an appearance in one of the later
races. Mako knew though, that soon they would show me, and sure
enough they did. Suddenly a camera had zoomed into the back door of
ZRT Racing’s hover-truck. Mako's heart sped up as the F-Zero racer
that I would be racing emerged from the back of the
hover-truck.

“… and there she is, ZRT’s promising young
rookie star Kixi Rajki. She’s finished in an impressive outright
fourth in what was her first ever System Championship this season.
We’ve been keeping a close eye on her and her co-pilot Kajtia
Xiz’injhürek throughout the season, so we're expecting nothing
short of an intense nail-biter here today.”

As the platform occupying the ZRT R3010
racing car slowly lowered to the ground level, from her holographic
television Mako watched the pit crew surge toward the racer. Kajtia
brought a hovercar that she was driving to a skidding halt behind
my F-Zero racer, shut it down, and, along with me climbed out. Jak
had already reached me and was hugging me tightly wishing me good
luck, and the rest of the pit crew were scuttling around us
both.

Weirdly, just as though she were actually
there, Mako felt a joie de vivre as Jak exchanged a warm smile with
Kajtia, nodding his approval that he believed that I had what it
took to battle it out with the big guns. Immediately after, Jak and
the pit crew stepped across to another platform that had settled in
place smoothly, leaving Kajtia and I to get into our car.

Then, the broadcast momentarily turned back
towards the stands, before finally shifting on Dreamscape Racing's
pit crew, Michael, and also Ramsey. Mako had no idea if it was just
a simple case of nerves, but, upon seeing Vickers on her holo-TV,
her mouth twisted into a grimace, and left a sour taste in her
mouth.

***

The two F-Zero cars sat side by side on the
grid, my R3010 on the left, the Scighera on the right.

From our cockpit, all Kajtia and I could see
was the wide glass like corridor of Plexiglass stretching away from
us before it banked steeply to the left into the forest of city
buildings.

And then— tone, tone, ping— the start lights
went green and Michael’s car along with my car shot off the mark,
and the crowds in the stands roared.

Two cars.

One enclosed track.

Hyperfast speeds.

Centrifugal forces.

Flashing sunshine.

Blurring walls.

Long tunnels with climbable walls and
ceilings.

My R3010 and the Scighera banked and swerved
as we rushed like a pair of bullets around the track, ducking and
swooping and missing each other by inches as we jockeyed for
position.

Out of the corner of my eye on my left side,
I glimpsed the red front of the Scighera shooting around the track
alongside me.

After five quick laps, there was nothing in
it.

After ten, we were still side by side.

My concentration was intense, eyeing the
speed blurred track whizzing by me.

Round and round we went, zipping over and
under the figure 8 track, at some times side by side, at others on
each other’s heels, and occasionally on the ceilings of the
tunnels— the massive spoilers of our cars acting like wings and
allowing them to literally stick on the ceilings at dangerously
high speeds. The lead swapped several times, but never by more than
a couple of car lengths.

The crowd was captivated.

And then suddenly like a horse throwing a
shoe, I unexpectedly lost some air pressure on one of my rear tyres
and although more than anything I didn’t want to box first, I
peeled off into the pits.

Michael stayed on the track, shooting off on
the next 30 second lap. The crowd gasped as I had 30 seconds and
hit the pit bay.

7 seconds… 8…

The Scighera zoomed through the city
section.

New wheels went onto the rear of my car while
the Scighera zoomed over the crossover of the figure eight.

13 seconds… 14 seconds…

“Hurry up guys!” Kajtia shouted out to the
pit crew.

“Almost done… okay! Go!” One of the mechanics
called out at the top of his voice, cutting short the stop.
Simultaneously, Kajtia and I punched the forward thrusters and
blasted out of the pits just as Michael came screaming round the
final turn, hard on our heels— now only several car lengths behind
us!

The Scighera which was yet to box was
hammering on the tail of my car, chasing me down. If I made even
the slightest mistake and Michael got his nose a millimetre ahead
of me— in effect lapping me, it was race over.

And it only had to be a single millimetre—
microchips attached to the front spoilers of both cars would start
screaming as soon as they detected one car to be a lap ahead of the
other.

I had to hold Michael off until he was forced
to box.

Yet he didn’t box and just kept chasing me,
charging after me. He hunted me down, taking each banking turn
perfectly, gaining with each lap. Hauling me in metre by brutal
metre.

After one lap, Michael was two car lengths
behind me. After two, one car length, and after three laps, he had
crept inside a car length. It was relentless. Michael was throwing
everything at me, taking every turn cleanly, searching for a way
past me, giving me the race of my life. On the fourth such lap, my
lead became half a car length.

“Hold your nerve Kixi.” Kajtia who sat on the
right of me in the co-pilot's seat told me. But I was anything but
calm.

Five laps and then six, Michael still hadn't
boxed. Instead, he came alongside me! He was trying to use his
experience into forcing me into an error. On the proceeding lap, we
were racing side by side.

I kept my eyes fixed forward— if I dared to
look sideways, I imagined I could see Michael's face and then his
eyes inside his car. In the closed cabins of F-Zero racing cars, no
one wore helmets— an energy field in the car's inner compartment
protected us in the event of an incident.

Eight laps, and the crowd rose to their
feet.

“Eight laps!” I screamed. “How long is he
going to keep this up? When is he going to box!”

“Stay calm and concentrate Kixi!” Kajtia said
letting out a piercing shriek.

Then on the ninth lap, I saw the Scighera’s
red front wing creep into my peripheral vision.

“Oh no! He’s gonna take me!”

The crowds started cheering.

“Kixi! Concentrate!” Kajtia cried out. “Never
give up! Never say die!”

And as we roared down the main straight,
commencing lap 20, Michael peeled off and vanished into the pits.
The crowd burst into applause. Had I not prevented the man who had
finished second in this season's championship from lapping me
during those intense nine laps, it would have prematurely ended my
challenge. An incredible feat of concentration under pressure. With
Michael finally off my tail, I gunned it.

Michael’s pit stop was near perfect, and he
came back out onto the track slightly ahead of me, but now on the
same lap.

From there as each lap went by there was
nothing in it. In between laps 50 and 55, I made another pit stop
for fuel, but was safe from getting lapped, and likewise, at around
lap 81, Michael did the same, but there was no dice there as he
fended me off determinedly.

This meant that after 96 laps and 48 minutes
of superb one on one racing, it was now a flat out dash for the
line over the last four laps.

The two cars whipped round the track, banking
with the corners like a pair of missiles, while occasionally
streaking across at 180 degrees on the ceilings of the tunnelled
parts.

With three laps to go, I was exhausted, my
nerves and reflexes extended to the limit.

“Come on Kixi, you can do it. We can really
win this!” Kajtia spurred me on.

Two laps to go, and my eyes began to blur…
and Michael crept ahead of me.

60 seconds of racing left.

Into the city section, together, Kajtia and I
jammed our thrusters all the way forward.

My R3010 roared across the overpass and
rocketed into the right hander into, and then onto the ceiling of a
rounded tunnel at almost 180 degrees to the earth and in doing so,
gained a metre on the Scighera.

Then, Michael’s car as well as mine after I
had returned it back to the ground, screamed out of the final turn,
commencing the last lap, the Scighera less than a metre in
front.

I clenched my teeth, and gunned it. My head
was beginning to spin.

Through the city buildings, banking hard— the
Scighera just a red shape ahead of me— the roar of the crowd
invading my thoughts.

Over the crossover and towards the final
right hander, all pedals and levers and dials in the red. And then,
in a fleeting split second instant, I saw it.

Saw Michael make a mistake.

He was taking the last turn too wide. The
very last turn— the 200th corner of this nerve shattering,
reflexburning race.

And so, calling on my last reserves of energy
and skill, I pounced.

I started the turn wide and cut sharply
inside Michael— and as we took the turn together, my R3010 swooped
inside the Scighera and came fully alongside it.

Our two cars dashed down the final straight
together, and after 100 laps of the most intense racing imaginable,
we crossed the start-finish line almost perfectly side by side…

… and first across the line, by the tip of
its massive front spoiler, was my R3010. By a hair's breadth, yet
still impressively, I had not only won, but beaten Michael
Vickers!

***

Unable to sit still once the broadcast of the
race had ended, Mako had turned off the holographic television. She
was still wrapped in the euphoria of my victory, but wrestling as
well with her sadness over the fact that she couldn’t be with me.
She thought about the things that could happen if she were just a
couple of years older and dating me; if somehow she could secure
the relationship that she so badly wanted to have with me; if she
could, somehow, make that happen sometime in the near future, and
ultimately, before I found love with somebody else.

The events of last week were still vividly in
her mind, after Mako and I parted ways, when I bent to kiss her
across the cheek and hug her goodbye, it was the first time Mako
had given the matter any serious thought. She was stunned, caught
in a mix of emotions, and all of a sudden she wanted to tell me how
she had felt. But she couldn't bring herself to speak the words,
knowing how foolish they would sound, realising I probably didn’t
feel the same way about her in any case.

So she stood there like a robot without its
vocoder, thinking, remembering. She had watched as my hovercar
merged into the busy skylanes of the city, disappearing into the
endless sea of traffic, thinking it might well be the last time she
would ever get the chance to get close to me, and wondering how she
was going to live with herself if it was.

She walked away from the holographic
television and dragged herself out of the lounge room. “How cool
would I be at school if I not only had Kixi as a friend, but as a
girlfriend…” she murmured as she went to her bedroom.

Although she had some chores to do as well as
cooking lunch, her parents were out for the day. Therefore Mako
pretty much could do what she wanted until they returned.

Mako brushed her own hand against her cheek.
“Oh, my eyes look so droopy.” She said out aloud to nobody, and
lost her balance and fell on the bed. Yet she gave no thought to
what she could do with herself, her thoughts solely focused on the
what ifs; she wandered…

Intermittently for a week now, she had
experienced dreams of being a few years older, and with me, dreams
in which were all of an alarmingly similar nature. One occurrence
was easily dismissed as an anomaly, two a strange coincidence.
However after the third, Mako made no attempt to deny the forming
of a clear pattern.

Never in her life had she been so completely
arrested by something intangible and certainly not by a dream. Mako
knew there were some who sought to assign meaning to the images
found during slumber as though they contained portentous
information. And amongst these she likewise knew, never mind how,
that there were self proclaimed fortune tellers who claimed the
ability to divine the future by interpreting such images—for a
price, naturally. Not only did Mako find such a notion ridiculous,
she had never before dreamed vividly enough to concern herself with
any sort of deeper meaning.

Until now, of course. Or more precisely,
until after she had met me and had fallen in love at first
sight.

Each time she dreamed, she felt closer to me
as though my fate wove more securely and intricately with her own.
It had been by sheer coincidence that we had met, but Mako was
convinced that it was more than just coincidence, and that the
revelation of her destiny was being guided through her dreams.

Mako continued to lie on her nice, cozy
bed.

Slowly, her thoughts became nonsense, and all
the more interesting for it, Mako knew she was falling asleep. Now
all she had to do was let go. She felt a momentary blackness come
over her. Like a blanket, but not a blanket of warmth, but a
blanket of coldness that made her shiver. It made her eyes feel
heavier and heavier. Finally, Mako closed her eyes, and as her
consciousness ebbed, her mind went into free fall, swirling with
the beautiful chaos of a new dream.

There was a woman in her bed. To be precise,
that woman was me.

By now, at least as far as her desires went,
or her dreams had gone, I wasn’t just any woman. In the actuality
of her fantasies, to be sure, I was a woman with whom her
familiarity was quite intimate. From the curve of my pretty nose
down to my toned thighs, Mako knew my body and its rhythms and
pleasures with certainty. Astoundingly, I delighted in her touch as
much as she delighted in mine. Mako could recall in an instant the
silky texture of my skin pressed against her both in heated
passion, and in cooler moments of more chaste affections. She could
recall the feeling of taking me slowly to the peaks of passion as
well as the sounds I made along the way— sounds that heated her
blood without fail.

Patiently, Mako watched me stir awake wrapped
in nothing but bed linens still fragrant with the mingled scent of
our bodies. Still and again she wanted me. Without question this
scene had occurred before, an intense, all encompassing love
existed between us. Ours was anything but a passing fancy or casual
acquaintance; ours was destiny, an answer to a question waiting to
be found. And I?

I was her home, her life, her love and most
remarkable of all, I was her wife, Kixi Rajki the F-Zero
superstar.

Mako awoke slowly with a sense of extreme
disorientation. When her eyes opened reluctantly, even the familiar
sight of her bedroom failed to penetrate her dream addled haze. For
a moment, the false reality gripped her more strongly than the
truth, even as the latter encroached incrementally on her senses.
She nearly turned toward my side of the bed. A light floral aroma
lingered in the air reminiscent of my skin. The music of my
laughter seemed to have just faded from the room.

As wakefulness finally won control, Mako bit
back a loud groan, allowing her head to fall heavily against her
pillow…

And then…

It finally dawned on her. Suddenly, all the
pieces fit together in one moment of inspiration. The thought hit
Mako like stones, a brainwave, and then as the idea quickly
ensued…

The epiphany.


Chapter 3

Mako was jolted awake by the sound of
firecrackers in one of the neighbouring terraced courtyards. The
loud banging sounds were followed by a few minutes of muffled
shouting and screaming, then silence.

Young kids letting off firecrackers for fun
wasn't uncommon in Upper Jitec District, the part of Celestia City
where Mako lived, but it still shook her up. She knew she probably
wouldn't be able to fall back asleep, so she decided to kill the
remaining hours until dawn by brushing up on a few video game
classics. Outrun, Pole Position, Arkanoid, Mario Bros, Mario Karts.
These games were outdated digital dinosaurs that had literally
become museum pieces well over a millennium ago. But Mako was a
gaming enthusiast, so she didn't think of them as relics of a
bygone age. To her, they were hallowed artifacts. Pillars of the
pantheon. When she played the ancient classics, she did so with a
determined sort of reverence.

Beyond the walls of the two bedroom apartment
suite that was owned by her mother, soft city lights glowed through
a pair of billowing taffeta curtains in her small, but cozy
bedroom. Mako’s petite hands parted the silk fabric. Phosphorus
moonlight spilled into the dimly lit room. Behind the reenforced
glass window, a majestic view of the skyline appeared with
startling beauty. There wasn’t a cloud in the star speckled sky.
Located well past the one hundredth floor, the apartment was but
one of the many rows of kilometre high towering skyscrapers that
stretched above her, their windows alight from within. A half moon
hovered at the fringes of the luminous cityscape. Endlessly, lines
of light from the sky traffic situated both below and above her,
streaked across the night sky.

Mako pulled out a small semitransparent cube
and powered it on. The short black table that the cube rested on,
gleamed with light that shined up from it— a holographic floating
screen. The cube itself— a present day equivalent of an early
twenty first century personal computer, was in actual fact a dated
model, almost ten years old. Mako had found it in a trash bin
behind a local strip mall across the open skyway. She’d been able
to coax it back to life by replacing its system memory and
reloading the stone age operating system. The processor was slower
than a sloth by current standards, but it was fine for her needs.
The cube served as her portable research library, video arcade, and
home theatre system. Its hard drive was filled with old books,
movies, TV show episodes, song files, and nearly every video game
made in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Staring at the holographically projected
screen above the table, Mako booted up her emulator and selected
Robotron: 2084, one of her all-time favourite games. She'd always
loved its frenetic pace and brutal simplicity. Robotron was all
about instinct and reflexes. Playing old video games never failed
to clear her mind and set her at ease. If she was feeling depressed
or frustrated about her lot in life, all she had to do was immerse
herself in the game, and her worries would instantly slip away as
her mind focused itself on the relentless pixelated onslaught on
the screen in front of her. There, inside the game's two
dimensional universe, life was simple: It was just her against the
machine. She moved with her left hand, fired with her right, and
tried to stay alive for as long as possible.

She spent a few hours blasting through wave
after wave of Brains, Spheroids, Quarks, and Hulks in her unending
battle to Save the Last Human Family! But eventually her fingers
started to cramp up and she began to lose her rhythm. When that
happened at this level, things deteriorated quickly. Mako burnt
through all of her extra lives in a matter of minutes, and her two
least favourite words appeared on the screen: GAME OVER.

Mako shut down the emulator and began to
browse through her video files. Over the past two years, she'd
downloaded every single sci-fi movie, TV show, and cartoon ever
created from the twentieth century all the way to the twenty-fifth.
She still hadn't watched all of them yet, of course. That would
probably take decades.

Mako selected an episode of Star Trek Deep
Space 9, a sci-fi series from the 1990s. She'd downloaded the show
because it fascinated her how more than a thousand years ago people
had dreamt about travelling across the galaxy, and thought they
would be able to do so by the twenty-second and twenty-third
centuries respectively. How so wrong they had been, but nonetheless
Mako immediately became addicted to the whole Star Trek series, and
had now watched all episodes from the different eras of the show
multiple times. She never seemed to get tired of them.

Sitting alone in the dark, watching the show
on the projected holographic screen from her cube, she always found
herself imagining that she lived and served aboard one of those
make believe Federation vessels, and that those smiling,
understanding people were her family, friends and colleagues. In
her mind’s eye, there was nothing so wrong in the world that we
couldn't sort it out by the end of a single 45 minute episode. Life
in early thirty-first century Earth had never even remotely
resembled the one depicted in Star Trek— well at least as far as a
United Federation of Planets like government was concerned, which
was probably why she loved the series so much.

No differently than it had been for the last
one thousand years, virtual realities, holodecks and augmented
realities were common place in everyday thirty-first century
society. Holodecks were perhaps by far the most advanced, where
there, in a gym sized room, a recreation or simulation of any
world, real or fiction was possible, as well as the creation of,
the unrestrictive real life like interaction of any character. This
made it the unparalleled and ultimate experience when it came to
down right virtual reality— but it wasn’t ideal for what Mako
intended. Notwithstanding that the use of an avatar in order to
pose as someone else simply wasn’t possible in a holodeck
simulation, further to that fact, it was pointless as Mako needed
to find and interact with the real me, and not a computer
simulation that felt like me. Simply put, no matter what program
she ran, Mako wasn’t going to bump into the real me in a simulated
virtual world that wasn’t accessible at a global level.

Instead, a form of virtual reality that
perhaps was less advanced when compared to the holodeck, and had
its origins date as far back as the twenty-first century, was the
answer to Mako’s dilemma. The Immersive Simulated Cyber Realm
commonly known as the ISCyR, and pronounced ‘ISK-EER,’ was what had
begun as a massively multiplayer online game. Over the centuries,
it had gradually evolved into the interplanetary networked virtual
reality most of humanity now used on a daily basis, making it the
biggest present day virtual reality. Unlike The Grid, which was an
interplanetary wide augmented reality, and perhaps a story for
another time, the ISCyR was more a digital frontier where one's
imagination or their worst nightmares could run wild.

Mako was an only child. Her father had died
when she was still at an early age, so she lived with her mother
Remy, who had very much raised her on her own. Remy had two
full-time ISCyR jobs, one as a telemarketer, the other as an IT
support consultant in an online office. She used to make Mako wear
earplugs at night so she wouldn't hear her in the next room,
talking to clients in other time zones. But the earplugs didn't
work very well, so Mako would watch old movies instead, with the
volume turned way up.

Mako was introduced to the ISCyR at an early
age, because her mother used it as a virtual babysitter. As soon as
Mako was old enough to wear a visor and a pair of haptic gloves,
her mum helped her create her first ISCyR avatar. Then she stuck
her in a corner and went back to work, leaving her to explore an
entirely new world, very different from the one she'd known up
until then.

From that moment on, Mako was more or less
raised by the ISCyR's interactive educational programs, which any
kid could access for free. She spent a big chunk of her childhood
hanging out in a virtual reality simulation of a popular children’s
cartoon show, singing songs with friendly animated characters and
playing interactive games that taught her how to walk, talk, add,
subtract, read, write, and share. Once she'd mastered those skills,
it didn't take her long to discover that the ISCyR was also the
world's biggest public library, where even a penniless kid like her
had access to every book ever written, every song ever recorded,
and every movie, television show, video game, and piece of artwork
ever created. The collected knowledge, art, and amusements of all
human civilisation were there, waiting for her.

Kids like Mako, just like the generation of
kids before her, had never known a world without the ISCyR. To
them, it was much more than a game or an entertainment platform. It
had been an integral part of their lives for as far back as anyone
could remember. People were born into an ugly world controlled by
ruthless corporations and merciless dictators, and the ISCyR was
their one happy refuge.

Mako had always considered that gaining
access to all of the information available from the ISCyR was a
blessing, yet now she realised that it would turn out to be
something more than that. Inside the ISCyR, she could be whoever
she wanted by the means of her avatar, thereby using it for her
ultimate objective— to be someone older and ask me out on a virtual
date. All she needed to do was track down my avatar.

Leaving the cube on, Mako stood, took a step
backwards, and sat on her bed. With a flop, she rolled to her
belly, her lips curled into a grin. Her comm device lay on the
bedside table opposite the side of the bed where the table that the
cube sat on laid. Reaching for the comm device, she grabbed it,
rolled back around so that she could sit on the bed, got up, and
finally connected the comm device to her cube. She was determined
to discover my ISCyR avatar.

Mako’s fingers flew across the holographic
keyboard like a spider, the faint sound of tapping keys filled her
utterly dark room. Her eyes shook vigorously as the thousands of
lime green digits that built a code soared up her floating
holographic screen. The familiar rhythm of beeping blended
perfectly with the scattered noises of sounds blaring outside and
the nearby area.

For just a moment, Mako leaned over as
several other holo screens from her cube materialised before her.
She scanned the screens, and then with the continuous use of her
hands, moved the several floating holo screens around as her
fingers once again moved like blurs across the projected keys.

“Come on,” urged Mako’s voice through
clenched teeth, and a hand gave the cube a smart whack. Slicing
wasn't as easy as it was cracked up to be. Mako growled loudly as
this fact made itself evident. “Damn you all to hell.” There were
thousands, no, millions of codes that could fit. And she had to
narrow it down to one. What she needed to do was notch it down to
ten or less numbers. Then she could make random combinations and
eventually get into the ISCyR’s secure character database.

The cube's holo images flashed red in
objection to the commands, and it was hit again. “Come on…”

Finally, after ten long minutes that seemed
like hours, one of the floating holo screens announced that she had
gotten in.

“Yes!” She exclaimed smiling. Her triumph was
then followed by a laugh. Her pinky clicked the ‘Enter’ button, the
final clack being the loudest. She nibbled on her lower lip as she
turned back to face her cube. Her black hair twisted around her
body with the movement, and a warm feeling surged through her
veins.

Mako was presented with a three-dimensional
view of the massive character database, with dozens of overlapping
data windows suspended in front of her. Using her hands, she began
to manipulate these windows, navigating her way through the
database's file structure. The largest section of the database
appeared to be devoted to information on the ISCyR’s original
founders. The amount of data they had on them was staggering. They
had things she'd never seen, things she didn't even know existed,
things that spanned not decades, but centuries. She just stared at
the multiple screens for a while, thoughts raced through her head.
Interesting as it all might have been, Mako didn't have time to
read over any of it. It was imperative that she hurried as it would
only be a matter of time before someone discovered the database’s
external breach, and when that happened, her connection to the
database would be severed.

Not allowing for those distractions to get
the better of her, Mako focused on isolating data related to people
who’s real life occupation was that of a racing car driver. That
challenge, if you could even call it one, didn’t prove to be all
that difficult for her, and soon enough she hit the jackpot by
stumbling upon several folders containing files of real life racing
car drivers who owned an ISCyR account.

Mako continued to delve deeper into the
database. Eventually, she uncovered a restricted folder called the
Racing Chamber. It was the only area of the database she couldn't
seem to access. So she used her admin ID to create a new ‘test
account,’ then gave that account superuser access and full
administrator privileges. It worked and she was granted access. The
information inside the restricted area was divided into three
folders: Hovercar Racing, Formula Zero and All Other Racing
Categories. Naturally she opened the Formula Zero folder, and when
she saw what was inside, she felt the blood drain from her
face.

The moment she saw it, she knew she had found
what she was looking for. There were five file folders, one of them
labeled Kiva Ehrens— the real name appeared in brackets next to it.
She closed several irrelevant windows of other drivers around it,
and took a deep breath. The name that appeared in brackets was my
name— I was Kiva Ehrens.

Immediately, Mako opened the Kiva Ehrens
folder. She saw screenshots of my raven haired avatar, and quickly
saved them to a folder on her hard drive. My avatar had a pretty
face, but it wasn't unnaturally perfect. In the ISCyR, one got used
to seeing freakishly beautiful faces on everyone. But my Kiva
Ehrens features didn't look as though they'd been selected from a
beauty drop-down menu on some avatar creation template. With the
exception of the hair colour, my avatar’s face had the distinctive
look of the real me, as if my true features had been scanned in and
mapped onto my avatar. Big blue eyes, rounded cheekbones, a pointy
chin, and a perpetual smirk. Like the real me, she also found my
avatar unbearably attractive.

My avatar’s body was also somewhat unusual.
In the ISCyR, you usually saw one of two body shapes on female
avatars: the absurdly thin yet wildly popular supermodel frame, or
the top-heavy, wasp-waisted porn starlet physique which looked even
less natural in the ISCyR than it did in the real world. But my
avatar’s frame was short and Rubenesque. All curves.

At the very top was a portrait like photo of
the real me with a distinctly grin. Save for the differences in
hair colours, to Mako’s surprise, now that she could look at both
the real me and Kiva Ehrens at the same time, I actually looked
almost identical to my avatar: the same blue eyes, and the same
beautiful face she knew so well— with one small difference, and
something that strangely enough she hadn’t noticed when we’d met
that day in the park. A part of the upper left half of my face was
covered with a scar. In the photo, I wore a sweep of my blonde hair
down over my left eye to try to conceal the mark as much as
possible. However, to Mako’s eyes, the scar did absolutely nothing
to diminish my beauty. If anything, because she knew this one was
real, the face she saw in the photo seemed even more beautiful to
her than what it did the day we had met, and than that of my
avatar.

A detailed dossier in another folder
appeared, containing all of the private information they had
collected on me upon my registration to the ISCyR. The data below
the photo further confirmed it was me. It said that my real name
was Kixi Rajki, that I was an eighteen year old USS citizen, that I
was a Martian born in New Rome, my actual height, and how much I
weighed. The file also contained my home address— along with a lot
of other information, including my blood type. What else did she
really know about me? Mako already knew my true identity, of
course, because we’d already met in the real world. She knew my
age, my occupation and exactly what I really looked like.
Everything about me ticked her boxes.

As Mako dug further into my file, it
immediately went without saying, that she had a massive cyber crush
on my avatar, Kiva Ehrens. She was however, fully aware that such a
crush was both silly and ill-advised, but, in the end, she was
prepared to do anything to win my heart.

Mako found an unlabeled video link at the
bottom of my dossier, and when she selected it, a live video feed
of a large skyscraper appeared on her display. After a few seconds,
Mako realised she was looking at the apartment where I lived.

A wave of excitement washed over Mako. When
it finally passed, she copied the contents of all the dossiers
about me over to her hard drive, and then sat there in stunned
silence.

About a minute later, the many holographic
screens that floated in the space above Mako’s head flickered, and
then shifted back to just the one single screen. She swiped her
fingers across the faceless cube; words, symbols and images that
were streaming on the holo display disappeared; the screen itself
then vanished into nothingness.

Mako retrieved her ISCyR console, haptic
gloves, and visor. She pulled on her elastic haptic gloves and
flexed her fingers to make sure none of the joints was sticking.
Then she grabbed her ISCyR console, a flat black rectangle about
the size of a paperback book, and plugged her comm device into a
port on the side of the console. Lastly, she stretched out on her
mattress and slipped on her visor. It fit snugly around her eyes
like a pair of swimmer's goggles, blocking out all external light.
Small earbuds extended from the visor's temples and automatically
plugged themselves into her ears. The
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Timeline of KnM Blade novels as of CE 2021.
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