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The world rumbled. Hooves pounded against the packed soil of the track; the thunder eating away at all other noises as the pack flew past the stands. Amongst them, the paws and pads that loped across the ground made barely any sound at all.

Not even the whine from the engines of the passenger-carrier passing above could completely drown out the sound of the race. 

In front, two leaders fought neck-to-neck as they came into the homestretch. But neither racers, nor spectators, so much as twitched an ear as the leafflyer slowed — preparing to land — having long since gotten used to the daily schedule of the nearby shiport.​[1] Only newcomers and tourists craned their necks to see what infernal noise was laying a short, but intense, siege to their hearing. 

Not that it was the engines themselves that were actually making all the racket. Mostly it was just the wind striking the main cooling valves that was throwing its weight around, that, and the wings. And the leafflyer was almost all wing. 

Not that anyone really cared — it was still noisy — but the race had most people’s attention, even that of some of the passengers. 

Those that did look up caught a glimpse of a smooth glittering silver surface. The ship was a new enough sight to most of them that it was still awe-inspiring, having been put into regular operations only a year or so before. Its flat body and small vestigial wings gave it a unique silhouette in a trade where bulk carriers plied much of the airways. 

Indeed, a number of the visitors to the Epsilon Court had probably come in on one of them a day or so before. Its speed and efficiency made its range of operations cover lines on anything from town to town transportation about as effortlessly as it did the continent to continent ones. And on top of that it was a comfortable ride as well — never a bad thing — and an unusual combination in this day of age. A pleasant way to travel coupled with a short travelling time had given it all the hallmarks of a winner ... so far. At least it would have been unusual ... anywhere else.

Erina Darklight drew back from where her face had been glued to the small window next to her seat. 

‘Ah, drat, there went the view,’ she grumbled as the Court was replaced by the outer edges of the shiport. 

Many of her fellow passengers were still straining to see what was happening on the ground far below, trying to catch a glimpse of where they were going later in the day. 

‘No worries. I’ll see it up close and personal a bit later,’ 

Erina said. Having lost sight of the Court, Erina’s interests now switched to more practical things, like not chopping off any nearby heads. The staff with their polite ‘excuse me sir, pardon me madam,’ were grating on her nerves. 

They kept asking her if she needed any assistance. It wasn’t like it was the first time she’d been to a shiport or even a spaceport. Hadn’t they realised this by now?

She growled under her breath. 

Maybe it was the clothes? It was true, you did dress differently when you lived in a Valley all by yourself, but she’d made a point of changing before catching this flight. 

Now, Erina pulled on the black jacket she’d kept rolled up behind her neck as a pillow. 

It didn’t look much like armour — just sharply cut cloth. It felt like armour though. And was it her imagination or did it make those around her edge away just a little?

She hadn’t worn anything with the old insignia since first crashing in the Valley. She’d almost forgotten how handy it was. It probably wouldn’t win her any races though, Erina thought. For starters, it wouldn’t grant anyone more legs or increased speed or any kind of superpowers. 

‘Too bad. I could have done with a few of those,’ she murmured. ‘Instant not-sword wielding skills for instance.’

Erina sucked at the finger where she’d cut herself during practice and settled back, choosing to immerse herself in the information on next week’s races floating up from her diom. This whole equine business was still new to her and there was much to learn. 

Around her, her fellow passengers were wiggling in their seats (well, some of the more excitable ones were). The main track might no longer be visible, but the grounds belonging to the Court — now that was a different story. 

They weren’t located outside the shiport. If anything, as large as the travel hub was, it was a speck in a sea of green, grey, orange and a myriad of other colours known to nature. Lakes, streams, some minor mountains, even part of the distant ocean, it was all part of the “race track.”

‘To say that the grounds are extensive would be belittling their true size,’ Erina read out loud. ‘Hah! It’s still smaller than the Valley,’ she snorted. 

Even those with personal dioms were, if only for the moment, pressing their noses against the transparent plates and pointing. Sure, dioms were great, but there was just something about seeing a race in person that just couldn’t be explained; an excitement in the blood that just wouldn’t go away and kept them at the edge of their seats even before they’d gotten anywhere near the track itself. Maybe they’d even be lucky, and one would run right next to the local transport shuttle. 

‘I suppose if you wanted to build something like this from scratch, you could do worse,’ Erina mused out loud.

She hoisted up her bag from beneath her feet and put it on the empty seat next to her. The man who’d sat there had gotten off at the last stop — praise be. He’d been regaling her with all sorts of details about his exploits until it had felt like her ears were about to explode. In turn, she’d been amusing herself with imagining feeding him to the local wildlife. 

‘Going down to see the big leaguers, missy?’

“Missy.” That was even worse than “Madame.” A frown narrowed her eyes into thin slits.

‘Ah, come on! Sure you are. You got the program and all.’

Pointedly ignoring the voices from behind — it wasn’t any of her business after all — Erina crossed her arms. 

‘What’s taking so long getting this bucket of bolts on the ground,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘What is the captain doing? Taking the scenic route?’

Indeed, that was exactly what the leafflyer’s pilot was doing. It was part of the package — showing off to the new arrivals just how great Epsilon Court really was. Most of them were, after all, here for the races. 

That was why the Court had been built in the first place: to feed the latest craze in the racing circuits and it was built to purpose too. 

The shiport, which they’d nearly completed a circle around while coming in for landing, was just as new, shiny walls and all. Sometimes the plotted course of a graded race took the whole set of participants through parts of the shiport itself. 

Erina sighed and folded the information pack she’d received earlier and with which she had been passing the time with on the rather uneventful flight. It folded squarely and then just sat on her knees much like a somewhat passive lapdog. And if she lacked the energy to even put it away properly, she at least resisted any urge to pat it on its non-existent head.

The young woman sat back, only half paying attention to the droning voice reminding all passengers to prepare for landing and to please remember not to forget to leave any small items of questionable value and use behind when disembarking.​[2]

She smiled somewhat amusedly. There was something wonderfully incoherent about the whole thing, but that was humans for you. No one ever suggested that they’d make sense or be sensible either for that matter. No wonder her palms began to itch every time she had to spend too long in their company. 

They were wonderfully inconsistent creatures, she thought. In a way, it was part of their charm — when observed from a distance — but it could get a bit annoying, like an especially large dose of cough medicine. It reminded you that you were human. Erina wondered if they simply up and forgot if they didn’t get confirmation on that every five minutes. But perhaps it was more of a question of perspective and she was the odd one out. She couldn’t say that that thought hadn’t occurred to her — sometimes several times a day — as she moved through a world filled with them.

Actually, now, as so many times before, when she thought about it, that was probably the easier explanation, rather than thinking that an entire solar system filled with human beings still lacked somewhat in the ability to find someone sensible. Easier perhaps, but she still preferred the first version. Maybe because it was less depressing.

There was probably some silly universal law about the whole thing.​[3] 

The building of the Court shouldn’t really have come as a surprise though, not when you sat down and had a good, long think about it. Almost everything seemed to move in cycles and, after all, they raced just about everything else that could be ridden on, in, behind, or — in one case — in front, so why not horses? 

Of course, around here, that might not always mean what you thought it meant. Here, a horse could be so much more...

Admittedly, most of the things that were being raced had an engine of metal and wires and tended to go “vroom” “vroom” “wwrroooom!” rather than “neigh,” but natural racing had seen a growing comeback during the last few years. If you went in person, you could actually see the racers for more than point zero four seconds at a time as they streaked past. And you didn’t need to struggle into a spacesuit either or worry about running out of oxygen from shouting yourself hoarse when your favourite was about to cross the finish line twenty thousand kilometres away.  

No matter how impressive the interplanetary ships and speeders were, no matter how sleek or shiny, they were a bit too fast to catch more than a glimpse of when they weren’t standing still or merely lazing about. That was the point of them after all. It just didn’t make for a very exciting first person perspective.

They were also darn hard to make out against a backdrop of infinite space and when you hit an asteroid at full speed (because you’d rerouted the power from the anti-collision system to your boosters because that asshat from Friga was catching you up); you probably weren’t going to shake that off with an aspirin and a stiff drink and then go back and do the same thing again tomorrow. 

There, the natural races were way ahead of the game. Except in the saddest cases, accidents rarely resulted in a shower of sparks, a loud bang, and a small crater where competitor and/or audience had been merely moments before. Though, with some mounts, you might run the risk of being eaten if you fell off. 

Keen followers of the mechanized races thought that the naturals were slow, boring, and, at the end of the day, not about you, the person in charge.  

‘Who wants to be half of a bloody team?’ they’d snort. ‘You’re not even out there making your own decision. So what, if your ride throws a hissy fit and refuses to play ball.’

At which point someone in their audience, provided they
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