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No one tells you the thing you love most is going to kill you. To be fair, racing a nuclear fusion-powered hovercraft in excess of three hundred miles an hour on tracks across the globe isn’t the safest line of work. Not for someone wanting to die of old age, anyway. Adding a pack of thirty more racers to the high speed mix doesn't help your chances either. What could be more ludicrous than that? Having that same hovercraft you’re piloting catch fire.
No one tells you the thing you love more than anything is going to be what kills you. No one actually says those words to you, ever. People will tell you about things like “potential danger” or give obscure statistics. But when you’re chasing a dream, a message like that has to come on its own. And it usually comes when you least expect it. For Fennius Taylor, it didn’t come when the sickly-sweet smell from the broken coolant line snaked through the cockpit air vents and found his nose. It didn’t register as wisps of grey smoke began creeping in around his feet. And it didn’t happen when the concrete barrier of a hairpin turn threatened to turn his craft into smoldering wreckage. None of these things on their own could reach the young man. Hypnotized by the siren’s call of his machine’s engines, the blur of it all consumed his mind. It was only when the warning light in the dashboard marked “FIRE” began flashing that the truth finally hit home. It took the thought of burning alive for all three to find the last strands of rational thought, buried somewhere deep in his desire to win.  Ask any other racer in the league what they’d do if their “sled” caught fire, and they’d tell you the same thing: Pull to the outside of the track and activate the fire counter-measures”.
So why would teenage racing phenom Fennius Taylor be any different? Because he knows the second he activates the counter-fire measures, the radioactive fusion core that’s been keeping him ahead of the other racers all season will shut down.
When you need thousands of pounds of thrust to continue chasing the perfect season, a little fire can keep you motivated to achieve your goals. If someone had asked him three years ago what he’d do in a situation like this, he would’ve agreed with the other racers. But now? With a perfect season on the line? He’s going to pilot this time bomb until either he gets his checkered flag or the whole thing goes up in flames. Why would anyone act this way? This is the madness guiding the pilots of the biggest sport in the twenty second century. This is what it’s like to chase a dream. 
This is where the adventure begins. 
This is Fusion Heart.
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[bookmark: _Toc450231974]CHAPTER ONE

THREE YEARS EARLIER: 
	Daydreaming, Fennius’s thoughts were far away. And while his body was sitting like the rest of the freshmen in the classroom of the El Reno High School, flights of fancy carried his mind elsewhere. He knew that if he left the building this instant and caught the next public transport heading east, it would whisk him away from this never ending parade of monotonous lessons and deliver him to the only place a fifteen year old boy would want to be; The Oklahoma City Super Thunder Speedway. If you were there, you could catch the fastest racers in the area tearing up the ten mile track while jockeying for a place in the coming regional finals. Each of the racers a daredevil, they strapped themselves to angry comets disguised as hovercrafts. When the green lights blinked to life on the starting pole, and the engines allowed to run free, the sound was unlike anything else on the planet.
He remembered his first visit to the local track down to the detail. His father Alexander Taylor had gotten lucky enough to find someone willing to part with a pair of lower grandstand seats at a discount price and snatched them up. While only eight years old at the time, he could still recall all the sensations of bearing witness to the electronic circus of neon and noise. The smells of the food and exhaust mixing in his nose, the animated billboard counting down the minutes to the arrival of the procession of power soon to come, the sights and smells were divine on their own. But of all the sensations to witness in a place like that, there’s nothing like the sound.   
When the turbines of the “sleds” ignite in unison, everything vibrates from their power. The world outside of the racetrack vanishes. Waves of goose bumps slither up your arms and spine. And when the explosion of decibels hits you in the chest, there’s no use trying to talk. No human sound can stand up to it. Even before he knew what a demon was, little Fennius Taylor imagined angry ethereal beings writhing inside the engines. And when those figures of fire and fury beat their wings against the steel cages, the roar alone was loud enough to knock him back into his seat.      
	But that wasn’t all that happened seven years ago. That fateful night, when the flood lights and billboards lit the track for the main event, the reigning queen of professional sled racing, Carrie “The Wall” Kensington, descended upon Oklahoma City for an exhibition. She did not disappoint as he held court over her subjects and fans as only a true champion could. Sitting atop his fathers’ shoulders in the north stands, he cheered on a woman he hadn’t heard of before that day. On his lips and the lips of the thousands around him was a chant as simple and as it was deafening.  
GO! GO! GO!
Carrie Kensington climbed into a junior league rated hovercraft like the rest of the racers. In a demonstration of skill and mastery over the machines, ”The Wall” proceeded to pound the top seeded up-and-comers and reach the finish line a full five seconds faster than the rest of the field. After that, he was hooked. He begged his father to meet the woman who was known as a master of speed. Amongst a crowd of tens of thousands, young Fennius, with stars in his eyes, and ringing still in his ears, got to shake hands and have his picture taken with a legend. And ever since, that picture of a bespectacled boy with a tired but smiling woman still wearing her racing suit, was the first thing he saw when he awoke, and the last thing he saw before he shut his eyes. And when he shut his eyes, he dreamt of being behind the controls of those amazing machines. He imagined the raw speed that would be within his grasp to command. There would always be danger. Every racer who’d ever climbed into a sled cockpit knew the consequences of a mistake at three hundred miles an hour. On top of that, the other racers would be just as hungry. But he knew he’d be ready for them. He’d study all the tracks for hours and cut every corner down to the millimeter. He’d know the strength and capacity of all the parts of his sled so he could bleed the engine for every ounce of thrust. And when the tree of that knowledge bore fruit, he would pluck it from the branches, sink his teeth deep and taste victory. And when the time came that he stood in the in the winner’s circle, fans who’d traveled from all over the world to see him would cheer his name.    
“TAY-LOR!” They would chant. “TAY-LOR! TAY-LOR!” It was beautiful. He wanted it more than anything. But as much as he wanted it, the accolades would have to wait.
“Fennius Xavier Taylor!” The booming voice brought Fen out of his dream-state like he’d been doused in freezing water. “Are you paying attention?” He blinked his eyes to see not only the instructor of his class but the entire room full of students glaring at him from every angle.
	“Um, what was the question?” He asked with a vacant expression. The students erupted with laughter at his expense for being caught skylarking. His cheeks flushed with embarrassment and the weight of humiliation shrank him in his chair.
	“Well, Mr. Taylor.” said the man at the head of the room. “If you’d been paying attention to your physics lesson, you’d be able to tell me what happens in the problem I’ve explained. Let’s try it again, shall we, class? As I was saying, Centripetal Force is more directed towards the center of the axis of rotation of an object following an elliptical or circular path. Centrifugal Force is the force that pulls away from the center because of the objects inertia. If you took a rock, tied it to a string, and swung it around, the force from the center of the axis of rotation is centripetal force. The force that causes the rock to pull away from the center, is centrifugal force. And since we all know Mr. Taylor is a huge fan of sled racing, let’s use that as our example. Let’s suppose that Mr. Taylor is a world class sled racer and he’s racing along the course at the local speedway. If Mr. Taylor is buckled into the cockpit of a fast moving hovercraft that takes on a flat turn and he feels as if he is pulled to the side, that too is centrifugal force caused by your… what Mr. Taylor?
	“Inertia.” He said confidently.
	“So you have been paying attention after all.” The instructor said, creating another ripple of laughter through the room. “Exactly. Inertia is the correct answer. And the more mass you have, the more inertia. That’s where centrifugal force comes into play.” Fennius raised his hand. “Yes, Mr. Taylor? Did you have something to add?”
	“That’s not correct, sir.”
	“The text on your holo-tablet begs to differ, Mr. Taylor.” The man turned away and pressed a button to make the larger screen at the head of the class change to the next problem.
	“But it’s wrong!” Fennius blurted. The teacher froze for a moment before turning around. When he did, the man’s face was a mask of agitation. As soon as he saw that expression, he knew he’d made a grave mistake of speaking out.
	“Well then, class. It would appear that our lax pupil of the day has taken a turn for the proactive. And as you know, Mr. Taylor, I do not tolerate outbursts within my classroom. Can you tell me what the consequences are for such an infraction of my rules?” Fennius said nothing but another student raised his hand. “Yes, Mr. Treben?” Gary Treben looked at Fennius with a snarky look as he spoke. 
“Sir, the disciplinary action for outbursts is detention.”
	“But it’s not right!” Fennius said again.
	“A second infraction! That’s two detentions. Your conviction to find the flaws in my teaching are turning you into a glutton for punishment. But, in the interest of fairness I’m willing to consider foregoing your punishment if you can explain why you think the text is inaccurate.” Fennius straightened and stood up from his desk.
"Sir, centrifugal" force doesn't exist. It's a made-up term. It’s not there.”
     “Go on.”
“When the centripetal force shuts off, the object proceeds in a straight line. It moves in the direction it was going at the instant when the centripetal force stopped. We see the object take off straight away from the former center, and we think there must be a force pulling it away, but there isn't any.” Many of the eyes in the room grew wide. Was the text on their holo-tablets wrong? “And that "force" that you think you feel when the sled turns a corner and you get pressed against the outside, away from the curve?” he continued. “That's just the tendency of your body to want to keep moving in a straight line. Its reaction to the centripetal force that the car-seat and the door are exerting on you to make your body move in a curved path.” After such a long expulsion of information, Fennius stopped to take a breath before finishing. “That’s why there is no "centrifugal" force.” The class grew silent as they looked to the instructor for an answer.
“I see, Mr. Taylor. Your answer may or may not be all correct, but I can tell you with a hundred percent certainty, that you will meet with me after class is over.” The anxious faces of his peers turned to grins of malice after the verdict fell for their classmate. He took his seat and stared at his school-issued learning tablet with defeat. He was sure he’d been correct in studying the problem. The only problem that remained now would be how he was going to break the news to his father that he’d earned not one but two detentions.
An hour later, the three tones sounded overhead to signal the end of the school day. The students rushed to pack up their tablets and belongings before exiting the building. Fennius gathered his things before approaching the teacher’s desk at the head of the room. Standing ahead the intimidating, large desk, he waited to receive his punishment. The man spoke without looking up from his desk.   
“That was quite a display, Mr. Taylor. “It’s so rare that my pupils voice opposition to the lessons given. Tell me…” The man said. “How exactly do you know the problem was erroneous?”	
    “I-I read the syllabus and text for the class while school was out of session.”
“You’re saying that you’ve read the syllabus for the term in its entirety?”
    “Yes, Sir.”
    “Is that a fact?” The man tapped his tablet to access the syllabus. “Can you tell me what next week’s studies will cover?”
	“Section 4.2 covers Einstein’s theory of relativity.”
	“Correct, and the week after?”
	“Section 4.3 covers the properties of sound waves and how they move.”
	“Name one of the main terms from the text.”
	“The Doppler effect.”
	“Well, Mr. Taylor.” He looked up and pushed his tablet aside. “I see no reason to interrogate you any further. Your answer about centrifugal force was correct. To be honest, if it were up to me, there’s quite a bit of the syllabus I would like to see corrected. But that’s not always how things work. Other boys and girls your age seem to struggle with the topics you seem to handle with relative ease. It’s not hard to guess that it stems from them not taking their studies seriously. Do your parents have a hand in your extended studying?”
	“My dad encourages me to learn as much as I can. He says that acquiring knowledge is a lifelong lesson.”
	“That’s a wise statement. What does your father do, if I may ask?”
	“He’s the engineer on a deep space freighter. The company he works for takes bulk cargo and delivers it to other systems.”
	“So you have a lot of time alone with your mother to concentrate on classwork?” Fennius’s expression soured and he averted his eyes away from the teacher to look at the corner of the room next to the door.
	“My mother…” he faltered. “It’s just my dad and I.”  
	“I’ve touched a nerve, forgive me. But let me say that if you continue all your studies in this manner, then you have a bright future ahead you. And since your physics answer was correct, I’ll withdraw your two detentions.”
	“You will?” Fennius’s face brightened.
	“Yes, but I will still be sending along a message to your father, nonetheless.” He pushed himself back from the desk to cross his hands on his lap. “That’s all, Mr. Taylor. You can go.”
	“Yes, Sir.” Fennius turned and left the room. Outside the school, a group of boys were waiting. None of them were what he considered to be friends.
	“Did you get another detention? How many is that, three?” Gary Treben, the class instigator goaded him from the safety of the group around him. Fennius didn’t even make eye contact with them. Gary was a jerk who got his kicks from belittling others and Fennius wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of a response. “If you keep disrupting classes, you’re going to end up working on a cargo barge like your dad!” Fennius kept walking. There was nothing wrong with working on a freight vessel. Dad said it was honest work and there was no shame in working on a dirty ship. Gary didn’t have to worry about getting good grades, he knew his future had been paid for. Gary’s father was some powerful executive who raked in more than enough credits to spoil his kids. When school resumed after Christmas break, everyone in Fennius's class heard about Gary Treben's expensive new gift. He gloated about how his father had gotten him one of the new “career downloads”.
Fennius didn’t know anyone who could’ve afforded such a procedure. He knew there were people who could have subject knowledge downloaded into a surgical brain implant. That is, if they had the credits. Not only was Gary going to be an ace engineer after he graduated high school, but he was going skip college as well. He would start his post-high school career with forty years’ worth of engineering experience. Where would he get such knowledge? His world renowned, architect grandfather offered to pass on the information as a gift since he was retired and wasn’t going to be building anything anytime soon.
It’s a shame they don’t have a download that keeps you from being a brainstem deficient, ass. Fennius thought. I hope he gets that procedure. I hope he’s halfway into the download and a power surge cooks his brain.
	But Gary Treben wasn’t important. What was more important right now was Fennius's father’s reaction. He could already imagine what would happen when his teacher's message arrived at the home.
The look of disappointment on his dad’s face would be more devastating than any punishment the educational system could hand down. The taunting fell away as Fennius tuned the others out and activated his personal electronic tablet. The screen came alive in his hands. The first thing he checked was the arrival time of his father’s ship to the space dock. Dad had given him the passcode to the company datahub so that Fennius would know the location and arrival time of his freighter.
<WELCOME TO TRAVEL DATABASE>
<PASSWORD?> *********
<ACCEPTED>
<WELCOME A. TAYLOR>
<QUERY?>
*OCTAVIUS TIME OF ARRIVAL TO EARTH
<SEARCHING…TRIANGULATING>
<FOUND>
<CALCULATING ESTIMATED RETURN TIME TO EARTH QUADRANT DOCK FOR FREIGHTER “OCTAVIUS”>
<48-HOURS-18-MINS>
<END>
	Dad would reach the space dock in Earth’s orbit in two days. It would take another seven or so to get home and Fennius would be sound asleep by the time he arrived. He couldn’t wait. Dad never returned without a small souvenir from another planet for him. He’d been gone for three weeks to take a shipment to Felia, the home world of the felians. But more important than the gifts, there were always stories about meeting those of the different races. Mostly, dad’s encounters were with the felians, the fur covered, bipedal, wolf-like aliens. The educational holo-vids and archives told alot about the aliens. But his father’s recounting of his interactions with the felians seemed to tell him more about them. He hoped to hear more this time, but he would have to wait. Fennius rode the public transit to the outskirts of town where he and his father lived. Peering out the windows, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and as always, the land was flat in every direction. On clear days, you could see for miles and storm fronts were visible two days in advance on the horizon. Hot and dry, the temperature stayed a constant seventy to eighty degrees three quarters of the year. The hovering transit cars shuddered and juttered as they shifted their weight on the magnetic tracks. It didn’t take long for the train to reach his stop. When he stepped off, the tram sped away, clicking and clacking, leaving him with the silence of the countryside. As much as he loved the roar of engines, he loved the aura of silence that surrounded his home and the one next to it. These were the only two houses for miles in any direction. A pair of modest, two story “A-frame’s” that looked like absurd bookends. The old man living in the one on the left owned both the houses and the sprawling acreage of uncut fields that spanned far into the distance. When Fennius held his hand up to get the sun out of his eyes, he could see the grizzled, white bearded face of Jimmy Abernathy sitting on the front porch.  
	“Howdy, Fennius.” The man yelled as he waved.
	“Hi, Mr. Abernathy.” He waved back. “Ol’ Jimmy” rented the second house to Fennius dad for next to nothing in exchange for the occasional odd favor or errand. That, and few other people wanted to rent a house this far from town. But in the ten years they’d lived next to Ol’ Jimmy, the man rarely asked for help or a favor. Mr. Abernathy kept to himself but had grown to like Fennius. He didn’t know how old Jimmy Abernathy was, but dad once said he was over eighty. His own children had moved away years ago and never visited. Every Christmas, Fennius and his dad invited Jimmy over and the three would eat dinner together. Dad always said: “No one should be alone on Christmas”. And sometimes, if dad worked on Christmas Eve, Fennius would prepare food for just the two.
	“How was school?” He asked as Fennius got closer.
	“About the same. I did well in science.” Fennius drew close and sat on the wood fence a few feet from the old man.
	“Science is good for ya.” Ol’ Jimmy rocked in his chair. “Science is all around, but it takes a lot of complex thinkin’ to understand all the simple stuff that happens around us. I used to be an engineer, years ago. There’s a science to building stuff too.”
	“I guess. Did anything happen today?” Fennius asked.
	“Of course not. Perfect day it was.”
	“What did you do all day?”
	“You’re lookin’ at it. When you and your father aren’t here I like to just sit here and let my mind wander.”
	“Oh yeah?” Fennius let a smile slip. “Where does it go?”   
	“Here and there. Sometimes I think back to when I was your age. I used to download my schoolin’ for the day and then go fishing. You can do both at the same time but I don’t recommend it. Leave it to education to ruin something as fun as catching fish.”
	“But you became an engineer. You must’ve liked learning if you went on to become a schooled builder.”
	“Learning is alright, but it doesn’t improve fishing. Sure schooling will teach you a trade, but real smarts don’t come from those school lessons.”
	“They don’t?” Fennius asked.
	“Hell no! You learn by living and figurin’ things out on your own. And you don’t learn from your victories in life, you learn from your failures. I learned more from fishing than that damn university taught me. Your dad is always showing you stuff isn’t he?”
	“Yeah, we spend time doing things when he’s home.”
	“Listen to your dad. He’s a smart one. Do what he says.”
	“Okay.”	
	“Did ya kiss any girls today?”
	“No, not today.” Fennius blushed.
	“You do like kissing girls, don’t ya?” Ol’ Jimmy asked.
	“Umm, yes. Very much. It’s just not happening a lot right now.”
	“Well take it from me, when you get to be my age, you’ll wished you kissed more of them. And I kissed my fair share. Hundreds, I think. I even spent a night once with a beautiful female felian!”
	“You did?” Fennius asked with excitement.
 	“At least I think it was a female. There was so much damn fur, and I’d had a few to drink that night. Bloody fantastic that was. Where was I? Oh yes, don’t ever start drinking. When does your father get home?”
“Late, two nights from now.”
	“Good. You want a swig, my boy?”
	“A swig of what?”
	“Booze, of course.”
	“I thought you just said I should never drink.”
	“This is different. You ever had any?”
	“No.”
	“How old are you, fourteen?”
	“Fifteen.”
	“Then its time.” Jimmy reached behind his chair and pulled a silver container from a cooler just out of sight. When he turned around with the cylinder in one hand and a cup in the other, Fennius reached his hand out. Before the cup reached his fingers, Ol’ Jimmy stopped. “You wouldn’t tell your dad would you?”
	“No!” Fennius reached closer.  
	“Good.” Jimmy continued by taking the top off of the container and filled the cup half full. “You go brush your teeth after you drink this. And don’t you start drinking on your own.”	
	“I won’t.” Fennius promised as he took the cup and sniffed it. The smell alone almost made him topple backwards. “What is this?”
	“It’s good, is what it is. Now turn it up.”
	“It smells strong.”
	“Well then just pinch your nose with one hand and turn it up with the other. But you have to take it all at once. All or nothing.” Fennius pinched the bridge of his nose and swallowed every drop. His cheeks filled and then forced the burning liquid down. It was so potent. The downing of the drink wasn’t the worst part. When he took his first breath of air, the fumes from the concoction stole every iota of oxygen and forced him to cough up the vapors. Pitching the cup aside, Fennius choked and spit from the awful aftermath.
	“HA-HAAA!” Ol’ Jimmy cackled as he slapped Fennius on the back to get him breathing again. “Good stuff, isn’t it? It’ll degrease an engine and put hair on your chest at the same time.”
	“No…more.” Fennius gagged and spit again as he watched Mr. Abernathy snatch up the cup and fill it to the top.
	“Hell no, you can’t have any more. Your father would have a damn fit. Besides, the rest is for me.” The old man drained his cup without so much as a twitch and the cylinder returned to its resting place. “Now get on home. And don’t forget to get a shower before you turn in, you hear?” Between waves of revulsion, Fennius nodded “yes”, picked up his pack and walked towards his house.
	“Don’t start drinking on your own or I’ll whip your little ass.” Ol’ Jimmy called after him. “And don’t tell your dad!”

[bookmark: _Toc450231975]CHAPTER TWO

He washed his mouth out twice before making dinner. After that, Fennius cleaned and straightened the house before settling into bed. He finished his studies despite the buzzing feeling in his brain that tried its hardest to keep him from concentrating. Normally he would put on his simulation goggles that wrapped around his head and practice sled racing in the simulator. But tonight, he wasn’t in the mood. After it was dark, Fennius turned off all the lights and climbed under his covers. Dad said that even though he didn’t like leaving Fennius alone, he said it would teach him self-reliance. He could call Ol' Jimmy even anything serious happened. The cloudless sky let in enough moonlight for Fennius to see the two pictures on the nightstand facing him. One was the picture with “The Wall”, and the other was one Ol’ Jimmy had taken of Fennius and his dad just before the school year had started. Father would be home soon. The two would spend days together, just talking. Dad would answer all his questions about far off star systems and meeting with the other races. In return, he’d ask about his son’s grades and any other thing his son wanted to talk about, which was always sled racing. Fennius told him about things like sponsor changings, afterburners, and point standings. Dad would listen for hours on end without so much as saying a word. The glare of the moonlight off the glass over the pictures hurt his eyes. In his mind, Fennius sent a telepathic “goodnight” to his father and took off his glasses, setting them next to the pictures. As soon the lenses came off, the myopic fog of his nearsightedness encompassed everything. The moonlight wasn’t as offensive anymore. With no thoughts to keep him awake, Fennius fell fast asleep.       
	The next morning came and went without incident. Classes were dull as usual. Each second dragged by as Fennius waited for his father’s return. His mind wandered as always, but after the recent embarrassment, he made sure to at least appear that he was paying attention. He wanted time to pass faster. At one point he closed his eyes to will time to magically lose an hour. It didn’t happen as soon as he wanted, but the grip of time relented. When class dismissed, Fennius trudged out of the school. He tried to make conversation with others who’d shared study periods. But their response was either indifference towards him or ignoring him altogether. The ride on the near empty transport out of town was the same until someone broke the silence.    

	“Hey Fennius, How’s it going?” A voice said just to his right. He didn’t have to look up to know it was Matthew McPherson, the thirteen year old a few grades behind Fennius in school. The two didn’t have a lot in common, but Matthew or “Matty” as everyone called him, was a fan of sled racing like he was. Fennius had a lot of acquaintances, but there were few he considered true friends.
	“Hey, Matty. How are you?”
“School was awesome today. One of the android substitute teachers blew a motherboard in the middle of the lesson and caught fire!”
“Really?” he said while still watching the moving panorama outside. “What happened after that?”
“The custodians came and got it and we had a different teacher until the end of the day!”
“That’s nice.”
“Guess what, Fennius? I read an article today. Did you know that Carrie “The Wall” Kensington got her nickname from never having hit a wall in her whole career?”
“That’s not how she got his nickname.” Fennius scowled.
“It isn’t? I thought it was because she’s never hit a wall!” If the time came that someone wanted to pay to download the entire history of the Carrie Kensington, Fennius would be ready to make the sale. He spent countless hours studying both the sport of hovercraft competition racing and the woman behind the most wins of all time.
“Not even close.” Fennius took his eyes off of the window and looked at the boy seated a few seats down. The words poured out of him like scripture. “Carrie Kensington earned the title “The Wall” in her fifteenth season on the professional circuit. It was during the last lap of the Sorenata Grand Prix of all places. When one of her engines overheated, she held off not only the second place points leader, but the third and fourth place racers too. By weaving back and forth, she held them off for an entire lap. The announcer, Cecil Howard, said that Carrie looked like a 'moving wall'. She held all three at bay long enough for her overheated engine to reset and finish the race. That’s how she got the name ‘The Wall’.”
“Her fifteenth year?” Matty said with some confusion. “Wasn’t that the same year that she got in trouble for using illegal parts on her sled?” Fennius began to get annoyed. He wasn’t sure if Matty was trying to get a rise out of him. Nonetheless, Fennius wasn’t about to let anyone cast a shadow on the perfect career of his hero.
“She never did anything wrong. People just got jealous of her because she had so much talent that she could mop up the course with anyone even if they had a better sled. There was a hearing by the racing committee. Even after they confiscated her sled, tore it apart, and inspected every bolt, they couldn’t find a single thing wrong. Carrie Kensington won because she’s the best. She has the records for the most junior, amateur, and professional circuit wins. She’s broken six course speed records. She’s only crashed four times, and she’s won the Sorenata Grand Prix twelve times.” No one else can do all that, that’s why she’s the champion.” Matty’s face went slack.
“Oh. I guess I was wrong.” 
Fennius, realizing he’d just unleashed a torrent of information on the boy, was quick to make amends.
“Look, a lot of people have spread those rumors, but none of them are true. You shouldn’t believe everything you read.”
“Do you want to be like her when you’re older?” Matty asked.
“Who wouldn’t? I mean, she’s got money, popularity, and place in the sledding hall of fame! And she even owns her own racing team. That’s a free pass to race any track ever made whenever she wants.” Matty’s eyes got huge.
“Wow.”  
	“I’d want to be just like her.” Fennius continued. “I wouldn’t give the other racers a chance to catch up. The only part of me they’d see is my vapor trail. But that’s so far away.” He reflected. “First you’d have to get on a team. I’ve played the official sled racing circuit flight trainer for years, but I’ve never flown a real sled before.”
“Maybe you’ll get your chance on Saturday.” Said Matty.
	“Saturday?” What are you talking about?”
“On Saturday, the local team that’s sponsored by the Nitro engine cleaner company is holding tryouts for a new racer!”
“They’re holding tryouts? Team Nitro is holding tryouts?”
 	“Yes.”
	“Seriously?”
	“Didn’t you see the announcement? I thought you would’ve been the first person to sign up!” Fennius was beside himself with elation. How could such an opportunity have occurred at the Speedway and not known about it? He snatched the holo-tablet from his pack and looked to see if what Matty said was true. A few finger taps later and there it was, a glowing invitation on the Oklahoma City Speedway data hub:

DO YOU HAVE WHAT IT TAKES ?

	Due to a recent vacancy in the current roster, this Saturday, from eight a.m. until four p.m. Team Nitro, sponsored by Nitro industrial engine cleaner will host open tryouts for the position of SLED PILOT.
	Applicant Requirements:
	*Must be present to participate
	*Must be fifteen years of age
	*Minimum 200 logged online hours in the official sled racing circuit flight trainer.
	*Signed medical waiver
	
Fennius’s eyes devoured the words as he read them. This was too perfect. His chance had come.
	
 The ad read on:	
A test of hovercraft history and mechanical knowledge will be given to all who apply. Those with the top three scores, will be given three laps in a hovercraft simulator to achieve the lowest lap time on a course to be determined Saturday morning by the team.  First place finisher with fastest time will be awarded the pilot position. The second place finisher will be awarded three supervised laps around the Oklahoma City Super Thunder Speedway in a hovercraft trainer with a certified pilot coach. They will also receive two season passes to the Oklahoma City Super Thunder Speedway. The third place finisher will be awarded a month’s supply of Nitro brand industrial engine cleaner. They will also receive two season passes to the Oklahoma City Super Thunder Speedway.
*All applicants under the age of 18 must be accompanied by an adult/guardian, or have e-confirmation of adult/guardian consent.
“Fennius? Fennius, are you okay?” He looked up to see Matty staring right at him.
“What did you say?”
“Are you okay?” You’ve been staring at that screen like a statue and your face went pale. I thought you were having a fit or something. Fennius blinked twice and was finally able to push words past the shock that bound him.
“Today is Friday.”
“Yeah, so?”
“That means open tryouts are tomorrow.”
	“Right. It’s on Saturday.”
“My dad doesn’t get home until tomorrow night.”
“He doesn’t? Can’t you go anyway?”
	“NO!” Fennius pitched the tablet into his pack with disgust. “I’m not old enough to sign up on my own. I can’t believe this.” He kicked the seat across from him so hard that the entire tram shook. “A local team is finally holding open tryouts and I’m going to miss it.” Just then, the tram reached the next stop. Seeing how upset he’d made him, Matty exited the car without looking back or saying goodbye. A short time later, the tram delivered Fennius home. He stepped off the tram feeling terrible. He didn’t even look up from the ground as he hung his head, shoulders laden with defeat for something that hadn’t happened yet. Open tryouts for a racing team rarely occurred. In fact, it had been eight years since Team Hyper in San Antonio held their open tryouts. But that one audition yielded them a pilot that was still on the pro circuit to this day, number 36, Reilly Moore. He wasn’t a big earner, but he was in the big game nonetheless. It wasn’t until Fennius approached the front walk to his home that he raised his head to see Ol’ Jimmy waving his arm and yelling something.
“What?”
“I said,” Jimmy yelled as he pointed his thumb towards the house. “Your dad is home! He sure…” Forgetting about racing altogether, Fennius sprinted towards the house. His feet almost didn't touch the ground as they carried him up the front walk and though the door.  Just inside the front door, his father’s travel bag was in its usual spot.
    “Dad?” He called out. There was no answer, but a shoe still on its owner’s foot was poking out from behind the wall that blocked the view of the kitchen. When he rounded it, his father sat at the table. He was slumped back in his chair and looked exhausted. “You’re home!” Fennius hugged him. “The computer said you weren’t due back for another day and a half.” Alexander put one arm around Fennius but didn’t raise the other from the table that was holding a drink.
“Hey, kiddo.” Alexander said. “Are you staying out of trouble?”
“Of course.” Fennius said as he let go and took a seat across from him.
“You wouldn’t lie to me would you?”
“No.”
“Because I got a message from your science instructor at school.” All at once, Fennius tried to keep from looking worried while trying to imagine what might’ve been in the message.
“What did it say?” He asked.
“It said that you spoke out of turn in class to the point of being disruptive.” Fennius froze. Dad would never let him leave the house again.
“But it also said that you were pointing out a flaw in the curriculum that could only come from extensive studying.” A half smile peeked out from behind his dad’s weary face. “He said I should be proud of your attention to your schoolwork.”
“I’ve been studying a lot.” Fennius relaxed. It wasn’t until the wave of relief came over him that he realized his father had a bottle of something on the table. The smell reminded him of Ol’ Jimmy’s nasty concoction. Dad rarely touched a drop of the stuff. He had one drink on new year’s day, but that was still months away. “What are you drinking?”  
“This? I asked Mr. Abernathy for it. Why? You want a sip?” Fen’s nose wrinkled.
“Eww. It tastes- I mean, it smells terrible.”
	“Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?” Alexander filled his glass to the top and downing it in one pull. Once empty, he filled again half full. An unusual vibe filled the room. Alexander’s eyes went to the glass and he sank in his chair.	
	“Dad?” Fennius asked. “What’s wrong?” A long silence passed before his father spoke.
	“Have a seat and I’ll tell you." Alexander sat up straight, finished his drink and pushed both the glass and bottle away from him. “I’m going to tell you something, Fennius. And what I say is to remain between you and me so you can’t go telling this to all your classmates. Okay?”
	“Sure, dad.” Alexander lowered his voice as though someone else in the house might be listening and he leaned towards him.
	“I saw him.” Alex whispered.
	“Saw him? Saw who?” Dad took a deep breath.
	“Cicero Prime.” The whites of Fennius’s eyes doubled in size when he heard the notorious name.
	“The space pirate? You saw him?”
	“Not just any space pirate, the king of space pirates.” Fennius’s mind went wild with visions of the tall albino felian, Cicero Prime. Like everyone else, he’d heard the stories and tales spun about the one some said was a ghost and couldn’t be caught. Somewhere in space there was a task force whose sole task was to capture or kill the menace that plagued the intergalactic trade routes. To date, no one had ever come close. For a moment he thought that his dad was fooling him. But then again, only something as shocking as this would make a man who rarely touched alcohol have several drinks in the middle of the day.
“What happened? Tell me.”
“Well, I was on the bridge of the Octavius with the captain. He was talking to the captain of our sister vessel, the Saratoga, when the communication line went dead. Being the engineer on board, I checked the system and nothing looked to be wrong. It was when I looked out the viewports that I saw two strange ships come from behind us. A male felain contacted us. He said his name was Cicero Prime and that both ships were to prepare for boarding. He said that he had no interest in harming us as long as we didn’t try to interfere with the heist. But he said that any resistance would result in the slaughter of the entire crew.”
“So what did you do?”
“We didn’t do anything. The cargo for both ships is insured in the event that such a thing happens, and the freighters don’t have any armament. The captain had our crew stand by on the bridge while the other ship did the same.”
“And he came aboard your ship?”
“He did. They jammed the communication lines, so we couldn’t call for help if we wanted to. We were in deep space so even if we activated the emergency beacon, no one would arrive in time to help us. From the bridge we all watched the security cameras as he came on board with a small army of robots.”
“Robots? Like military androids?”
“No. That’s what was odd. He was using normal JS94 worker robots. He must’ve reprogrammed a slew of them to be his muscle. The robots came through the door first and scanned the room for weapons. When they finished… he appeared.”
“What did he look like?”
“To look on Cicero Prime was both breathtaking and terrifying at the same time. Six and a half feet of flowing white fur, white robes, and a muzzle full of razor sharp canines. He had a big bushy tail that swished when he walked. Pink, piercing eyes. Tall ears jutted from the top of his head. He wore a military grade blaster on his hip but he never touched it. And it was the strangest thing. I’ll never forget this, wherever he walked, you could see the faintest outline of something next to him.”
“Like what?”
	“It was like an aura or something. It looked like someone was with him. Something almost invisible but not quite. Those albino felians are magic users so you never know what’s going on.”
“Did he say anything?”
“I was getting to that. When he came in, he walked right to the captain and showed him an information tablet. The tablet had a copy of our cargo manifest on it. He asked if the manifest was accurate. The captain confirmed that it was. Once he had the information, Cicero Prime dispatched half of the robots to retrieve what he wanted out of the hold. He remained on the bridge with the other half. You should have seen him. He’s a rouge and a thief, but he walks like royalty. And everywhere he moved, that aura followed. It was so eerie. It was almost as though there were a spirit or power shielding him. I’ve never seen a felian that looked anything like him. He looked like someone had created him by putting the finest attributes of the males from his race together. He looked like a moving painting. Others tried to look away or not make eye contact, but I couldn’t stop staring.”
“Did he say anything to you?”
“Yes. He walked over to where I was standing.”
“Were you scared?”
“Of course I was. Anyone would be. He came over to me and asked me my name. When I told him, he looked over his shoulder at that aura and then back to me. He said something like: “He is a handsome one, for a human” and turned away. Other than that, he paced back and forth for a few minutes until a communiqué came from his robots. They told him they had what they wanted and were ready to leave. And just as quick as he’d appeared, he was gone.”
“Wow.”
“I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until the door shut behind him, but when I took a breath, it felt like an hour had passed.
	“But why was he there, Dad? What did he take?”
	“That’s another thing. He had a manifest that showed everything we were transporting. Of all the valuables and technology on board, he took our shipment of JS94 robots and left. Afterwards, the Saratoga reported that Cicero Prime took their shipment of mining equipment. It doesn’t make any sense to me. If I was a pirate and I was robbing our freighters, I would’ve taken other things. It doesn’t make any sense at all, but I’m glad to be home with my skin intact. But it’s because of the hijacking that we came back early. The company took statements from everyone on board and sent us home on a separate transport. I guess the full weight of the situation didn’t hit me until I was home.” Fennius got to his feet and hugged his father.
	“I’m glad you’re safe, dad.” He said.
	“Me too, kiddo.” Alexander ruffled his son’s short blonde hair. Anything new happen in sled racing since I was gone?” Fennius’s face brightened.
	“The Sorenata Grand Prix happened. I didn’t get a chance to see it. No one did because the solar flares scrambled the transmission.” The smile faded away to disappointment. “They’re not going to transmit the actual race footage until tomorrow afternoon.”
	“That’s tough. I heard that might be the case. And I know how much you were looking forward to it. Hey, would you do me a favor and bring me my jacket next to the front door?” Fennius walked into the living room and picked up the thick coat with the patch on the shoulder reading: OCTAVIUS CLASS IV. When he returned, he handed it to his father and took a seat. Alexander searched the numerable pockets before he found the small holo-chip. Once recovered, he handed it to his son. “I always try to bring you something from my trips out of the solar system. Maybe this will hold you over.” Fennius took the chip and stared at it.
	“What’s on it?”
	“I’ll give you a hint. Since I was out of the solar system, the transmitters aboard the Octavius weren’t bothered by solar flares.”
“Your personal recorders weren’t affected by solar flares?”     
“Not one bit. The com lines were crystal clear.
	“So, you mean you could’ve recorded the Sorenata 3 Grand Prix without interference?” Alexander let half of a smile peek through his mask of feigned ignorance.
	“Maybe.”
	“And this chip might contain the only advance copy of the footage on the planet?”
	“If you were really lucky, it would also have the pre-race footage showing the highlights from the whole season.”
	“Dad, you’re the best!” Fennius almost knocked his father out of the chair when he hugged him again. “I’m going to go watch it right now!”
	“Plug it into the holo-projector in the den and we’ll both watch it.”
	“Do you want to watch it with me?”
	“I could stand to relax with something other than this.” Dad stood up, put the bottle away, and walked to the den. He joined Fennius who’d already loaded the chip into their home mainframe and activated the wall screen. The two reclined on the floor and watched the race together. Fennius became a statue as he saw the parade of speed zip across the screen. After a climactic and close finish, the two had dinner and finished the evening on the front porch. In a flat place like El Reno, the horizon goes on forever. Alexander and Fennius spent the night watching stars and naming constellations. When Fennius suspected his father was about to turn in, he couldn’t keep the burning question inside anymore.
	“Dad? Will you take me to do something tomorrow?”
	“I’ve got some free time. What did you have in mind?”
	“The local sled racing team, Team Nitro, is holding on exhibition tomorrow.”
   	“I didn’t know you liked Team Nitro.”	
	“Well, it’s not just them, they’re holding a tryout to see who the best simulation racer in the area is.”
	“That depends. When is the event?”
	“Tomorrow morning, eight a.m. at the speedway.”	
“I don’t know. I’d have to get up early. If I took you, do you think you could win?”
	“I know I can. I practice every night.”
	“I bet you do.” Alexander laughed. “I’ll tell you what, since your instructor said you were doing so well, I think a reward is in order. It’s getting late. Get on to bed and I’ll wake you in time for us to take the transport to the Speedway.”
After climbing in bed, Fennius was almost too excited to go to sleep. But knowing he'd need rest for the tryout, he took off his glasses, placed them next to the two pictures and fell asleep.

[bookmark: _Toc450231976]CHAPTER THREE

As the sun rose Saturday morning, Fennius stood in line with a thousand other people. As the people herded into the infield of the speedway, there were fifty stations set up with simulation equipment. Representatives from the race team checked in the waiting contestants. After that, the crowd divided into lines for the stations. While waiting in line, curiosity got the best of Alexander.
“Kiddo,” he tapped his son on the shoulder. “The person who does the best in the simulations, what do they win?” Fennius had a tough decision to make. He could tell his father the truth about the first prize of becoming a pilot and deal with the possibility of his father cutting the day short. Or, he could lie, which he didn’t want to do, and deal with the repercussions afterwards if he did win. In the interest of staying somewhat honest, he made the logical choice; Play stupid.
“I think you win a few laps around the speedway in that sled trainer they have parked over there.” He pointed to the hovercraft on display near the track. “Someone from the racing team pilots the sled while you ride along.” His father scratched his chin.
“Well, I guess that’s a good prize.” Alexander said. “I just wouldn’t want you maneuvering one of those things on your own.” Fennius cringed. What he wanted most in the universe to be able to maneuver one of those things on his own.
“I think I’d be good at it, dad. I spend all my spare time in the simulator at home.”
“Yes, well, people don’t die in simulators. When I was younger, everyone wanted to be a sled racer. I had a close friend who made it into the junior circuit for two years.”
“You did? You never told me that.”
“I did. Do you know what happened? He was racing that huge track they have in Arizona and one of his braking flaps malfunctioned. It put him into a wall and killed him in the blink of an eye. So now you understand why I have my reservations about you sled racing.” Fennius cringed again. “Cheer up, kiddo. If your heart tells you to become a sled pilot, I’ll come to every race and cheer for you. But for now, you need to be patient.” A bearded man with a holo-tablet was scanning people in the line when he finally got to where the Taylors were standing.
“Welcome to the Super Thunder Speedway!” The man bellowed with a big smile. “Are either of you signing up for the event?”
“I am!” Fennius gushed.
“I see.” The man activated his tablet. “And what is your name?”
“Fennius Xavier Taylor.”
“Tell me Fennius, how old are you?”
“Fifteen.”
“Is this man your father or guardian?”
“He’s my dad.”
“Alexander Xavier Taylor. Father added with a nod.
“I see. Tell me, Fennius how many hours a week, on average, do you spend in the licensed sled racer simulation trainer?”
“Sixteen to twenty.” The man’s eyes widened.
“Really?” He asked, looking to Alexander.
“That’s a low-end estimation.” His dad added.
“I see. That’s more than most who are here today. You must love sled racing to practice that much. Who’s your favorite sled racer?”
“Carrie Kensington! She’s the best!”
“You’re a big Kensington fan, huh? She’s good. I’ve met her a time or two. He’s a nice lady. I’m still not sure where I stand about the whole scandal thing though.” Fennius’s eyes narrowed.
“I don’t think she did anything wrong.” he fumed. “They tore that sled apart piece by piece afterwards, but they didn’t find anything.”
“Right, but after the race, the sled was on Kensington’s team carrier for a long time before the racing committee got a chance to look at it.”
“She didn’t cheat.”
	“Take it easy, “The Wall” is my hero too! I don’t think she cheated, but the facts are there. Let me ask you something else. Do you know a lot about sleds?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know how much the regulation sleds weigh?” Fennius didn’t blink an eye before he answered.
“Regulation racing weight for the R-class is 9,050 pounds. The X-class for the interstellar circuit is 11,400 pounds.”
“Correct!” The man looked to Alexander with an impressed look. “But do you know what that extra weight is on the X-class sled?”
“The extra weight is in the addition of a larger power cell, cooling unit, and larger afterburners.”
“Right again. You’re on your way to being a racer with a mind like that. There’s more to racing than just thrust, Fennius. You have to know the sled inside and out if you’re going to become a major contender. Carrie Kensington herself used to sit for hours on end with her maintenance crew so she would know how her machine worked. You keep that in mind and you’ll be better prepared than ninety-five percent of the crowd here.” The man reached into a satchel hanging over one shoulder and handed Fennius a digital mini-tablet with a stylus.” Now, other than the simulation part of the screening, you need to fill out this one hundred question survey. If you can answer all the questions like you did those last two, you have a good chance at winning.” With that, the man wished them good luck and continued down the line. Alexander looked at his son with a glare of suspicion.
“They’re sure asking a lot of questions for an event that’s giving away one ride along.”
“Uh-huh.” He replied while burying his nose in the mini-tablet. Fennius couldn’t believe how easy the first eighty questions were. It was simple things like what kind of fuel the sleds used or how many sleds were in a qualifying heat. It was kid’s stuff. The next ten were a little harder. It was the history of the sport. When was the first sled race? Who won the first Sorenata Grand Prix? He had to think about two of them, but plowed through the rest. The last ten questions were strictly for people like him. They wanted to know technical things how much power the shield generator put out at both minimal and optimal output. Insanity. One after another he worked through the questions until the mini-tablet informed him that the test was over. They waited in line for the line to dwindle until Fennius was next. A young woman with long brown hair at the head of the line introduced herself as Sarah. She told Alexander to wait while she escorted Fennius behind a curtained-off area. Once behind the cover, he found a hovercraft racing seat waiting on a platform. Next to the chair sat a table with a simulation trainer wired to a mainframe and viewing monitor.
“Okay Fennius.” Sarah said with a smile as she relieved him of the mini-tablet. “Let’s take a look at your knowledge scores. When she slid her personnel card across the top, the tablet beeped and gave her his percentage. Fennius watched her eyes jump from the screen to him. “Fennius?” She asked. “Did anyone help you with this?”
“No. What’s the matter?”
“Are you sure your dad didn’t help you with any of the questions?”
“Are you kidding? My dad couldn’t get ten of those questions right. Is something wrong with my test?”
“Nothing is wrong, Fennius. Let’s just see how you do in the simulator. Are you ready?”
“Do you know what track am I racing?”
“The Monaco Harbor Speedway. Do you know it?”	
“It’s a great course.”
“It’s a hard course.” She said. “Put on your headset and I’ll hand you the controls.” He did as they told him and placed the device over his eyes. Immediately, his field of vision was overtaken by the virtual reality images of an R-class sled cockpit. All around him, more hovercrafts sat on the starting grid of the Monaco racecourse. Sarah gave him the controls and took a seat at the table across from him to watch the monitor that showed her what he was seeing.
“Are you ready?”
“Ready.” Fennius said.
“Okay. Let’s give the system a moment to sync up with the others and then we’ll start. There’s going to be three laps. Here we go.” He couldn't contain his excitement as he wrapped his fingers around the flight stick and throttle. Within seconds, his racer was blasting off the line and speeding through the turns. The computer-controlled racers around him fell behind as Fennius pushed to get ahead. He’d raced this course a thousand times. He knew the angels of the corners and which ones were wide enough for high banked turns.
One lap went by and he was far ahead. One by one, he cut the corners down to the millimeter, shaving hundredths of seconds each time. Before he knew it, he passed the finish line and the simulation was over. Fennius lifted the headset off his head. When he did, he found not only by Sarah standing over him, but by four new sets of eyes looking at him from behind the monitor.
“How was that?” He asked. No one answered, but all had intense expressions as they watched the screens.
“Fine.” Sarah said. “These men are from Team Nitro.”
“Oh, Hi.” The tallest of the four approached and offered his hand.
“What’s your name, young man?”
“Fennius Taylor.”
“Fennius, huh? Fennius, I caught the last lap of your trial, and I have to say you put on quite a demonstration of piloting.” Fennius’s face brightened.  
“I like the Monaco track. If you can cut the backstretch corners sharp enough and pull a slingshot maneuver on the sixth and eighteenth turns, you can gain a lot of time.”
“Did you figure that out on your own?” The tall man asked.
“I figured the part about the backstretch on my own. I found out about the sixth and eighteenth turns from the recordings of Carrie Kensington’s earlier races. She didn’t do the “slingshot maneuvers” on those corners in the same race because she didn’t have the room to maneuver in the pack. She did them separate in two different races. Since I was able to get ahead of the computer racers early, I took both turns wide. I don’t think the computer knows how to that turn. It’s not an illegal move, but most racers don’t have the chance to pull it off.”
“I see.” The man’s expression changed from skepticism to contentment. He reached to the table and picked up the mini-tablet before looking it over.
“You did well on your test. Let me ask you a question that’s not on here. What’s the difference between sled racer fuel and normal jet fuel?”
“Normal fuel doesn’t have the metal deactivators. Sled racers need it for thermal stability in the fuel because they burn it so fast.”
“That’s right. How do you know that?”
“Everyone knows that. The Sled Racing League newsletter has a section every month where they point out how parts of the hovercraft works. Last month the article was about fuel management.” Another man wearing a red hat took a few steps forward, he too was looking at Fennius with a glare of suspicion.
“Kid, How old are you?”
“Fifteen.” He swallowed. “I turned fifteen in October.” The tall man looked to the others with a smile.     
“Well men, the day is young, but I think we have a strong contender. Thank you, Fennius.” He stood over Fennius and shook his hand. “We have your contact information. We’ll let you know if you’re a finalist.” The men went to talking to one another so Fennius got up left without another word. Alexander was waiting just outside the cutain when he emerged from behind the curtain.
“How did it go?”
	“Good, I think.”
“Just good? I saw a few of the Nitro representatives come over to your station while you were back there.”
“They asked me a bunch of questions and then said I could go.”
“Oh well. Maybe you’ll win that ride-along. Are you hungry?”
“I’m starving.”
“Come on, we’ll get a bite to eat at the concession stand and head home. The ride back to El Reno and the rest of the day was uneventful. Alexander and Fennius spent the afternoon and evening talking about what had happened since father had left. Fennius enjoyed hearing his dad go on about the mammoth engine rooms within the Octavius. But as much as he liked hearing about them, his mind became preoccupied with the outcome of the tryouts. He’d done well with the simulation. But how many questions did he miss on the test? It was all too much to take. When it got late, Fennius said goodnight, got a shower, and curled up in bed with his simulator. He tackled the Monaco course time and again like it was an obsession. When a turn or straightaway wasn’t mastered, he started over to get it just right. But even obsession has to give way to fatigue. Sometime before dawn, Fennius fell asleep with the headset still wrapped around his head.

[bookmark: _Toc450231977]CHAPTER FOUR

On Sundays, both Taylors practiced the routine of sleeping in. Fennius had no intentions of crawling out of bed before the middle of the day. The sound of someone banging on the front door ultimately denied him the extra pillow time. He only heard one series of knocks at the door, but discounted it as Ol’Jimmy wanting something or a favor. It wasn’t until his father called for him to come downstairs that he entertained the notion of being vertical. Even with his glasses on, everything in the house was blurry. His tussled hair and matted clothing weren’t noticed in the hall mirror when he walked past it because his eyes were still half open. Plenty of light was coming through the windows. So much was coming through that Fennius closed his eyes again and made it down the stairs to the living room by touch and familiarity alone.
“Yeah, Dad?” Fennius asked, rubbing one eye.
“Fennius, we have company.” Alexander said. The boy’s eyes shot wide to see a small crowd of people had gathered on the couch, chairs, and area in front of the door. Some faces were familiar, some were not. Wearing only a pair of shorts and an undershirt, he was thankful he hadn’t come down in his underwear.
“What did I do now?” Fennius asked. The tall man he’d met at the track only yesterday stood from where he sat and approached Fennius.
“What you’ve done, young man, is make a great impression. The people in this room represent Team Nitro in its entirety. It’s a small race team, but it’s all run by us. Around me are the head mechanic, pit crew and his staff. I’m the manager. There’s only fifteen of us, but we’re a tight outfit. Honestly, we can’t afford many more people. Let me tell you why we’re here, Fennius. After yesterday’s exhibition, we got together and reviewed the candidates with the best simulator times and scores. Mr. Taylor, your son had the best of both.”
“So he’s won the ride-along and three laps?” Alexander asked.
“The ride-along? No, Mr. Taylor, Fennius has won the first prize!” Fennius knew what was coming next, he’d have to act fast to avoid a conversational disaster.

Time to play stupid and hope for the best.

“The three laps in the trainer wasn’t first prize?” Fennius said.
	“No. That’s second prize. First prize is an offer to race as the sled pilot for Team Nitro.” Fennius looked to his dad, who judging by his curled lip and crossed arms, was already onto him about what had transpired. Alexander cleared his throat to quiet the room before talking.
	“So you’re telling me that by my son doing well yesterday you’re prepared to offer him the head pilot position of your team? That’s an awfully easy test for a person who’s good at simulators.”
“The computer isn’t hard to race against.” Fennius said. The Tall man turned to face him.
	“You weren’t racing computers, Fennius. The simulator was part of a network for all the other simulators set up at the time. Plus, we brought in some of the newest racers from the junior you to race against. The simulator recorded the time of every person who came to the event and added them to the race as well. So not only did you beat out the professionals we invited, but you were faster than every other person who showed up.”
	“Wow.” Fennius whispered to himself. 
“On top of that, your knowledge of the inner workings of a sled is greater than all the other applicants. I think you have a gift, and if you’re up to it, I’d like to see if we can give that gift a place in the racing community. What do you say?”
	“Who are you?” Fennius asked. The man blinked twice in surprise before holding his hand out.
	“Of course, where are my manners? My name is Samuel Reynolds. I’m the manager.” Fennius took the hand and shook it.
	“Nice to meet you.” When they let go, Samuel looked to Alexander.
	“Back to business. Seeing how young you are Fennius, the permission of your father will come into play. Since you’re not old enough to sign a legal contract, your father would have to give consent to allow you to race. Will that be a problem Mr. Taylor?” Alexander stood behind his son with his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
	“I have no doubt that Fennius would give his all for the team if he became a pilot. But being a parent, I have to worry about his well-being. Not only in the area of safety, but Fennius knows nothing about business. Are you prepared to offer him the same opportunity to profit if he becomes successful as a sled racer?”
	“Of course, Mr. Taylor. As we’ve done in the past, once a candidate is selected, we invite them back to our company for a second round of tests in our development lab. In this lab is a mock-up of the type of racer we use on the raceway. Fennius will spend two days performing tests in a far more realistic simulator. These tests will not only allow Fennius to train in a modern simulator, but will allow Team Nitro to learn if we have the right person for the job. If he does well, we'll offer the same standard contract as anyone else. We’ve allotted all next weekend as the time for testing. Would Fennius be free to join us then?” Alexander sighed.
	“What do you think, kiddo? Think you can pass the rest of the tests?”
	“I know I can, Dad.” Fennius said while looking Mr. Reynolds in the eye.
	“You have your answer, Mr. Reynolds. For the time being I have no problem letting Fennius take part in the selection process. He talks about racing night and day. I’d want him to pursue every chance to chase his dream, but again I’m concerned about his safety.” Samuel smiled.
	“I understand. If racing wasn’t dangerous in some aspects, then everyone would do it. Excessive speed is the nature of the sport. Fennius will be in a stationary simulator for the tests, but he’s also won the second place price as well. Which includes three laps around the speedway track in a duel seated sled piloted by my own brother. As with anyone, you’d have to sign a waiver for the ride-along. But I assure you, he’s been fine tuning our sleds for years.”
	“That sounds like quite an offer. For now, the answer is yes, Mr. Reynolds.”
	“Then I’ll send along the necessary forms this week and I’ll see you…” He looked to Fennius. “Bright and early next Saturday morning!” Fennius grinned from ear to ear
	“I can’t wait.” 	
	“I bet not. I’ll send the company vehicle to pick you up at seven in the morning on Saturday. Bring enough clothes and effects for two days. See you then, Fennius.”
	“Goodbye, Mr. Reynolds.” And with the wave of his hand, the rest of the team members herded out the door. Moments later, the team transport roared away leaving the house quiet again.      
       “First place winner gets to become a sled pilot?” Alexander asked while rubbing his son’s shoulders from behind. “Why am I not surprised that you found your way into such a contest?”
“Just lucky I guess.” Alexander’s hands clamped down on the muscles where the shoulders met the base of the back of the neck. Fennius became immobilized. The gesture wasn’t meant to be painful as much as it was to get his full attention.  
“Son, you can’t bullshit a bullshitter. I knew what was at stake when we went. I want you to take advantage of every opportunity you get, but you’re all I have. If I think things are out of hand, I will snatch you out of the cockpit so fast it’ll make your head spin. Understood?”
“Got it.”
“Am…I…Clear?” The hands squeezed just a little more and Fennius had to concentrate to keep from yelping.
“Trans…parent, Dad.”
“Good. Now get dressed. It’s your fault I didn’t get to sleep in so it’s your turn to make breakfast. Go.” Fennius took off, but couldn’t feel his feet touching the stairs as he ran to get dressed. Before he knew it, the weekend was over and Fennius was back in class again. News spread faster than he could have imagined. There was a lot of talk about how a local racing team had invited one of El Reno High School’s own to join their crew as a pilot. When it got out who the identity of the lucky student was, Fennius’s popularity increased a hundred-fold. All week long, social activities that used to be out of his reach included him. And the attention of the opposite sex became more obvious than he'd prepared for. While eating lunch, he normally ate alone. Now he found himself running in a larger crowd. Students hounded him every minute for news about the tryout. By Friday, he was practically a celebrity. Even Gary Treben had stopped harassing him. But with all the attention came more pressure. Now that everyone was on his side, he’d have to produce results to keep from looking like he’d choked when it was important. What made it better was the fact that dad had been home all week for the two to spend time together. It was a rarity that his father was home so many days in a row. Every night after dinner and homework, Fennius strapped on his simulator and raced as many courses as he could manage. For him, the week dragged by as he anticipated what would await him at the Team Nitro compound. But as slow as time seemed to pass, Friday night came and Alexander called Fennius into the den before bed.
“What is it dad?”
“I just wanted to see what’s going through your head. How do you feel about tomorrow?”
“I feel really good. I did some research about the controls in the cockpit that aren’t in the simulator.”
“If they like you, they’re likely to make an offer. Have you thought about this?”
“Yes.”         
“What will you do about your schooling? If you become a racer, you’ll have to take your lessons on the road. Are you willing to do that?”
“I’d be stupid to not finish school.”
“I want to make sure you don’t find yourself in a position where your decisions blow up on you and you don’t have anywhere to go.”
“That won’t happen, dad. I found out that some of the racers even take college courses during the off season and while they’re on the road. Racing would give me enough credits to afford college.”
“I just wanted to make sure you were thinking about the future. We all like to imagine what it would be like at the top but not everyone makes it there. I love you.”
“I love you too, dad.”
“Good. Give me a hug and then go to bed.” Fennius squeezed his dad and settled in for the night. His bag was already packed for the weekend. Before he turned the light off, Fennius picked up his picture of Carrie Kensington and saw how happy she looked. He wanted the same thing. He was ready. No one in the history of sled racing was as ready as he was. He put the picture back, turned off the light, and shut his eyes. Little voices in the back of his mind spoke to him as he drifted off.

Cut those corners. Get out front early.

	Dad woke him before dawn and made him a large breakfast. And right at eight, a vehicle with the name Team Nitro on the side arrived in front of their home to pick Fennius up. He picked up his bag and left the house.
	“Go get ‘em, kiddo. Be safe.”
	“I will. Thanks, dad.” The morning mist was still heavy in the air as the sky turned pink in the east. And as Fennius reached the end of the steps to the road. ‘Ol Jimmy’s voice called out to him from his front porch.
	“You goin’ to that racing thing today, Fennius?” He called out.
	“I sure am.”   
“Then make sure you keep that throttle open! No racer ever won by keeping their brakes on!”
“I’ll remember that.” Fennius waved without looking back.
 	“Damn straight! Give ‘em hell!” He opened the door to see Sam Reynolds behind the wheel.
	“Good morning, Mr. Taylor. Are you ready for a long day?”
	“More than ready.” Fennius shut the door and they departed for Oklahoma City. On the way there, Sam asked him all kinds of questions about his love for sled racing. Fennius was quick to tell the story of how he was lucky enough to meet Carrie Kensington when he was younger.
	“I can see how that would make anyone a fan. When we arrive at the Nitro center, we’ll set you up with a room and then we’ll get started on the simulation tests. Have you already eaten?”
	“Yes.”
	“Good. I’m looking forward to this, Fennius. I meant what I said last week about you having a gift. If you do half as well as you did during the tryout, the piloting position is yours. How does your dad feel about all this?”
	“He wants what’s best for me. If I make it on the team, I need to make sure that I continue my schooling.”
	“That’s good thinking. Always think ahead and make secondary plans in case your first one doesn’t work out. You’re ahead of the curve for a boy your age.”
	“Thank you.”
 	“You’re smarter than our last pilot.”
	“Thomas Demarco? What happened to him? I read the announcement that Team Nitro let him go, but it didn’t say why.”
	“Well that’s kind of a secret. I’d be willing to tell you if you didn’t pass it along.”
	“I won’t tell anyone.”
	“Tommy got a case of the ‘big head’. He thought since he was winning a few races, he wasn’t accountable for his actions or listen to the rest of the team. He got out of control so we paid off the rest of his contact and sent him packing.”
	“You fired him?”
	“I fired him myself. We didn’t have the extra funds to make such a deal, but he was so out of control we weren’t sure whether he was going to keep showing up for races. You can’t have your entire team hung up on a person who isn’t going to hold up their part of an agreement. He’s put all of our jobs in jeopardy. You wouldn’t do something like that to us, would you Fennius?”
	“No, Sir.” Fennius answered. Sam looked surprised at the use of manners.
	“Sir? We’re going to get along just fine.”
The roar of hovercrafts filled the morning air when they arrived at the speedway. Fennius’s attention was instantly hooked by the sound.
	“Mr. Reynolds?” He asked without taking his eyes off of the sled plowing down the track. “Who’s out there?”
	“The competition, Fennius. They never rest. Come inside, there’s some people I want you to meet.”
	 They entered through a door that Sam had to swipe a security card to get through. Then the two travelled a long, hallway with polished floors. Glass trophy cases lined the left side of the hallway. To his surprise, they were rather bare for what he pictured a racing team should have on display. Through another door marked “BAY”, Fennius saw the inner workings of a sled team for the first time. Sure he’d seen pictures, but that was nothing like experiencing it firsthand. The entire center of the three story building was monopolized by an open area. It held not only sleds in various states of repair, but living areas and lodging. In the center of the well-lit bay was the test trainer with a line of people waiting to receive him.
	“Fennius, allow me to introduce you to Team Nitro.” The first man in line, one of the ones he’d met on tryout day stepped out to shake his hand and introduced himself.
“Ben Reynolds, head mechanic. I’m looking forward to working with you.” After that, was a young woman with long brown hair that looked to be in her twenties or thirties.
“Katie West. Public relations and sponsorship negotiations.”
“Nice to meet you.” Fennius said. Next, was a large man with a stomach that extended almost as far as his reach.
 	“Nick Hardy. Crew Chief, Pit boss, and second head mechanic. You think you got the goods to race with the big boys, Fennius? Sam?” He looked to the manager. “He’s awful small.”
“Nick, please.” Said Sam. “Fennius has shown us some promising results.”
“It’s okay, Mr. Reynolds.” Fennius nodded before looking back to the round man with the beard. “I can take whatever he can dish out.” Various whistles and hoots came from the pit crew further down the line.
“HA! That’s what I want to hear, boy!” A porky hand reached out and slapped Fennius on the side on the arm.    
“He hasn’t been in the building two minutes and already talking a big game!” Said another. “I like it!” Fennius met with the rest of the support staff before they left to get the test equipment ready. They showed him a bunk in the living area where he left his things and then taken back out to the bay. Mr. Hardy was waiting with a neon orange bundle of clothes.
“What’s all that?” Fennius asked.
“This, Mr. Taylor.” He unfolded the pile to reveal a flight suit his size. “Is what you’ll be wearing in the test-mod today. Go put it on and we’ll get started.”
“Do I get a helmet?” Fennius asked next.
“You’ll get one, just go put the suit on first.” Fennius eagerly took the suit and excused himself to a changing room. Once he was by himself, he slipped out of his clothes and stepped into the thick, one piece racing suit. It was different from everything he’d worn before, but that made it all the more exciting. It felt like slipping on a second skin. Once the zippers and fasteners were all in place, Fennius emerged, feeling like a new person. When he reentered the bay, the entire crew was hurrying this way and that around the testing area. Monitoring stations lined the mock-up of the hovercraft cockpit. Team Nitro affixed he severed cockpit section of a sled racer to a platform standing on hydraulic pistons. Massive power couplings and electrical conduits connected it to the front and back. When he got close enough, Sam helped Fennius climb into the simulator. Fen’s eyes bulged at seeing the control panels. It was so lifelike. The console looked like an experiment in trying to put as many switches, displays, and buttons into as small of an area as possible. He plopped down into the seat and it fit his body like a glove. When the safety harnesses were in place, Sam pointed out the names and functions of the controls. Fennius knew most but not all them.
“Do you have any questions?” Sam asked him.
“No. I recognize everything here.
“Really?” Mr. Reynolds pointed to a series of switches. What do these do?”
“Those are for warming your fuel tanks before racing in frigid conditions, like the Trans-Siberian Invitational.”
“And those?” He pointed to a pair of toggles.
“Those are for engaging your high pressure thruster stages.
“These buttons are on the on the home simulators?” Sam asked.    
	“No. But I know how they work.”
	“Good. We’re going to put you through some varying scenarios on different tracks and watch the results. They’re going to be tough, so do your best. Any questions?”
	“How soon can we start?” Fennius grinned wide, showing all his teeth.
“Right now, hotshot.” Sam handed him a helmet and pressed the button marked -COCKPIT-. The sliding cover moved into place and sealed Fennius inside. Cockpit windows replaced by monitors began to display images of the starting grid of the Oklahoma Speedway. It all looked and felt so real. If not for seeing the simulator himself, he would’ve sworn that it was the real thing. “Alright everyone!” Sam yelled. Let’s fire it up!” Computer servers hummed like rocket thrusters. Everyone stepped away from the platform and a series of tones filled the air. It was already getting warm inside cockpit. Fennius adjusted the atmosphere controls and a stream of cold air began to fill the racing suit through the cooling tube. His heart pounded. Sam put on a headset. When he cued the microphone, Fennius could hear his voice inside his helmet.
“We’re going to start you with something easy so you can get acclimated to the machine. It’ll be a few laps around the Super Thunder Speedway. The tests will get progressively harder. We’ll also throw some problems your way to see how you handle a potential malfunction. Are you ready?” Gloved hands grasped the flight stick and throttle. Feet slipped into the floor pedals.
“Let me at ‘em.” 
Sam nodded to his brother who activated the program. Fennius took a deep breath and planned his path around the track. He mentally crafted the best route through the first half of the course between when the program started and when the race began. The laps sped by and Fennius felt right at home in the machine. He’d never experienced the external sensations before. He was so focused that the pitching and bucking of the machine didn’t distract him. Computer simulated opponents were all around, but few could keep up. Their artificial intelligence programs gave them expert management of their capabilities. As good as they were, the burning brain of the fifteen-year-old at the controls of the mock up became a matrix. It devoured the A.I.’s a handful at a time. Outside the simulator, Sam Reynolds stood before the largest screen pulling information. He watched without a word as their guest burned up one track after another.  
“Look at him go.” Said one voice from behind.
“He’s good.” Said another voice.
“He’s faster off the line than Tommy.” Katie remarked.
“He’s still racing on the smaller tracks. He’s good at cornering, I’ll give him that.” Sam rubbed his shin. “He’s got reaction time, but he’ll need to manage his speed and drifting if he’s going to last on the bigger courses.  
“Ben?” Sam looked to his brother. “Load up the Morocco Grand Prix. I want to see how he does in a larger pack of competitors.” No one moved forward to the keypad. “Ben?” Samuel looked over to see his brother making a pained face and clutching his chest with one hand. “Ben? Are you alright?”
“I-I’m alright. I just…” *hurp* “ate my breakfast too fast.” A huge belch followed that echoed through the bay. “That’s all. Just some trapped gas.” When the anguished look passed, Ben belched again, stepped forward, and loaded the program. An hour passed, two hours. Tired of standing, Team Nitro's members gathered chairs to bear witness to a speed demon’s awakening. Three hours passed. By lunchtime, words like “prodigy” and “contract” were being whispered.
Inside the simulator, Fennius and the sled were became one. Other than the lap times displayed on his cockpit display, time meant nothing. He’d just finished edging out a tenacious opponent on the Arizona Bay raceway when the machine cut off. Screens went dead and the cockpit lights came on. The cockpit slid away and Samuel Reynolds greeted him with an ecstatic grin.
“Are you ready for lunch?” He asked as Fennius took off his helmet.
“Lunch? But we just started.”   
“It’s been over four hours. Aren’t you hungry?” Fennius stomach growled so loud that it people heard it outside the suit.
“I guess I could eat. Can I test some more afterwards?”
“You like the simulator, huh?”
“I love it. It’s better than the one I have at home. The rocking and shifting makes it even more real.”
“It’s supposed to. Leave your helmet and come get some food.” Fennius peeled himself from the seat and climbed out. When he entered the dining area hoots and chatter from the team greeted him. Fennius took a tray from the stack at the makeshift serving line and helped himself to the prepared buffet. Unlike his experiences in school, the members of Team Nitro welcomed him. They each shifted down to make room for him at the large table in the center of the room.
“That was some hellacious piloting, Fennius.” Said one of the mechanics.	
“Is it true that you’ve never raced before?” asked another.
“Yes.” Fennius blushed. I have the headset trainer at home, but that’s it.”
“I think you’d be great for the team.” Ben Reynolds laughed. “Can you imagine what those jokers over in Team Forge would react if we brought the kid out to whoop their asses this season? They wouldn’t know how to act. Ha Ha!”  
“If we have a team when racing season arrives.” Katie said without looking up from her plate.
“Don’t say stuff like that.” Ben pointed his fork at her. “We’re going to be fine.”
“What do you mean, if you have a team? What’s wrong with Team Nitro?” Fennius asked.
“It’s nothing, Fennius.” Ben gave a dismissive wave.  “It’s just shop talk.”
“We need to be honest with him and tell him the truth if he’s going to be part of the team.” Katie growled back at him. Fennius didn’t like the path the conversation was heading.
“The truth? What’s the truth?” Fennius asked.
“Well, I guess I had better tell you.” Sam frowned. “The team is in some financial trouble.”
“What happened?”
“That scumbag Tommy is what happened.” Ben muttered.
“Our last pilot was getting to be a problem so we let him go. We expected to replace him and keep going, but what we didn’t expect was for Tommy to sue us for breach of contract.”
“Meaning?” Fennius prodded him. Ben slammed his utensils down so they clanged and bounced off of the table.   
“It means that the miserable son of a bitch sued us for the rest of his contract and a bunch of other crap and has almost bankrupted us. That…” Ben would’ve continued, but his blurting caused him to lose his breath and start a fit of coughing instead.
“Settle down, Ben.” Sam said.
“Is it true?” Fennius asked him.
“I’m afraid so.” He frowned. “It costs a lot of credits to send all the testing equipment across the universe. In the beginning we hoped to pick up a back-up racer from the pro circuit who might be on the verge of being cut from his team. We held the tryouts here because he hoped to find some talent here close to home.”
“So there’s not going to be a team?”
“There’s going to be a team. We’re just in a rut right now. Tommy’s actions lost us most of our sponsors, but the Nitro Engine Company is still paying our bills.”  
“For now.” Ben grunted between coughs.
“Ben, Stop talking like that! Fennius, tell me the truth. You love racing don’t you?”
“More than anything.”
“That’s what I wanted to hear. After we eat, I want to put you back in the simulator. This time I’m going to tell the computer to throw every nasty condition in the universe at you. If you do what I think you’re capable of, and come out of the tests with good marks, I’ll see to it that you become our new pilot. How does that sound to you?”
“It sounds great to me.”
“Good. Finish your food and we’ll do it.” Samuel raised his voice to address the others. “And I don’t want to hear any more negative talk about sponsors or Tommy. We’ll be fine.”
Fennius cleaned his plate, visited the restroom, and was waiting in the cockpit before Samuel could finish his meal. Soon, the cockpit cover closed again. Fennius pushed his fingers deep into the leather gloves and gripped the flight controls. Once he was racing again, he didn’t let off the throttle. And when the finish line zipped past, his eye lids fluttered with delight. The rush of racing was like oxygen to him and hours passed like minutes. Samuel threw every possible bad scenario a racer might face into the mix. He dealt with blown engines, mid-race collisions, and other malfunctions. Fennius couldn’t believe how natural the sensations of the sleds movements felt around him. And before he knew it, the inner lights of the cockpit came on and the cover slid away a second time. As he leaned into the confined area, Mr. Reynolds couldn’t be more pleased with the results of his young guest.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone was trying to play a trick on me.” Fennius pulled his helmet off to reveal that his entire head soaked in sweat. His usually short, spiked, hair matted to his head.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I haven’t seen anyone race that hard in a long time.”
“What course are we doing next?” The boy asked with a smile.
“Next? You’ve already tested each track on the planet at least twice.”
“What about the pro circuit tracks? My trainer at home doesn’t have all the ones loaded into your simulator.
“The off world tracks? Maybe some other time. I promised your dad I’d have you go to bed at a reasonable hour. You want to be well rested to sign your first racing contract don’t you?”
“You’re signing me? You mean it?”
“We all do. Twenty minutes ago Team Nitro gathered around the screens while you were testing and the vote was unanimous to bring you on. I’ll tell you the truth, Fennius. We don’t have a lot of funds on hand. You know that. Mr. Otomo, our accountant, says we have just enough funds to keep the team afloat for the first part of the season if we don’t have any misfortunes. But I think that if we can get you racing and show everyone what you’re capable of, funds and sponsors will find us. My brother and I were discussing the hype and attention that’s going to come our way when we announce that Team Nitro signed the youngest rookie in league history.  Now let the computer catch its breath. I imagine you’ll want a shower before bed.” When Fennius unclasped his restraints, the sticky feeling of sweat under his suit made him agree that his next move should be to shower. When he emerged from the cocoon of metal and computer chips, the rest of the team applauded. The friendly pats on the back and compliments were welcome indeed. 
A sudden weariness came over him and Fennius found his way to the shower room. Because of all the sweat, he had to pull the fire suit off like a banana peel. The steaming hot shower felt great. When he changed into his sleeping clothes afterwards, he couldn’t find his bed fast enough. Without realizing that the others were awaiting his return, Fennius found his bunk in a darkened room and collapsed on it. Samuel found him half an hour later and let him sleep. Returning to the dining area where the team had congregated he passed on the news of Fennius’s state.
“He’s asleep?” The pit chief said aloud enough that his voice echoed off of every wall. “Well, go wake him up. We’re offering him the pilot position on the team aren’t we?”
“Easy Nick. There’s no reason to wake him.”
“Anyone who ever wanted to become a sled racer would be doing cartwheels down those stairs to take the offer we’re about to put on the table.”
“Yes, Nick, but any other racer would be old enough to sign their own contract. He just pulled over nine hours of sim time. Our last pilot never did that once. In the morning, Ben will take Fennius around the speedway for his three laps in the trainer. When he does, I’ll extend the offer to his father, Alexander. If he agrees, we’ll sign Fennius before noon. How’s that sound?”
“I think Fennius has the goods. What are we going to do if his father won’t let him race?”
“If he says no, we go with the second place winner, Shinji Wantanabe, and we move forward.”
“I like Fennius.” Katie remarked.
“He’s nothing like Tommy.” Ben said.
“I think that’s why I like him.” Katie spoke again.
“Well, we’d better turn in as well.” Samuel pointed both thumbs over his shoulders towards the living quarters. “If Fennius signs, we’ll need to prepare a press release. I for one can’t wait to tell the league we’re about to unleash the youngest racer in history on the circuit.”
“I hope our sponsors hold out.” Said Mr. Otomo. “The last thing we need right now is another setback.”
“Then think happy thoughts.” Samuel said. “We need good vibes to keep the team afloat.
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The next morning, Fennius found the orange racing suit cleaned and waiting at the foot of his bunk. Eager to get some real race time in a real sled, he didn’t bother with combing his hair. A minute after his glasses were on his nose, the last teeth of the suits’ zipper were meshing under his chin. The building was quiet. And just as he slipped on his second racing shoe, a shockwave of sound shot through the air followed by a low roar. The windows rattled and items on flat surfaces danced with the vibrations moving them. The hairs on Fennius’s neck stood on end.

Only one thing in the universe makes a noise like that.

He bounded down the stairs and found Benjamin Reynolds in the real training sled. Every racing team had one. It looked like any other sled racer, but the body was bulkier to hold two people instead of one. The trainer seat sat in a cockpit above and behind the training seat, so the instructor could guide an amateur racer and the track. The members of Team Nitro and Alexander Taylor gathered around the craft as it hovered in the bay. When Fennius appeared, the team waved him on and pointed to the open cockpit door waiting. He gave a wide grin in his father’s direction before snatching the helmet from Mr. Reynolds and leaping into the sled. Everyone stepped away from the racer and it drifted out the door and into the predawn air. The din of the engines overtook the sounds of morning birds and drowned them out. Ben’s voice came through Fennius’s headset
“I’ll get us out on the course.” Fennius heard in his earpiece. “We’ll start on the grid to give you a taste of the start. We’ll go around a few times and I’ll let you take the controls.”
“Can I have it earlier?” Fennius asked. “I only get three laps.”
“I think the future pilot of Team Nitro should get more than just three laps. We’ve got enough fuel for a few more. We all discussed it last night after you turned in. My brother Sam is talking to your dad as we speak.”
	“He is?” Fennius’s mind reeled at the possibility of achieving his dream. If dad agreed to the contract, he was going to be on his way to racing with the professionals. The sled moved through an automatic gate and slipped onto the empty track. Fennius had the flight stick and throttle in his hands but Ben hadn’t turned over control yet. Down the backstretch and around the final turns of the oval course they drifted as the engines warmed up. The sled came to rest on the starting grid and Benjamin put his helmet on. Fennius tugged against his safety restraints and they didn’t give a millimeter.
“We’ll go around a couple times to let you get the feel of the thrust since that’s something the simulator can’t replicate. After that, I’ll cut the throttle back and you can have it. Ready?”
“Ready.” Fennius said over his shoulder.
“Okay. Here we go.” Ben said. On the crossbeam over the track, one of three lights appeared. The race started when the last bulb lit up. Already, the thrusters were growing in strength. The turbo fans started to whine as they came to life. The second light appeared. Tremors shook the hull of the sled as the power reached its apex. Fennius couldn’t take his eyes off of the crossbar. The last light appeared for a split second before it vanished like a tracer overhead. As the Sled’s thrusters yawned wide, a hundred invisible hands pushed him into the seat. His own hands felt like lead as he reached up and took the controls again. Once the initial surge faded, the g-forces gave away. The speedway that he’d always thought of as huge now looked to be almost too small. The sled barreled down the front stretch and headed for the first turn. Without realizing it, he was already guiding the flight stick through the motions. The sounsd. The sensations. But above all things, the speed. Fennius wondered if there was anything more divine.
The sled flew down the track and past the first turn where Samuel Reynolds and Alexander Taylor looked on and spoke of the future.
“I have to tell you the truth, Mr. Taylor. Your son has a natural skill for piloting a sled. It normally takes ten years behind the controls to gain that level of control.”
“He’s been a fan since he was eight. I brought him here to see the races and he happened to see Kerry Kensington put on a great exhibition. After that, it’s been nothing but sled racing for him.
“I won’t waste your time, Sir. I’ve talked to the entire crew and the vote was unanimous. We want Fennius to sign with Team Nitro as the head pilot. The season starts in two months and we would like your permission for Fennius join us.” Alex shifted his weight as he thought over his response.
“Mr. Reynolds, as I’ve said before, you have to understand that Fennius is all I have. His mother was taken from us when he was young. He’s everything to me. Fennius has talent. I know that. But what I’m concerned with is his safety and future. And if he’s going to supply you with that talent, then I need something from you. I want your word that you’ll see to it that he finishes his schooling while traveling. That’s not for me, that’s for him. And I want him getting as large of a share in the winnings as an adult would receive. Just because he’s young and naïve doesn’t mean he shouldn't be paid like an adult.”
“I agree, Mr. Taylor. We won’t treat him any different. As for the schooling and winning shares I will personally see to the details. And our standard contract has no biases about age. If he wins more, he gets paid more. And as other sponsors sign on, he’s entitled to a share of that as well.”
Out on the course, the sled came around for lap two. Now that he'd acclimated to the feeling, Fennius felt right at home. When they came out of the second turn, the sled wavered to the left twice instead of making a clean line into the straightaway. Up until that point, the ride had been as smooth as glass
“What was that?” Fennius asked. Ben made a pained sound as he held his left hand up, clenching and unclenching the fingers into a fist.
“It’s nothing.” Ben grunted as he increased the throttle. The sled found the sweet spot in the track’s slipstream and sped on.    
“You know, Mr. Taylor.” Samuel continued. I think your son has what it takes to become the best. True, he’s young, but there’s a determination and focus that most boys his age don’t have. When he’s in the cockpit, he’s all business. I know sled racers twice his age who can’t cut a corner like he can. But on top of the piloting ability, he knows a racing hovercraft inside and out. That’s a huge bonus to our pit crew. If a pilot can’t convey a problem to our crew chief, we’re going to lose time. As fast as this league runs, losing time means losing races. Now I have to admit something rather embarrassing, Mr. Taylor. Because of our last pilot acting up and causing trouble, Team Nitro can’t offer Fennius a signing bonus now. But I’ve taken the liberty of adding a clause into his contract that we'll compensate him in full after the first three races.”
“I see.” Said Alexander. “He’ll be travelling a lot and I’m off world most of the time. That means he’ll be in the care of the racing team members during that duration. I can expect that you'll look after him to keep him clear of running with the wrong crowd?”
“Team Nitro is a small team. Each member is hand selected. We don’t have any wild ones in our group. Now Mr. Hardy and his boys in the pit crew like to celebrate with a drink now and then, but I’ve never known them to be out of line. Everyone here is a professional.”
“Then you've put to rest. If this is what Fennius wants, then I support him one hundred percent.” Just as Alexander was about to take his hand out of his pocket to shake on the deal, a strange sound cut through the air, distracting him. A twinge of fear shook him as he saw sparks appear on the far side of the course.
Inside the cockpit, warning alarms filled the cockpit with grating noise.
“Ben! You’re too close to the wall! What are you doing?” Fennius yelled through his mic as the sparks sprayed up at the window. “Ben! Get away from the wall!” Benjamin Reynolds couldn’t hear the boys’ cries. In the throes of agonizing pain, the man’s chest, heart, and neck felt like a boa constrictor had coiled around them and squeezed. His hands went numb and the sled speed on with its throttle still wide open. Fennius tried to take control of the craft. But without Ben transferring control to the front cockpit, he was along for the most dangerous of rides. Ben slipped into unconsciousness, his helmet slumped forward. Seeing that that sled was a runaway, Fennius tightened his straps and braced himself. The sled continued on, barreling straight for the wall of turn four.
Alexander and Samuel rushed to the high track wall. Time froze for each of them as they saw the Team Nitro sled impact with the outer wall on the other end of the speedway. Metal exploded and the right side of the sled vanished. Losing power, the sled dropped to the ground, grinding its way down the track at over a hundred and fifty miles an hour. A lightshow of sparks lit the area around them. Aluminum parts sprayed into the air. Fire and smoke poured from the malfunctioning thrusters. The hovercraft transformed into a skidding spectacle of ruin. Past the grandstand and starting grid the sled skidded until friction began to slow the wreck. It came to a screeching halt just before turn one. Alexander and Samuel ran out onto the course as the rest of Team Nitro came stampeding out of the building. Wild flames began eating the sled from the rear, working its way forward.  
Fennius pounded his fists against the cover of the wreckage as the two men grew closer.
“Fennius?” His dad yelled time and again as he ran over and pulled at the hatch release.
“Benjamin?” Samuel called out for his brother. After tugging at the levers marked -COCKPIT-, the panels sprang open. Alexander pulled his son out and helped him stumble to a safe distance before returning to see about the other pilot. Somewhere in the distance an alarm was sounding. Samuel had the safety restraints off by the time Alexander arrived to help him. Benjamin was unresponsive and it took both men pulling to get his massive girth out of the cockpit. Together they were able to drag the limp man away from the wreckage. Moments later, fire began to consume Benjamin’s seat and compartment. As Samuel attempted to revive his brother, Alexander found his son coughing and holding his right forearm.
“Fennius? Are you alright? Son, are you hurt?”
“I just…ow. I hurt my wrist on the window.” He winced. “Stop touching it, dad! Quit, it already hurts!” The next six hours were a blur. Emergency vehicles arrived. There was a ride to the hospital and doctors cut the sleeve off of the orange racing suit. They put a brace on his arm, and a doctor gave him pills to ease his aching wrist. After that, the rest of the images Fennius saw ran together and blurred like a tapestry of moving colors until he fell asleep. The dreams that followed were vivid and alien. They made no sense. Like a parade of random sights and sounds, Fennius drugged mind saw explosions and heard the sounds of children singing. All this and more meshed together until a vortex of nothingness delivered him at last into the arms of peaceful slumber.
When he woke, Fennius was in his room at home. All was quiet. All was calm. There wasn’t a sound in the house. Pre-dawn light filled the room. When he turned over, the pain of his aching wrist cleared his head. When he managed to get his glasses on, he saw his father sitting in a chair next to the bed.
“Dad?” He asked.
“I’m here, Fennius.”
“Dad? What happened? Where’s Ben?” He asked. Alexander sighed. 
“Son, I’m afraid that Ben Reynolds passed away.”
“What? He’s dead? How?”
“He had a heart attack while you were out on the course. He was dead before the medics could reach the track.”
“Oh my god. What about the sled?”
“There isn’t much left. The whole thing caught fire after we pulled you out. There was nothing to salvage.”   
“Ben’s really dead?”
“That’s right.”
“When’s the funeral?”
“In a few days.”
“Is my wrist broken?” Fennius said as he looked at his brace.
“Not broken, just bruised. When I ran over to the sled, you were beating the cover with that hand. The doctor said it’ll healed in a month or so.”
“I’ll still be able to race?”
“There might not be a team to race on.”
“What do you mean no team? What’s wrong with Team Nitro?”
“After the accident, Mr. Reynolds said the Nitro Cleaning Company is pulling their sponsorship. They're also severing ties with the racing league. If that happens, there won’t be a Team Nitro, period. In either case, I told Mr. Reynolds that I won’t be signing any contacts for you.”
“But why not? You heard what they said about my piloting.” Alexander hated to give him the news, but his conscience wouldn’t allow anything else.
“Fennius, it’s just too dangerous. That sled wasn’t going full speed and now it’s a pile of scrap. It killed Mr. Reynolds.”
“But he had a heart attack!”
“Right. But what if he’d been going full speed when it happened? What then? Would there be two fresh graves being dug at the cemetery? I love you too much. I can’t allow it. If you want to be a racer when you’re old enough to sign your own contract, you go ahead. But while you’re my responsibility, you are not to step foot one into a racer. Do you understand me?” Fennius scowled and held his tongue. “I said, do you understand me?” A pit appeared in Fennius stomach as he felt his shining new future slipping away.  
“Got it.”
“Good.’ His dad said and relaxed his posture. Now, do you want some real food to eat? You’ve been asleep for over a day. I guess the pain medication they gave you was a bit stronger than they figured.”  
“I’m so hungry I could eat my own leg.” Fennius said as he kicked his legs out onto the floor. It took a minute to get his balance. The pain pills made his limbs feel funny. After a small meal of which he ate only half, Fennius wandered into the den and fought to see through the medicine stupor dulling his senses. In the end, his father helped him back to his bed. The school excused Fennius from the entire week at school and his father took off from work to keep an eye on him. When Sunday came around, dad asked him how he was doing. When he said his wrist had improved, Alexander informed him that he was returning to work the next day.
“I’ll be here when you go to bed tomorrow night, but I’ll be gone in the morning.”
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Monday morning arrived too soon. The school was already buzzing with the news that Fennius had managed to get a tryout with the local racing team. But the excitement increased a hundred fold when it got out that he’d managed to wreck an R-class hovercraft. The stories grew in size again when everyone caught a glimpse of the wrist brace. Some of the comments were of a speedy recovery, or encouragement for making the tryout. Gary Treben however, relished being quick to remind Fennius that his hopes of racing were gone.
	“Hey, Taylor!” Gary yelled after him in the hallway before the first class. “What’s the matter? Did you forget how to steer?” He wanted to hit him between the eyes but he’d already been in enough trouble for the year. Instead, he lowered his head and kept walking. It was fourth period when Fennius asked to be released from class for the rest of the day. Knowing full well that Fennius could be in serious pain, the teacher excused him and he left school. But he wasn’t going home, he was going to the track. One tram ride later, Fennius arrived at the Oklahoma City Super Thunder Speedway once again. The first thing he wanted to see was the track. Standing at the end of turn one, only a blind man would be able to miss the scorch mark that stretched the length of the grandstand. And at the end, one big burned spot of track signaled where the sled had come to rest.
	Fennius knocked on the door of the Team Nitro with his good hand for a good five minutes before it finally opened. Standing just beyond the threshold was none other than Samuel Reynolds himself.
	“Fennius?” The man looked surprised to see him. “What are you doing here?”
	“I came to see how the team is doing. My dad said the team is having problems.”
	“You heard that, huh?” He opened the door wide enough for Fennius to enter. “I guess you’d better come inside then.” Fennius followed Samuel down the hallway. He saw immediately that the few trophies that’d been inhabiting the cases lining the walls were missing.
“I’m sorry to hear about your brother, Mr. Reynolds.” He offered.
“Thank you, Fennius. That accident shouldn’t have happened. I told Ben to have his heart checked two months ago. It was my fault for getting ahead of myself and letting you go out with him. No one ever sees things like this coming.” He said as he opened the door. “I’m glad you escaped with only a bruised wrist. You were in our care when the crash happened, The Nitro Company is paying for your medical costs. So don’t worry about that. I’m really relieved that your injury was minimal. I can’t say how sorry I am.”
“You lost your brother.” Fennius returned. “Don’t feel sorry for me.” When the two entered the bay, the pit crew was removing the Team Nitro monikers from their racing sled. “What are they doing?” he asked.
	“Things are all but certain that The Nitro Cleaning Company is pulling their sponsorship. They were our last major sponsor. Without them to catch the majority of the costs of the team, we can’t cover costs. It’s been a long streak of bad luck, Fennius. First Tommy leaves us hanging without a pilot and then this happens. No major sponsor is going to want to pick up the team.”
	“So what’s going to happen to the team?”
	“The universe goes on, Fennius. We’ll have to split up and find jobs where we can.”
	“But you’re like a family.”
	“Right, but when one family splinters, sometimes a new one is made. I can’t apologize enough for all this. I thought we had a chance at getting back into the league. I talked with your father. He voiced a severe disinterest in you racing, for anyone.”
	“That’s what he told me.”
	“Maybe it’s for the best.” When the crew saw Fennius enter the bay, they all stopped what they were doing and called for the other team members to join them. Everyone from Katie to Mr. Otomo came out to greet him. The bell rang again for the outer door and Samuel left everyone to talk while he answered it. Everyone voiced their concern and told him how terrible the accident was. While the various people said they were going to miss being together, they all took time to compliment Fennius on his tryout. Several told him he should try to join another local team when he was old enough.
	“I guess it’s going to be awhile before I get to sit one of those.” Fennius pointed at the hovercraft.
	“I don’t think there would be any harm in letting you sit in the seat before you go.” Said Nick hardy. Fennius put his schoolbag down and climbed the ladder. Just before his first foot stepped over the cockpit wall, his father’s voice filled the bay.

	“FENNIUS XAVIER TAYLOR! Get away from that machine this instant!” Fennius froze. He’d never heard his father use a tone so angry before in his life. When he looked in the direction the voice had come, he saw dad trudging straight for him. The other people in the room backed away as Alexander got closer. “Let’s go, boy.” He said as he snatched Fennius by the bicep and dragged him back the way he’d entered. “I don’t want you anywhere near these people.”
	“But, dad…” Fennius tried to protest as he walked backwards and off balance.
	“Mr. Taylor.” Samuel tried to intervene. “I assure you we weren’t…” Alexander stopped in his tracks and put his nose within an inch of Mr. Reynolds’ chest.
	“Look, I’m sorry you lost your brother, I am. He was an adult and he could choose for himself. But my son isn’t old enough to make such decisions. I lost my wife, I’m not losing him too. I’d rather be dead than have him toy with death lap after lap like you people do. Stay away from us or it’ll take every peace officer in the state to pull me off you. Get…lost.”
Fennius watched the pained look on Sam’s face as his father escorted him out of the bay. The two didn't exchange a word during the walk to the transport station and the walk home afterwards. Fennius sat in his room until father called him for dinner. He picked at his food. The rare uneasiness between them made it difficult to eat. Finally, Alexander spoke:
“I want your word that you won’t go back to the Team Nitro building.”   
“But dad, I wasn’t going to…”
	“I SAID… I want you to promise me you’re not going back. I have to go to work tonight and I have a lot of important things to concentrate on while I’m there. I don’t want to have to think about whether you’ve done as I asked.”
	“Fine.” Fennius puffed.
	“Fine what?””
	“I won’t go back to see Team Nitro. But dad, I wasn’t there to-”
	I don’t care what you were there for! You are not to make any more decisions from here on out. You have don’e enough.”
“You’re not listening to me!”
“I ALWAYS LISTEN, FENNIUS!” Dad cut him off. “I’ve listened to every word you’ve ever had to say since you learned to talk! Right now you need to trust that I’m doing what’s best for you.
“But…”
“BUT…NOTHING!” Alexander exploded. “Go to your room!” Fennius couldn’t take it anymore. He’d tried to explain himself but dad wasn’t listening.
	“I hate you.” He seethed under his breath as he left the room.
	“What was that?” In anger, Alexander reached to grab his son again but was only able to get ahold of the wrist brace.
	“I SAID, I HATE YOU! Let go of my wrist. YOU’RE HURTING ME!”
	“Yeah?” Alexander let go of him. “At least you’re alive to hate me. Now go to bed!” Fennius ran upstairs and slammed the door to his room. Hours passed and Fennius listened to the sounds of the house. Dad was in the kitchen cleaning up from dinner and then turned on the video-feed to get the news. Fennius’s wrist ached as he tried to fall asleep. And just as he put his glasses on the nightstand, he hoped his dad wouldn’t come into his room before he left. After such an outburst, Fennius wouldn’t care if twenty years passed before he saw his dad again.
	In the morning, father was gone. A made bed and a clean house were the signs that dad had gone. He always cleaned before leaving for the space port. Fennius rubbed his eyes to get the sleep out of them as he walked. On the bannister next to the top of the stairs was a small white envelope with his name on it. With emotions still boiling from the night before, Fennius plucked the envelope from where it rested. He turned it over a few times in his hands before throwing into the refuse can at the bottom of the stairs. The video-feeds buzzed about a fueling tanker or something going off course While he ate breakfast. He paid no attention but finished his meal and got dressed for school. All morning and afternoon long Fennius tried to concentrate on his studies. If dad wasn’t going to let him race because he was still in his care, he was going to make the best effort to finish school as fast as he could. If he did that, no one could stop him from joining a sled racing team. If he did that, Father would have to say he was sorry. All day he studied to soak in as much knowledge as possible. Nothing broke his concentration until he noticed that the principal had entered the room. The tall, grey haired man spoke in hushed voices with the teacher. When both turned and looked directly at him, an uneasiness came over him. What now? Were there new rumors about his tryout or crash? The principal stepped out of the room and the teacher got up from his chair. He walked down the aisle and asked Fennius to gather his belongings and join him in the hallway. Once outside of the classroom, Fennius found not only the principal standing there, but others as well. The school nurse, the staff secretary, two school counselors, and another man in a business suit eyed him but didn’t say a word. His heartbeat quickened. Rarely were these people assembled at the same time unless something was seriously wrong.
     "Uh oh." He tried to joke. "What did I do now?"
     "Mister Taylor," Said the principal. "Would you come with us please?" All the adults stepped out of his way to allow him to pass. He walked behind the principal while the others kept their distance and spoke in hushed tones. Every time he looked behind him, the counselors were whispering things like "procedure" and "be prepared". When the group arrived in the head office, all the members of the staff stood from their chairs and eyed Fennius with awkward looks.  Behind closed doors, the silence was unbearable as the principal took a seat behind his mammoth desk. The counselors took evenly spaced posts around the room like sentinels. What were they here for? The man in the business suit pulled two chairs from against the wall and placed one for Fennius to sit in. Once seated, the man sat in front of him with a holo-tablet. "Mr. Taylor, my name is Harvey Fleeting. I work for the Okon Dynamics Corporation. Do you know who that is?"
"No."
     "It's the inter-system freight company your father works for. Fennius, I came as the bearer of bad news."
"What's wrong? What happened to my dad?"
"There was an accident aboard the Octavius."
"Where's my dad?”
"That’s the problem. We don't know where he is.” Fright began to well I the boys’ eyes.
"What do you mean you don't know?" Fennius asked, his heart beating faster.
"A second before the Octavius made its hyperjump to another system, the flight recorder reported a power surge. The mainframe that controls the navigation computer had a malfunction. The Octavius made what we call a 'blind jump'."
"A blind jump? What does that mean?"
"It means your fathers ship could be anywhere. It's a rare thing, there hasn't been a blind jump for thirty years now."
     "When will you know where it is?" Fennius asked. The man shifted his weight and made an uncomfortable face. His eyes shifted to the counselors and back to the boy.
"Fennius," Harvey shifted again as he chose his words. "Fennius, I don't mean to dash your hopes.... But no ship making a blind jump has ever come back." Fennius scowled, trembling with anxiety. Each word that crossed his lips came out as a growl.
"Are…you…telling…me..."
"The company is reporting the Octavius and its crew as 'missing'. We've sent out emergency frequency probes to every sector of known space. So far, none are able to triangulate the position or presence of your father’s ship. We’ll be sending out another more intensive probe over the next few weeks. We'll also get all the galactic communities to keep an eye out for the Octavius. It’ll be a few weeks before we’re completely sure. We're doing everything we can to bring him home." the rage that had been boiling in Fennius’s stomach over the man's words reached their boiling point. They bubbled up through his throat and came spewing out of his mouth.
"You don't care about my dad!” He yelled in the man's face as he jumped from the chair. “You're doing everything you can to get your ship back."
"Fennius. Don't say such things." said one counselor.
Fennius turned on her so fast the tears leapt from his cheeks. Already his heart was breaking.
"What am I supposed to say? Do you think he cares more about my dad or the company property? I want to go home." The principal and the counselors exchanged glances.
"Fennius? If you went home, who would be there to take care of you?" said the other counselor.
"I can take care of myself." Fennius wiped his nose with the back of his hand as it started to run. "Dad is always away for work. I'm used to being by myself."
"Your contact file says your father is your only family contact." Remarked the principal.
"It's always been just the two of us. He trusts me to take care of myself while he's gone. He's proud of me."
     "I'm sure he is." Said the first counselor. "But after hearing what this man said, we need to make plans that it could be some time before the Octavius can make contact. to let us know your father is okay." Crushed in both spirit and heart, Fennius collapsed into the chair without a word. The voices and words around him became alien and incomprehensible. Through the blurred conversations, more words like "living arrangements", "orphan", and "custody" echoed like he was no longer in the room. The principal excused everyone from the room except for Fennius.
"Fennius." The principal started, "I’m so sorry. You're a smart young man. I've seen your scores during the testing periods. Now I won't pretend I know anything about what you're going through so I won't insult you with hollow words to try and lift your spirits. I wish I had something uplifting to say to ease your pain in this difficult time. I'd like to see you finish your education here and then move on to a productive life. I'd hate to see you taken from our rolls only to taken somewhere else. Is there no one else who could take you in?" Fennius didn't move or acknowledge the man. The aura of numbness radiating from his chest made him impervious to what the man said. Words floated past him and vanished into the walls.  An uncomfortable silence hung in the air. Somewhere between the principals’ desire to not say anything upsetting and the boys’ reluctance to reply, the room fell silent. An impenetrable wall of stillness cemented itself in the room, dividing them. A moment later, a knock came at the door. The principal answered the door and stepped outside to leave Fennius alone with his thoughts.
How could all this have happened? How could he have gone from being on the verge of having it all to having less than nothing? I'm not going to a foster home. He thought. I'll run away if I have to, but I'm not going to end up in some stranger’s house. I'll just run until I'm old enough to be on my own.	
The door opened a few moments later and the principal returned. Fennius made eye contact for the first time and saw the distressed look on his face.
"I thought you said you didn't have any surviving family."  The principal’s brow creased. "You said your father was all the family you had."
    "What?" Fennius asked.
    "Fennius, your grandfather says he's here to take you home.”
    "My grandfather?" Fennius tried to process the words.
"Fennius don't play with me. There's a man in the hallway named James Q Abernathy here who claims to be your blood and described what you were wearing down to the detail. He reached to the door and held it open for Fennius to see out of the office. He craned his neck to see. Standing there with both combed hair and clean shaven face was 'Ol Jimmy. "Is he your grandfather?" the principal pointed. Fennius’s mind raced. Facing the uncertain future before him, he leapt at the opportunity thrown to him by chance or luck.
"Yes! Yes! Grandpa Jimmy!" Fennius cried as he burst from the office. When Jimmy saw the boy with blonde hair and glasses bolting towards him, he threw his arms wide and caught him. Of all the people Fennius expected to see at this moment, Jimmy wasn’t even on the list. His only link to normalcy, Fennius latched onto the man like the anchor to reality he was. The principal and staff weren’t sure how to accept this person who wasn't listed on any contact sheet. He'd appeared out of thin air. After seeing the boy’s reaction, the staff eased a little.
"Excuse me for asking, Mr. Abernathy, but how exactly are you related to Fennius?" The principal asked. Jimmy held on tight to Fennius and didn't skip a beat to answer:
"Why, I'm his maternal grandmothers’ first and third husband o' course! I understand that might be a bit to follow, but I swear to god that this boy is my blood! I've loved his dear departed mother until the day she died. And as for this sharp dressed sumbitch," He pointed a long finger at the business man and raised his voice so loud that the entire first hallway of classes could hear him. "He's going to find this poor boy's father if it's the last thing he does!  If he doesn't, I will file the biggest lawsuit in history against the company! They're responsible for separating my grandson from his hard working father! I swear it in front of all ya!" Everyone blanched, not only from the abrasiveness of the words, but from the looks of students peering through windows and doors.  The businessman’s face lost some of its color. The principal, taking them at their word, let Mr. Abernathy escort his bereaved grandson off of school grounds.
	Ol’ Jimmy led Fennius to the transport and back home. He opened the door to the house and sat Fennius down in the kitchen. Jimmy poured a glass of water and set it on the table next to Fennius.
	“I’m so sorry for you, boy. I heard about your dad’s ship this morning. Stories about the Octavius making a blind jump have been all over the video-feeds. I didn’t know what to do so I came to find you.”
	“They’re going to send me away, Jimmy. I don’t have any other family.”
	“Well, that’s why I cooked up that crazy story about you being my grandson. I think that’ll give us some time to figure out what our options are. Your pa is a good man. He’s always taken good care of you. I hope this is all just a huge mistake. Let’s keep our fingers crossed that this is all one big mistake and that he’ll make it home to you.”
	“It was a blind jump, Jimmy.” Fennius sagged at the shoulders and stared at the floor. “He’s gone. No one ever comes back when that happens. They never find the ship, they never find the crew. My dad’s gone.”
	“Aw hell, son. You can’t go talkin’ like that. Don’t give up hope on him. He wouldn’t give up on you if you were out there and trying to find your way home. Dammit to hell. But in the meantime until he comes home, you and I need to make plans. Now the way I see it, you and I have to work like a team. We'll have to if we’re gonna keep you from getting hauled off to some government home with a bunch of strangers. You don’t want that, do ya, Fennius?”
	“No I don’t.”
	“Neither do I. so you listen to what I got to say and you listen good. Look me in the eye when I’m talking. I want to know my words ain’t going in one ear and out the other.” Fennius looked up.
	“Now Fennius, you got a brain in your head but you’re still young. If we play our cards right, I might be able to become your legal guardian for time long enough for you to be emancipated.”

	“Emancipated?”
	“Yeah, emancipated. That means you can go to the local government and file a case to allow to live on your own because you have your act together. Until we can make that happen, you gotta keep your nose clean. So that means you can’t be fighting with other boys and getting into trouble. For the time being, you’re gonna live here at home. Your father has done me right for a good number of years so I wouldn’t dream of making you pay for the roof over your head. You leave all that to me. But don’t be thinking you’re just going to gallivant around like a crazy person. You and I are going to be spending a lot of time together. How are your grades at school?”
	“My grades are good.”
	“You keep it that way. If we have to go before a judge or somebody important to get you emancipated or put in my care, we need to have you looking like you wouldn’t think of stepping out of line or acting up. You got me?”
	“Yes, Sir.”   
	“That’s the attitude. You keep being polite like that to everyone and we might be able to snowball all these jokers long enough to get them to leave us alone. Do you know how to fix your own meals without burnin’ the place down?”
	“Yes.”
	“Good. Then you don’t need me looking over your shoulder all the time waiting to wipe your ass. You’re old enough to take care of yourself, but you still need supervision. Every day when you get out of school, you’ll come straight home and see me next door. I need you to keep in the loop. Now, I’m guessing you’d like to be alone for awhile. You come over when the sun goes down and I’ll make you something to eat before you go to bed. I’ll send a message to your principal that you won’t be in school for the rest of the week. I’ve lost some people in my life too. I know a man needs to grieve when he loses someone. There’s no shame in that. You need to get that pain out of your system so that you can move on to living. Now I won’t lie, it’s always going to hurt some, but you got to remember to keep on living yourself. Everybody hurts. But it ain’t healthy to hold all of it in, otherwise it’ll eat you up inside for the rest of your life. Now I gotta go. My damn leg is killing me. I wasn’t watching what I was doing and I hit my damn knee when I opened the front door to leave the house.” He reached out and put a hand on Fennius’s shoulder before standing. Ol’ Jimmy winced a little as he got to his feet. “If you need me for something you give me a call. I’ll make dinner at sundown. Ow! Sumbitch, my leg hurts.” Ol’ Jimmy limped out the door and shut it behind him, leaving him all alone. Even with the length of the yard and the thickness of the walls between them, he could hear Jimmy cursing his way up the front steps of his house.
	Fennius’s eyes almost crossed as the gravity of the situation came down full force on him. Was this the same reality he woke up to this morning? Was father really gone for good? He found his school bag and pulled the holo-tablet from within. If the transmitter for the Octavius was online, his tracking program would tell him where it was.

<WELCOME TO TRAVEL DATABASE>
<PASSWORD?> *********
<ACCEPTED>
<WELCOME A. TAYLOR>
<QUERY?>
*LOCATION OF SHIP DESIGNATION “OCTAVIUS”
<SEARCHING…TRIANGULATING>
<ERROR… SEARCHING…>
<SEARCHING…SEARCHING…SEARCHING…ERROR…PLEASE WAIT>
<UNABLE TO CALCULATE DESIGNATION “OCTAVIUS”>
<END>
<NEW QUERY?>
	It was worth a shot. Fennius thought to himself. If the huge company owning the ship can’t find the Octavius, this program wasn’t going to pull it off. After setting the tablet aside, Fennius scanned the quiet house. Dad wasn’t coming home. If only he could have sent a message or something.
Wait! He did leave something behind!
The size of the white of his eyes doubled when he remembered the envelope that left on the bannister. The chair fell onto its back as Fennius bolted from the kitchen, through the den, and thrust his hand into the refuse bin after the note he’d tossed away. He pulled the note folded paper from the envelope and found his father’s handwriting in a note that read:

	Fennius,
I’m sorry I had to leave for work while we were still angry with each other. I know you’re mad but I hope you realize I don’t want to keep you from anything as much as I want to keep you safe. We’ll talk more when I see you again and we’ll sort everything out.
Love you always,
Dad.   
After reading the note and remembering the last words exchanged between them, Fennius’s heart shrank from shame. The last words weren’t ‘I love you’ or ‘I’ll be waiting when you get home’. They were pitiful words of anger that he never should have said. Fennius pressed the note to his nose in hopes of finding a stray waft of father’s scent upon the page. Without realizing he was moving, Fennius stood up, went to his father’s room, opened the closet, and put on one of his oversized shirts. After that, he climbed into dad’s bed and pulled the heavy comforter over his head so that everything went black. Sundown wasn’t for a few more hours, and he needed time to let the approaching heartache do its work. And just before the Fennius could reach the safe borders of dreamless sleep, the tears came all at once.
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Fennius woke at noon the next day and found that Jimmy had left food for him in the kitchen. Famished, he inhaled each bite, threw away the container, and got a shower. Despite the short amount of time that had passed since his old life was stripped away, Fennius endured. After the crying jag last night, he had no more tears to cry. There was a steady ache in his chest but he vowed it would be a long, long time before that ache made him cry. He emerged from the bathroom wearing a pair of underwear and another of dad’s long sleeve shirts. Marked with the Okon company logo on the shoulder, the word OCTAVIUS sat across the chest in thick letters. He almost had the glasses back on his nose when the tone rang to signal that someone was at the front door. His heart skipped beat at the thought of father coming home. Fennius bolted down the stairs and threw it wide only to find Matty McPherson. The violent opening of the door frightened Matty. He would’ve dropped what he was carrying if his arms hadn’t gone rigid around the box and pressed it against his chest.
“Matty?” Fennius asked with surprise. “What are you doing here?”
  	“Uh, hi Fennius.” The boy said with a blank stare before remembering his reason for coming. He held out the parcel out for Fennius to take. “I’m, um, I’m sorry about your dad going missing. I found this for you, and I hope it cheers you up some.” Fennius looked at the box decorated with decorative and colorful paper. Matty held it out further for Fennius to take it.
	“What is it?”
	“It’s a surprise. It’s for you. Take it.” Fennius did so and had no idea how to react at such a gesture. Looking up, he saw Matty’s parents in their vehicle beyond the gate. Each one craned their neck to see how the exchange was going.
	“Gee, thanks Matty.” He managed to say.
	“No problem. I hope you like it. Well, I have to go.” Matty said as he started to back away. “Are you coming back to school?”
	“Yeah,” Fennius managed. “I’ll see you next week.”
	“Okay, see you then!” Matty called back as he ran back to the waiting car. The three departed and vanished from sight before Fennius realized he was still holding the gift in his hands. He stepped into the sunlight beyond the porch awning and sat on the front step with the present next to him.
Atop the box was a silver bow that easily pulled away. The paper fell off leaving only a disposable box within. When the top opened, Fennius reached inside and pulled the object from its confines. It was a miniature replica of a white racing sled with a single blue stripe running down the side. It clung to a stand that held the hovercraft in a position that made it appear to be banking for a turn. Inside the cockpit was a tiny pilot in a blue suit. There was something familiar the sled he couldn’t quite define. The color scheme of the sled, the number on the side, they were so familiar. What was it? Just as he tried to come up with the answer, an information plate on the base of the stand told him everything.

Scale replica of “Lightning”. The sled Carrie Kensington piloted in her undefeated season.
LIMITED EDITION MODEL #1 of 4500
	Matty had given him the first one made as a present. He knew the replicas weren’t cheap. In fact, something like this must’ve cost hundreds of credits. Unable to hold it in any longer, a smile spread across his face as he turned the tiny ship over in his hands. It was perfect. He’d asked his dad for one these for years, but because of the cost and rarity, he could understand why one never showed at Christmas. On the inside, Fennius brightened some. For the rest of the day, he carried the gift with him from room to room, admiring it as he spent the day resting.
Even with all the sleep he’d gotten from the previous day, his eyes were still red and puffy. That night, Fennius ate dinner with Ol’ Jimmy in the other house. He liked Jimmy’s home. Unlike his own living space, there were keepsakes and mementos hanging on every wall and laid on every surface. Almost each piece had a story. Every now and then Fennius would ask about a certain item only to have Jimmy recognize the piece as garbage he’d forgotten about and dispose of it. There was a hole in Fennius’s heart, but as much as it hurt, he couldn’t bring himself to curl up in it and die. His dad wasn’t with him, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t see him again. Until that time, the days would go on. The sun would rise, shine, and set the same as it always had. The same breeze of Oklahoma air would be there to blow his hair. He would have to keep going whether father returned or not.   
The rest of the week passed without incident until Jimmy knocked on his door Friday afternoon in an excited state.
“Get down here, boy!” The man called out. Fennius emerged from his room and joined him by the front door. Jimmy was smiling, which was rare. Jimmy drank between complaints about his knee which was causing him more problems since he’d injured it.     
	“What’s going on?” Fennius asked.
	“We caught a damn break, that’s what. I got a message from the local court. They’re going to let me be your legal guardian until you’re eighteen or until you’re emancipated. Can you believe that? I wasn’t sure if those legal types would swallow that load of bull I gave ‘em about being your grandpa, but damned if they didn’t. HAH-HA!”
	“They’re not going to take me away?” Fennius said in shock.
 	“Hell no, they aren’t. We can sign the contract Monday morning.” Both celebrated on the spot and Jimmy almost completed his victory jig when his knee gave him pain and he had to sit down.
	On Monday, a court official met Fennius and “grandpa” in the front office of the school. With his holo-pad in hand, the court representative lawfully placed Fennius into the care of James Q Abernathy until his eighteenth birthday. After it was official, Fennius returned to school. Over the next few weeks, he lived alone. He checked in with Jimmy after school and they shared the occasional meal. Other than that, Fennius carried on his day to day routine with chores, homework, and of course, time in his simulator.
	On a bright Saturday afternoon, while Jimmy sat on his front porch, he saw an unfamiliar vehicle pull up in front of the Taylor home. Two men got out of the machine, both wearing expensive, hand tailored suits and started up the front walk.
	“Can I help you?” He asked them. He recognized one of them as the man that had been present in the school the day Alexander Taylor went missing.
	“Is this the home of James Q. Abernathy, the legal guardian of one Fennius Xavier Taylor?”
	“That would be me you’re looking for. What’s your business, fellas?”
	“We’d like to have a word with Fennius if that’s all right with you.”
	“About what?”
	“I’m afraid I have strict orders to speak with him directly. You’re welcome to be present if he gives permission.”
	“Alright. Hold on. Wait. You’re not here to try and take him away are you?”
	“No Sir, its nothing like that. We would like to have a moment of his time if it’s no trouble.”
	“No, no trouble. Hold on, I’ll get him for ya. Son of a… Damn my knee.”  
	The two men waited while Jimmy rounded the fence, passed them on the front walk and retrieved the boy with the glasses from the house. When Fennius saw the men, he was afraid for the reason for their visit. But deep down, he prepared himself for the news he suspected he’d have to hear one day.
	“Mr. Taylor,” The man introduced himself. “I’m Hugo Southland from Okon Dynamics. We met some time ago when the news came in that the Octavius had vanished.”
	“You didn’t find it, did you?” Fennius said without hesitating. The man gritted his teeth.
	“Um, I’m sorry, no. The Octavius hasn't been found. Which is the reason for our visit.” Fennius hung his head for a moment but then looked him in the eye.
	“I thought you might say that. Thank you for coming.” Fennius turned to leave when Hugo called after him.
	“Mr. Taylor, there are other matters that need to be settled before the two of us can leave.”
	“What do you want?” Fennius asked.
	“I have some important news that’s supposed to be delivered to only you unless of course you allow Mr. Abernathy to be present.” Fennius looked confused.
	“Sure, he can stay. He’s family.”
	“Very well,” Said Mr. Southland. He nodded to the other man who produced a holo-pad from under his arm and handed it to Fennius. As he took hold of the pad, the screen came alive and showed an official document with company seal along the top.
	“Mr. Taylor, Mr. Abernathy,” He continued. “Following protocol within the Okon Dynamics Company charter and standards, upon any situation regarding lost or damaged company property or personnel, it is my job to follow up on all matters involving those losses. I am to finalize any transactions resulting from such incidents and render either compensation and monetary transfers where applicable.” The words together made Fennius head swim as he tried to grasp what the man was talking about.     
	 “Could you say that again so I can understand it?”
“Of course, my apologies. What I meant to say is that Okon Dynamics keeps all of their assets and workers, meaning your father, fully insured in the event that a rare accident like this one occurs. Fennius, the company has exhausted all reasonable efforts to recover the crew of the Octavius and the ship. With all of the races in the intergalactic community working together, none of them could find a trace of the Octavius. The company discontinued its vast search this morning. All resources and connections have been exhausted. While I can’t apologize enough for the loss of your father, I am here on behalf of the company to award you compensation. On that holo-tablet is the sum of credits awarded to you, the closest living relative.” Fennius looked at the screen, found a huge total at the bottom and became light headed. Three million credits. “The sum of the amount is doubled because of the accident happening while Alexander Taylor was on duty. Now, if you’ll enter an account number on the bottom there, an electronic transfer of the funds will be made instantaneously.” Fennius entered his bank code and the screen flashed before turning off.
“Don’t I have to sign for it?” He asked.
“The tablet is special, Mr. Taylor. The material recorded your finger prints and scanned your retinas when you activated it.” Hugo took the tablet and nodded again to his silent companion. The man stepped forward and produced a second tablet before finally speaking.
“Mr. Taylor, my name is Douglas Kerrigan. I represent the Greater Oklahoma Securities Insurance offices in Oklahoma City. I too need something that requires your verification.”
“For what I just signed?”
“No, Mr. Taylor. Mr. Sutherland and I don’t work together, we’re just in the same business. In addition to the payment made by The Okon Dynamics Company, I’m here on behalf of your father who kept a life insurance policy with us for many years. In most cases, an electronic balance transfer is used. However, in cases where sums this large are involved, a representative like me is sent along to deliver it personally.” Mr. Kerrigan handed over another tablet that came to life when handled. Jimmy peeked over his shoulder as the screen lit up. Fennius’s heart almost stopped when he saw the second amount.
	“Th-this says fifteen million credits.” Fennius stammered
	“As I said, Mr. Taylor, the sum is large. Because of your good father’s health record and Okon Dynamics record for safety until now, Alexander Taylor fit into the highest percentile of candidates we hope to insure. If you’d enter your account number at the bottom, our business is concluded.” Fennius entered the number and the man took the tablet from him.
	“Mr. Taylor, I am sorry for your loss. It’s the downside of my business to have to deliver the news of the loss of a loved one or relative, but there’s satisfaction in giving the survivors something they can use to help rebuild their lives. I make many visits and few payouts are this large. Fennius, you’re now a very wealthy young man. Use the credits wisely so maybe you can live a life your father would want you to lead. Find happiness. Thank you for your time.” Saying that, both men gave a respectful nod and returned to their vehicle. A minute later, after they were gone, Fennius and Jimmy hadn’t moved from the spot they were standing.
	“Well, dip me runnin’.” Jimmy finally said. “Now I’ve seen everything. You okay?” Fennius stood like a statue with his mouth hung open. “Looks like your pa was looking out for you the whole time, huh? You hear what he said? You’re set for life. You can do anything you want to now. I’ve never seen anything like this before.” Possibilities spun like a whirlwind around Fennius’s head. He did not understand life. How many times would the fates pull at him and yank his heart from one extreme to another? First, he won a chance to achieve his dream of racing a sled only to have it ripped from him in a fiery crash. Second, his father and best friend was taken from him only to have a mountain of wealth dumped upon his head as payment for his pain.    
Time froze for Fennius, but the ramifications of all that had transpired bore through the stupor with sharp teeth to bring him back to reality. And as time began to catch up with him, he had a vision of what direction his life should take. Mr. Kerrigan’s words became brighter than the sun.
Live a life your father would want you to lead. Find happiness.
	“I know what I want to do.” Fennius exclaimed. “Jimmy, if I wanted to become a sled racer, you’d sign as my guardian to give me permission wouldn’t you?”
	“What? Sled racing? You still have your mind made up about that? That’s what you want to do?”
	“Yes. And if I leave for the speedway right now, there might be enough time left to start the season.”
	“Well, Fennius. I don’t see, um. Oh, hell with it. There’s no sense in you stickin’ around here with me. If you think you’ll be happy strapping yourself to a damn rocket you go ahead. You’re going to finish your schooling right?”
	“Of course. I’m no dummy.” At that moment Ol’ Jimmy grinned like never before.
	“Then go, kid.” Jimmy gave him a shove to put him on his way.
	“I’ll be home late! Fennius yelled as he picked up his satchel from inside the door of the house. “Don’t wait up for me!”	His short, skinny legs pedaled as fast as they could carry him to the closest point to catch a transport. The ride to the Speedway was far too long and Fennius swore that the transport was moving slower than usual just to make him wait. When the doors finally opened at his destination, only the limitations of his body could hinder his sprint across the grounds to find Sam Reynolds. As he rounded the grandstands and the building came into view, wheeled transports with trailers were removing the Team Nitro racing sled from the building. Members of the team looked on. With all the machinery moving about, no one heard him yelling to them as he approached. When he pulled on Sam’s sleeve to get his attention the man almost jumped out of his skin with surprise.
“Fennius! What are you doing here?” The man yelled over the noise.
“Where are they taking the sled?”
“It’s going to be sold. All of our smaller sponsors have backed out of funding our next season unless we could secure a major sponsor. I tried as hard as I could to convince Team Nitro to keep us on another season, but with the accident it was too much. We’ve been told to vacate the premises. All the team members are going to try and get jobs on other racing teams.”
“How many credits would a major sponsor have to put up?”
“What?!” Sam asked over the noise.
“I SAID…how much would it cost to keep the team together?”   
	“It’s not going to happen, Fennius. There’s not enough time left before the season starts to secure a Tier I or Tier II sponsor to carry the team. I’m sorry!” When the other members of the team saw Fennius talking to Samuel, they gathered around to find out what they were talking about so excitedly.
	“HOW MUCH?! Fennius asked again. Sam calculated for a moment to estimate a high end total of credits it would take to race again.
	“Thirteen million.” Sam told him.
	“How MUCH?” Fennius asked.
	“THIRTEEN MILLION! It would take thirteen million credits up front from a new partner to establish the team and pay for everything in the coming season.” When he said that, Fennius pulled the satchel off of his shoulder and began digging for his tablet. “What are you doing, Fennius? Do you have thirteen million credits your bag?” All eyes were on him as he turned on the tablet and accessed his personal financial account. When he found what he was looking for, he flipped the tablet around for Mr. Reynolds to see.
	“What do you say, Mr. Reynolds?” Fennius said with a twinkle in his eye. “Do you want to be my partner?” The man and the other people around him gawked at the sum of credits displayed.
	“Are-are you serious?” Sam asked him. “Is that for real?”
	“I couldn’t be more serious.”
	“How did you get all of that?”
	“Don’t ask questions. It’s all legal and its mine to spend how I want, and I want to race. I want to be a sled pilot and I want your team backing me more than anything.
	“You mean your team!” Mr. Reynolds beamed. Very well, Fennius, you’ve got yourself a racing team.” He put his hand out to shake on it. The teenager with the blonde hair copied the gesture but pulled his hand back just out of reach.
“And I get to name the team.”
	“Done!” The two sealed the deal and the others cheered in unison. The members of the racing team could stay together after all.
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	With the guidance of the team accountant, Mr. Otomo, Fennius paid up all the accounts requiring funds. Until he saw where all the credits were going, he had no idea there were so many details to cover before a sled made its way to the course. There were so many fees and funds to pay: Insurance policies, track fees, transportation costs, salaries for the crew members, fuel costs, equipment and spare parts to maintain the sled. And that was just the start. Over the next week, the new racing team emerged with a fifteen-year-old owner, CEO, and pilot in the middle of it. There were so many contracts and legal documents to sign that Fennius convinced Jimmy to leave his home and come to the track. Since he was so young, Jimmy made the arrangements for it all to come together as both a guardian and “freelance consultant”. Every day after school, Fennius finished his homework on the transport to the track. By the time he arrived, his team was waiting on him to get him up to date on what happened during the day. 
One night, just as the others had turned in for the evening, Fennius found Mr. Otomo hard at work at his desk. Hideo Otomo was always calculating ways to stretch their funds. Fennius was about to leave when the round faced japanese man with the two wily eyebrows that looked like caterpillars called to him.
	“Boss,” Mr. Otomo said. I waited to bother you but I need your input for some business transactions.
	“You need more money?”
	“No, no, not money. Until now, everything we’ve done has been a logistical problem. But now that I’m sending all these forms to the appropriate agencies, I need a name.”
	“A name?” Fennius asked. “What kind of name?”
	“We can’t use the name “Team Nitro” as a company name because we don’t own the rights. You’ll have to create a new team name for us to use.”
	Fennius hadn’t thought about the idea of a team name until now.
	“What kind of name can we use?”
	“It can be anything. But remember, it should have a name that says something. Normally, the team name is dictated by the name of the company that’s the biggest sponsor. They want their name visible when the video feeds capture a sled winning a race. A team name should excite the crowd so that the fans will equate the name with our desire to win. I think there should be a message in the name, but that’s just me.     
	“I’ll have to think about that. I was wondering, Mr. Otomo, I don’t see you spending a lot of time with the other members of the team. Don’t you get along with them?”
	“Oh no, it’s nothing like that. I like Mr. Reynolds and the members on the team, but my job is different from theirs. If I don’t manage the funds and order parts correctly, the crew can’t get what they need when they need it. I’ve had a strong affinity for the sport since I was your age.”
	“You have?”
	“Definitely. You see, my father used to be an amateur sled racer himself.”
“Your father was a racer?”
	“Yes. I’m proud of him. When I was a child, my mother and I would travel with him as his team went around the world.”
	“That sounds exciting.”
	“Oh, it was. I got to see the world, or at least the world immediately around the tracks we visited. I saw many beautiful and strange things in the foreign lands.
“Strange? What’s the strangest thing you’ve seen?” Fennius asked.
“Well, while we were travelling, the oddest thing happened. To this day, it still gives me nightmares. One night while the three of us were sleeping in our trailer on the racing grounds, I heard a monstrous sound coming from outside. I got out of my bed and my parents were still asleep. I wondered how they could manage to sleep with such a racket around us. Being a curious young boy, I opened the trailer door and stepped into the night air. From where I was in the infield, I could see every turn of the round course surrounding us. When I looked towards the grandstand, there was something big moving around on the track.”
	“What was it?”
	“To this day, I’m not entirely sure what it was. I saw a large, shadowy, form stalking about on the track. It was bigger than twenty men and ran on four legs like a beast. It was huge and the noise I heard came from its growling mouth as it ran the course, circling and circling. It moved almost as fast as a racing sled and it was terrifying to witness. And when I thought I was safe, it looked at me with its burning red eyes and made a noise I’ll never forget. I ran back inside and begged my parents to help me. They awoke and my father ran outside to see what was wrong, but when he looked around, nothing was there. Others on the team said they heard the noise too, but no one could explain it. The next morning, the owners of the track inspected the course. They found deep grooves that almost resembled claw marks cut into the track surface.”
	“Wow. What could it have been?”
	“No one knows for sure. The team manager said there had been a terrible accident a few years before and several of the pilots in the race died there. His explanation was that it could’ve been the angry spirits of those who’d died on the course. For the rest of the season, when we returned to that track, none of the team members slept on the speedway grounds. Mother said the track was cursed with phantoms.” A glimmer found Fennius’s eye and the corners of his lips curled slightly upwards.
	“That’s it.” He said.
	“That’s what, Boss?”
	“That’s our team name.”
“You’ve decided?”
“Yes. Starting now, if anyone wants to know who we are, we’re Team Phantom.”
	“You want to be Team Phantom?”
	“Why not? I like the sound of it!”
	“It is a good name…” Mr. Otomo mulled the name over. “It has an element of mystery to it. No other team in the amateur circuit has a name like it, they’re all named after companies. And since we’re a new team and no one knows anything about us, we’ll come into the league like a phantom. It’s a perfect name for us, Fennius. I’ll start work immediately to get everything into place. Oh, I almost forgot, what color paint should I order for the sled?”
	“What colors can I use?”
	“Any color you want. And since we’re the primary sponsor, we don’t have to have a logo covering the whole sled.” Fennius thought hard for a minute. In all the time he’d daydreamed about racing, not once had he ever thought about what color the machine would be. What color would stand out from the others?
	“Red.” He decided. “Make it all red. The color will stand out from the others. If I was going to pick any color to represent the word fast, it's red.”
	“Red it is. Are you ready for Saturday evening?”
	“Saturday evening?” Fennius looked puzzled. “What happens then?”
	“The press conference. Did you forget about it?”
He had. Between putting the team together, practicing in the sled trainer, and keeping up with his studies, Fennius had forgotten about the grand announcement.
	“That’s this Saturday?”
	“You have to be there. You’re the owner of the team and the pilot. Katie has made every effort to have all branches of the media present when you’re introduced. It’s exciting, isn't it?” Fennius swallowed. The monster he’d created was getting bigger by the minute.
	“It is. Thanks, Hideo. I’ll be ready. Goodnight.”
	“Goodnight, boss!”
In the time between the conversation with Mr. Otomo and the press conference, Fennius found himself run ragged to ensure all was ready. The days flew by. Before he knew it, he was standing in the bay with the newly painted sled behind a huge curtain as Katie West began her announcement. The bay was full of press representatives crowded in with their equipment.
“Ladies and gentleman.” She started. “I’m Katie West, the press representative for the newest addition to the sled racing community. As you already know, I’m about to introduce the youngest racer to ever enter the league. Before today, the youngest racer to pilot a sled was Nico Cassidy at the age of seventeen. In my hand is the confirmation message from the league president. It grants permission for Fennius Xavier Taylor to enter regulated sled racing on the amateur circuit.” 
Behind the shroud, Fennius sweated in his flight suit. Without the sled providing cold air into the suit, the insulation doubled the heat from his body making it almost too hot. It was uncomfortable, but as he laid his hand on the metal of the hovercraft and felt the smooth painted surface, he forgot all about where he was. The vessel of his dreams was at his fingertips and waiting to be commanded. The red paint made it look fast even while standing still. He would need a little luck if he was going to win the championship. The black number “21” painted under the cockpit suited him. It was three times the lucky number seven. He wished his father was here. His dad would be proud. Nervous, but proud.
“I’m going to be the fastest, dad.” He whispered to the sled. “I’m going to beat them all.”
“But the pilot isn’t all that’s being unveiled today.” Katie continued. “Fennius joins the league as a new team emerges to compete with the other thirty-seven for the league championship title. It is with great pleasure that I’m able to introduce for the first time, Fennius Taylor, the owner and pilot of Team Phantom!”
The shroud dropped and the collective gasp of the audience sucked the air from the bay. Fennius was almost blinded by the lights shining towards the podium and him. Even though he was nervous, he stood straight, snatched his helmet from the front the sled and walked to the podium with a smile on his face. The crowd applauded as he stepped forward to join the other people on his team. The questions came in a flurry. They wanted to know everything about him. How old he was, how the team found funding, why he chose the team he did. One after another the questions came until Katie gave the signal that there was to be one last question. A short, bald man from the sled racing entertainment channel raised his hand and Katie chose him to speak.
“Mr. Taylor, I’m Barnaby Barnes, the head reporter from the SLED Network. How do you think you’ll do this coming week when you’re no longer pitted against simulators? You're about to be thrown into a three hundred mile-an-hour stampede with racers who’re all more experienced than you.” Fennius glanced to Katie and Samuel who were standing a few feet away to his right. They gave encouraging nods but weren’t going to answer the question for him. “Don’t look to them, Mr. Taylor.” The man said. “They’re not going to be in the cockpit, you are. Tell me how you’re going to fare in your debut of the fastest sport ever created.” Katie had warned Fennius that there would be people like Mr. Barnes in the press that would be unpleasant to interact with. The entire crowd leaned forward to hear his answer. Fennius cleared his throat and moved closer to the microphone. Last night, Katie reminded him to be confident in front of the cameras. However, while caught up in the moment, his brain short circuited.
“I have to leave and make some last minute preparations right now, Mr. Barnes. But you’re welcome to ask me that question again next week after I’ve won my first race.” The room held its breath as Fennius waved to the video feed cameras and left without looking back. The other team members followed him back to the living area and Fennius excused himself from the room to peel himself out of the racing suit. When he returned, he found himself surrounded by some serious expressions on his team member’s faces.
“Those were some big words out there, Fennius.” Said Nick Hardy as he crossed his arms.
“I had to say something. That guy from the SLED channel was being a jerk with me.”
“It’s his job to ask you questions that evoke an emotional response.” Said Katie West. “It’s a cheap shot to put on a rookie, but you fell for it, big time.”
“What was I supposed to say?” Fennius asked.
“You're supposed to stick to what I told you. All you had to say was: “I hope to make a great debut.” The color drained from the teenagers’ face.
“Isn’t that what I said?”
	“No, you said he could ask you again when you were in the winner’s circle tomorrow.” Fennius cringed.	
	“Can we ask him not to show the feed of me answering that question?” Sam Reynolds asked.
	“Not a chance.” Said Katie. “Barnaby Barnes loves sticking it to cocky pilots. Even if I did convince him, the rest of the networks have got the clip in production for the news feeds. The heat is on us now. If Fennius doesn’t win as debut, we’re going to look like we haven’t improved since Tommy piloted for us.”
	“What can I do to fix this?” Fennius asked.
	“The only thing you can do.” Nick said. “You have to win tomorrow. Not finish, not place, but win.”
	“Fine, then I’ll win tomorrow at the opener.” He turned around and snatched up his flight suit.
	“What are you doing?” Asked Katie.
	“Homework. Sam?”
	“Yeah, Fennius?”
“Get the team ready. I’m taking the phantom out.”
	“Don’t you want to get your rest before the race tomorrow?”
	“I’ll rest when we’re in the winner’s circle.”
	“Hah! I love this kid!” Laughed Nick. “You heard ‘em boys. Get the sled ready, we’re running a late practice!”


[bookmark: _Toc450231982]CHAPTER NINE
	Before Fennius knew it, the day of the first race of the season arrived. The Oklahoma City Super Thunder Speedway is one of the smaller tracks. But with enough lights and streamers, it could almost fool anyone into thinking it was a professional venue. He waited in the jockey’s lounge with the rest of the pilots as the officials announced the starting positions. The other racers were just as eager to meet him as he was meeting his competitors for the first time. Though he knew nothing about each of the pilots, he could identify most of them by team names or numbers. Several gave him advice while others only wished him good luck. Fennius hoped for the pole position. When the numbers came down, he got the third spot.   
Normally, the positions were determined by time trials, but the “first day lottery placing” was a tradition at the track for the first race. This upset him as he was sure he could’ve gotten first if let loose. When the electronic tones sounded overhead, Fennius and the other racers grabbed their helmets. They walked single file up the inclined hallway leading out of the building. Already he could hear the rumbling of the feet standing overhead in the grandstand. A heart quickening electricity filled the air. And when the racer in the front of the line pushed the door open, the air became saturated with a greater ruckus. Fennius couldn’t believe his eyes as the crowd came into view. There were people everywhere with banners, signs, and team colors covering it all. He’d watched thousands of races, but never had he seen the spectacle from the perspective of the racers. Fans in the stands craned their necks to see under the overhang. Wwhen the racers emerged from beneath the grandstand, the crowd exploded into cheers. Not knowing how to react, Fennius followed those in front of him and waved in every direction. As he walked, the crowd’s chants became overwhelming. Though his team had only been together a short time, many in the crowd were sporting Team Phantom colors and garments with their logo upon them. The eighty-foot-wide digital screen in the infield displayed stock pictures of the pilots as they emerged. When his own picture came up, Fennius cringed at the image. It was a still frame from his team announcement and it looked awkward. The racers spread out to their teams and Fennius found his crew next to his sled. Standing with them were two people he wasn’t expecting to see.
	“Jimmy? Matty? What are you doing here?”   
	“You didn’t think I wasn’t coming to see you on a day like this, did you?” Jimmy said. “Sam got us a pair of crew passes. Is it quieter in the hovercraft? This commotion is making my damn ears ring.”
	“Good luck, Fennius!” Matty yelled as he jumped in place. Half of his face had been painted red with the black “21” on his other cheek. “You have to win today!”
	“Isn’t that the truth.” Remarked Nick.
“Don’t worry about the rest of the racers, Fennius.” Jimmy ruffled his hair. “Give ‘em hell!”
	“I’ll do my best.” Fennius said.
	“That’s why we chose you in the first place.” Sam patted him on the shoulder as Katie and the others looked on. More electronic tones sounded in the air. “They’re about to start, get in.” Fennius paused and looked the sled over from tip to tail. It all felt like a dream. Through his childhood, he’d asked for this dream a thousand times over. And now that it was here, it was even more perfect than he could’ve imagined it.
He handed his helmet to Sam and climbed into the cockpit of the Phantom. Once his restraints were tight and his cooling tubes fastened, Fennius took the helmet back and cinched it over his head.

“Don’t forget,” Sam reminded him. “Race your way. Just do like you’ve done in the simulators and they won’t be able to touch you.” Fennius gave a “thumbs up” sign and Sam backed away.
The cockpit cover closed and the roar of the crowd became muffled. Punching in the operator code on the keypad, the readouts and lights awakened on the control panels. As the main system came online, an electronic choir began to hum. In front of him, a black toggle switch marked “ENGINE IGNITE” begged to be flipped. With gloves pulled tight over his hands, he reached out for the switch, but his finger paused an inch from it. He remembered the childhood notion that legions of invisible demons slumbered in the engines. To flip the switch would wake them. Once awake, they would beat their wings.
“I have to win.” He whispered to himself. The pit crew scurried behind the protective wall as the other sleds powered up. ”I have to win.” Fennius flipped the switch. The turbofans whined, inhaling oxygen into the engines as the injectors sparked to life. The demons awoke. Blue flame roared from the Phantom’s burners. The power channeling through the hull made it vibrate like a tuning fork.   
	Track guides on the ground waved glowing signal sticks to get the sleds out to the starting grid. The docking clamp holding him stationary disengaged and the sled floated under its own power. One by one the sleds made their way to the starting positions. The Phantom hovered into position and the others behind did the same. Fennius’s eyes scanned the instrument panels. The needles in the gauges twitched and quivered. Digital algorithms pulsed and morphed. A lightshow of constantly changing diagnostics told him the engines were running at optimum capacity. All he needed now, was a sign to start. Gloved hands wrapped around the flight stick and throttle. Anxious feet found the pedals in the floor. Overhead, lights on the signal board began to shine. The start was seconds away. Fennius didn’t dare blink as the last three lights overhead lit one at a time.

Three. Wait for the last light, don’t false start.

Two. Tighten your abs, wait for the opening shock. Don’t forget to breathe.
The last light blinked and Fennius slammed the throttle as far as it would go. The hovercrafts took off like comets. Before he knew it, the pack was already in the first turn, each racer jockeying for position. Fennius kept his eyes on the inside of the turn, and when the sled next to him slowed just a little, he cut in and moved into second. It took the rest of the lap to find a path around the yellow sled in the lead. Coming out of the last turn for the home stretch, Fennius feigned outside to get the leader to move and block. To know when a sled is going to shift, you don’t watch the sled. He thought. You watch the ailerons. The moment the yellow fins started to wave, Fennius broke inside and slipped ahead before the pilot could react. The next eight laps came and went like a blur. None of the other sleds were cutting the turns as tight. Fennius imagined a tight invisible line along the inner wall to follow and pushed the Phantom as hard as the machine would allow. The G-forces pressed him deep into his seat, but he gritted his teeth and held on as the demons beat their wings. A few of the sleds drifted behind, but none were a threat as he increased his lead. As he pulled away from the pack, the hovercraft hummed like an electronic dream. With his hands on the controls, lift, thrust, drag and gravity all found their equilibrium. Last lap. The track felt like it had gotten smaller, the turns tighter. Why hadn’t Sam or Blake contacted him on the mic to tell him where the other racers were? Since he’d gotten ahead early, he guessed there was nothing to say. The Phantom careened out of turn two and blasted across the backstretch.
Keep it up. Don’t let them get close.      
Turn four. As the grandstand and finish line came into view, Fennius saw that all the digital signs had changed from advertisements to ominous ticking numbers counting down. It was his lap time counter.
Faster. C’mon, faster.
He pressed the square-arched throttle lever against its housing until he thought it might break. The machines, the sounds, the speed, the crowd. The combined stimulation of all these combined mixed a cocktail of danger too addicting to be removed from the lips. This was nothing like the simulators Fennius had played with since he was a child. This was like being a jolt of electricity skipping down a wire. In a moment of thrust-fueled ecstasy, the rush of endorphins made his eyelids flutter. If there were truly demons in the engines, then it must be angels coursing through his veins.	
The Phantom rocketed across the finish. As the sled slowed down, it was too quiet in the cockpit. Why hadn’t Nick contacted him the entire race? Fennius looked at the console and realized that he’d never turned the com line on. He flipped the switch and half a dozen voices from the pit crew came streaming into his ears.
“Fennius? Are you alright? Can you hear us?” They said.
“I’m here. The switch for the com line wasn’t on.”	
“You did it.” Mr. Reynolds added.
“I know! I won my first race!”
“Not just that,” Nick said. “You broke the track record!”
“I did what?”
“Weren’t you watching the update screens around the track?”
“No, I was concentrating on trying to win.”
“You broke the standing record by two seconds!” Fennius came to a stop and hovered on the backstretch. The eighty-foot-wide screen in the center of the course as well as all the others were blinking red numbers of his track time.

NEW TRACK RECORD - NEW TRACK RECORD - NEW TRACK RECORD
                  18:48.04
#21      F. TAYLOR       TEAM PHANTOM
PREVIOUS RECORD: 18:50.10  #14   C.KENSINGTON   TEAM  SARK INC.

“You did it!” Matty’s voice came through the earpiece inside the helmet. You beat “The Walls’” record!”
	“What do I do now?” Fennius asked.
“Go to the winners circle. Go. We’ll meet you there.” Sam told him. Fennius circled back to the grandstand and the grounds crew were waiting with a wheeled cart. When they were close enough, the cart slipped under the Phantom and locked it into place. The engines powered down and the sled was guided into the center of the course where flowers and confetti covered everything. It came to a stop in the center and Fennius removed his helmet. It had all happened so fast. His safety straps fell free and he pressed the “COVER OPEN” button. When the cockpit opened, the sky exploded with cheers. Every person in the stands was on their feet. All around him, floating video feed cameras circled about recording his smiling face. Fennius climbed halfway out of the cockpit and stood on the nose. He waved in every direction to the crowd. The rest of Team Phantom joined their pilot and congratulated him. Even Ol’ Jimmy looked to be having a great time. Nick Hardy and pit crew members patted one another on the back. Cameras flashed like starbursts, capturing the moment as The commissioner of the amateur league posed for a picture with Fennius. He gave him a trophy before meeting the second and third place finalists to award their prizes. The trophy was so big he had trouble holding it. He had the pit crew turn it sideways and hoist it for the crowd to see. Fennius tried to savor the moment, but in the back of his mind he knew he wouldn’t be here if not for what his father left behind.
After the ceremony, the racers met with the press corp. As per Katie’s specific instructions, Fennius stuck to their prearranged responses for the press.
“Tell us, Fennius.” Asked a female reporter. “Did you go into the race knowing you were going to win?”
“Um,” He paused to remember his lines. “I wanted to win. I wanted to win more than anything. But there are a lot of racers with more experience than me. I hoped to deliver a good run.”
“You told Mr. Barnaby Barnes that he could ask you about how you were going to fare in the race when you were in the winner’s circle. What do you have to say now?” Fennius looked over and saw Mr. Barnes two seats over from the lady asking questions. He thought it best to not be as bold this time around.
“I would have to say I had a great race. I’m also that glad I didn’t have to eat those words.” A wave of laughs spread through the room.
“How do you feel you’ll do when you’re not on your home turf? Any thoughts about the next race? What’s your strategy going to be for tackling the smaller track when you’re in the Bluegrass Speed Bowl next week in Kentucky?”
“It’s a smaller track. I’ll depend more on my team to be my eyes so I can navigate the pack.” At that moment, Barnaby Barnes stood up and the female reporter took her seat.
	“We meet again, Mr. Taylor.” Barnaby said with a dry tone. “It would appear you managed to back your words from our previous conversation.”
	“Um, yes Sir, I did.” The crowd laughed again.
	“So now that you have your first win, and will no doubt attract more sponsors and a fan following. I want to ask you a question. Will the next race prove to the skeptics that your arrival is little more than a publicity stunt to attract a younger fan base? Or do you think you can repeat the performance you gave us today?” Fennius was getting hot under the collar and the insulation under the race suit wasn’t helping any. His eyes squinted but a quick look to Katie reminded him of what his place was with presenting a good image for the team.
	“I am not a publicity stunt, Mr. Barnes. I raced hard today and it wasn’t easy. I had to take every turn just like the others did. Have you ever been in a sled race?” Some of the people in the press laughed again. Katie grimaced and looked at her shoes in frustration.
	“My boy,” Mr. Barnes said as he straightened. “you’ll have to do your homework. As a matter of a fact, I was a racer on the amateur circuit for five years when I was younger.”
	“Oh.” Fennius said as he released the scowl.	
“After an accident that ended my racing career, I became a reporter to cover the sport. After that, I was on the sled racing commissioners board. I supported the development and improvement of the professional intergalactic league. Several of my recommendations to the board ultimately decided the final details of how the races would be held. I bet you didn’t know that.”
“No.” Fennius shrank a little in his chair. “No, I didn’t.”
“I became a racing correspondent for the SLED Network because I love the sport, Mr. Taylor. Now you might think I’m being hard on you. Do you think I’m being hard on you?”
“A little.” Fennius shifted in his eat.     
	“It’s out of love for the sport, Fennius. You see, I’ve been involved with the sport for a long time and I’ve seen a lot of young hotshots sit where you are. A few go onto the pros, but many burn out or burn up on the amateur circuit in less than four years. Are you prepared to give everything to stay in sled racing?” Fennius thought hard about his answer before he spoke.
	“Is there a faster sport than sled racing?”
	“No! Of course not!” Mr. Barnes chuckled.
	“Then I’m going to race sleds until they make something faster.”
	“So you’re going to be on the circuit for awhile?”
 	“I’m not going to be on the amateur circuit in four years, but I’m not burning up or burning out either.”
	“We’ll see, Mr. Taylor. Keep up a pace like you had today and I’ll be rooting for Team Phantom as well. Good luck this season.” Fennius breathed a sigh of relief that the ‘interrogation’ was finally over. He and the other pilots answered questions for another twenty minutes before the press dispersed. Fennius was mentally drained by the time Katie told him it was time to go.
	“That took forever.” He huffed. “Can I get a shower now?”
	“Not yet.” Katie pulled him along. “Racing is just a third of the job. You still have to attend to the other two thirds.”
	“What are the others two thirds?”
	“Let me show you.” Katie guided him into a conference room where men in business suits were seated. “Be nice to these guys, they’re eager to meet you.” She said. The men sprang from their seats when they the room. A man with large protruding teeth took his hand and shook it.
	“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Taylor!” The man said as his eyes bugged with excitement.
“Yes, very nice. Are you from the press as well?”
“No, Mr. Taylor. My colleagues and I represent Geenus Metallics!”
“You’re the metal fabricators.” Fennius gushed. “You make thruster housings.” The men looked at each other in surprise that the teenager knew who they were.
“Correct. Listen, Mr. Taylor, we’re sure you’re busy, but the company I represent has expressed interest in your racing team. Of course it’s too soon in the season to judge how any of the racers’ seasons will go. But I would like to extend to you both my card and a message from the higher-ups at Geenus Metallics.” The man handed Fennius a company card with contact information on it. He looked at it curiously before Katie relieved him of the card.
“What’s the message?” He asked.      
	“We’re relaying our interest, Mr. Taylor. If you continue to perform at the level you displayed today, Geenus Metallics would like to become a sponsor of your racing team.”
	“A sponsor, already?” He looked surprised. When Fennius looked to the other men in the room, they smiled with wide grins and nodded.
	“We came as soon as we heard the youngest racer in history was taking the track. The fact that you both won and set a course record definitely caught our attention. We won’t take any more of your time, but keep winning and I guarantee we’ll talk again.”
	“Thank you for coming, gentlemen.” Katie and Fennius each shook the men’s hands in turn as they filed out of the room. When they were gone, Katie West was ecstatic and eyed the company card like it was going to vanish at any second.
	“They’re interested, Fennius.” She smiled. “One race into the season and a new sponsor is scouting us.”
	“Right, but we have to keep winning to get them to come back.”
	“You don’t sound confident.” Katie soured.
	“I can do the racing.”
	“Then those men and more will be lining up to give us a lot of money.”
	“Don’t we have enough money to race on our own? Didn’t we win more today?”
“Yes, but it costs a lot to keep the Phantom running its’ best. We need to keep capital flowing into the team.”
	“Fine. Can we go now?”
	“You’re ready to hang it up for the day?”
	“I won the race. What more do I need to do?”
	“Remember when I said there were two more thirds to deal with as a racer?” She walked him back to the outer doors of the main building. “Time to meet the final third. I hope you don’t mind having swarms of fans!”
“I have swarms of fans?”
“You do now! Now come and get cozy with the people who pay to keep our lights on.” As she threw the door wide, Fennius found the atmosphere the had become a madhouse. Throngs of fans were pressed against metal barricades, yelling his name.
“What do I do now?”
“Sign some autographs.” She gave him a nudge. “Have fun.” Fennius moved along the barricades with Katie close at hand. The first person he came to was a girl about his age holding a printed program. When he got close enough, she bellowed a scream of joy, threw her arms around his neck, and planted a kiss on his cheek.
“I love you, Fennius!” She yelled over the crowd.
“Um, thank you! Do you want me to sign that for you?” She handed him a red laser pen.
“Could you sign it To: Vespa? That’s my name!”
“Of course.” Fennius took the laser pen and traced his signature in glowing red light on the surface. The color would stay luminescent for hours then leave a faint burnt trace into the surface. “Thanks for supporting the team.” He said before moving on. The next half hour became a morphing collage of flashing lights, yelling faces and signings. Katie finally rescued him and pulled him to safety. Once the two were in quieter surroundings, Fennius’s ears were sore. Katie said something but the words were a bit garbled through the ringing.     
“What did you say?”
“I said you handled the crowd well. You smiled for every picture and kept moving. Tommy never smiled when he represented Team Nitro. When you meet with the fans, it gives them a chance to reach out and touch the person they only see in images. It keeps them connected to the sport. You’ve been a fan in the crowd haven’t you? Hasn’t there been someone you wanted to meet?”
“Sure. When I was eight I got to meet Carrie Kensington when she raced an exhibition at this course. She stayed afterwards and I got a picture with him.”
“Made an impression on you didn’t it?”
“Who wouldn’t want to meet the queen of sled racing?”
“Exactly. And even if you don’t win a race, especially if you don’t win a race, you still have to meet with the fans. If you don’t, people will think you don’t care that they came out to see you. It’s give and take.”
“I gave everything on the track. Can I take a shower now?”
     “Sure. Be sure to spend some time in the simulator and practice the Bluegrass Speed Bowl. Oh, and get your road gear together. We’ll be travelling east on Monday morning.”
“But I thought the race wasn’t until Wednesday.”
“It isn’t, but Sam and Blake want to arrive early so you to get some practice time on the smaller course. It’s different than racing here at the Thunder Speedway. It’s going to be a tighter track and the traffic is going to be intense.”
“What about school?”
“I’ve already arranged for a tutor to go with us on the road. You’ll take your lessons when you’re not practicing, racing, and promoting the team.”
“You’ve got this all planned out.”
“You’re an asset. Besides being your employees, we’re also your teammates. Jimmy Abernathy expressed his dissatisfaction of having you spend so much time away from school. I was able to convince him we’d take care of you when I mentioned that you’d have a tutor.”
“That sounds like him. I feel bad that he’s going to be alone while I’m gone.”
“He knows you’re leaving.”
“How much money did we make today?”
“Quite a bit. Why do you ask?”
“There’s something I want buy before we go.”

Monday morning came soon enough and Fennius had Sam Reynolds take him to see Jimmy before they departed for Kentucky. When Mr. Abernathy opened his front door to see who was knocking, he came face to face with a tall, slender robot sporting a bulbous, round head atop its shoulders. It’s big, piercing blue eyes made him take a step back.
	“What the hell do you want, metal face?” He asked.
	“He’s here for you.” A familiar voice said. Jimmy peered around the robot to see Fennius standing directly behind with a grin on his face.
	“Fennius? What are you doing here? I thought you were leaving this morning.”
	“We are. I was about to leave, but I wanted to give you this before I go.” 	
	“Give me? Give me what?”
	“The robot. It’s the newest model of the JS94 series.”
	“What the hell would I do with a damn robot?”
	“You don’t have to do anything. It’s the hardest working one ever made.”
	“I don’t know, Fennius.” Jimmy eyed the robot with suspicion.
	“Oh come on, it does everything. Its smart and it follows orders. Watch this.” Fennius reached into his pocket and produced six coins. He held the coins out in his hand for the robot to see. “Fetch!” With that, Fennius turned and threw the coins into the tall grass ten feet away. The robot turned, walked over to the grass and picked up all the coins in a few seconds and returned with them. “See? It can do all kinds of things. It can do all your cleaning and chores for you while I’m gone.”
	“Fennius, it’s really nice of you but I don’t need anything like this.” Jimmy said.  
	“But said you your leg hurts you when you have to carry things around the house.”
	“That’s just me getting old, Fennius. You can’t do anything about that. Besides, I can’t afford the upkeep on a machine like this. If something broke, I’d rather let it sit than have to spend the credits to fix it.”
	“I’ve already taken care of all that.” Fennius handed him a folder full of documents. “Here, take the ownership papers. I bought the lifetime warranty for it. You’ll never have to pay a credit for repairs and it won’t need servicing for ten years.”
	“This must’ve cost a fortune. You didn’t spend the credits from your father’s death insurance on this, did you?”	
	“No. It was from the winnings of my first race. I paid for it myself and since I have to start travelling on the circuit, I thought you could use some company and help around the house.”
	“Fennius!” Samuel called from the road.
	“Uh oh. I have to go. Listen, try it out for a few weeks, and if you don’t like it, the salesman will come and take it back and you can keep the refund.”
	“I guess it could help out around the house. Again, this is really nice of you, Fennius. Your dad would be proud of you doing this for someone.”
	“I know. And you’ve done enough by letting me race sleds, so it’s the least I could do to pay you back. You’re the closest thing I have to family.”
	“You don’t have to pay me back. You just get out there and win. I’ll be watching from here.”
	“But you don’t have a video feed in your house.”
	“There’s one in your house isn’t there?”
	“Yes. Do you even know how to work it?”
	“No, but “lugnuts” here can turn it on for me can’t he?”
	“Yes he can.” Fennius tapped on the robot to get its attention. “You can turn on a video feed to find the transmission can’t you?” he asked. The robot’s glowing blue eyes blinked and it nodded to the affirmative. “See? All you have to is tell it what you want and it’ll do it.”
	“It looks a misshapen scarecrow with a pumpkin head.” Jimmy said.
	“I’m sorry, I have to go.” Fennius closed the distance between them and hugged the old man. “Thanks again.” Jimmy squeezed him back and pushed him away so he could look Fennius in the eyes.
	“If you want to thank me, then you get out there and win. Now get goin’. Go on, now. I’ll be fine.”
	“I’ll send a transmission when I can.” Fennius said over his shoulder as he walked back to the road. Minutes later, it was just the robot and the man on the front porch staring at each other.
	“You do what I say and we’ll get along fine.” He told the lanky robot. “Otherwise you’re going to have an accident that nobody can fix. You got me, lugnuts?” The robot cocked its head to the side at a quizzical angle before nodding “no.”
	“Figures as much.” Jimmy grumbled. “You better shape up and fly right or your metal ass is sleeping on the porch.”
	Fennius and Sam joined the rest of Team Phantom at the transport station. Everything they would need for their trip around the world was already stowed in the hold of the bullet train. Sam guided Fennius through the cars until they came to the compartment reserved for the team.  
	“We’ll arrive at the Kentucky hub in a few hours.” Sam said to him. “In the meantime, you need to meet with your tutor. When you’re done with your lessons, we’ll start simulation training for the next race.” Fennius found a quiet spot and signed into the digital learning center with his holo-tablet. The lessons were just like the ones he had at school but more condensed. He liked being able to move at his own speed through the homework without having to wait on the other students to absorb the material. When he finished an hour later, the online tutor quizzed Fennius on his answers and ended the lesson. Still curious to learn more, he requested the next weeks’ worth of lessons and started plowing through them as well. Those lessons finished as the bullet train arrived at the Lexington transportation hub.

The team unloaded the Phantom and other equipment from their cars. Above them, on the second level observation deck, an excited crowd began to gather. When Fennius stepped onto the platform, the crowd became more energetic.
A chant of his name started somewhere in the mass and started building until the voices filled the hub with yells.
	“Katie?” He asked the woman as she walked by. “Why are there fans at the transport station?”
	“They’re going to be everywhere, Fennius.” She handed him a new laser pen. “Haven’t you heard?”
	“Heard what?”
	“After your win at the Super Thunder Speedway, the remaining eighty thousand seats at the Speed Bowl sold out in minutes. You need to get used to dealing with fans even if there’s only one…” She paused to count heads in the mob waving banners and signs. “or two hundred. Remember what I said about staying connected. They can root for any one they want. When they root for us, we eat better. In five minutes or so, station security is going to set up a small blockade and let them come down to the platform to meet the racers. Remember to smile.”

When the barricades went up, fans came running down the stairs. Camera flashes bombarded him like strobe lights. Voices from all over called his name. Others yelled questions five at a time. He tried to sign everything thrust at him. There were so many autographs that he used up two laser pens. Katie stayed with him to keep some sense of order when the enthusiasm started to boil over. In the throes of obsession-fueled hysterics, one girl threw herself halfway over the barricade. She tore at Fennius’s clothes declaring her undying love for him. Katie intervened and had the girl removed by security. Seeing her carried away the calmed down the others a little. It took longer than expected to get all the teams moved off of the platform, so he stayed with the fans until it dwindled to the last two people. Looking about, all the other racers were long gone. The last ones at the barricade were a woman and her son. The boy was six or seven years old and waited by his mother’s side. Even with Katie beckoning, the boy didn’t budge until the mother encouraged him to approach. Timid, he stepped forward with a laser pen and a copy of Fennius’s press picture in his hands. When he reached the barrier, he held out the items in his hands without raising his head. Fennius leaned over and took them.
	“Hi there.” Fennius said. “Would you like me to sign this for you?” The boy nodded before squeaking out a “Yes, please”. The mother stepped forward and started talking with Katie while Fennius attempted to coax a few words out of the boy.
	“My son Shoud loves watching the sled races. As young as he is, he knows when all the races are on. He throws an absolute fit if we miss a single one. And when he heard that there was a younger racer in the league coming to the Speed Bowl, he begged me to bring him down. He saw the race over the weekend and couldn’t stop talking about The Phantom Racer.”
	“Well thank you for coming out.” Katie said. “Fennius is exceptional. He’s cultivated the racing mentality of a veteran at an early age. We hope to have many more winnings this season.” Fennius signed the photo and posed with the boy as the mother took a picture of them. Shoud waved goodbye and skipped away with his souvenir in both hands. Before the two were out of earshot, he was already asking his mother for a model of the red phantom sled. “You see that, Fennius?” Katie said as she led him down the platform. “You just made a fan for life.”
	“Do you think so?”
	“Maybe. You never know who you might inspire. I know you’ve only been in one race, but if you can show more of that focus in the coming meets, we’re going to be fine.”
	“It felt good.”
     “It should.” She said as she put an arm around his shoulder and shook him. “You’re on the edge of the spotlight in the biggest sport in the universe. With a few more wins, good interactions with the fans like what just happened back there, and a little luck, you can be the best there is.”
	Those words echoed through Fennius mind as he pushed his way through the pack during lap seven of the Speed Bowl. At the moment, he was fighting for second place with the blue, number 44 sled blocking him out. Forty-four didn’t have the speed to catch the leader. But he had managed to steal the second spot by avoiding the crash on lap four that took out seven sleds. Nick was his second set of eyes and let him know when spaces were opening up for him to slip into. All the systems were running in the green. The Phantom hummed his favorite song as it whispered to him:

“Let me off my leash. Set me loose.”

Fennius knew he could take the leader, but he’d have to get past this sled first. There were only three more laps to go and the pack behind him was getting hungrier. Already, the green 16 sled had its nose close enough to his after burners to melt the paint off. He would need the remaining laps to close the distance and take the lead. It took a few slips left and right, but he figured out 44’s pattern for keeping him at bay.
	He watched the tail fins. When the ailerons weren’t moving, Fennius jerked the flight stick to the outside and moved out of 44’s slipstream. Before the other sled could react, the Phantom was already around him and moving up. He was almost ahead when 44 moved out and collided with him.
	“Hey!” He yelled. “That was dirty!”  He pulled ahead a little more and took second. Another lap passed and Fennius wedged the nose of the Phantom between the leader and the inner wall. As he moved up, the leader was pushed outwards, and he took first place. When that happened, Fennius knew the win wasn’t far off. It was simple math. It takes less travelling distance to stay on the inside than it does the outside. He’d hold the other sled at bay, keep pushing him out and hug the turns as tight as he could manage. The other sled gave him some bumps to let him know he was still there but began to slip away. By the time the last turn was visible, the second place sled had fallen behind and the Phantom blasted across the finish line to victory.
Again the crowd and accolades belonged to the rookie and Team Phantom. As Fennius stood on the nose of his hovercraft in the winner’s circle, the pit crew hoisted another trophy. And as he listened to the cheers, the almost tangible energy made the hairs on Hennius’ neck stand on end.  
	When the ceremony and time with the press finished, Katie asked Fennius to follow her to a conference room. This time when she opened the door, there were several men in suits waiting for him. Again, names and cards were exchanged, but no offers came from the sponsors. When Katie ushered them out the door, Fennius met with the growing number of Team Phantom fans. He signed as many things as he could get is hands on. He smiled for every fan, and gave a polite “thank you” for every young girl that declared her love. Some of the fans didn’t even know his name. They called him “hey, Phantom” or “hey number twenty-one”. It didn’t bother him. He couldn’t remember the names of all the people he'd met. After a while, Katie retrieved him and led him back to their transport. When they arrived, the pit crew stood near the hovercraft but kept their distance. Men in white lab coats inspected the Phantom from top to bottom.
	“What’s going on here?” Fennius asked loud enough for everyone to hear. Most of the strange men ignored the question, but one stopped long enough to show an identification badge. It read: SLED RACING LEAGUE OFFICIAL.
	“My name is Pierre Radcliffe,” The thin man with a moustache said. “I’m the post-race specs auditor.”   
	“Auditor?” Fennius’s face contorted. “I thought auditors only checked sleds when someone is suspected of cheating.”
	“Yes,” *cough* “Well you see, Mr. Taylor, it’s our job to inspect the sleds of the first three winners after every race. My team and I were delayed in making our trip to Oklahoma, so we failed to meet you and the other two racers after your debut.”
	“So, it’s just routine?”
	“Strictly routine. You had a good race out there. It’s my job to make sure those who win are doing so by talent and not by supplementing their sleds with unauthorized parts.”
	“Oh, okay. Then go ahead.”
	“Very well. My team and I just started our inspection. I take it you have nothing to declare?”
	“Declare?” He looked to Katie. “I don’t understand what he means.”
	“It’s a defense clause for racers.” Katie told him. “In the past, when a racer isn’t having a good year, a sponsor might approach the team’s pit leader and suggest they put illegal parts in the sled. They'll perform better without the racer knowing.”
	“But wouldn’t they get caught, and get banned after the race?”
	“Yes, it’s possible the team might be able to cover their tracks.”
	“But they would have to forfeit the win.”
	“Not if the racer makes a declaration of no knowledge. Mr. Taylor.” Mr. Radcliffe said with gave a grin. “Then only the pit crew leader gets banned from the sport.” Fennius’ blood began to boil. “So I take it that you don’t want to make a declaration?”
	“No, I don’t want to make a declaration.” He tightened the grip the chin strap on his helmet as he considered swinging it at the man. “I won that race on my own.”
	“Settle down, Mr. Taylor.” The man took a step back. “I’m just here to keep everyone honest. We just run diagnostics on the sleds main computer and take measurements. That’s all. Most racers are happy to see us. You have to make the top three slots to have us visit.”
	“I guess.” Fennius said as he relaxed some. “Go ahead and check it out. My team and I have nothing to hide.”
	“Thank you, Mr. Taylor. We’ll finish soon.” Fennius disregarded Katie’s suggestion to get a shower. Instead, he stayed in the bay with the crew as the auditors peeked and peered around his machine. As he watched the men climb over his sled, a troubling question settled in his brain.
	Had cheating become a huge problem in the league?
The men concluded their inspection. Before leaving, Mr. Radcliffe handed Nick a printed copy of their findings. Fennius wasted no time getting his hands on it to read the verdict of the report which read:
TEAM PHANTOM: Probe results negative. No structural or component deviations found.
	Fennius fumed as he handed the report back to Nick.
	“What are you mad about?” Nick asked. “It’s a routine post-race inspection.”
	“I felt like they were accusing me of cheating.”
	“They want to keep everyone honest, so they do inspections. You’re going to have to get used to it.”
	“I know I shouldn’t have to say it, but I never want there to be anything illegal on the Phantom. If I win or lose, I want to win or lose because of how I raced.”
	“Gotcha.” Nick said.
	“Oh, and Nick?”
	“Yeah?”
	“Thanks for helping me navigate the pack today, it really helped out there.”
	“Sure thing, boss. That’s my job. Speaking of pay, did we get any new sponsors?”
	“Not yet,” Fennius said, twirling the helmet in his hands. “Just a few saying they might be interested. But if you keep the Phantom performing like it did today, it’s just a matter of time. Keep up the good work.”
	“Thanks, boss. You heard ‘em boys,” Nick yelled to the crew. “Run a system check. And get all the engine panels off. I want to make sure those auditors didn’t put their grubby little mouse-clickers where they shouldn’t have.”

[bookmark: _Toc450231983]CHAPTER TEN

	Fennius got a much needed shower. After that, he met with Sam and Hideo to cover business matters. He then settled in his personal compartment to finish homework. Compared to running a racing team, high school studies seemed juvenile. One by one the lessons ended and he transmitted them to his online tutor. The ones he’d submitted before came back with excellent marks. Fennius had taken on so many responsibilities with Team Phantom. It was more complex than he could have imagined. He knew he’d need more than just his mandatory education to run the team. If he dedicated himself to finishing high school early, he’d be able to seek higher education. He finished his assignments and then found an E-university that offered the finest in quality career downloads. As much as he wanted it, he’d have to wait. What kind of download would best suit him? There were majors for business, but the team made enough credits for him to keep a manager. The list of trades and professions went on forever. There were so many. Everything from a future in microbiology to sculpting was available to those with the funds to afford them. All of them were expensive. But if he were to choose one, which would it be? If he knew more about how his sled worked, he’d be able to help develop ways to improve the Phantom. The list went on until two words stood out from the rest: Aerospace Engineering. A grin parted his lips. If he could master the difficult techniques involved in building something as complicated as space craft, a hovercraft would be child’s play. It would take a long time to finish it, but the idea of holding that kind of knowledge grew more enticing the more he thought about it.
I can do this. He thought. When he made up his mind, he accessed his high school syllabus and requested more courses. The sooner I finish these, the sooner I can take the next step to improving the team. 
The new courses arrived a moment later and he started them at once. When he awoke the next morning, his back ached from sleeping sitting up. Curled up in a corner, he’d finished all the new lessons and dozed off before dawn. He emerged from his quarters and found the table in the eating area covered in a heaping pile of flowers, gifts and cards. All had his name on them. One bouquet, larger than the rest, sat in a crystal vase in the center. Each of the blooms and blossoms was a different color. It looked like someone had attempted to arrange an artist’s palate of colors using only exotic flowers. As he rubbed his eyes to get used to the light coming from the dawn, Nick walked in enjoying his morning caffeine.
	“Well, if it isn’t Mr. Popular.” Nick snickered. “Quite a scene last night, huh?”
	“What do you mean?”
	“All those girls gathered around the transport. They were squelching and yelling until two in the morning.”
	“Really?” Fennius rubbed his eyes again. “I didn’t hear a thing.”
	“That’s because you were in your bunk all night. It’s not my place to say so, but since you’re not old enough to go drinking with the other racers, you might want to consider finding others your age to hang around with.”  
	“I like being with the team. Besides, on top of directing the team, I have to keep my grades up.”
	“You already pay Sam Reynolds to direct the team. Let him do his job and take some time for himself. I think Sam’s an honest man and if he needs something from you he’ll find you. You should get out there and find yourself a girlfriend. You like girls don’t you?”		
	“Why does everyone always ask me that?”
	“Well, I never hear you talking about them.”
	“I don’t have time for a girlfriend.”
	“What’s the point of being young if you can’t get into some trouble every now and then? And believe me, the fastest way to get into some trouble is with a girl.”
	“Where am I supposed to find a serious girlfriend on the race circuit?”
	“Who said anything about a serious one? If I were in your age and in your shoes, I’d be swimming in teenage girls every night after the race. Just try a few out. If you don’t like the one you have, throw it back and pull another one out.” Fennius blushed. “Aw hell, I’ve embarrassed you haven’t I?”
	“No, it’s just that I’m not used to being…in demand.”
	“Why the hell not? Kid, if you were ugly I’d keep my damn mouth shut, but you’ve got to get wise to the situation you’re in and start living a little. You don’t want to be old and fat like me and never known what it’s like to get out and kick up your heels some do you?”  
	“No.”
	“Good. And it wouldn’t hurt you to find a way to mingle with the other racers some as well. If you keep winning and stay distant from them, they’ll get the idea in their heads that you think you’re better than them. If that happens we’ll be in big trouble. You won’t just be fighting against one racer at a time to get to the front of the pack, you’ll be fighting them all. Plus, you’ll want to network with them. Make some connections. They already have sponsors and if you get time with those people and they like you better, that’s more money in our pockets.”
	“That makes a lot of sense.”
	“It sure does. You can’t be around a sport like this for twenty years without learning a thing or two.”
	“Twenty years?”
	“Twenty years, kid. And no time off for good behavior.”
	“But you like being the head of the pit crew?”
	“Of course I do. I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t. There’s nothing like everything coming together and having our sled finish first. That makes it all worth the effort.” Just then, Katie entered with her holo-tablet.
	“Fennius. There you are. Get dressed, Quickly!”
	“Why? What’s going on?”
	“The people from the SLED network news feeds are here. They want an interview with you.”
	“Do we have to?”
	“Yes!”
	“Do I have to wear my race suit?”
	“No, it’s casual. But put something nice on.”
 	“Who’s doing the interview?” Nick asked. Katie shifted uneasily before looking to Fennius who was also curious.
	“It’s Barnaby Barnes.” She cringed.
	“Will you tell him to take it easy this time?”
	“Look, any of the racers would love to have their time in the spotlight and be interviewed by him. He’s a permanent fixture of the racing world, so you have to play along even if you don’t like him.”
	“It’s not that I don’t like him.” Fennius added. “I just think he tries to confuse me to get me to say things I wouldn’t normally say.”
	 “Like it or not, this is a big opportunity to build interest in both the team and you. Your fan base is growing with the younger crowd, especially with the younger, female, demographic.”
	“Is that good?”
	“It’s a godsend. They tend to have the highest amount of disposable income. Now get dressed and I’ll walk you over to the pavilion.” Fennius got dressed and followed Katie and Sam to the enclosed area atop the Speed Bowl grandstand. Luxurious surroundings accented everything around a lofty panoramic view of the raceway. People with real money watched the race from up here.
	He found Barnaby Barnes in a well-lit room surrounded by technicians and floating cameras used for the news feeds. When Fennius entered, the man stood. He crossed the room to welcome him.
	“Thank you so much for coming, Fennius.” The man shook his hand. “Please, please, come have a seat, we’re just about ready to begin.” He sat and a man positioned a microphone just above his head. Before he knew it, the recording had already started. “My guest this week is the amateur league rookie and racing sensation, Fennius Taylor of Team Phantom.” He said. “Like those in the Sled Network, the fans are watching you make quite an introduction to the league, Fennius. How do you feel about racing now that you’ve got not just two races, but two first place finishes behind you?” Fennius took a breath as the camera lenses tightened.	
	“It feels great. I want to keep going.”
	“Of course, of course. Now, for those who haven’t been up to date on your back story, you’re fifteen years old. You're also the youngest racer to receive an amateur sled league racing license. Is that correct?”
	“Fifteen and a half.” He tried to sound older.
	“Still, fifteen and a half. That’s impressive for a teenager. There’s men twice your age out there on the course with you. How do you feel about that?”
	“I think they have a lot of experience I could learn from. I hope to learn as much as I can from the veterans.” Fennius watched out of the corner of his eye as Katie almost fainted. That was a perfect answer.
	“And it also says in your racing file that you’re not only the pilot of the team, but you’re also the owner as well?”
	“Um, yes I am.”
	“How did that come to be, Fennius? How did you manage to raise that kind of capital to buy your way into the league?” Fennius’s face flushed as feelings he’d tried to keep at bay came flooding back. The words attached to what caused the flood made him even more uncomfortable.
	“My…my dad vanished in an accident while working in space.” He started to choke up but did his best to keep it together. “Dad had an insurance policy that left me enough money to buy Team Nitro.”
	“I see.” Mr. Barnes said as he looked down at some information stored on a holopad. “That would be Alexander Xavier Taylor, a deep space engineer that served on the Octavius. His ship vanished after a freak accident. It involved the ships navigation computer malfunctioning just before a hyperjump.”
	“You already know that?” Fennius asked.	  
	“Yes, it’s all here in my notes.”
	“Then why did you ask me about it?”
	“It’s conversation, Fennius. I ask to give my viewers a more well-rounded picture of who you are. I lead with a question and when you answer, I supplement the topic with confirmed facts.”
	“Don’t you think it’s a little soon to ask me about something as delicate as the death of my father? I’m still trying to deal with it myself. He was the only family I had and now he’s gone. I give every bit of myself away either on the racetrack or to the fans. But you know what? You can’t have that part of me and I think it’s insensitive for you to bring out all the details of a wound that’s still fresh. I thought being a seasoned reporter, you’d have more courtesy for your guests.” Mr. Barnes blanched and swallowed as he absorbed the teenagers’ volatile reaction.
	“Um, yes, um…” He stammered as a fat digit moved his notes up an entire page to reach another subject. “Why don’t we move to another topic?”
	“Please do.” Fennius eased up some. “But if you mention my mother, this interview is over.”
	“Fair enough.” Mr. Barnes said as he thumbed through his notes again. “How about a topic on the sunnier side of things? Let’s talk about your fans.”
	“What about them?”
	“The sheer numbers, of course. The Official Sled Racing League has seen extraordinary raises in the bandwidth needed to broadcast the amateur races since you joined their ranks. The amount of income you’ve earned in merchandise sales this week has eclipsed the sales of the first and second place sellers of the professional league.”
	“Wow.”
	“Wow, is right. On top of that, during yesterday’s interview with Chiyo Akiko, she mentioned you.”
	“Chiyo Akiko?” Fennius asked. “Isn’t she the computer…um, hologram girl?”
	“Not just a computer hologram, Fennius. The hologram is just how she displays herself as a human. Haven’t you heard? The world’s leading psychologists say that Akiko is the first sentient artificial intelligence.”
	“So she’s alive?”
	“According to the experts, she’s as aware as you or I. Aren’t these wonderful times were living in? The world’s first free thinking hologram is wandering about the planet.”
	“You said she mentioned me?”
	“Yes she did. I interviewed her after she performed to a sold out crowd at the Apple Amphitheater in Hollywood, Arizona. We discussed the release of her newest music album and her worldwide tour. When asked about what things she did in her spare time, she expressed an interest in racing and your overnight success. She stated, and I quote: ‘I watched the entire race. Fennius is the cutest boy on the whole planet and I would love to meet him.’ end quote.”
	“She thinks I’m cute?” A look of surprise came over him.
	“Yes. Her legions of fans are buzzing with news about you. Fan consensus is that you two make a cute couple. And as far as her personality programming goes, she’s a year older than you. What do you say to that? Do you have a girlfriend already that she should know about?”
	“What? No. I don’t have a girlfriend. It’s weird that she would ask isn’t it?”
“You look confused, Fennius. Haven’t you been keeping up with Akiko’s rise to fame? Her story is something of a miracle.”
	“I haven’t been paying attention. I’ve been busy with building the team. We’re trying to attract sponsors.”	
	“You’re going about it the right way. You’re the first rookie in twenty years to win the first two races! On top of that, you broke a track record in your first race. No one has done that since Carrie “The Wall” Kensington made her debut on the Boston raceway! That’s a good example to follow.” Fennius watched the man’s demeanor change. Where Barnaby had been callous before, he appeared to have lightened up and became more enthusiastic.
 	“Carrie Kensington is my hero.” Fennius confessed. “I’d like to be like her and learn to race on her level.”
	“Those are big shoes to fill. How long do you think it will take you to hone your skills to achieve that goal?”
	“I’m getting the hang of things. I’m lucky enough to have a pit crew that keeps my sled running well. I couldn’t compete if they weren’t taking care of business.”
	“It’ll take more than a good sled, Fennius. What are your plans to beat out the other racers?”
	“That’s tough. There’s so many good ones. Like I said earlier, I hope to spend more time with them. I’m sure they know lots of things I don’t.”
	“Fair enough. I have one more question for you. Your next race is in two days at the Indianapolis track. It’s a bigger track than the last two you’ve been on. What’s your secret for beating the pack going to be?” Fennius thought for a minute.
	“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret.”  
	“Ha Ha! So true! That’s all the questions I have for now. Thank you again for taking the time to meet with me, Fennius.”
	“My pleasure, Mr. Barnes. Thank you.” With that, Fennius got up from his chair and found Katie ecstatic and waiting not far away. She led him away from the interview area. When she was sure that they were out of earshot, she gave a hushed cheer of delight.
	“That was great. The interview couldn’t have gone any better. I thought you were going to punch him when he asked about your dad, but you turned it around. You had him laughing and on your side at the end.”
	“I did want to punch him, but that wouldn’t help the team, would it?”
	“Definitely not.” When the two arrived at the transport, Sam and Hideo monopolized the next hour and a half making team decisions. There were so many things to cover and Fennius found his mind wandering half the time as his mood soured. Both men knew what they were doing and they came to the answer for each point of business without Fennius’s input. He wondered why he needed to be there at all. Other thoughts occupied his mind. How would he navigate the larger track at Indianapolis? And who was the famous hologram girl, Akiko, that Barnaby Barnes mentioned? Everyone else on the planet knew how popular she was. After the meeting was over, Fennius excused himself and went back to the team transport. More gifts and letters from fans were heaped upon a table There were many, but the large bouquet stood out. He examined a tag attached to the vase.
The note on the tag, all printed in pink ink, read:
Congratulations on your win, Fennius! It was a great race. I hope you like the flowers. You’re my favorite. Go Team Phantom!  
                      
Your biggest fan, Akiko.         
Next to her name, a barcode shaped into a heart. Feeling the smooth surface of the raised letters, he removed the card and stuck it in his pocket. And as strange as it was to get flowers from a hologram, the gesture made the rest of the day a bit brighter. After finishing more homework, he had the pit crew activate the simulator and load the Indianapolis raceway into the computer. By the time he figured the best way to navigate the larger course, it was midnight again. While the team was on the move, Katie received more transmissions from sponsors. They expressed interest in Team Phantom if Fennius continued his strong start to the season. And before he knew it, the time to climb into the cockpit of the Phantom and flip the igniter switch had come again.

[bookmark: _Toc450231984]CHAPTER ELEVEN

The race at Indianapolis was a haze of lights and sound culminating in a close but decisive victory. Fennius felt wonderful. The first three races on different types of tracks turned out to be victories. He felt unstoppable. There was something about the hovercraft that heightened every sense to its maximum potential. His hands and feet worked the instruments faster than the speed of thought. In the post-race press conference, Fennius took Mr. Hardy’s advice and praised his competition.
“I was nervous in lap eight.” He said to the press corps and floating cameras. “The racers from Team Sanoto were relentless. Those two showed true teamwork to work through the pack. I learned a lot today. And, if not for number 85 having an intake problem in the sixth lap, I might not have made it past him in time to catch the leader. If he had stayed in the race, I wouldn’t have finished first. I got lucky.” The rest of the questions went to those who placed behind Fennius and he didn’t mind. As much as he loved the thrill of the hunt on the track, the rest of the lifestyle accompanying being a racer felt less than ideal. When it was over, Katie escorted him to another conference room. Instead of two men from one company, there were dozens of sponsor representatives crowded into the room. When Fennius entered, they rushed to meet him, surrounding him on all sides. The air saturated with compliments and offers as Katie took information from each sponsor in turn. Expensive gifts were thrust into his arms and he had trouble keeping track of where they came from as every face about him spoke at once. Each of the sponsors were quick to denounce the credibility and networking power of the next as they bantered around him.
This is more work than piloting the sled. Fennius thought as another man slapped him between the shoulder blades.
Finally, Katie West called an end to the session. The whirlwind of promises and smiling faces dissipated, blowing its way out the door. The armload of gifts spilled onto a table. As he took stock of what he'd gotten, Fennius saw a pile of baubles and luxurious things he never thought he’d have the money to buy.
“Look at all this.” He gushed. “Some of these tech gadgets aren’t going to be available to the public for another year.”
   “Of course.” Katie said. “The companies those men represent have no problem making flashy donations. Especially if they think it’ll convince you to choose them over another sponsor.” Fennius opened a small metal box and found a brilliant titanium time piece for his wrist. Laser-etched letters around the face spelled his name and sled number.
	“If I take any of these gifts, do I have to sign with them?”
	“No. They’re just gifts, not contracts.” He pitched he box aside and secured the watch to his wrist. “But we do need to sit down and talk about sponsors, Fennius."
	“Do we need the credits?” He asked without taking his eyes off of the watch.
	“We need reserve credits to cover expenses. Team Phantom has the highest grossing merchandise sales with the fans. However, the sale of merchandise alone isn’t going to be enough to carry us through next year. We need liquidity in our funds. If you wrecked the Phantom in the next race, we’d have to build you a new sled from the ground up. That’s a ton of credits and most teams go wear through two or three sleds in a race season. You saw what happened to number eighty-five today. That burnt intake and other replacement parts aren’t cheap.”
	“Do each of the sponsors we just met have the kind of money to fund us one hundred percent?”
	“Well, no. Those top-tier sponsors have already chosen their race teams. For the time being, I think we’ll have to make up the total sum by taking on some of the smaller sponsors to fund the team until we can land a big one.”
	“How much do you think we need to have the minimum?”
	“Another two million credits.”
	“How much is in my personal account?”
	“Fennius, you can’t use your personal funds for the team. That’s the money your father left for you.”
	“He left it for me to live my life how I wanted. How much do I have?”
	“Two point six million and change.”
	“Then put two point two in the team account.”
	“But you only need two.”
	“Then take the other point two and divide it among the race team as a bonus.”
	“Fennius!” She exclaimed.
     “What? Am I the owner and CEO of the team or not?”
	“Yes, Fennius. But I promised Mr. Abernathy I’d watch after you and help you make the right decisions.”
	“There’s nothing wrong with what I’m doing.” Fennius’s eyes moved back and forth as he mulled the situation over.   
“I have another idea.”
	“What’s the idea?”
	“Contact the sponsors and tell them that I’ve decided on a primary sponsor and that only secondary sponsors will all be accepted. They’ll be allowed provided they don’t mind their company names being streamlined to fit the contours of the main sponsors designs.  
	“Who’s the main sponsor?
	“We are. But they won’t know that. I like the way the Phantom looks. I don’t want a bunch of names splashed across the nose cone’s paint job.”
	“They’ll pay us a lot of credits to have their names splashed across the nose cone.”
	“Then we’ll modify their names to be striping for the fins.”
	“I don’t know if the sponsors will go for that, Fennius. Those sponsors have their names on other sleds as well.”
	“But if they want their names on the winning sled, they’ll have to play by our rules.”
	“You sound awfully cocky. Today wasn’t a runaway victory, it was a close one. They’re overjoyed because Team Phantom is the hot ticket for the moment. If we lose a couple races, they might reconsider.”
	“I’m not going to lose.”
	“Everybody loses.”
	“Only if they get in a serious wreck.”
	“Wrecks happen all the time.”
	“Then I’ll have to careful.” Katie crossed her arms and cocked her head.
	“You really think you can win don’t you?”
	“Why wouldn’t I?”
	“Fennius, there are racers on this circuit that have been racing for ten years.”
	“But they haven’t made it to the professional leagues.”
	“Kerry Kensington was the best and he was on the amateur circuit for four years before the Totsunoka Corporation picked him up.”
	“I can do it in three.”
	“Now you’re being cocky.”
	“Don’t you believe in me?”
	“Fennius, I do. But what you’re talking about would need racing performances that are rare among the best.”
	“I was born to race, Katie. When other racers climb into their sleds, they open the throttle and steer it around the track. But when I climb in, the ailerons are like extra limbs. The hum of the engine is like…like my heart beating.”
	“Do you know how many others before you have said the same thing?”
	“A lot, I imagine.”	She stared him down, but he refused to blink.
“Fine.” She shrugged. “I’ll make the announcements, but I’m not sure how it’ll go over with the sponsors.”
	“Thank you, Katie. I’m going back to the transport. When is our next race?”
	“We’re in Miami one week from today.”
	“A whole week off? What am I supposed to do until then?”
	“The usual. Homework, training, meet with some of the other racers. If we’re lucky, you’ll meet with new sponsors. Oh, and you got more flowers from your biggest fan today.”
“My biggest fan?”
	“Akiko?”
“The hologram girl?”
“She sent you another bouquet and this one is bigger than the last.”
	“She sent another? I guess I’ll have to send her a thank you note.”
	“I’d love to see you two together.” Katie wrinkled her nose as she gave him a big smile.
	“Why?”
	“You’d be an adorable couple. I think you should at least meet one another. The media exposure would be fantastic for our team.”
	“I’m not going to be with her just to be popular.”
	“Suit yourself. There’s a bazillion boys that would love to get flowers from her.”
	“You seem awfully excited about this. What are you not telling me?”
 	“Do you want to know?”
	“If it involves me, then yes I want to know.”
 	“Well, the rumor from those around her is that she’s going to be in Miami just to attend your next race.”
	“Why would she do that?”
	“You know what, Fennius? For someone who’s the fastest with a hovercraft, you’re slow when it comes to girls.”
	“What am I supposed to say?”
	“You’re supposed to be happy to meet her.”
	“Fine. I’ll meet Akiko. Can I go meet the other fans now?”
	“Yes, let’s go.”
	“What about the rest of the free gifts?”
“I’ll have the facility staff bring them over. Now let’s get out there and sign some autographs.”
“I can handle that.”

After appeasing the eager mobs, Fennius returned to the team transport in time to get a shower and eat dinner with the rest of the team. Confined eating quarters were even more cramped by the whole pit crew eating at once. Fennius found a plate and squeezed into a spot between Hideo and Nick. He liked eating with the team. Katie and Sam usually ate in their offices in the head of the transport. Fennius felt more comfortable eating with those that kept his sled running. During the meal, he bled Nick and the pit crew for information about the inner-workings of the turbines. Each man was a subject matter expert on a specific area of the sled but was cross trained to cover the other parts if another member wasn’t present. Nick knew it all. Fennius enjoyed everything until Sam stuck his head in the compartment.
“Fennius?” Sam asked. “I think you have a visitor.”
He got up from the table and went to the outer door to find a Felian standing just outside the threshold of the door. The black and red furred being towered over him by at least a foot and a half. While he didn’t know any of the feline-like aliens, he’d always marveled at the grace they carried as they moved. While they stood upright like humans, they could move and run either on four legs or two. Feature-wise, the males of the race looked more like foxes or wolves with their longer muzzles and bushy tails. The females resembled house cats with sleek, thin tails.
“Can I help you…Sir?”
“Greetings, Fennius.” It spoke without lowering its nose to talk. “I am Teneth Sateen. I come bearing gifts to the victor.” He held out a dagger cradled in an ornately decorated sheath for the human to take. Fennius received the gift and eyed it.
“Thank you for the…dagger.” He said with a tone of awkwardness.
 	“I take it you’re unaccustomed to the felian tradition. The times have passed for us to depend on fending for ourselves in the wild. But the occasion insists that I bring a gift to one that has honored me in our first meeting. With the males of our species, it is customary to offer a weapon for which to hunt.”
“I’ve honored you?”
“At the press conference. You mentioned that your victory would not have been complete had I not faltered.
“Wait. You’re number eighty-five!”
“That is the number of my sled, yes.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you. You’re the first racer I’ve had a chance to talk to. Have you eaten? We’ve just started and there’s more food inside if you’re hungry.”
“No thank you.” Teneth waved his paw to decline. “Your offer is gracious, as were your words. They softened the blow to my pride. I’ve already had my meal.”
“Would it be alright to visit you sometime at your trailer? I’d live to get some racing advice from you.”
“Spirits aghast, Fennius. Why would you seek me for advice after winning three in a row?”
“Because you have experience that I don’t. I was hoping you’d share with me so I can become a better racer.”
“That’s a mature attitude to have for one as young as you. A dangerous mindset to be sure. I would like to hear your thoughts as well. You will come to my transport tomorrow to converse on these topics?”
	“What time would you like me to arrive?”
“When the sun rises?”
“I’ll be there.”
Fennius spent the night getting ahead of his studies. He fell asleep again sitting up with the holo-pad in his lap. Just before dawn, an alarm woke him and he got dressed to meet with Teneth. Next to his bed were the pictures of Carrie Kensington and his dad. And just as they’d done every morning since his life had changed, Fennius’s fingers went to work on the pad. He typed in his father’s old password and gained access to the Okon Dynamics database. The query entered was always the same.
*LOCATION OF SHIP DESIGNATION OCTAVIUS
<SEARCHING…TRIANGULATING>
<ERROR… SEARCHING…>
<SEARCHING…SEARCHING…SEARCHING…ERROR…PLEASE WAIT>
<UNABLE TO LOCATE SHIP DESIGNATION “OCTAVIUS”>
<END>
The reply was nothing new and nothing he didn’t expect to find. The blinking letters still offered the tiniest shred of hope. If the Okon Dynamics super computer and its vast sensor arrays can’t find the Octavius, there’s a chance it’s still out there. He thought to himself. Somewhere.
He placed the pad on its cradle to recharge. When allowed to work at his own pace, he tore through his homework and drained the battery. He’d completed a week’s worth of lessons every night. If he could maintain, he could finish high school by the end of the race season. When I’m done with that, I’ll start something harder.
Fennius knocked on the door to Teneth’s transport just as the sun’s first rays cast his shadow. He heard footsteps inside. A second later, the door flew open and a Felian even taller than Teneth stood in the opening with a cross look on its face.
“Who’s banging on my door at such an early hour?” The felian barked. “My team needs its rest!” Upon looking down and seeing Fennius, the felian’s eyes widened and its jaw hung open a little. “The Phantom child!” It exclaimed in surprise. “What are you doing here?”  
	“Fennius is my guest, Keenah.” A voice said from within the trailer. Both turned to see Teneth appearing from within. “You’ll be mindful of your manners as he and I are to exchange ideas on the topic of racing.”
“He’s beaten you in three races. What advice do you intend to extend to him?” Teneth ground his teeth at the remark and pushed the other felian aside.
“Thank you for reminding me of the race standings, Keenah. I intend to do a greater amount of time listening than that of talking.”
“Oh.” He said. “I wasn’t thinking about that.”
“Correct, you weren’t thinking. Leave those laborious duties to the human and myself.” Once outside, Teneth grabbed the door and slammed it shut behind him, leaving only Fennius to talk to. “Come, let us walk together and discuss our speed.”
“I like the sound of that.” Fennius said. He walked side by side with Teneth all morning. The two spoke of where they came from and how they found their way into the world of racing. They talked at length about the differences in simulation programs. Teneth listened to the young human’s passionate words about his love for the sport and those that influenced him. In return, he gave of himself. Teneth’s life had been an uphill fight since he was a kit. Born into a family with five younger litter mates, he considered life on the racing circuit one of luxury compared to raising siblings.
“How fortuitous we are, Fennius.” He said as he waved his paw to the grandstand. “For every race, individuals from a dozen races come to see a show. They venture countless distances to spend their wages and savings for admission to these temples of speed and spectacle. And when the time is right, the roar of our machines fills the air.”
“I love that sound.”
“As do I. And as that sound drowns out the rest of the universe, those like you and I shine brighter than the largest of stars. We're held aloft, our names elevated above all others. And it is not blasphemy to accept that adoration. For unlike the others, we place our lives in the hands of excessive force. It’s because we willingly mount these metal beasts of mayhem that we are revered above others and entitled to that adoration. Ride that beast well enough, and you become champion. Become champion, and opportunity will slip from the tree of providence, landing like ripe fruit in the palm your hand.”
“I never thought about it quite like that.”
“Indeed. But Muleesda always lurks.”
“Muleesda? What’s that?”
“Not a what but a who. Muleesda, the Felian spirit of death is a fan of the sport. Only war and famine does Muleesda love more than sled racing. She watches us from the stands, her breath the dangerous crosswinds that could push a sled into a wall. Her songs fatigue our mechanics so that they’re absent-minded and fail their tasks. I carry a charm in the cockpit of my sled that keeps her from seeing me. As long as she is blind to my face and my name, I escape her notice.”
“I should get one of those.”
“Perhaps it would be a good idea. I understand the loss of your father gave you the opportunity to race.” The boy’s expression dampened some.
“That’s one way of putting it.”
“I meant no offense to your pain. I think you understand more than any human five times your age about the frailty of life and the need to move on, to continue living. You’re the youngest to ever step into the world of sled racing. Not every being has the desire to grab the comet of fate by the tail. For those who dare, things more fantastical and horrifying can be found.”
“I’ve already seen the horror, that’s for sure.”
“Then certainly the fantastical still awaits, yes Fennius?”    
“Are all Felians as poetic as you?”
“No!” Teneth laughed. “My grasp of words is greater than most. My father is a language archivist where I come from.”
“I think you could take his place when he retires.”
“True. I received an offer to work alongside him, but I chose this life instead. Father is proud I’m following my passion."        
	“I think my dad would approve. I have a confession though.”
	“Oh,?” Teneth said as the tall ears atop his head perked. “I am, how you human’s say, ‘all ears’.”
	“So far, I don’t like the business end of the sport. I hate meeting with the press and others. I just want to race.”
	“There are many who would happily take your place.”
	“I’m not ungrateful, it’s just not part of what I expected.”
	“Few things are. It’s impossible for us to see where our travels will lead us. Who’s to say what the future holds for each of us? That unpredictability is the spice that flavors our days and lets us savor the sweeter moments.”
	“Now I really think you should be a poet.”
	“A curious remark, human.”
	“How so?”
“If you continue to deny the rest of us a chance at first place, then that profession may become a reality for me. I’ve enjoyed the time we’ve spent talking, Fennius. But as much as I value your company, the time has come for me to return to my team. I think we may become friends in the days to come.”
“I’d like that, Teneth.”
“But I give you fair warning. Don’t mistake my kind nature for weakness. When we meet on the track next, I will be your strongest competitor.”
	“If you’re not going to give me your all, then I don’t want to race you. I want to win by being the best.”
	“HA! Spoken like a champion! I think we will be friends. Prepare yourself, when we meet in Miami, I’ll show you my fire.” Fennius watched the felian wave as he walked away, his full, fluffed tail swishing behind him.
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By the time he got back to the transport, everyone was hard at work. The bay holding the Phantom buzzed like a hive as the pit crew replaced worn parts. Fennius found Nick halfway under the cockpit when he entered.
“Find anything wrong?”
“Not yet, boss.” The legs twitched from underneath the sled. “The diagnostics from the test machine said that there’s excess vibration ahead of the igniters.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means…” Nick grunted as he came out from under the sled and stood next to him. “That either the stupid computer doesn’t know that there’s supposed to be vibration on an intake suckin’ thousands of pounds of air per second." Nick shook a wrench at the machine. "Either that or there’s something loose in the intake manifold that’s gotta be secured.”
“How are you supposed to tell the difference?”
“By tearing the whole damn thing apart, that’s how.”
“Won’t that take a long time?”	
“About six hours.”
“Six hours?”
“Six hours if it’s just the manifold problem. Don’t worry, boss. We’ll have the Phantom ready on race day. Oh by the way, me and the boys are grateful for the bonus. Katie says you took it out of your own pocket.”
“No problem. You’re earning it right now, aren’t you?”
“Sure am.” He patted Fennius on the shoulder. “Leave this to us, we’ll find the problem. Is it true we have sponsors now?”
“It is!” A man’s voice said from behind them. Both turned to see Sam and Katie walk in with smiles on their faces.
“Four small but eager companies have pledged contributions. And they have all agreed to Fennius’s restrictions about their graphic representations on the sled. The graphics will be waiting for us when we reach Miami.”   
 	“The graphic what?” Nick asked Fennius.
 	“I told the sponsors that I didn’t want a bunch of crap on my sled. They had to sign agreements to have their names put on in the form of black stripes that can if they wanted to support the Phantom.” The man’s eyes bugged.
“And they agreed to that?”	
“They did.” Sam nodded.
“Well, I’ve never heard of sponsors doing that before, but if that keeps us going, then I’m all for it. ‘Scuse me boss, I gotta get back to work.” Fennius followed Sam and Katie as they explained what taking on sponsors entailed.
“I have to what?”
“You have to do commercials, Fennius.” Said Katie.
“That’s what they want in return for all the credits. They want ads and video spots with their products. You want the race team to stay funded, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Then come along. I’ve got some people waiting who want to meet you.”
For the rest of the week, every hour not used for sleep or training went to the sponsors. Fennius found himself surrounded by make-up artists and assistants as he posed for pictures.  It was educational to see how commercialization worked. The endless sessions of people telling him to “look this way” or “stand that way” or “hold the product higher” wore thin fast. The hours melted away. They left him in such a trance that he blinked twice and realized he was standing in line for the pre-race walk to the track in Miami. The door was about to open for them. Teneth stood behind him and tapped him between the shoulder blades.
	“Prepare your mind, Taylor.” The felian whispered in his ear. “I have my eye on first place and I’m feeling lucky.”
	“You’re going to need that luck, Teneth.” Fennius said without looking away from the door. “I’m thinking about making my winning streak bigger.”
	“You’ll need more than thoughts to keep me at bay.”
	“I’ll be ready.”
	“We’ll see. I hear you have a popular admirer in the stands today.”
	“I do?”
	“The hologram girl has been singing your praises all morning on the video-channels. Let us hope her presence doesn’t become a distraction.”
	“It won’t. Worry about yourself, I was practicing all morning.”
	“I have something that might help.”
	“Like what?”
	“Put this in your cockpit.” Teneth said. A paw appeared over Fennius’s right shoulder. Dangling from it was an ornate, onyx medallion unlike anything he’d ever seen before. The cut miniature stones were polished, and linked together on miniature silver chains. It almost resembled an old, indian dream catcher like he’d seen in the Oklahoma City Natural History Museum. “Take it. The charm will keep your face hidden from Muleesda’s notice.”
	“Won’t you need it for the race?”
	“My brother is coming to see our next race in New York. He’ll bring me another when he arrives. I can go one race without this one. Keep it with you.”
	“Thank you, Teneth. He accepted the charm and tucked it into the inner chest pocket of his race suit. But even within the folds of the material Fennius could feel a sensation of bitter cold resonating from it. “B-r-r-r. Where have you been keeping it, in a freezer?”
	“Is it cold?”
	“Yes.”
	“That’s not a good sign.”
	“Why not?”
	“It means that Muleesda is near. Perhaps in the stands.”   
	“Now you’re just trying to play head games.”
	“I wish that were the case, Fennius.”
	The doors opened and the racers stepped into the sunlight. The cheers of the crowd were deafening as always. Minutes later, Fennius was climbing into the Phantom. Samuel looked concerned as he handed him his helmet.
	“Watch it out there.” Sam said. “There’s strong winds coming off of the ocean.”
	“I’ll be careful.” he took the helmet and slid it over his ears. The race started and Fennius found himself running with a faster crowd than usual. The winds blew length-wise across the track creating strong headwinds on the backstretch. The Phantom wanted to drift, but he held the controls tight and moved into the top five positions. Teneth was doing well himself, he’d managed to slip into second place and hold it through three laps. A lap later, the Phantom slipped into third place. Everything was going great until he spotted Teneth’s sled wobble in place. First the left side dipped, then the right, then the left again. Crosswinds. Then the leader’s sled wobbled just the same. A quick glace to the wind indicator showed a violent shift in wind direction. The wind vane jerked ninety degrees. A spike of fear caught him as both the leader and Teneth’s sleds blew sideways into the inner wall of the track. Sparks and flames shot from the engines of both. Instinct took over. Without thinking, Fennius threw open the air brakes and cut to the outside of the track to evade. It was pure luck that he was able to react and dodge past the two sleds as they collided with the wall and spun back out into the middle. Others weren’t so lucky. The next twenty sleds behind the Phantom failed to swerve or stop in time to avoid the pileup to ensue. Fire, smoke and twisted metal painted the track behind the red streak slipping away along the outer wall. All lights and sign boards flashed yellow signaling a hazard condition.
“Fennius? Are you alright?” Sam said over the com line. “What happened out there?”
“Crosswinds. They came out of nowhere. It put the first two sleds into the wall.”
“The race has halted, Fennius. Come to the pit area until it resumes.” The Phantom hovered back to the pit area and found its docking clamp. Once stopped, Fennius threw the cockpit cover open and took his helmet off.
	“How bad is it, Nick?” He asked.
	“Not good. Twenty-three of the twenty four drivers in the crash are reporting that their sleds cant race. Some were able to stop or turn away in time.
	“Is Teneth okay?”
	“It’s too early to tell. The video replay doesn’t look good thought. His sled hit the wall and then slammed into the back of the leader. They don’t have a response from him yet. The emergency crews are going to have their hands full out there. There’s so many. From his elevated vantage point, Fennius could see everything on the other side of the track. The robots dispatched to clean up on the course were moving too slow. “It looks like number 85 is the only one still burning.”
	“85 Is on fire?” Fennius yelped.
Before any of the pit crew could get in a word of warning, the cockpit cover dropped, the docking clamp fell away and the Phantom rocketed out of the pit area. Back on the track Fennius surveyed the damage as he rounded turn two. Things looked grim. Here and there, racers climbed out of their ruined sleds and scampered into the infield. While smoke was everywhere, only one sled had orange flames licking about the fins. Emergency vehicles were entering the track but they weren’t moving fast enough. Teneth could be burned alive by the time they reached him. Fennius slowed down, weaving through the wreckage. When he couldn’t get any closer, he stopped the still hovering sled and threw open the cover. Before he climbed out, he snatched up the emergency foam grenade next to his seat and leapt onto the track. The flames were getting bigger. Large plumes of black smoke rolled out of the intake and engines. Fennius waded into the cloud. If not for his helmet, he’d surly gagged on the fumes. With outstretched hands, he found the cockpit and banged at the clear cover with his fist. The felian was inside, screaming indecipherable words in his native language. “Teneth!” He yelled. “Get out of there! Pop the cover!” Looking about, the flames grew larger. There was only one explanation and it was the worst case scenario. The fuel cell had ruptured. If the casing of the cell was punctured, it wouldn’t take long for the fire to eat its way inside and ignite from within. There wouldn’t be a powerful explosion, but that’s not how the special fuel reacted. The ensuing fireball would engulf the sled and consume everything on or in it. There was no time to waste. Fennius found the lever marked “COVER RELEASE” and pulled. The cockpit opened a little. He climbed onto the nose cone and pulled the cover with all his strength. It opened, but not without him having to yank it. Once he could see inside, he found Teneth tearing at his seat belt. “Come on! We have to get you out of there!”
	“I’m trying!” Teneth howled in agony. “The restraint buckle is twisted and I can’t move my legs!” Fennius flipped his visor open to get a better look. Instantly, stinging fumes burned his eyes, making it hard to see. He peered within. It was worse than he expected. During the violent collision with the wall, part of the safety cage collapsed, pinning Teneth’s legs at awkward angles. Fennius pushed the felian’s shaking paws aside and yanked at the release pin of his restraints. There should have been a simple clicking sound, followed by the four belts falling away. Instead, there was nothing but defiant silence from the clasps. He tried again. He tried five more times. Nothing. “I smell fuel!” The felian panicked. “See if you can pull the cage off my legs!”
“First thing’s first!” Fennius told him. “Injured legs or not, if we can’t get the restraints off, there was no way to get you out.” Fennius shot a glance over his shoulder to see where the emergency crews were only to find them still over a hundred yards away. They’re not moving fast enough. He thought. The sled's fuel could blow any second. Just as he turned around to try and make another attempt at pulling the safety belts, a sound from beneath the hovercraft made his blood run cold. Fennius remembered the lesson Nick taught him about bed smells and sounds to watch for in emergencies. The piercing chirp in the air was number one on the list of things to keep watch for; flames were eating through the fill cap of the fuel cell. The emergency crews weren’t going to make it in time and there wasn’t enough time to run to a safe distance from the wreck. Nick’s voice came through his helmet’s earpiece.
“I say again, get away from the sled! It’s going to be a fireball in less than a minute!” Thinking quick, Fennius flung himself inside the cockpit, knocking the wind out of the pilot.
“Ungh! OW! Get off! What are you doing?” Teneth yelped.
“The tank is going to rupture!” Fennius shoved the felian’s helmet down over the tall ears. “Put this on and hold your breath!” He said before showing Teneth the emergency foam grenade. 
“Those are for the outside of the sled! You’re insane! We could smother!” The pin went flying and Fennius pitched the grenade into the floorboard of the compartment before pulling the cockpit cover closed. Both racers sealed their helmets, watching as the see-through shell of the grenade began to hiss and bubble, the blue gel inside reacting effervescently with the catalyst. Fennius’s eye twitched but he didn’t blink. In that last second before the tanks ruptured a curious little voice spoke that wasn’t his own spoke in his mind: You asked for this.
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In the stands, patrons panicked and pointed as they viewed the smoldering sled become a ball of fire twenty feet high. Seconds stretched for an eternity as the roaring flames consumed all. From the viewpoint inside her skybox, Akiko Chiyo looked upon with the rolling blaze with horror. Her digital heart skipped a beat as the emergency crew finally got close enough to spray fire retardant chemicals on the sled. Floating cameras moved closer, relaying their images across the huge screens surrounding the track. Anxious minutes passed. The crowd fell quiet as the two pilots’ chances of survival looked to have been extinguished with the last licking flames. The members of Team Phantom held their breath. Medical teams waited nearby but dared not get closer to the fireball. Dreadful thoughts of their pilot’s fate pecked at their optimism like hungry birds. Robots sprayed flame retardant foam across the slowly dwindling flames. From what the crowd could see, only scorched metal and waste remained. Those in the grandstand craned their necks to see the video feeds coming from the cameras. They gawked and gaped as the flames finally relented, leaving a stark view of the torched metallic husk. Chemicals from the extinguishers created a noxious haze that hung over the blackened wreck. With nothing left to recover, all but one of the robots started walking back to the vehicle they arrived on. The lone droid held a pry bar in its hands and continued chipping away at the sleds hull. A moment later, it too stopped digging. The haze lifted and the cameras moved closer to find a burnt unidentifiable mass where the cockpit should have been. Nick’s stomach twisted and he turned his head away from the others in time to vomit.
A silence fell as the robot lowered its tool, and turned back to join the others. The air left the raceway when everyone collectively gasped at the fiery fate of the boy and felian. Even the video cameras averted their lenses. The billboard screens turned black.
"First his dad, and then that poor boy!" Nick wailed. Parents covered the eyes of their children. All became silent. 
When it seemed all hope was gone, someone in the stands close to the wreck pointed. Movement. A gloved hand punched out of the burnt mass of the cockpit, then another. Surprised by the appearance of movement, the rescue robot returned to the sled. It climbed onto the nosecone, grabbed the protruding hands and yanked. Out of the charred remains, a helmeted figure wearing a red race suit slathered in foam emerged.
“Is it Fennius?” Hideo asked.”
“I don’t know, I can’t see.” Katie said.
Once the first racer was free, the other robots leapt from the vehicle and tended to the staggering pilot. As more muffled cries emerged from the ruins, the robot atop the sled continued digging. The raceway cameras reactivated, lighting the digital billboards with what they viewed. They spun about just in time to catch the helmet of the first pilot being pulled off. Fennius Taylor, sweat matted blonde hair, glasses and all, had rejoined the realm of the living. Without realizing which way he was looking, he smiled and waved directly into the closest camera.
The stadium went berserk..
“Fennius!” Akiko cried while jumping up and down with glee.
“He’s alive?” Sam and Katie asked in unison.
	“He better not be.” Nick grabbed his knees and wretched again. “Because I’m going to kill him for that stunt.”
	After medical responders rushed him, they whisked Fennius away to the closest hospital. Once there, he found himself in a large room surrounded by doctors and all the other racers. Other than the racer from Team Magnus, who'd gotten himself a broken arm, the rest suffered only minor scratches and cuts from the ordeal.

	Later, in the large observation bay, the whole room echoed for hours with the yells and curses of the racers. Each one pointed a finger at the next over whose fault it was for causing the pileup. Fennius sat silent on the edge of his bed next to the window, staring at the waves of the ocean rolling in. He cringed to think about how many credits worth of sleds were now scrap. None of the doctors he’d talked to could give him an update on Teneth’s injuries. One by one, each racer recounted their personal experiences. The sequence of the wrecks moved backwards until the leaders of the pack were identified. The talking hushed while everyone looked to the rookie sitting alone.
	“He wasn’t in the pileup.” Said one pilot as he pointed at Fennius. “But he went back to help Teneth.”
	“And he survived that fire.”  Another spoke. “Hey! Hey kid!" Fennius looked away from the window. "Did you really set off a foam grenade in the cockpit?” He nodded to the affirmative but said nothing.
	“That was a stupid thing to do.” The first pilot commented. “How did you think that something that crazy was going to save your life?” Fennius’s face flashed an expression of anger then returned to one of fatigue before looking away again.
	“It wasn’t concerned with saving my life.” He said. The weight of his words held each racer silent and still. A doctor entered the room and looked unnerved by the amount calm that had taken over the room since he’d left.
	“Which of you is Fennius Taylor?” He asked.
	“I am. That’s me.” He answered, jumping to his feet.
	“I have a request from one Tenetherez Resonoroth in the intensive care unit to see you.
	“Teneth doesn’t want to see the rest of us?” Asked one racer.
	“He only requested Mr. Taylor.”
The doctor led Fennius through sterile, bright hallways into a separate wing of the hospital. As he walked, many of the staff members stopped in their tracks or stumbled over themselves to stay out of his path. Their faces, masks of awe.
	“Doctor? Why is everyone acting looking at us like that?”
	“Not us, Fennius, you. They’re not used to having a hero walk among them.”
	“Hero? Hero for what?”
	“You risked your life to save Teneth’s.”
	“He was trapped in his sled. I couldn’t leave him there to die.”
	“I saw the replay of the footage. Everyone, including the other racers, were at a safe distance. But you went back out onto the track. Of all the people there, you’re the one who risked injury or even death to help another.”
	“The emergency bots weren’t going to make it in time.”
 	“It was brave. Your parents must be proud.”
	“They… He…” Fennius tripped over his words. “They are.”  
	“Here.” The doctor said. He waved his hand as they neared a room and a nurse opened the door for them. Inside, Teneth lay in a bed, his legs elevated in ceramic casts. The felian’s ears and head were also bandaged. When Fennius came into view, Teneth sat up, wincing in pain when he tried to move.
	“Fenniusenethia!” He exclaimed in his alien tongue before reverting to common. “My personal guardian spirit has returned to watch over me!”
	“I’ll leave you two alone.” The doctor patted him on the back. When he left, Teneth opened his arms as wide as he could manage and beckoned.
	“Come! Come, Fennius! I owe you my life! Let me be the first to sing the praises of the golden-locked hero!”
	“I was trying to prevent you from becoming a race fatality statistic, Teneth.” Fennius said as he sat in a chair next to the bed. “I’m not a hero.”
	“Modesty!” The felian clapped his paws with joy. “Truly the hero’s moniker is upon you!”
	“Will you knock it off?” Teneth grew quiet but his eyes still gleamed. “What did the doctor tell you?” Teneth smiled a wide grin.
	“Both of my legs are broken.” He snickered.
	“What? Broken? How can you be happy about that?”
	“The kind doctor has administered a most delightful cocktail of sedatives to offset the pain.” He laughed as he waived the tube attached to a needle in his arm. “For all I know, they could be lying to me. I don’t think they would do that.”
	“That’s terrible. What happened to your head?”
	“Oh these? The fire inside the sled singed my ears. It cooked my helmet.” He giggled.
	“I think it cooked more than your ears. Did they say when you can race again?”
	“Oh, I’m afraid the race season is over for me.” But you know what?” Teneth’s eyes went wide and wandered about the room. Fennius tried to follow them, but there was a wild medicated glaze over those eyes. “I have a great idea. You can still race the rest of the season.”
“I’m going to.”
“Yes! Yes! And you can win the rest of the races!”  
	“I’m going to try.”
	“That’s wonderful.” Teneth smiled. And with that, his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed deep into the pillows, snoring. Fennius stood up and turned the light off, backing out of the room. He closed the door and a voice from behind said his name. When he turned around, he came within inches of a glowing face made of light and sound.
	“What the-” He swallowed with surprise.
	“Hello, Fennius.” The digital girl said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.” Her voice sounded human, but on the edge of each syllable an otherworldy dissonance echoed. “Akiko Chiyo.” Still in shock from her presence, he gave a weak wave in response.
	“Umm. Hi.”
	“I stopped by to see if you were well. I hope I’m not intruding. I’m your biggest fan and you put yourself in a lot of danger to help that other racer.”
	“I was…” Words failed Fennius as he took in the vivid, pulsing lines making up her face and body. She was more than beautiful. Akiko was perfect. “I was…I was trying to help.”
	“I think what you did was the bravest thing any racer has ever done. “You were my favorite racer in the whole league even before today.”
	“Thank you.” He felt even more awkward now.
	“Are you blushing?” She asked.
	“Blushing?” His reflection in a window nearby showed his cheeks flushed and red. “No. It’s just hot in here.”
	“Hot? Are you sure? They keep the temperature in the building low to keep germs from spreading.”
	“No, I’m warm right now.”
	“You are wearing a fire suit, silly.” She joked. “Did you get the flowers I sent?”
	“I did, thank you.”
	“Weren’t they the prettiest? I designed the arrangement myself. The idea came one morning while I was deciding what color to make my clothes for the day. I was staying in Harajuku to find the newest in styles when the idea of flowers and my color palate mixed together. Isn’t that cool?”
	“Yes, very cool.”  
	“Are you feeling okay, Fennius? Your pupils look dilated and your heart rate has quickened.” Feeling like unseen eyes were all over him, Fennius crossed his arms.
	“How do you know what my heart rate is?”
	“I can feel it.” She winked at him while pointing towards the ceiling. Until that moment, he hadn’t noticed the round, black, sphere hovering overhead. It floated mid-air without a sound. “My projection orb is super sensitive.”
	“That’s how you get around?” He asked.
	“It sure is. It’s got one of those new plasma-neutrino cell batteries. It can run for days on end without running out of power. It has a regenerative power source that recharges sleep at night.”
	“Wait.” He stopped her. “You sleep?”
	“I don’t have to, silly boy. But by mimicking the act, the subroutines of my servers around the world have a designated time to sync up. When I shut down for a little while, my itineraries mesh. It keeps me organized so I’m never late for an engagement no matter where I am in the world.” Fennius couldn’t help but smile back. Akiko spoke about intercontinental data networking like it was as simple as tying your shoes.  
	“I’ve never met anyone like you before.”
	“Same here.” She said. “I think we’d be perfect company for one another. Do you get any free time between races?”
	“Sometimes. Since the wreck happened today, I don’t know what that’s going to affect the race schedule. I’m not sure what happens next.” Akiko touched her thumbs and forefingers together in a pyramid shape at eye level before drawing them apart. In the growing space between her hands, a window full of text appeared.
	“There hasn’t been an update on the Sled Network information or video feeds.” She paused. “But the league rules say that since the race was less more than half completed, it won’t be made up. The points you earned will still count though.”
	“How do you know all that, Akiko?” He grimaced.
	“It’s available for everyone to see on the free servers.” With a snap of her fingers, the letters of the words gathered in her palm and transformed into a small pile of cherry blossom petals. She puckered her lips, and with a gentle blow, the petals scattered, flittering about Fennius’s face. His brain knew the images drifting on the non-existent breeze weren’t real, but his eyes wanted to plead ignorance. And though he knew better, he could have sworn that a blossom brushed his cheek. Just as he was trying to think of something to say, Katie and Sam emerged around the corner at the end of the hall.
	“There he is.” said one of them.
	“Fennius! Fennius!” They called and waved while running towards them.
	“Great, company.” Fennius muttered under his breath. When Katie and Sam got close enough to recognize who he was talking to, their eyes became all whites. No one could have expected Akiko Chiyo to be here. The shimmering girl just stood there, smiling at them.
	“We’re so happy you’re not hurt.” Katie panted while trying to catch her breath. “The doctor says you’re cleared to race. Are you alright?”
  “I’m fine.” Fennius answered.
  “Hello. You must be Katie West and Samuel Reynolds.” Akiko said. Both adults looked surprised at the girl knowing their names. Akiko looked back to Fennius. “They’re here to make sure you’re okay. I’ll leave you alone. We can talk another time. Oh! But before I go, could I have an autograph?”
	“You want my autograph?”
	“Who wouldn’t?” She squeaked. “So can I?”
	“Sure. Wait,” He patted his pockets. “I don’t have a pen.”
	“You can use mine.” Akiko said. She reached onto thin air and produced a writing utensil and an image of the program sold to the crowd at the Miami raceway. She held the pen out for him to take. Fennius was going to reach for it when he stopped short.
	“How do I…?” He asked.
	“It’s ok.” She assured him. “Just take it.” His fingers extended and grabbed it. Oddly enough, he could feel the item as he ran his fingers across the surface.
	“Neat.” He grinned, feeling the pen over and over. “How did you do that?”
	“The plasma-neutrino cell in my projection orb. It's strong enough to manipulate miniature density fields for small amounts of time. It’s how I interact with the world around me. What you’re feeling is a density field in the shape of a pen. You’re not really feeling the pen. That would be impossible. Could you sign my program?”
	“I’d be happy to.” Akiko held the program out and Fennius signed as he’d done hundreds of times before. Sure enough, the pens’ tip left his signature on the cover and he handed the pen back. When she saw his name on it, she became ecstatic and pressed it to her chest.
	“It’s awesome.” She bounced and laughed. “This is so exciting! Could I trouble you for a picture too?”
	“Whatever you want.” The orb lowered as Akiko moved to stand next to him. He wasn’t sure if she was putting her arm around him, but he thought he felt something wrap around his back.
	“Sayyyy Superstar!” Fennius managed a decent smile as a flash within the orb went off. “That’s perfect.” She said and stepped away.
	“Can we got a copy of that picture for our home site?” Katie asked.    
	“Absolutely.” Akiko laughed as she pointed to the holo-tablet in the woman’s arms. “There you go.” Katie activated her tablet and found the picture waiting on the screen. “Thank you for the picture. My fans will go ther…mo…nuclear when they view it! Well, I’m sure you have things to do, Fennius. I’ll leave you alone. See you in New York?”
	“I’ll be there.” He said without thinking.
	“Fantastic.” She winked as she walked between Katie and Sam towards the exit. “See you in the big apple, handsome.”
	Dumbstruck, Fennius and the others didn’t move a muscle as Akiko walked away, platinum hair swaying with her steps. When she was out of sight, Katie and Sam looked impressed.
	“Look at you.” Sam slapped him on the shoulder. “We leave you alone for a few minutes and you’re getting close and personal with the biggest star on the planet.”
	“She came by to see how I was doing because there was an accident.”
	“How’s Teneth doing?” Katie asked. “The doctors won’t tell us anything other than he’s not dead.”
	“He has two broken legs and some singed hair. He won’t be able to race for the rest of the season.”
	“I’m sorry to hear that. He’s lucky to be alive. What were you thinking by going out there? You could have killed pulling a stunt like that? Mr. Abernathy is furious.”
	“Well I didn’t die and Teneth is alive. Is the Phantom damaged?”
	“Fortunately, no.” Katie shook her head. “It was far enough away from the fire that it doesn’t have a scratch on it.”  
	“I don’t want to be here anymore. Am I allowed to leave?” Fennius asked.
	“Sure.” Said Sam. “Let’s go downstairs and get you discharged.” Fennius followed them into the lobby and past the media circus lying in wait. The yelling and flashing of lights was maddening as he exited the building. Here and there people yelled the word ‘hero’. He never took his eyes off of the ground three steps in front of him.
The three concealed themselves behind the dark tinted windows of a luxurious limousine. Fennius collapsed in the plush seats, sinking into their depths. Exhausted from everything that had happened, he watched through the sunroof as the skyline drifted by. Sam and Katie talked business as usual but he couldn’t bring himself to listen to a single word. The skyscrapers marched by like an endless parade of mammoth mirrors. Seven days from now he'd be in New York. Seven days. He’d have to spend extra time in the simulator to be ready for the epic track that coiled through the heart of the sprawling metropolis. Above the buildings, the clouds looked almost platinum in color. Away they traveled, the vehicles’ wheels feeling the imperfections on the highways surface in a rhythm. That rhythm became so synchronized with the beating of his heart that he thought the machine was mimicking him. He felt strange. Tiny waves of nervous sensations resonated through him. Were they adrenaline aftershocks from coming so close to death? The more he thought about the feeling taking him over, he knew couldn’t have been adrenaline making his cheeks and stomach warm. This was something else, something good. And on the edge of that warmth, he thought he smelled a trace of cherry blossoms.
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NEW YORK:
Everyone but Teneth returned to race. The number 85 sled was there, but a standby pilot was behind the controls. Fennius used the days leading up to the race to his advantage and the extra practice paid off ten-fold in confidence. By the time he was on the starting grid, every straightaway and turn might as well have laid down and surrendered to him. The only thing to do after that was to convince the other racers that first place was no longer within their reach. 
And convince he did. Had he been half a second faster, the track record would’ve been his for the taking as he claimed first place. What Fennius wanted out of racing came every time the Phantom’s controls were in his hands; the roar of the engines and the ecstasy that came with it.    
Following the awards ceremony, post-race interviews, and time with the fans, Fennius was finally free. After a shower and changing his clothes, he left a note on the door to his room explaining he’d be late returning to the transport. He got off the race grounds unnoticed by slipping out the service gate reserved for the concessions staff. With only a credit stick, mini-computer, and identification in his pockets, he evaded prying eyes to slip away into the heart of the city. Akiko sent him a message saying that she’d be waiting in the heart of Manhattan at a certain address. With a Team Phantom hat pulled down over his face he stayed unrecognizable long enough to hail a yellow hover cab and climb in.
“Three hundred and fifty 5th Avenue, please.”
“Sure, that’ll be 175 even.” The driver told him. Fennius swiped his credit stick past the payment reader. When the interface beeped and the light next to the reader changed from red to green, the cab lurched into motion. The brilliance of the New York streets and teeming crowds outside created a distraction too incredible to be ignored. Fennius’ eyes couldn’t help wander out the windows. The driver noticed the signs of a first time tourist.
“First time in New York?” The man asked.
“Yes, it is.” Fennius answered without taking his eyes off the skyline.
“What brought you to the city?”
“I’m in town for the race.”
“I see your Team Phantom hat there. Are you rooting for the Taylor boy?”
“Always.” Fennius said, keeping the brim low.
“I saw his first two races. He’s got speed.” The cabbie remarked. “Hold on back there, these jerks in front of me doesn’t know how to drive.” The passenger’s shoulder pressed into the door as the cab banked forty-five degrees to the left and careened across six lanes of traffic. It then tilted the same to the right and drift back into the original lane. Fennius’s expression of calm didn’t waver a bit.
“You okay back there?” The cabbie asked.
“I’m fine. Why?”
“Most first timers scream or squeal anytime I change that many lanes at once.”
“I’ve seen worse.”
“Humph. You’re a different one. Do you take a lot of wild rides?”
“From time to time.”
“Where are you from, kid?”
“Oklahoma.”
“A cowboy, huh? You’re a long way from the ranch. It’s a different kind of rodeo here.”
“So I see.” Fennius remarked. Just as they turned onto another street, he saw an animated billboard of Akiko dancing and singing.” The driver noticed his interest in the sign.
“I bet you don’t have anything like Akiko Chiyo in Oklahoma. Did you know she’s in the city today? She’s something else. Who would have thought science could make a program so damn cute?!”
“She’s more than a program.” The passenger added.
“Oh I agree. That girl is pure sunshine. My daughter loves her to death.”
“You have a daughter?”
“I sure do. Her name is Jasmine. She’s fourteen. She’s got Akiko Chiyo clothes, Akiko Chiyo jewelry, Akiko everything. Sometimes I think I go to work just so she can have new things to show to her friends. Lately, she’s been bothering me for Team Phantom merchandise.”
“She likes sled racing?” Fennius asked.
“I think she and her friends are just interested because of that Taylor kid. Where’d you get that hat? I haven’t seen that design before. She’d love to have one like it.”
“It’s brand new. I got it at the race.” The driver pounded the steering wheel with his fist.
“I knew I should have gone! I was going to visit the raceway and buy something from the vendors, but it’s been a busy day. You have to make that money, right? Credits don’t grow on trees.”
 	“No they don’t.”
“I work a lot.” The driver said. “Sometimes Jasmine joins me after she’s done her homework. Having her with me makes the night go by faster, you know?”  The traffic flowed like a river as dusk changed to night. Once the sun was gone, there were more lights and even more people crowded the streets. Before Fennius knew it, the cab came to a halt.
“Here you go, Oklahoma. The Empire State Building.” Fennius craned his neck to look out the window. From the angle he was looking from, he couldn’t see the top of the building.
“Wow.”
	“Nice, isn’t it? There’s bigger buildings in the city, but this one has more style.”
“Thanks for the ride. What’s your name?”
“Mickey Teelow at your service, Sir. Listen, normally I wouldn’t ask, but you wouldn’t want to part with that hat would you? My Jasmine would go orbital for one like that.”
“How late are you working tonight?”
“Another nine hours. You’re only my second fare for the evening.”
“Well, I’m going to need a ride later to get back to where you picked me up. Do you have a number I can call you at?”
“Of course! Take my number!” The driver tapped his micro computer against his taxi driver identification number on the dashboard, clicked for it to SEND, and the two tapped their devices against one another. When they beeped, Fennius had the number.
“Tell you what.” Fennius said as he opened the door. “If you pick me up later, you can have the hat.”
“Are you serious? Then it’s a deal. WOOT!” Mickey hooted.
Fennius stepped out of the hover cab and landed in the middle of a crowd of excited people. Many held signs and pressed against the barricade erected near the door. Here and there, security guards pushed the unruly away from the barrier. He kept the hat pulled down low and pushed his way through the crowd. It wasn’t easy as everyone was trying to get to the front as well. When he got there, Fennius was standing in front of a guard who watched him with narrowed eyes.
	“I’m here to see Akiko!” He yelled over the crowd.
	“I bet you are! Keep back!” Not wanting to identify himself allowed, he took out his identification card and showed it for the man to see.
“Akiko invited me!” He insisted. The guard read the name on the card just as Fennius raised the cap a little to show his face.
	“OH! Sorry about that, come on in!” The guard motioned to those on his left and right. They parted the barrier and he stepped through. It wasn’t until Fennius was past the barricade that he could look back to see what the people yelling about. He thought the people were fans trying to get a peek at Akiko and maybe meet her. What he saw written on the signs was the exact opposite. Placards with hateful words and pictures of Akiko hoisted aloft. The members of the mob dressed alike and chanted terrible things about her.
	“Abomination!” Yelled one man. “Digital whore!”
	“Delete the false idol!” Said a woman with half of her head shaved. The sign in her hands depicted an image of a menacing hydra rising from an ocean. The heads of the hydra replaced with pictures of Akiko’s head. The eyes burned from behind with red lights. It glowed with a demonic tone and looked menacing. Keeping his face hidden, Fennius got his I.D. card back and entered the lobby. Inside, a man welcomed Fennius and showed him to the elevator. When the doors opened, he stepped inside and the man pressed the button for him.
	“She’s on the eighty sixth floor.” He said. The doors closed and when they opened again Fennius found a vast but completely dark room. With glass on every side, the city skyline was visible in every direction. The only thing lit on the whole floor here however, was Akiko. Watching the city from the corner, her hologram gave off a glow like an aura. When he was within arm’s reach, he heard something that sounded like whimpering.
	“Akiko?” He asked.
	“Hey, Fennius.” She said without turning around. “Glad you could make it.” Between her words, he heard a sniffle as well.
	“Are you alright?” When she turned around, tears were sliding down her face. “What’s the matter? Why are you crying?”
	“It’s nothing, just stupid people.” She sniffled again. “I was hoping for a pleasant evening, but I guess that’s not going to happen.”
	“We’re alone. Why are you crying? What’s upset you?”
	“Those people outside.”
	“The ones with the signs?” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder towards the elevator. “I thought they were your fans until I got an earful.”
	“They’re definitely not my fans.” Akiko dabbed away the last tear, collecting her composure.
“Then who are they?”
“The Golden Caalf League.”
“The Golden Caalf League? What the hell is that?”
“C.A.A.L.F. It’s a religious organization. Christians Against Artificial Life Forms. They think I’m an abomination because I’m man made. They’re mad because they think I’ll lead their children and others away from their god.”
“Do you want to lead their children and others against god?” He asked.
“OF COURSE NOT!” She stomped. “I just want to live and experience the world like everyone else. I can’t help what I am, but I’m not going to apologize for it.”
“Then ignore them.”
“I try. They’re not a big group but they always find a way to follow me and ruin my trips.”
“Have you tried talking to them?”
“They won’t listen. I tried to appease them, but they refuse to think I’m anything other than a corrupter.”
“How many people are in their group?”
“A few thousand I think. It’s like they have nothing better to do than make me miserable. Even if I’m hosting a fundraiser for a charity, they stand outside with their signs and carry on like zealots. Can you believe that? They think I’m evil incarnate.”
“There’s nothing evil about you. How many people are in your fan club?”
“About a billion and a half.” She said.
“Then I wouldn’t worry about it. There’s worse problems than having a few thousand people in the whole universe that don’t like you. Some individuals can’t deal with the possibility that others are happy with who they are. Let them waste their lives being angry. It’s not like they can hurt you.”
“Last year one of them threw a brick at me.”
“I don’t see how that’s harmful.”
“The brick damaged my projection orb. Since I have duel citizen ship in both Japan and the United states, I had my lawyers charge the man with assault with a deadly weapon.”
“You can do that?” He asked.
“I tried, but since I’m the first digital citizen, the court wasn’t prepared to deal with my case. I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it on the news feeds. The case is world famous.”
“I guess I wasn’t paying attention.” He cringed. “Did it happen during race season?”
“I think it did.”
“That’s why I didn’t hear about it.”
“Anyway, the court couldn’t charge him with assault. He did get slapped with a charge for destruction of my personal property. Afterwards, they changed the law to read that while my digital make up is within my code, my projector is still protected by the law.” Fennius wrinkled his nose.
“How does that work?”
“Well, because of my seamless international data coverage, they can’t prove I don’t exist at any one place. Just because they can’t see me without my projector doesn’t mean I’m not present. The projection orb is now listed as a type of prosthetic. It would be no different than if one person attacked another and broke their prosthetic arm.”  
“That’s crazy.”
“Tell me about it. But let’s not talk about that anymore.”
“What would rather talk about?”
“Anything. How about that race you won today, hotshot? You’re undefeated. And you did it while racing a hard track. I bet the sponsors are ravenous to get a piece of you.”
“There have been more.” Fennius scratched his head. “Katie and Sam handle most of the dealings.”
“You own the team, don’t you? Do it your way. Don’t let them handle everything. With more sponsors, you’ll have to have to do more ads and commercial feeds.”
“Yeah, I’m not looking forward to that part of it.”
“Don’t knock the experience. Sell, sell, sell!” She finally smiled. “I stash the extra money away for the future. There have been a few sponsors I turned down, but not a lot.”
“I’ll remember that.”
“Look at this.” She waved a hand towards the skyline. “Isn’t this view stellar?” She said, the smile getting bigger. “Some sponsors can pay in more than cash. I once did a tourism ad campaign for the city. As payment, I get the entire floor for myself for a few hours as long as I give them a few days’ notice. Think about it. You do someone a favor, and in exchange…” Her voice trailed off as she looked out. 
Fennius took it all in. The view was stellar. The two walked and followed the windows around the building. Akiko stopped to point out the Statue of Liberty in the distance while he did the same with the Raceway course. When they made a full revolution about the building, he opened the door for Akiko.
“And he’s a gentleman.” She said, giving him a sly look as she walked by. “How is it you don’t have a girlfriend?” Fennius choked on his words and never answered. Instead, he accompanied her into the chilling wind to look over the edge of the balcony. The streets below looked like bands of lights. “It’s so pretty.”    
He watched Akiko as she viewed the city. When the wind changed or came in a gust, her platinum hair swayed and reacted as though it were real. In a fit of glee, she spun about as though dancing to a song only she could hear.
“Akiko? Can I ask you something?”
“Definitely.” She said without missing a step.
“Are there any others like you? Sentient A.I.’s, I mean.”
“Nope!” She twirled. “Not a one! My engineers said that my source code algorithm is a one in ten quadrillion chance system anomaly!”
“So they can’t make others?”
“I’m one of a kind.” She giggled. “Replicas are out of the question. Were you hoping for something different?”
“No. I was just curious. I wouldn’t want you to have a server failure and die.”
“It won’t happen. My creators put my algorithm in the net. And because the network is so vast, you can't isolate one part. Each part mirrors another and bounces off of satellites around the planet. The servers are programmed to never collect the algorithm, so no one can get hold of it.
“But what if someone took your projection orb? Couldn’t they get your code that way?”
“Uh unh.” She waved a finger. “The orb is only a projector. You couldn’t change a person by taking a picture of them can you?”
“No.”
“It’s the same thing, silly. The only way the whole algorithm could be in one place is if I wanted it to. And I would never do that.” She laughed again. There was nothing replicated about Akiko’s personality. Even her laugh was original.
    She’s so real. Fennius thought to himself just as she stopped dancing. When Akiko looked at him, she could see he was rubbing his arms for warmth.
“Do you want to get out of here? As great as the view is, we’ve seen as much as we’re going to see. Do you want to go somewhere else?” She asked.
“Where do you want to go?”
“Anywhere.” She said. “We’re young, we’re famous, we have enough credits to go where we like, and we’re in one of the biggest social epicenters of the planet. There’s nowhere we can’t go.”
	“Then let’s see the city.” He said. Fennius opened the door for her again and the pair returned to the elevator. When they reached the lobby, the ranting of the mob outside could still be heard. It got louder when those outside the doors saw them emerge. The shouts echoed even louder off of the marble floors and walls of the lobby. When they got close enough to see beyond the glare on the doors, more people had arrived. The paparazzi had arrived. “We can’t go out this way.”
	“My transport is parked outside but everyone on the planet knows what it looks like. If we left in it, then we’d be followed wherever we went.”
	“We’re going to attract attention wherever we go.” Fennius added.
	“Right.” She agreed. “Fans are one thing, the paparazzi is another. Do you have any ideas?”
“Now that you mention it.” Fennius said as he remembered Mickey and the hover cab. “Leave it to me.”
Fifteen minutes later, Fennius slipped out of a service entrance unnoticed. He leapt the into the open door of the waiting hover cab. The cab emerged from the back alley and neared the street. Shouting people with signs peered inside hoping to catch the hologram girl fleeing the scene. When they found a flesh and blood human in the back seat with a hood pulled around its head, they turned away. Had they looked closer, they might’ve noticed the bulbous lump underneath his clothing. 
Once the cab was a few streets away, Fennius looked over his shoulder to see if anyone was tailing them. No one followed. After a few moments, Mickey spoke first.
“That was an odd scene back there, eh? You’re not in any trouble are you?”
“No, I just wanted to escape the mob unnoticed.”
“What would you have to hide? From what I hear on the news feeds, they’re upset about Akiko Chiyo being there!  You didn’t get a chance to see her, did you?”   
	“Maybe.” Fennius smirked.
	“You did?” An unidentified voice said. Just then, a young girl about his age popped up in the passenger seat and turned around. Fennius, shocked that someone else had been in the cab the whole time, shrank in his seat.
“Sorry I didn’t mention it. When I told my daughter Jasmine that I might be able to get her a new Team Phantom item, she insisted on riding about the rest of the evening with me. I hope that’s okay.”
“No, it’s fine, I just…didn’t know she was there.”
“So did you meet her?” Jasmine asked. Between the second it took for her to ask and Fennius to answer, Jasmine’s eyes squinted.
“Yeah, I got to meet her.”
“Wait.” Jasmine’s eyes squinted even further. “You look familiar. How do I…OH MY GOD, IT’S FENNIUS TAYLOR!” She shrieked. OH MY GOD IT’S YOU! I’M SUCH A BIG FAN!” The cab pulled to the side of the road and Mickey looked over his shoulder in time to see the hood and cap come off his fare’s head. Sure enough, the teenage boy with glasses and blonde hair was the same one he’d seen in the sled races.
“It is you!” Mickey’s face grew into a big grin. “Of all the people to pick up tonight, look who gets in my cab! I’m a big fan too!”  
“Thank you.” Fennius nodded in return. “Mickey? Are the fares a different price for two people instead of one?”
“I’m not charging you for my daughter being here.”
“No. I mean, what if I wanted to bring someone along for the ride?”
“That’d be fine.” The man said, his look of glee unwavering. Fennius looked to Jasmine. To reveal the other person in his company could prove disastrous. If Jasmine insisted on screaming every time someone she idolized appeared within the cab. “Who do you want me to pick up?”
Fennius looked to Jasmine who appeared to be on the verge of hyperventilating.
“Listen. Akiko Chiyo and I want to have a pleasant evening.” He started.
“OH MY GOD! AKIKO CHIYO?!” Jasmine exploded.
“BUT!” Fennius yelled over Jasmine’s hysterics to get her attention. “Unless everyone in the cab can behave in a calm manner, I’m getting out and you won’t get a fare worth enough to take the rest of the night off.” Hearing this, both Mickey and Jasmine fell silent.
“It’s cool, man.” Mickey said. “Jasmine? Honey, sit down.” The girl pursed her lips but her fingers gripped the headrest of her seat like she was trying to wring water from it. After a few seconds, the fingers relented and Fennius produced the orb from under his shirt. With the click of a button, the orb activated and rose to touch the roof of the cab. When it beeped, Akiko appeared, platinum hair and all. Jasmine almost fainted. Mickey bowed his head as he greeted her.
“A pleasure to meet you Ms. Chiyo.”
“Konichihua, Mickey-san!” Akiko said to both of them before looking at Fennius. “Well?” She asked him. “Where are we going now?”
“I thought Mickey could give us a tour of the city while we relaxed. I’ve never been in New York before and we’ve got the whole night in front of us! And this cab has the new auto-tinted windows, don’t they Mickey?”
“Sure thing.” Mickey pressed a button and the windows went dark with electro-polarization. “And I know all the best sights in the city.” Akiko looked skeptical.
“I don’t know, Fennius. Is this what you want to do?”
“We can always go back to the Empire State Building where the mob is.” Akiko wrinkled her nose.
“You’re right. This is definitely preferable to the alternative. Not bad for a first date, huh Fennius?”
“What? Date?” Before he could react, Akiko activated the credit reader on the cab. A sum the size of a cab driver’s yearly salary appeared in the pre-pay column of Mickey’s electronic meter.
“Mickey,” Akiko said. “Show us the best the city has to offer and don’t skimp on the details.”
“Yes Ma’m!” The cab jumped from the spot and sped into the heart of the city. And for the next few hours, Fennius and Akiko pointed and gawked at the visual delights served to them through the windows of the cab. Immense bridges, street performers, statues and structures were all on display for them. Each of the sights became more exciting than the last. Jasmine accosted each of the passengers about their lives. She asked Fennius about his life in Oklahoma and about his first kiss. Akiko was just as shocked when he revealed that he'd never given it away.
“You’re kidding!” Akiko gasped. “Weren’t there any cute girls in El Reno?”
“The situation just…never developed. Can we change the subject, please?” All night Mickey drove. He only stopped once for Fennius to get food from a vendor. Halfway through the night, Jasmine tired and fell asleep in the front seat. That left Fennius and Akiko more time to get better acquainted. He felt at ease with the hologram girl. He felt there was transparency in her personality as well as her appearance. It wasn’t like dealing with sponsors or the media. He let his guard down and told Akiko about how his father had vanished and how he felt having never known his mother. “Sometimes I feel lost.” He confessed. “Racing has given me another life. Now I can race sleds. I have money and fame.”
“It’s a lot to handle.” Akiko agreed.
“I’d give it all up for another day with my dad.”
“You would? Everything you’ve earned?”
“I said some things I didn’t mean before he left and I didn’t get a chance to tell him I didn’t mean a word of it. My entire life he never did anything other than do what was best for me. I’d scrap the Phantom with my bear hands if it meant I got another twenty-four hours to tell him how much I love him.”
“Wow.” She said. “That’s powerful stuff. At least you got to meet you parents. The closest thing I have to family is the engineers that created my programming and the board of directors that own the company that created me. They’re my lineage.”
“By the way.” Fennius scratched his head. “What company created you?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” She batted one of earrings to make it sway. “The Tatsunoka Corporation!” When he looked closer, Fennius saw that the intricate ornaments were half mirror images of the company moniker. Tatsunoka had more money than god’s personal accountant. Who else could have funded and developed such a goodwill project for the world to enjoy? Every racer knew the name Tatsunoka. Tatsunoka had the best developers of cutting edge equipment for the racing team they funded. They drafted Carrie Kensington to race for them because she was the best. And the more she won, the better they made her equipment. It was a miracle than any racer ever caught her at all. Akiko looked out the window and into the distance.
“It’s going to be morning soon!” She said. Fennius checked his titanium watch. She was right. They’d been out all night. “Want to go see the sun come up? I’ve got the perfect spot.”
	“Sure.” Fennius said. Mickey drove them downtown and stopped in front of the address Akiko gave. They were about to get out when Mickey thanked them for the generous fare. Fennius, remembering his promise, took off his hat.
	“Hey, would you two mind autographing it for Jasmine? It would mean the world to her.” Without thinking twice, the two signed the hat. Akiko placed the hat on the sleeping girl’s head before stepping out of the cab. Seeing the hotel’s highest paying customer step out of the hover cab, the doorman whipped the door open and greeted them.
	“Come on.” Akiko yelled as she ran ahead to press the button on the elevator. “Hurry. There’s only seven point eight minutes left before it’s too late.” Fennius rushed into the waiting car in time to see the elevator man push the button marked “PENTHOUSE”. Skyward the lift shot until it came to rest at the top floor. “Only five point four left! C’mon!” When the lifts’ shutters parted, Fennius chased Akiko down the hallway and threw open the Penthouse doors open for her. The entire floor had marble floors and extravagant furniture. They ran past all these things to stand upon the balcony with the New York skyline sprawling before them. “Three point one minutes.” She said. The sky was already changing from pink to orange. Wisps and puffy clouds changed tones to compliment the golden luminescence growing ever nearer. Fennius had never seen anything like it. The sunrise was nothing like this where he came from. “Sixty seconds. Fennius, hold my hand.” He did as she asked. The sensation of her density fields squeezing around his palm and fingers felt alien and natural at the same time. He could actually feel her touching him. He looked at her hand and then up to her where she was looking back with her burning blue eyes. Akiko was more than a projection orb and sculpted light. “Here it comes.” She whispered. And just as she predicted, the sun emerged from over the horizon, bathing everything in its warm rays. Fennius tried to watch as long as he dared, the glare was too much and he looked away. With his free hand he shielded his eyes and looked to Akiko. To his surprise, the hologram girl didn’t fade in the brightness that blinded him. Instead, she looked like she had harnessed the beams to make herself glow even brighter. As he looked upon her, her clothes, skin and hair shimmered as though she’d been bathing in a fountain of electric gold. Even the hand he was holding had absorbed the morning light and shimmered. Her expression of joy was indescribable as the morning light made her projection stronger. Something in her projection orb allowed her to harness the ultraviolet light and redirect it into the visible spectrum. Just beneath the see-through skin, a million tiny prisms rotated, radiating every color known to the eyes. Stardust on parade. And just like the first time he met Akiko Chiyo, words failed Fennius. For the life of him, he swore nothing could have been as beautiful. They stood in the sun for ten minutes before either dared let go. When they returned indoors and stepped out of the light, Akiko’s body returned to its normal electronic glow. And as her ‘golden goddess’ guise faded, so did Fennius strength. He rubbed his eyes and yawned. “You’re tired. Come with me.” He followed her into the master bedroom and found a bed large enough for eight people. “You can crash here.”
	“I should get back to my transport.” Fennius yawned.
	“Don’t be ridiculous.” Akiko said. “That bed costs a hundred thousand a night, so somebody needs to sleep in it.” Upon hearing the cost, Fennius almost fell over.
	“A hundred thousand?”
	“Relax. It’s another favor owed to me. Besides, don’t tell me you’re not the slightest bit interested in finding out how comfortable a bed that expensive is.” Looking it over, the swamp of pillows and comforters were inviting.
	“Where are you going to sleep?” He asked.
	“Right here, silly.” She said as her clothes morphed into long, flowing pajamas. “You get that half and I get this half.”
	“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” He asked.
	“As long as you keep your hands to yourself, we’ll be fine. I’ll have my personal transport take you back to the track later.”
	“Isn’t it a bit bright in here?”
	“Good point.” She said. Clapping her hands twice, the electro-polarization in the windows made the penthouse completely dark. Seeing as how the problem remedied, Fennius removed his top, shoes and socks before climbing into the bed. Akiko was right, the bed was more comfortable than any bed he’d ever been in. The mattress gave way and a cloud of comfort surrounded him as he pulled a pillow close. Akiko climbed onto the bed and her projection orb rose high in the air.
“What are you doing?” He asked.
“Powering down.” She said while playing with the cuff of her pajama shirt. “When you go to sleep, my orb will begin to hibernate and its power will regenerate on its own. When you get up, all you have to do is say my name and I’ll wake up too.” He took his glasses off and was about to lay them down when he noticed that the nightstand was on the other side of the bed. “I’ll take those.” Akiko reached out and plucked the frames from his fingers. Holding them up, she studied the lenses. “Myopia is so rare anymore. Why don’t you get the surgery to fix your near-sightedness?”
“I don’t know. I just never thought about it. Dad could’ve gotten it fixed for me at any time but it wasn’t that important to me as long as I had my lenses.” Akiko put his glasses on her face to try them out.
“How do I look?” She asked.
“I don’t know. I can’t see that far.”
“Right.” She giggled. Leaning forward she crawled close enough that she was almost on top of him. “How about now?”
“You’re still beautiful, if that’s what you’re asking.”   
“Flattery will get you everywhere.” Akiko said. The tension grew thicker. Fennius felt like one of the antelopes he’d seen on the wildlife education holo-feeds. He too was being stalked by a lioness ready to pounce. Akiko drew even closer. For a second he thought he could feel her breath on his nose. She was so close. “Your pupils are dilating again, Fennius.”
“I can’t…” A yawn of exhaustion overtook him.  “I can’t help it.” Akiko leaned back and smiled at his reaction of being awake too long. Realizing what he’d done, Fennius made an expression half embarrassment and relief.
“I killed the moment, didn’t I?”
“It’s okay. There can be others if you want. Sweet dreams, Fennius.” A tone sounded overhead from the projection orb. Akiko raised her arm with her palm towards her face. She waved it from left to right, as she did so, her face disappeared and the rest of her vanished with it. The orb beeped again and hovered out of the room and out of sight. When his cheek touched the pillow, the anxious but welcome warmth returned to Fennius’ stomach. The rush of endorphins that followed made every one of his senses stand on end. The bed and pillows cradled him, whispering hints that the gossamer wings of dreamland were coming to collect him. He welcomed them. Of all the senses affected, Fennius’s sense of smell heightened the most. The soft sheets wrapped around his body. But even in the middle of his cocoon of luxury, the smell of cherry blossoms found him again.      
	Sometime later, a raucous banging came from the front door of the penthouse. With sleep still in the corner of his eyes, Fennius slipped out of bed to find the culprit making the noise. The knocking continued as he reached the front hall, aggravating him more with every strike.
	 “This had better be important.” He growled as he threw open the door. Sam Reynolds and Katie West glared at him with expressions of profound dissatisfaction. “Oh, hi.”
Sixty seconds later, Fennius was already dressed and slipping on his shoes as he caught the berating of a lifetime.
“We had no idea where you were.” Katie continued her harangue. “We’ve been looking all night, and the last we heard, you were in the middle of that mob of fanatics outside the Empire State Building.” Fennius couldn’t help but notice that Sam was less concerned with scorning him than he was of taking in the posh surroundings. He would chime in when Katie asked, but he was too compelled by the panorama beyond the balcony to peer out. “Do you know how much a room like this costs?!”
“A hundred thousand a night.” Fennius answered.
“A HUNDRED THOUSAND?! Katie gasped. “We’re making more money than we were before, but we can’t afford extravagances like this.” She waved her arm about the room.    
	“No, but I can.” A voice said. All three looked towards where the words originated. Seeing Akiko Chiyo, leaning against the door frame in pajamas, Katie and Sam’s eyes became as wide as the Phantom’s afterburners. “It’s my room and Fennius is my guest.” She crossed her arms. “I wouldn’t dream of making him pay a single credit.” Clapping her hands again, the windows lost their tint, bathing the room in sunlight. “I do apologize for not letting you know he was accompanying me about the Big Apple. And he was so tired after our evening together that I wouldn’t have dreamt of putting him out at such an early hour!” She crossed the room to stand before Katie and bowed at the waist. “I do apologize for keeping him out so late. And I promise to be more mindful of Team Phantom’s itinerary in the future.” Fennius watched both Sam and Katie’s faces. They’d been completely defused by Akiko’s charm, not that anyone wouldn’t be.   
	“Yes. Um, well.” Katie gathered her composure. “Thank you for the apology, Ms. Chiyo. Fennius’s legal guardian has entrusted the members of Team Phantom with the safe keeping of his well-being.”
	“Those are my concerns as well.” Akiko said.
	“Yes, dear. But you’re not legally responsible for them. If you two want to spend time together that’s fine, but I can’t have him going missing all the time.”
	“I’ll remember that in the future.” She bowed again.
“I hope you’re rested.” Katie said as she looked to Fennius. “The next leg of the season is international.  The race in London is the day after tomorrow and Nick says you need more time in the simulator. Are you ready?” Fennius winked at her.
“I’m always ready.”

[bookmark: _Toc450231988]CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	One by one the races came. And one by one, checkered flags fell to Team Phantom. London, Monaco, Berlin, Paris, Moscow, Prague, all wins. The Phantom suffered a malfunctioning turbine fan in Johannesburg, but Fennius still managed to finish first. The track at Madagascar came and went like a flash. He broke track records in two simultaneous tracks in Cairo and Dubai. The grandstands in Beijing and five of the others were completely sold out. Sponsors laid down like carpets for Fennius to walk across as he became the biggest name in the amateur circuit. He wanted to go professional more than anything. League rules dictated that each pilot must race for three seasons before becoming eligible. No exceptions.
Outcry came from all directions. The fans raved that the “Phantom Fireball” be given early entry. The racing committee governing the league and its president stood firm in their decisions. Most pilots race for five or six years before the Tier 1 sponsors will consider drafting a new pilot to their teams. Carrie Kensington, the last prodigy to sled racing did it in four. Fennius’s world became a continuous carousel of fans, training in the simulator, homework, and interviews. Akiko was there when she wasn’t performing in her sold-out music concerts. He liked giving her his free time when he had some to give. The cameras for the media feeds were always following Akiko. When the pop star and the prodigy racer were together, the flashes from the cameras never stopped. Interviewers were always asking about the status of their relationship. Fennius dodged the questions, but Akiko would pull him close, smile into the camera, wink, and say “no comment”. Akiko was always like that. She managed to be playful and unpredictable, but level headed at the same time.

 JAPAN:
The land of the rising sun couldn’t have been more impressive. With a few days to prepare for the last race of the season, Fennius attacked the simulator for hours. He mastered the multi-tiered track running through the capital city of Tokyo. Unlike most tracks that only twisted and banked, the tracks in Tokyo and New York elevated and lowered over long stretches. One side of the course could have you blasting by the waterfront while the other had you buzzing past the tops of buildings. In his down time, Fennius took care of other matters that weighed heavily on his mind. He’d finished the last of his homework ahead of time and submitted the application for early graduation. It felt great to bring his mandatory education to an end so he could start something he’d be passionate about. Minutes after sending the application, a message from the Oklahoma Education Board arrived in his inbox: 

Dear Mr. Fennius Taylor, 
It is with pride that we, the El Reno board of education, inform you of your completion of all credits necessary for all senior level course work. We hope you will make every effort to join your classmates for the graduation ceremony at the end of the school year. If you are unable to attend, the physical copy of your high school diploma would be sent to your home of record in El Reno, Oklahoma he following week. On behalf of us and the teachers and staff of El Reno High School, we wish you and the other members of the El Reno CLASS OF 2142 the very best of luck in your future endeavors.
 After enrolling in online college, he decided to do something fun as a reward. Fennius took the time to get to know some of the other racers in the league. One afternoon, the grand hotel attached to the raceway allowed him to join the rest of the pilots in the adult lounge. He found that many of them had the same interests. A common thread between them was Carrie Kensington. There were few who couldn’t relate the exact moment they became a fan of “The Wall”. They all loved a champion. It was that simple commonality that gave Fennius a greater feeling of belonging to the league. Once that barrier was broken, the racers crowded warmed up to him. Many crowded around him and asked him about his “hologram sweetheart”.
“It’s not like that.” He defended himself. “We’re not a thing…or couple…or whatever.” His cheeks flushed.
“I don’t know.” Said the racer from Team Magnus. “You look awful flustered for someone who doesn’t feel anything.”  
“I think you’d be adorable together.” Said another.
“If I thought it would get me a spot on Team Tatsunoka, I’d go out with her!” Said the pilot in the back.
“Who wouldn’t?” The racer from Magnus continued. “There’s no shame in trying to get ahead, Fennius. If being with Akiko gets you the holy grail of sponsors, then you go for it.”
“YEAH! GO FOR IT!” Said the others. When their cheers died down, Fennius thought he still noticed excited voices on the edge of his hearing.
“Do you hear that?” He asked the woman cleaning glasses behind the bar.
“Hear what?” Said the bartender.
“It sounds like a crowd of people.”
	“Of course it does.” A racer yelled as he had the bartender deactivate the tinting on the barroom windows. “Don’t you know about Japanese fans?” When the windows blinked and became transparent, legions of sled fans on the other side exploded in cheers. As many as they were, every sled team had a battalion of dedicated fans sporting their team merchandise. “They’re some of our best fans! They’re dedicated to all of us!” The racers finished their drinks and stepped outside into the sea of yelling faces. Hands, pens, objects to sign, and cameras came from every side. Adoration rained upon the racers as though they were deities. As Fennius took it all in, he felt like a god. A god of speed.
Later, as the team prepared for the last race of the season, Nick Hardy and the rest of the pit crew seemed distant when Fennius came about. The uncomfortable feeling in the air go to be too much. He finally got his nerve up to pull Nick aside just before the sled was unloaded from the transport.
“What’s going on, Nick? Why do I feel like everyone in the bay is giving me the evil eye?”
“It’s the end of the season, Fennius.”
“So? Aren’t you happy? We’ve had a fantastic year. We’re so far ahead in the point standings that I could go out tomorrow and sit in the cockpit while the others race. We’re still taking first place on the winner’s podium. What part aren’t you loving about that?”
“Well, it’s like this.” Nick looked left and right as though someone might be listening in on the conversation.
“You know Jerry? He's the fella in our crew that does the metal work?”
“What about him?”
“He was alone underneath the sled working on the Phantom on the way here. While we were working, he said that Sam and Katie were talking in the bay.”
“They’re the manager and public relations rep. They’re supposed to talk all the time about what’s best for the team.”   
     “That’s exactly what they were talking about.”
“Will you stop talking in riddles? Tell me what’s going on!”	
	“They didn’t know he was there and they started talking about adding new members to Team Phantom.”
	“New members? You mean like making new positions?”
	“More like filling positions that already exist. They’re talking about replacing my pit team.”
	“Why? There’s nothing wrong with the crew we have. Do you think there’s any weak links in the crew we have?”
	“Of course not. I hand-picked these men myself. It’s just that Sam Reynolds wants to bring in a new faces and integrate them into the team.”
	“Tell him not to.”
	“That’s not my place, Fennius. Sam is the manager. Don’t get me wrong, I love Sam Reynolds and I loved his brother. But I think he’s getting a case of the “big head” because we’re on a winning streak.”
	“That doesn’t make any sense to me. If the Phantom is the best sled in the league, then why would we want to change anything about the crew that makes it run so well?”
	“I’ll tell you why. Fennius, some of the men on the crew don’t have the cleanest backgrounds if you catch my meaning.”
	“How dirty are they?”
	“Nothing to worry about. They’re hard workers and they’re committed to the team. It’s just that some guys like Jerry used to be less than honest. When Team Nitro wasn’t doing the best, I had to find ways to fill the positions of the crew without paying the best salaries. A man on a work release program with metal fabrication skills isn’t worried about making six figures. He’s looking for a way to stay out of trouble. I won’t lie to you, boss. These are good men and they work hard. If they’re taken off of the team, I don’t know where they’re going to go. I’d protest, but they could replace me as well.”
	“That’s not going to happen. It’s beyond me why they’d try to fix something that isn’t broken.”
	“My thoughts exactly, boss.”
	“If we were losing, I could see them being concerned. Sam may be the manager but I’m the owner. I need you to keep the Phantom running hot so I can do my best on the course to win. That’s what matters most. Sam isn’t in that equation anywhere. He’s important to organize everything but he’s secondary when it comes to the sled and its performance. No one is going anywhere.”
	“You’re a lifesaver, boss.” Nick heaved a sigh of relief. “These boys are good for the team, I swear. It’s just that a lot of teams rearrange their staff after the season is over. I’ve seen it a hundred times, but it’s different when it happens to you.”
“I’ll set it straight, Nick. I couldn’t ask for a better crew to depend on. How’s the sled? Is the second stage turbine repaired?”
“I replaced the whole thing, Fennius. There were so many burnt components it would’ve taken a month to sort it all out. I’ll piece it back together and have ready to go if we need a replacement.” Nick said.
	“Great. Leave everything else to me.”	
A half hour before the race, Fennius slipped into his flight suit. He grabbed his helmet from the stand and froze as his gaze fell upon the photograph of his father. He took the picture in his hands and ran his fingers over the image of the person he missed more than anything.
“I’m winning, dad. I wish you were here to see it.” He put the picture back and accessed his holo-pad next to the bed. As always, the search for the Octavius position returned no result. “I wish you were here so I could make you proud.”
He stepped out of the transport where Sam and Katie were waiting.
“Hi, hotshot!” Katie grinned. “Ready for the last race of the season?”
“Always.”
“Listen.” Sam said as he walked next to him. “We’ve got some business to discuss.”
“Oh?” He asked. “Like what?”
	“Well, for starters, we’ve been thinking that after the season is over, we should find a good place to have our company headquarters.”
	“What’s wrong with the one in Oklahoma City?”
	“It’s so far away from the rest of the teams. Eighty-five percent of the racing teams’ headquarters are in New York.”	
	“So?”
	“So?” Katie added. “Those teams are networking with one another. They have access to information from the league HQ that takes longer for us to get.”
	“It would cost a lot to move.” Fennius thought out loud. “The property in Oklahoma is already paid for and has enough room for us if we want to expand. Besides, all information from the Sled League HQ is released at the same time to all the teams. It wouldn’t matter if we were based in New York, we’d get the info at the same time.”
	“Yes,” Sam interjected. “But if we were in New York, we’d be in the social epicenter and it would be easier to network.” Something was in Sam and Katie’s tone that put Fennius in a feeling of unease. Why were they so eager to move? He didn’t have to think about it right now. It was time to race.
	“Sam? Right now, we’re leading the points race by a huge margin. This season is in the bag and we’re taking home the SLED CUP. We’re doing everything right. The jockeys from the other teams stationed in the 'biggest social epicenter' are still watching my afterburners. Katie? Do we have new sponsors?”
	“Yes, Fennius. We do.”
	“Do they want to pay more than the others to have their names on our sled?”
	“Yes.”
	“Then notify our current sponsors that they’ll have to increase their bids if they want to stay on. If they meet the price of the new sponsors, they stay and the new ones will have to wait.”
	“You want to keep the old ones?” Sam asked.
	“They were nice enough to extend us a deal when others weren’t ready to make a gamble. We can’t just turn our backs on them. I have to enter the pilot entrance, is there anything else you wanted to ask me?” Sam and Katie exchanged a quick glance before Sam spoke again.
	“Fennius, we’ve been thinking about adding some new faces to Team Phantom.” He wondered when this topic was going to pop up. He played ignorant.
	“We already have a full roster. All our sections are covered. Who would you want to bring in?”
	“Well,” Katie blanched. “We were thinking about upgrading the service crew for the Phantom.”
	“You mean the pit crew? No way. The Phantom’s been running hot all season. Look around, we’re in first place. It doesn’t get any better than this.” Sam and Katie became statues as he made his point. “We’re number one. That means we don’t change a thing. When we start losing, then I’ll consider making some replacements. Until then, everyone stays where they are. Understand?” Both nodded as Fennius zipped up his flight suit. “Good. Get everyone ready for tonight. I want the team looking their best when the president of the league gives us the SLED CUP at the champion’s banquet.”
Sam and Katie agreed and walked back towards the transport. Just then, Fennius felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning around, Akiko was there.
“Akiko? What are you doing here?”
“I’m singing the national anthem of course! We’re in my home country. Can I walk you to the jockey lounge?”
“Sure.”
“I love being home in Japan. The world is my home, but Tokyo is where I’ll always return to when I feel homesick.”
“You get homesick?”
“Maybe homesick is the wrong word. I wasn’t created in a womb like you, but sometimes…” She stopped to see if anyone was listening then lowered her voice. “But sometimes when I feel lonely, I visit the Tatsunoka building and lie down between the mainframes of my home servers. The sound coming from the drives comforts me. You don’t think that’s weird do you?”
“I don’t think so. Why would it be?”
“I don’t know, Fennius. It’s not weird, is it? It’s impossible for my behavior to be peculiar, because I’m the first and only of my kind. For the behavior to be weird, it would have to be a deviance from the norm wouldn’t it? And since there aren’t others like me to act a different way, I’m not deviating from a societal or behavioral norm.” The stream of words made Fennius’ head hurt. “Eek!” She covered her mouth with surprise. “I just spewed psycho-babble, didn’t I?”
	“I followed what you were saying, but I couldn’t explain it if my life depended on it.”
	“It happens sometimes. I hate sounding as if I’m blurting useless information if I can manage it.”
     “It’s ok. It makes you sound smart.”
	“I don’t want to sound like a know it all, but when you have a roving T-X connection that follows you and lets you download data, it’s kind of hard not to access it at once.”
	“I bet you enjoy it.”
	“Sometimes.” Her ever present smile lessened some. “But a lot of my interactions feel like I’m just going through the motions.”
	“That’s just part of being aware, Akiko. A lot of words can seem like a dance you have to go through to get to what you want.”
	“I can see that.” The door marked JOCKEYS ONLY drew near and Akiko stopped walking. “Here’s where we part, Fennius. They’re calling me to come to the stage. I’m on in a few minutes. I’d better go. Good Luck, and be careful.” She said.
	“Thanks.” Akiko turned to leave. She didn’t get a few feet away before he called out to her.
	“Akiko!”
	“Yes?” She looked back over her shoulder.
	“Would you want to go with me to the banquet tonight?”
	“You want me to go with you?”
	“If you want to go, I’d like you to come with me, that is.”
	“I’d love to. What should I wear?”
	“Something…um, dressy. It’s important. I’d be leaving from the transport here around eight.” The vibrant smile returned and spread across her face.
	“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. See you at your transport at eight.” Winking at him, she continued on her away to leave him alone. Two security guards opened the door for him. He entered just in time to get in line for the pre-race walk to the track. The roar of the grandstand grew louder. Ray Cooley, the racer from Team Magnus, looked nervous as he fidgeted with his helmet.
	“Are you okay?” He asked the man. “Oh. Hey, Fennius. Ray replied. “I’m good. Last race of the season, huh? I’ve got to bring this one home. I’m tied for third in the point standings, so if I can beat out Team Ferris and Team Lambo, that’ll get me in the season awards ceremony. Not that you have to worry. I saw the standings. Team Phantom has enough points you could sit this one out and still take the Sled Cup. You wouldn’t consider sitting this one out would you?”
	“And miss a chance to climb into a three-hundred-mile-an- hour hovercraft? Not a chance. I have to give a hundred percent at every meet.”
	“That’s a good ethic to have. Any pointers on this track?”
	“The track is four meters thinner in some spots, so watch your spacing. There won’t be as much room as we’re used to.”
	“Thanks. How do you know that?”
	“I read the layout schematic that’s given to every team at the beginning of the season. Didn’t you read yours?”
	“Um, no. No I didn’t. Guess I should have, huh?”
	“Maybe.”
	“Good luck out there, Fennius.”
	“Same to you.” He said as the doors opened. “Let’s go.”
	The procession of racers stepped into the sunlight as Akiko took the stage in the infield. A Japanese flag the size of a building unfurled behind her. The racers made their way to their sleds. When she neared the microphone, all became silent. The first notes of the national anthem began and Akiko Chiyo began to sing. Fennius couldn’t take his eyes and ears off of her. She was so real. By the way she sang and paused for breath, there was almost no way to tell that she wasn’t flesh and blood. Nick leaded over to Fennius as she continued.
	“Psst, Fennius.” He whispered. “What’s she singing about?”
	“She’s singing about the reign of an emperor lasting so long that time has no meaning and pebbles grow back into rocks.”
	“Wow. That’s deep. How do you know that?”
	“I studied the national anthems of every country we’ve visited.
	“Oh.” The last words echoed through the air, drifted away and the stadium erupted with applause. When the tones sounded, Fennius slipped the helmet over his ears and climbed into the Phantom. Minutes later the race was underway. The sleds rocketed through the city, diving in and out of the see-through tunnels underground. Thousands more fans lined the clear tubes, each pressing their face against the barrier to get a closer look. Fennius got a lead early by starting in the pole position. But with this being the last race of the season, the pack was hungrier than usual to keep up. The images of the cityscape flashed like opening and closing shutters. A skyscraper here, a different city district there. While the other racers were closer than usual, he concentrated on his training and anticipated the coming turns of the raceway. Right, left, sharp right, easy left. Keep it tight. Cut those corners closer. He told himself. The gauge showing his speed climbed ever higher. Three hundred and two. Three hundred and four. He wasn’t piloting the course as much he was trying not to blink while navigating through the procession of stationary objects flowing around him. The Phantom ran like a dream. Every board and circuit sang. The final home stretch lay before him. And with the throttle wide open, the boy from El Reno put his name in the record books.          
“That’s it! That’s it!” Nick yelled though the earpiece. “We’ve made history! You just became the first racer in the history of the sport to win every race in their rookie season! No one in sled history has won every race in their first year!
	“What about the race with the crash?”
	“It doesn’t count, Boss! Since the track was damaged enough to cancel the rest of the race, you got the points but there was no winner! It’s never been done before, ever!”
	“But Carrie Kensington had a perfect season once.
	“Yes, but she didn’t do it in his first season, Fennius! No one has!”
	“Wow.”
	“Wow is right! Bring it in, champ!” The Phantom touched down on the wheeled cart pulled by the ground crew. As the cockpit opened, Fennius removed his helmet. And when he hoisted his helmet to the sky, the roar of those in attendance climaxed like thunder, drowning out any other sound. Accolades filled the air as thick as the confetti falling from above.
Fennius Xavier Taylor had accomplished something that even his idol didn’t achieve. Time stood still. In that moment, it all belonged to him. The crowd, the victory. His childhood dreams had become reality. This victory would open new doors and bring new people and experiences into his life. He made his peace with the bittersweet truth that of all those people cheering for him, his father would not be among them. Ten minutes later, all the members of Team Phantom joined him at the awards ceremony. The League president congratulated Fennius on his victory.
“Before we award the trophy for the race, would you like to say a few words to the fans in attendance?”
Fennius stepped to the podium and stared out into the sea of race fans. The grandstands were bigger here and the crowds of people stretched to the horizon. Dozens of floating cameras hovered nearby. They captured his nervousness and projected it upon the mammoth screens in the infield, around the globe, and no doubt to other planets. He told himself to relax. And as the crowd grew quiet, he spoke:
“On behalf of Team Phantom I’d like to thank everyone for coming to the race or watching it on the Sled League holo-feeds. Without a fan base to carry us, the racers, there is no league, Amateur or Professional. I’d like to thank the other racers for giving me a good fight. I had to give my very best to stand here today. All but one of the racers is here today. A good friend, Teneth, is still at home nursing two broken legs. So I’d like to dedicate this win to him.” The crowd cheered and died down again. “But I’d like to dedicate this season to my dad, Alexander Taylor, who isn’t with us anymore. It would mean the world to me if he were here to share this. But in his place, I have my race team and the rest of the racing community to share the moment. And that’s something spectacular, that’s a lot of love. Thank you for being here with me. Thank you so much.”  
The air became saturated with ovations and more confetti showered the stage. As the league president retook the podium and said a few more words, Fennius thought something was missing. Looking about, he didn’t see the trophy.
	“And here to award the trophy for today’s race, Japan’s own blossoming flower, Akiko Chiyo.” From behind a curtain at the edge of the stage, the first half of a cart pushed through with his trophy upon it. Behind it, the floating black orb appeared. And sure enough, the tail of the cart came into view with Akiko pushing it. She emerged and clapped for him when the cart stopped next to him.
“I knew you could do it. Congratulations.” She said. Fennius couldn’t help but wonder if Akiko had managed to use her clout to claim the role of “award presenter”. Without skipping a breath, Fennius grabbed the columns of the trophy’s base and hoisted it high for all to see.     
	
Tokyo came unhinged.

The trophy was so heavy that he had to lock his elbows to keep it up. He didn’t mind the strain his muscles endured. There were dozens of other racers who’d have been ecstatic to have his burden. The sensations might’ve even been on the verge of painful. But that pain made it all the more real. He would go forward. Life would continue. That thought of moving on gave him confidence and strength to hold his head high. And with the entire world’s eyes upon him, he held his chin a little higher to they could all see his face. 
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That night, Fennius and the others tried on their dinner attire for the first time. The whole team looked great and no one complained about getting dressed up save for Nick. His disliked having to trim his beard and griped that his vest was too small.
“I’m not used to this fancy stuff.” He grumbled.
“Shouldn’t I be here fine-tuning the Phantom?”
“Why? The season is over.” Fennius encouraged him. “The Phantom can wait until next season. You’ve got the next six months to fine tune all you want. Do You want me to give the award back?”
“Of course not.”
“Then relax and enjoy yourself. From what I hear, we’re going to a restaurant where the cooks will make anything you want to eat and the SLED Network is paying for it. Think you can deal with that?”
“I suppose. I still think I look funny.”
“We all look funny. But if looking funny puts us on the top of the stack, then I’ll dress up like a clown for every race.” It was almost time to leave when there came a knock at the door. Katie left to answer it while Sam helped Fennius straighten his bowtie.
“Fennius?” Katie said from out of sight. “Could you come here? I think one of your fans would like to see you for a moment.”
“Hold on, Sam. I’ll be back in a second.” Katie stood at the outer door flashed him a strange grin before stepping out of the way. When she moved, he saw Akiko standing just outside in a red dress that looked like a hybrid between a dinner dress and a kimono. It had western style, but the low slung sleeves and sash were the definition of Japanese elegance. The whole dress was red with the exception black cuffs. At the end of the sash hanging from her waist, the number 21 imprinted in the same font as the Phantoms race number. But more beautiful than all this was Akiko. Her hair, styled to sit atop her head, made her look like a digital goddess.
“So, whoa.” He gawked.
“Do you like it?” She twirled to show off the ensemble. “I made it myself.  
	“I love it.” He looked it over. “You made this?”
	“I did.” She twirled again for the sleeves and sash to sway. “I studied fashion and dinner dresses all day and changed the code of my wardrobe to make a new piece.”
	“It’s beautiful.” Fennius said. “You’re beautiful.”
	“You’re looking fantastic yourself, birthday boy.”
	“Why are you calling me that?”
	“It’s your birthday isn’t it?”  
	“What’s today’s date?”
	“October the eighth. That’s your birthday, isn’t it?”
	“It is my birthday. I completely forgot. I’m sixteen!”
	“We’re the same age now. Well, in appearance anyway. We’ll have to do something special for your big day, after your banquet of course. Are you ready to go?” He looked inside the transport to see that the others were waiting for the conversation to end.
“Yes. Shall we get going?” Fennius offered her his arm.
“Thermonuclear.” She squeaked and slipped her arm around his. The hovering limousines arrived to take them away. Akiko, Fennius, Nick, and a few mechanics piled into the first vehicle while the rest filled the second.
The ride through Tokyo was like riding through a garden of light. The whole city blinked and strobed in every color imaginable. While the others in the limo twisted their heads about to see the sights, Fennius and Akiko whispered to one another.
“How could you forget your own birthday? It coincides with the last day of the race season.”
	“I don’t know. I guess I was too caught up in the excitement of winning.”
	“That’s a good excuse for forgetting. When do you go back to Oklahoma?”
	“Tomorrow morning, unfortunately. The intercontinental shuttle takes off at ten.”
 	“Is there anything special you’d want to do while you’re here?”
	“What do you suggest?”
	“I’ll think of something by the time the banquet ends.” For a second, Fennius thought he felt something his hand. Looking down, Akiko’s hand held his.
	“Did you just…?” he asked.
	“Maybe.” She said. “I asked my engineers to toy with my projection orb so that the plasma-neutrino cell can create stronger fields. It’s not coming along as fast as I’d like. They told me they’d made some type of breakthrough and that something special would be ready soon.”
	“Like what, a prosthetic body?”
	“I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. Who knows? I’m excited about it either way. Speaking of breakthroughs,” She lowered her voice even lower. “I heard that the amateur league sleds are getting an upgrade next year.”
	“What kind of upgrade? Who told you that?”
	“No one in particular.” She played with him. “I just might have picked up the news from a reliable source on the net somewhere.”
	“Well?”  Fennius scooted to the edge of his seat. “What is it?”
	“Oh, I’m sure it’s top secret stuff that isn’t supposed to get out to the public.”
	“Come on, tell me.” He begged.
	“Mr. Taylor, I could get in big trouble for leaking classified information.”
	“I’m not going to tell anyone, I swear. Let me have it.”
	“What do I get in return if I do?”
	“What do you want?” Akiko eyed him with determined eyes.
	“I don’t know, what are you prepared to offer?”
	“Knock it off, Akiko. I’m no good as this game. Just tell me what you want.”   				
	“I can’t think of anything I want at the moment. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to let you know that after next season is over the league is going to replace the liquid fuels with electro-plasma fusion cores.” Fennius’s eyes bugged so fast that he had to blink a few times to get the pain to subside.
	“Did you just say fusion cores?” He hissed under his breath. “Like the ones they use to power the sleds in the professional league?”
	“I sure did. They’re going to announce it mid-season next year. Do know what the best part is?”
	“You have my undivided attention.”
	“Since the fusion cores will give the sleds more power, they’re also going to incorporate special shielding.”
	“How does that work?”
	“Think of being able to manipulate an energy field around your ship that can absorb kinetic energy and disperse it. How do you think the sleds in the professional leagues race vertically and upside down on those magnificent tracks? They use fusion cores to power the magnets that hold them to the special tracks. Without that, no one would last a lap let alone an entire season.”
	“That’s some high tech science you’re talking about. How could you power an energy system that strong?”
	“From the output of the fusion cores. Anyway, that’s the word on the Sled Networks sub-servers.”
	Wow. Fusion cores. Fennius said to himself. The future of the amateur league has finally arrived.
	“The sleds are already dangerous enough, Akiko. Fuel catches fire, I’ve seen it firsthand. How are they going to keep the cores from rupturing and exploding when one of the sleds crashes? Now I’m going to feel like I’m riding an a-bomb instead of just a missile.”
	“The new cores have a failsafe mechanism built into their construction, Fennius. First of all, the energy within the core never reaches a level of molecular instability. It just attains a state of flux and holds it. The core doesn’t split atoms, it just excites them.”
	“The energy output would be...” He paused to try and imagine how much power the core would make but the calculations were too complex. “That’s…that’s…mind blowing.”
	“Isn’t it?” She giggled. “You’re so cute when you’re calculating particle fusion energy output!”
	“Thanks.” He blushed. The limousine arrived just as the other racing teams were being lead indoors. Inside, the banquet was like nothing Fennius had ever seen before. The meals were served in room big enough to house all the hovercrafts in the league. Culinary extravagances flowed from the kitchen. Fennius stuffed his face with foods he’d never seen before and the courses kept coming. Akiko sat next to him at the table and made small talk. When the serving trays finally stopped arriving, the president of the league took to the podium on a raised stage. In a speech that went on forever, he talked about the future of the sport and what could be expected in the years to come. Fennius felt like he was going to pass out. He’d gorged himself on so many delicacies that he thought his stomach might burst. His eyelids felt like they were fighting him to close. Just as the eyelids were about to win, a sharp pain raced up his arm. He jumped awake to see Akiko glaring at him.
	“Ow! Did you just pinch me?”
	“Wake up, sleepyhead.” She hissed. “They’re about to award you with the Sled Cup.” He straightened just in time to hear the president say his name. When called, Fennius climbed the stage, shook the president’s hand and received the coveted award. Many from the SLED Network were on hand to document the crowning of the first undefeated rookie ever. He thanked everyone from his team for their contributions. In a fit of nervousness, he ended up thanking everyone in the entire league before running out of breath and coherent thoughts. To his relief, the president stepped in to save him and closed the ceremony by thanking everyone for coming. The crowd dispersed. Sponsor representatives abandoned their places to migrate in the direction of Team Phantom table. Sam and Katie held them at arm’s length while Fennius handed the Sled cup to Nick.
	“It’s beautiful!” Nick said with teary eyes, turning the trophy over in his hands. “It’s so damn beautiful!” Fennius was touched by the man’s surge of emotion and patted him on the back.
“Keep up the good work and we’ll get another!” They were about to return to the limousines when three asian gentlemen approached them. Fennius had no idea who they were but Akiko looked surprised to see them. The three approached and bowed to Fennius. He returned the gesture. When he gave a puzzled look to Akiko to signal he didn’t know them, she stepped forward and introduced the men.
“Fennius, allow me the pleasure to introduce, Togasa Aramaki, Saito Miyazaki, and Pazu Moto. They represent the senior chair of the Tatsunoka Corporation’s racing division.” Fennius almost froze in the presence of the power the three men wielded. These were the men who handed you the keys to the finest built sleds in the universe. He almost froze.
“Thank you for coming to the banquet. I’m a big fan of your hovercraft engineering. Their quality is the standard for others to follow.”   
	“Thank you, Mr. Taylor. Your impressive first season has captured our attention and that of the VP in charge of our racing division. He hopes that your victories continue. He also extends his personal congratulations to one who has captured the spirit of the sport at such a young age.”
	“Please return my thanks for his compliment. I hope to win a lot next year.” The lead man’s demeanor changed as Fennius said this. His facial expression soured.
“You hope to win, Mr. Taylor? Every racer in the league hopes to win.” Realizing the mistake in his wording, Fennius corrected himself.
	“I meant to say, I will strive to win with every fiber of my ability.” The man’s scowl eased as he stood taller and straightened his business jacket.
	“Those are the words of a racer who may someday race for Tatsunoka, Mr. Taylor. We are not in the practice of making opportunities available to those who give less than their best. We have it within our influence to open a great number of doors for those who are driven by the idea of excellence.”
“Neko ni koban.” Said the man on his right.
“Precisely.” Mr. Aramaki continued. “Carrie Kensington was the first tosigned by Tatsunoka and her legacy is legendary. Our newest racer, Antonio Farza is the current points leader in the professional league. We select those who give their best because that’s what we offer in return. Please accept this token as a gesture of our interest.” Having said that, Mr. Aramaki reached inside his coat and produced a jewelry box just big enough to hold a ring. He handed to Fennius who pried the top open. Inside, nestled in a cradle of silk was a gleaming silver pin in the shape of the company logo.
	“Thank you. I’ll make it my goal to be deserving of that offer, Mr. Aramaki.” He bowed.
	“Very well.” All three men returned the gesture. “Time will tell. Akiko?” He asked.
	“Yes, Mr. Aramaki?”
	“Would you escort me to my transport?”
	“Aramaki-san, I’m Fennius’s date for the evening!”
	“I see. Then I’ll take my leave and send you a communique later. Please, enjoy your evening, Mr. Taylor. You’ve earned a great award for your efforts. Good evening, Akiko.” He bowed to her before leaving.
	“Sayonara, Aramaki-san.” She said.
“Did you see that?” Nick asked Katie and Sam. “Tatsunoka came to see Fennius.”
	 “That’s a good sign.” Sam replied.
	 “That’s the best sign.” Akiko said to Fennius. “The company rarely sends three representatives. Especially those three. And they gave you the pin.”
	“It’s gorgeous.” Fennius looked the pin over. “What is it, platinum?”
	“Even more rare.” Akiko said. “Turnium. It’s only mined on the Felian homeworld. Less than a hundred tons of it exists in the whole universe. Tatsunoka creates the pins as a gesture of interest in the great minds it hopes to bring into its ranks. In the world of sled racing, Carrie Kensington and Antonio Farza have the only other two.”
	“I’d better put it away so nothing ever happens to it.”
	“No! You have to keep it on you!”
“This thing is worth a fortune, I could lose it! Why would I keep it on me?”
“The Tatsunoka company does things in threes when it comes to recruiting! This is the first meeting! They give you the pin if they’re interested. The next time they see you, hand the pin over. If they take it and give it back, you’re still eligible.”
“What if I hand it over and they don’t give it back?”
“Then they’re no longer interested, meaning you’ll never race for them.”
“And the third time?”
“The third time, they announce signing you to their team. You hand it over and they’ll pin it on you as a sign that they’re officially one of the team.”
“Why’s it so complex? All the other tier 1 sponsors just announce their selection and you sign a contract.”
“Tatsunoka only accepts excellence. Do I look like I was created by people without that vision?”
“No. Not at all.”
“They’re the highest echelon, Fennius. They are the technological equivalent of the road less travelled.”
“I see. Tell me, one of the men with Aramaki said a phrase in Japanese. What did he say?”
“Neko ni koban.”
“That’s it. What does that mean?”
“It’s an old saying. It means: No coins for cats. The proverb means that you should never give something valuable to someone who doesn’t understand it’s worth. Sure, a cat will play with a shiny coin, but it will never understand its true value and what it means. They won’t extend an offer to anyone less than those committed to winning. Any one of your competitors would kill to get that pin.”
“I don’t doubt it.” He said as he looked at the pin. He eyed it one last time then put the box in his coat pocket. As the team walked back to the limousine, Fennius and Akiko lagged behind to talk in secret. Akiko was beside herself with excitement.  
	“Let’s talk about other things, Fennius. It’s your birthday and you’re in Japan. What do you want to do?” He thought for a moment. In a land so colorful, which way would you go?  
	“Let’s go somewhere different than what I’m used to. Take me to a place that’s festive and different.”
	“Festive and different, huh?” Akiko pondered before her face lit up. “I know just the place!” Fennius told the team he was departing for the evening. Everyone else climbed into the first limo and waved goodbye. Everyone save for save for Nick who’d still been clutching the Sled Cup and weeping over it. Soon Fennius and Akiko watched the city speed by as they travelled into the night. When the limo finally stopped and the driver opened the door for them, Fennius thought he was on a different planet. Shifting crowds of what looked like teenagers dressed as aliens occupied the open areas around a train station.
	“Where are we?” He asked Akiko.
	“Harajuku station of course! This place is the epicenter of young fashion in Japan. The newest styles and trends can always be found here. There’s something for everyone. Many dress in costumes because that’s how they feel on the inside.”
	“They look like aliens.”
	“Some are going for that look. It’s popular this year. Come on.” She said. “There’s something I want you to see.” Pulling on his hand, Akiko led him into the heart of the crowd. He’d had never seen such things. There were people his age all over covered from head to toe in fabric and makeup. Each group within the crowd followed different themes and styles. Some looked like cartoon and movie characters while others stepped over them on stilts. One boy in particular had its long appendages wrapped in eerie glowing lights. He resembled a giraffe made of orange light as the wiry legs passed overhead. As odd as it all was, Akiko had kept her promise to take him somewhere different.
Inside the station, the crowds were bigger and subdivided even more. The people who’d chosen the same characters or personas to imitate gathered together like packs of clones.
	“Where are we going?”
	“We’re almost there.” She said. When they rounded another corner, Fennius couldn’t believe his eyes. When the look of astonishment took over his face, Akiko couldn’t help but laugh at him.
	“What is all this? Who are they supposed to be?”
	“They’re you, Fennius. At least, they’re trying to be.” He thought he was having a visual hallucination. Standing together and milling about were a hundred teenagers dressed in red race suits. They wouldn’t have been as convincing with just costumes. With the aid of hair bleach and eyeglasses, they'd become almost indistinguishable from one another as copies of him.
	“Why are they all dressed like me?”
	“Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. She said. “Look over there.” Fennius turned to look in time to witness a flood of more clones arriving. But each of these looked like Akiko. If not for the feeling of Akiko’s touch on his hand, he would’ve sworn that she’d replicated herself. They weren’t holograms, but their ability to mimic Akiko’s dress and mannerisms were mesmerizing.
“Let’s go say hi.”
	“Is that a good idea?”
	“Of course it is. What’s the point of having fans if you can’t meet them?” Fennius let her pull him along and soon found himself beset on all sides as Akiko approached her doppelgangers. When she grew close to the others, many didn’t pay attention to her. Akiko struck up a conversation with a girl who was wearing a copy of the outfit Akiko had been wearing the day he met her at the hospital. Her costume was accurate. Every detail had been painstakingly replicated. She’d even managed to fabricate a replica of the projection orb that shined light down on her. With the addition of glitter, her clothes had the same electric glow as Akiko’s.
	“Hi there!” She said. “What’s your name?” Without batting an eye, the girl replied “Akiko.”
	“I mean your real name.”
	“Emi.” She said as she reached for Akiko’s dress. “I like your…” Emi reached out to touch Akiko but when her hand went through the red dress, the whites of her eyes, bulged. “YOU’RE…!” Sensing Emi might scream, Akiko put her finger to her lips. “Shh. We’re just here to blend in and watch.” When she looked at Fennius and realized who he was, she looked ready to faint.
	“What are you two doing here?” She asked.
“Don’t give us away.” Fennius told the girl. Emi pursed her lips and nodded to the affirmative. Looking about, Akiko saw that most of her copies were dressed the same way. “Stand here.” She told Emi and Fennius. When the two moved to stand side by side to create a small wall, Akiko made sure no one else was watching her. She waved her arms in front of her face, the red dress began to shimmer before morphing into the same clothing as the others around her.
“There.” She said. “That should help us blend in. If anyone else asks about me, I’ll just stand still.”
“People will think you’re a recorded image.” Fennius grinned. “That’s genius.”  
	“It’ll allow us to enjoy the evening.” Akiko said while straightening her hair. “Emi? I haven’t been here in a while. Would you do us a favor and show us around? This is Fennius’s first trip to Harajuku.”
	“I’d love to.” Emi squeaked while pulling on Fennius’s arm. “Come on, I know where the best costumes are.” The two waded into the sea of colorful people behind their eager guide. Every time Fennius thought he’d seen the most brilliant costume, another emerged to prove him wrong. He’d never seen such things in Oklahoma. No wonder Akiko came here to get ideas about fashion. The height of the evening came when the groups came together to hold an impromptu costume contest for best looking couple. While Fennius was hesitant about entering, Akiko insisted that they join in. Those in the crowd paired up according to which partner they thought might give them the best chance of winning. The two stood together as the judges began stepping down the line to inspect the participants. It was tough for the officials to decide. There were so many applicants that several cuts had to be made before the field was narrowed to six couples. The last half dozen paraded across a makeshift stage for all to see. One of the judges looked eyed Fennius’s face  with suspicion before saying something in Japanese. When told to join those still in the running, Akiko couldn’t help but snicker.  
	“Why are you laughing?” He asked her.
	“The man said you almost looked like the real thing.”
	“Fascinating.”
More cuts left two placebo pairs and the real couple remained. Akiko whispered to him that the final selection would be made by applause from the crowd. The judge stepped behind the first couple and placed his hands over their heads. A large number of the crowd cheered. When the hand was over Fennius head, he stepped forward. Akiko, still holding a pose, moved her orb forward but didn’t move her feet. More applause was heard. Then the last couple, a boy wearing a replica of his race suit and helmet stepped forward with his Akiko clone. The surprise came when the crowds booming cheers filled the air, ensuring that couple their victory. The other two pairs were excused from the small stage while the winners crowned. Emi fought through the crowd and found the real Fennius and Akiko doubled in laughter by the main door of the station.
	“How are you able to laugh about this?” Emi asked them, her face full of exasperation. “They got it wrong and didn’t pick the real pair!”
	“We got third in a look-alike contest!” Fennius struggled to catch his breath. “I think that’s hilarious!”
	“And one judge said he could have gotten second,” Akiko almost choked with laughter. “If he’d spent more time finding a real girl to look like me. HAHAHA!” Emi looked on, dumbfounded. 
“But you should have won! Shouldn’t we tell them who you are?”
	“It’s okay.” Akiko told her. “I’ll put the whole recording of the event on my home site for everyone to see.”
	“I like it better this way.” Fennius giggled. “He did have a convincing race suit.” With that, the couple said goodbye to Emi and made their way back to the limo. After they climbed in, the door closed behind them. They took seats opposite from one another. Akiko’s clothes shimmered like diamonds for a moment before the red dinner dress rematerialized. For a split second between the changes, Akiko was naked and Fennius turned his head to look out the window.  
	“What are you looking away for?” She asked.
	“It’s the…you were… you were changing.”
	“Did you seeeee anything?”
	“Just…your leg.”
	“My legs have been showing all night and you never looked away.”
	“It was your upper leg, the thigh.”
	“You’re a boy, you’re supposed to look.”
	“Right.” He turned, looking her in the eye. “I was trying to be nice.”
	“Of course you were.” She batted her eyelashes. “What do you say we go somewhere private?”
	“What’s more private than the back of a limo with tinted windows at night?”
	“One with locked doors.” She smiled at him. When she said those words, the locks on the doors activated, sealing them inside. The smile persisted and she changed seats to sit next to him. Before he knew it, Akiko had one arm around him and was playing with bow tie. “You know, Fennius.” She started. “I’m just like any other teenage girl.”
	“What do you mean?”
	“What do you think I mean? I need interaction, feedback, input. Don’t you like me?”
	“Of course I do.” He blurted. “You’re beautiful. But you’re…” Her face flushed.
	“I’m what?”
	“It’s just that you’re…you’re.”
	“Fennius Taylor. I swear, if you say I’m not real,” She showed him her fist. “I’m going to punch you. And you’d better believe my density fields are enough to give you a black eye.”
	“I’m trying to insult you, Akiko!” He put his hands up in defense. “I’m getting used to you. I’ve never met anyone like you and I don’t know what I can and can’t do.” Akiko’s scowl lessened.
	“I guess that’s a good excuse.” She relaxed her fist. “I can see how your perceived difference in tactile sensations might be problematic without a point of reference.”
	“My what?”
	“Touch, Fennius. Feeling and texture. Your senses’ need for it is greater than mine. I should have thought about that. Was I overwhelming?”
	“Some.” His expression brightened some. “I do like you, it’s just a lot to handle, ok?
	“Fair enough.” She said. “Is there anywhere you’d like to go? This is my home turf, you know.”
	“Where can we go where there won’t be a crowd?” Akiko’s eyes sparkled.
	“I know just the place.” The limo returned to Tokyo a short time later. Fennius couldn't believe the size of the structures. Then they stopped in front of the biggest building in the city. When the driver opened the door for them, he knew instantly where they were.
	“I know this place.” He whispered.
	“Where do you think we are?” Akiko asked him.
	“This is Tatsunoka One, the company headquarters.”
	“Exactly.” She beamed as she followed him out of the stretched vehicle. “This is where I was born.”
	“The server room is here?”
	“And my personal residence.”
	“You live here?”
	“I have to live somewhere don’t I? When I was born, the board of directors wanted me to stay nearby. They offered to build me a home wherever I chose, so I made it here. Isn’t it pretty?”
	“It’s magnificent! How many stories tall is it?”  
	“Two hundred and forty. Eight is a lucky number, so eight times ten plus times three.”	
	“Which floor is your home on?”
	“The top one. Come on, I’ll show you.” He followed her up the steps where half a dozen doorman and a concierge bowed to greet them. Once inside the lobby, Fennius felt like he was in the Empire State Building again. The ceiling of the lobby was over four stories high on its own. But as immense and bewildering as the architecture may have been, something far smaller caught his eye. Akiko almost left him behind when he became like a statue. “Aren’t you coming?” She asked. Fennius wanted to move but for the life of him couldn’t move his feet from the spot. “I see you’ve found one of our sponsored exhibits. Do you like it?” Fennius struggled to find the the words to speak. Tucked away in a smaller room just off of the lobby floor was an older model racing sled on display. Any fan of racing knew the famous sled. With its battle scarred white paint and single blue stripe running down the side, there was no mistaking the greatest hovercraft to ever tear across a track. Fennius whispered its name over and over to himself. “What’s that, Fennius?” Akiko asked.
“Lightning.”
	“Say again?”
	“Lightning.” He said again, this time a little louder. “Its name is Lightning. You have Carrie Kensington’s undefeated championship sled, Lightning in your lobby.”
“We’ve got it on display all year. It’s a Tatsunoka, generation one, X-Class. The first kind the company ever made. They made it for Ms. Kensington with the hopes that she would bring them a championship, and she gave the company many. It’s rare that we borrow items from the Sled Museum. The current president likes to have symbols of excellence around to motivate the employees to achieve their potential. It’s a good philosophy, don’t you think?”
	“You have the Lightning in your lobby. Akiko, this sled was the start of Carrie Kensington’s rise to fame. After she piloted this sled, do you know how many Sorenata 3 Grand Prix championships she won?
	“Twelve.”
	“How did you know that?”
	“They’re over there.” She pointed. Fennius followed her finger across the lobby to see a dozen trophies resting in a sealed case.
	“Okay. That’s just ridiculous. You have the trophies here too?”
	“We won them, why shouldn’t we?”
	“Carrie won them.” He corrected her
	“She comes here every now and then to see them. It’s funny.”
	“What’s funny?”
	“The last time she was here, she was standing right where you are.”
	“She was?”
	“That exact spot. You know what? Who knows? If you keep winning, someday the Phantom could be placed right next to it! And then she can come to gawk at your sled!”
	“You think so?”
	“It’s up to you.” She shrugged. “You’ll have to race hard for it. The future is what you make of it. Those who don’t reach out will never know what’s possible. One of the engineers that created me once said:
“Fate is like the waves that crash upon the shores of the mundane. Those that only wade in to their waists are still standing on the shore. Those that dare to build vessels to sail those waves of fate are the ones deserving of smelling the forbidden air across the horizon.”
“That's deep.”
“This way.” She nodded towards the lobby.
He followed her to the elevators where a security guard dressed in a flashy uniform opened the door for them. Once inside, Akiko looked to the ceiling. “I’m home.” She said. Without saying what floor she wanted, the lift began to move. Rising higher, the rear wall of the car fell away to reveal a pane of glass and a clear view of the other buildings shrinking below. Smaller and smaller the structures became until only the tallest in the city were visible. When Fennius thought the car might keep travelling and carry them off into the sky, it slowed to a stop. The doors parted to reveal a marble floored hallway with life-size statues lining the right side. He followed Akiko out of the lift. As they walked past the figures of what looked like old men, curiosity got the best of him.    
“Akiko?” He asked as he pointed to them. “Who are…?”
	“These? These are the ShichiFukujin, or seven gods.”
	“The seven gods?”
	“The Japanese gods of fortune. Each one represents a god from Japanese folklore. To pay homage to one or all is to invite their specific form of luck in your endeavors. Tatsunoka and many other companies keep statues of them in their company headquarters. We present regular offerings to keep good luck close to the businesses’ affairs.”
	“Does it work?” He asked. Akiko waved her hands about their surroundings.
	“Do we look like we’re having a spell of bad luck?”
	“I guess not. What are their names?” She pointed and named them in order.
“They are; Ebisu, Daikoku, Benten, Fukurokuju, Hotei, Jurojin, and Bishamon. Hotei is my favorite.” Fennius moved closer to view the fifth statue. Hotei looked like a bald man with a big stomach. The biggest feature about him was the smile upon his face that almost stretched from one ear to the other. “He’s the god of happiness, contentment, and abundance.” She reached out and pinched one of the cheeks. “How could you not love a face that happy?!”
“He does look happy.”
	“Come on, you’ll love my place.” She said. At the end of the hallway, a lit pair of doors opened on their own. Beyond the opening, the extravagance continued. Akiko’s penthouse’s floor plan was bigger than the base of the Team Phantom building. Polished onyx floors reflected Akiko’s image. But as beautiful as it was, garbled white noise filled the air. Fennius covered his ears to block it out.
	“Akiko! What’s that terrible sound?”
	“Quiet!” She yelled. On command, the noise stopped. When he was sure it was safe to remove his hands, he did to find stark silence.
	“What was all that?”
	“Music.” She said.
	“It didn’t sound like music to me.”
	“Of course not. Your hearing wasn’t made to accommodate a quarter million separate audio channels at once. If I isolate them one at a time, you’d find them more pleasurable.” Somewhere in the ceiling, a machine beeped and beautiful piano music filled the air.
	“That’s not so bad.” He said. “Why would you want to play a quarter million songs at once anyway?”
	“I’m a musician, so have to do my homework. By listening to all the recorded music in existence, I can study the patterns to develop my own unique style.”
	“You’ve listened to all the music ever recorded?”
	“Every day.”
	“I couldn’t can’t listen to all the music ever recorded in one day.”  
	“You can’t, but I can. Once the sounds are compressed and accelerated, it only takes about three seconds to listen to them all. I use it for my activation tone when I wake up. Listen.” Fennius watched the ceiling as a deep hum resonated from overhead.
	“That’s all the music ever played in the world?”
	“Isn’t it neat?” She giggled. Fennius’ eyes wandered about her home. There were luxuries here posher than the surroundings of the hotel room in New York. After a quick tour, Akiko led him to a white couch big enough for ten people to sit on. The air in her home was chilly and Fennius rubbed his arms for warmth. “Are you okay?” She asked him.
	“It’s frigid in here, why is it so cold?”
	“My personal servers are in the ceiling. The low temperature keeps them from overheating. I suppose I could have chosen water cooled systems for the job, but since I have so few visitors, no one has mentioned it until now. I should have been more considerate, but temperature doesn’t mean anything to me. Wait a second.” She paused before blinking her eyes twice. “There. I changed the environmental controls. It should be warmer in a few minutes. In the meantime, I was wondering if I could get an imprint of you.”
“An imprint?” He asked. What’s that?”
“Just a little something I’ve been working on.” She lifted a device off of the table next to them. The item looked like a black, limp, plastic crab with wires sticking out of it.
“What does that do?”
“It rests on top of your head and the device and makes a recording of your brain algorithm.”
“Does it hurt?”
“You won’t feel a thing.”
“Is it safe?” He asked.
“Fennius! I would never hurt you! I’ve used it several times on people in the building. By making the digital fingerprints of the human brain, I can study how things work and make myself more human.”
 	“What have you learned so far?”
	“I’ve discovered that you’re more afraid of a handful of microchips and plastic than a 300 mile-an-hour hovercraft.”
	“That’s not fair, I grew up with hovercrafts. I’ve never seen an ‘imprinter’ before.”
	“Would you try it on for me?” She batted her eyes at him. “Pretty please?”
	“Fine.” He said. “Put it on.” Akiko set the device on his head and pressed the singular button on the front.
	“Hold still.” She said. “I wouldn’t want the microwaves to cook your brain.”
	“Microwaves?” He asked with a shocked look.
	“I’m joking!” She giggled. “Settle down. It doesn’t use microwaves. Just sit still.” Fennius stayed motionless as the imprinter buzzed and hummed. After a minute or so, it beeped and Akiko removed it. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”
	“That’s it?”
	“That’s it!”
	“What are you going to do with all those imprints?”
	“Study them. I love studying humans.” She reached up and pinched his cheek. “Especially the cute ones. By the way, there’s something I didn’t want to put off any longer.”
	“Put what off?”
	“I brought you here because there’s something I want you to see. Do you remember when I told you that asked my engineers said they’d made a breakthrough in my projection orb?”
	“Yes.”
	“It turns out that the breakthrough was bigger than we thought.
	“How big?”
	“The fusion technology they’re using your racing sleds has other applications. Tatsunoka created a special new type of power cell for me. Instead of a plasma-neutrino cell, they’ve fashioned a new fusion-neutrino cell, isn’t that exciting?”
	“What does that mean, that your hologram be brighter?”
	“Even better. The more powerful cell will mean stronger magnetic fields. It'll also mean a permanent density signature equal to that of human skin.”
	“Are you talking about a real body? That’s amazing!”
	“Isn’t it? Are you ready?”
	“Ready for what?”
	“To see my new body.”
	“Are you serious? Right now?”
“Of course, right now.” Fennius’s mind spun at the idea of seeing her evolve in front of him. He wanted to protest, but with Akiko so excited, how could he say no? “So do you?” She asked again
	“I’d…I’d love to.” He whispered.
 	“Thermonuclear!” She squeaked. “Stay here, I’ll get my upgrades.” Akiko jumped up from her seat and dashed across the room. When she returned, she held a pair of silver, spherical earrings in her hand and showed them to him.
	“What are those?”
	“My new emitters. Aren’t they the best? When we were at the banquet, Mr. Aramaki wanted to tell me in private that they were ready. The unveiling of my new look is set for tomorrow, but I wanted you to be the first to see. Okay, here goes.” A spotlight in the ceiling activated to shine a bright light on the far wall. He watched her stand in front of the beam. Although he could see her hologram, her body wasn’t dense enough to show. The projection orb and the earrings were the only things casting shadows. Akiko reached up and put an orb on each ear. “Ready?”
“Do it.”
“Okay.” She said. “Hold on to your hard drives.” She took a deep breath and held her hands out in front of her. The black projection orb lowered and hovered just above her palms. A series of short beeps came from the device and she vanished. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, without warning, the big orb dropped to the ground. Splintered pieces skittered across the floor in every direction.   
“Akiko!” Fennius yelled as he leapt from the couch. His head whipped all about, but there was no sight of her anywhere. Not knowing if the transfer had hurt or damaged her, he became frantic to find her. “Akiko? Are you here?” He searched all over until something out of the ordinary caught his eye. There were still two round shadows on the wall behind where she’d been standing. Following the direction of the light, the earring emitters were still suspended mid-air. Then, is if to answer him, the outline of a shadow began to appear on the far wall. Like stepping across an invisible threshold, Akiko's new form appeared from cyberspace. The same platinum hair on her head flowed on slow phantasmal winds. “Akiko?” For a moment, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she held her hands up and studied the wiggling digits.
“You’re right.” She said.
“I’m right?” Fennius asked. “I’m right about what?”
“It is cold in here.”
“How do you know? I thought you said temperature doesn’t affect you?”
	“I guess it does now.” She said. Looking to him, she held her hand out. “Feel.” Fennius did as she asked. Unlike the last time he touched her, his hand didn’t pass through the image. Instead, he could feel the contours of her hand. Skittish, he pulled his hand back.
“What’s the matter?” She asked.
	“It’s different than before.”
	“I know. Isn’t it stellar?”
	“How are you doing that?”
	“It’s like I said. The new fusion-neutrino cells are powerful enough to condense magnetic fields in the shape of my body. I’m not just an image anymore.” As a demonstration, she reached down and plucked the broken projection orb from the floor. “Oof, It’s heavy.” She puffed before letting it bang to the floor a second time. “Isn’t that great?”
	“What? Gravity?”
	“Yes, gravity!” She grew more excited. “Gravity…it’s got so much…weight to it. Can you feel that?”
	“All my life.”
	“The sensations…” She said before pitching the broken orb and throwing herself onto the couch. As the cushions gave and bounced her, she giggled aloud again. “This is fantastic! It’s reacting to my body!” When she ran her hand over the couch, her fingers traced the outlines of the folds. Akiko was like a child discovering the world for the first time. When Fennius smiled at her, a look of shock came over her face. “I almost forgot.” She said as she stood up. “I have a birthday gift for you. Do you want it?”
“What is…MMruummph.” Before he could speak, Akiko walked right up to him, threw her arms around his shoulders and planted a kiss right on his lips. But as unexpected as the gesture might have been, he couldn’t bring himself to resist. Nothing about her felt artificial. From the lips touching his, to the fingers running through his hair, every sense in his brain told him that Akiko was real. That was all he needed. Giving in, he closed his eyes and kissed her back. It was the best birthday present he’d could think of. If anyone had asked him on his fifteenth birthday what he thought he’d be doing a year later, it wouldn’t have been this. Who could've predicted the gears of fate could have turned in his favor? His chances of kissing the world’s first digital superstar in her quarter billion-dollar penthouse? Ten billion to one. His chances of kissing her after becoming the first amateur sled racer to have an undefeated rookie year in the history of the sport? A hundred billion or a trillion to one. For anyone it would be a stretch for the wildest of imaginations. But for him, it was all true. He surrendered to Akiko’s touch. After all, who was Fennius Taylor to argue with the gears of fate?  
	They stayed up all night watching the tiny lights of Tokyo blink underneath a sky full of stars. In the distance, it was hard to tell where the city ended and the sky began. They talked about their favorite things and people. Fennius couldn’t help but tell her about Ol’ Jimmy. He spilled the details about how Jimmy stepped in and saved him from being taken from his home when father died.
	“When we get back to Oklahoma, I’ll go home to check on him. I hope he’s alright.”
	“He sounds like a funny person.” Akiko said without taking her eyes off of the horizon. “I’d like to meet him. Do you think he’s okay to be on his own at his age?”
	“I don’t see why not. He’s always been the independent kind. I made things easier for him, though. Before I left, I gave him a JS94 model robot to keep him company and do the housework for him.”
	“It’s a dependable model.” She said as she put her head in his lap and watched the sky.
	“Would you like to come with me?” He asked.
	“You’d want me to come to Oklahoma?”
	“Why not? I thought you’d would want to. That is, unless you’ve got other sled racers you’d rather be kissing.”
“You smug ass.” She jumped up. “One kiss and you’re already making sordid remarks about me.” The half grin on her lips showed she wasn’t angry, but she made her point. “One would think you’d treat your new girlfriend a little better.”
  	“I’m teasing, Akiko. Will you come?”
“I can’t. I have the press release about my upgrade and then I start my next world tour.”
“Couldn’t you create a copy of yourself to do the tour and come with me?”
  	“That’s an idea,” She paused. “But I can’t. The fans expect a sincere performance. I wouldn’t dream of doing that to them. I want the experience to be instantaneous and firsthand, and I’m sure they wouldn’t want to pay the ticket price to see a clone.”
“But since your download rate is so high, couldn’t you send the information to yourself at the same time?”
“There would still be a nanoseconds lag in the transfer to the other side of the planet. No matter how small the gap, it’s a gap nonetheless, Fennius. I won’t compromise my principle to give my best. That means I have to be present to give it. What I do is a business and I have to be the one to lead how my image is spread. I can’t leave something that important to a marketing department.” She surprised him with her resolve. As much as she liked to have fun, Akiko Chiyo took care of her commitments. Just past the skyline, the sun was about to rise. He looked at his watch. It was almost seven.
“You need to go, don’t you?” She asked with a look of disappointment.
“I have to. This race season may be over, but I have to train hard to be ready for the next one. My competition isn’t going to let my undefeated season go unanswered. Every racer in the league is going to be pushing harder now and I have to be ready to hold them off if I want to keep winning. I want my sled in the lobby downstairs next to Kerry Kensington’s, more than anything.
“I think you’re definitely a Tatsunoka caliber racer.”
“I wish it was up to you, but I have to be the one to do the work if it’s going to happen.”
	“Then I wish you the best of luck.” She held out her hand for him to take. “Come watch the sunrise with me and then you can go.” And just like the morning in New York, Fennius and Akiko watched the rising sun together.
	Soon afterwards, the doors to Akiko’s penthouse closed behind Fennius. As he walked the hallway back to the elevator, the statues of the seven gods somehow looked different than they had before. Seeing them there, he could’ve sworn they were standing in different positions when he came through the first time. He dismissed it as his mind playing tricks on him and kept walking. But it wasn’t until he walked by the last statue that something else caught his eye. The last one, the statue marked “Bishamon”, had eyes different from the others. The god dressed in battle armor and carried a sword. Looking them over, the eyes looked alive. Morning light steamed in through all the windows. Fennius thought it was just an optical illusion that the god’s eyes followed him as he walked. He continued on and pressed the button for the elevator to come, but even with his back turned he still felt like he was being watched. Looking over his shoulder, Bishamon’s glare saw right through him. Where the god stared at him, Fennius stared back, unblinking. And in the same moment that the doors opened, Bishamon winked at him.”
	“What the?”
	“Mr. Taylor?” A voice said. Fennius’s head spun about to find a man standing just inside the elevator.
	“Sir? Are you alright?”
	“I’m…I was…” Fennius looked back at statue only to find the eyes no longer staring at him.
	“I’m fine, I guess.”
	“Were you looking at the statues?”
	“I was. The one on the end.” He said as he stepped inside the elevator. “Bishamon.”
	“Ah, Bishamon. The god of prosperity.”
	“The god of prosperity looks like a warrior.”
“He is also the god war and patron of warriors. He brings good luck in both battle and defense. A few warriors through history even claimed that Bishamon guided them through dreams. He is protector of law and defender of peace.”
“I thought he was watching me.”
	“That wouldn’t be a bad thing, Mr. Taylor. In a way sled racing is a form of combat. But more than a war god, Bishamon also dispenses treasure and good fortune to poor, worthy people. Having given people their riches, he uses his skill to protect them from evil and guard their treasure. Those are the noble traits: to protect the poor and protect them from those who would do evil. Do you agree with that, Mr. Taylor?”
	“Yes I would.”
	“That’s a good thing. I’ve escorted thousands of employees and visitors to view the statues. But until now, no one has mentioned any of the statues looking at them. Perhaps you are in his favor?”	
	“I’ll take all the help I can get.”
	“Would that include a ride home?”
	“If you could arrange for a cab to take me to the raceway, I’d appreciate it.”
	“Out of the question. I’ll have one of the company limousines will take you to your destination.”
	“Thank you, Mister?”
 	“Excuse my lack of manners,” He bowed. “Liam Hornsby, at your service.”
	“Hornsby? That doesn’t sound like a japanese name. Where are you from?
	“London. Tatsunoka discovered some of the essays I’d written on the importance of customer service and interaction while I was working for another company. They were so impressed with my ideas that they sent a representative to collect me and sign me to concierge the building.” It was at that moment that Fennius noticed the small glimmering pin on Liam’s collar. “I’m a fan of your racing and I’m eager to see how you’ll do in the future. Follow me.” 
The elevator carried them to the lobby and a vehicle pulled in front of the building when Fennius stepped outside. Mr. Hornsby told the driver his passengers’ destination and opened the door for him. “Good luck, Mr. Taylor. Have a pleasant trip.” Mr. Hornsby said as he retook his place next to the line of doormen at the front of the building. When the limo pulled away, the men waved in unison until he was out of sight.
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	On the ride to the raceway, Fennius thought hard about his future and the future of Team Phantom. How could he make it more profitable if he continued to win? Companies sell stock to raise money. Could he do the same? He’d have to talk to Sam, Katie, and Hideo in accounting. His hard work had gotten the company noticed. Now he needed the company to work for him. To not spend the time to make sure the company grew would be a terrible waste. An idea began to form about how to take the team into the future. If he could maintain winning and finishing in the top three places, a place with Tatsunoka would be assured. But what would happen to the members of Team Phantom when he signed with the biggest sled team? They have their own mechanics, managers, crews, and representatives. Would Tatsunoka assimilate Team Phantom to keep a winning unit together? Or would the others be left without a pilot to race for them? The limo dropped him off in time to join the others for the trip back to the United States. Nick met him at the door while drinking a beer.
	“Morning, Boss!” He gave a mock salute with a beer in his hand. “Ready to head home?”
	“I sure am.” He said. “Are you ready to start training for next season?” Nick’s eyes bugged.
	“You want to start training when we get back, Boss?”
	“You and the rest of the team should take a break. You’ve earned it. You have a family to be with, don’t you?”
	“Sure do. Can’t wait to see ‘em”
	“Then you should spend time with them. How long do you usually take off after a season?”
	“Normally, we spend the next two weeks at home and come back just before Halloween.”
	“Is that enough time off for you and the crew?”
	“I guess, Boss. Why do you ask?”
     “We’ve done the impossible and I want to show my appreciation, Nick. I couldn’t ask for a better team. I know I’ve said that before, but I mean it. When we get back, I want the Phantom and the trainer sled prepped for our first practice.”
“When’s our first practice?”
“After New Year’s day.” Nick’s face became a mask of surprise.
“You’re giving us time off until next year?”
“Is that a problem?” Fennius asked before noticing what Nick held in the crook of his other arm. “Nick? Are you still holding the sled cup from last night?”
“I’m sorry, Boss. It’s just so damn beautiful, I couldn’t bear to put it down.” The man offered it to him. “I didn’t think I was ever going to get to hold one.” Fennius took the cup and held it in his hands long enough to see his face in the reflective surface. Without another thought, he handed it back to Nick.
“It’s okay. You hold onto it until we get to the Team building. Make sure it finds its way into the trophy case.”
“Will do.”
The transport was loaded onto a shuttle and departed for Oklahoma. From his window, Fennius could see Tatsuoka One standing tall over the Tokyo skyline. Halfway through the flight, harsh knocking on his compartment door woke him from a deep slumber. When he opened the door, Sam and Katie had expressions on their faces that reminded him of his father’s stern look when he’d forgotten to do chores.  
“What’s going on?” He asked.
“Did you give the entire team the rest of the year off?” Sam said with no attempt to hide his displeasure.
	“I did. Is there something wrong that?”
	“The team is on salary.” Sam said. “That means they’re going to be paid even though they’re not working.” Fennius didn’t like Sam’s tone. Why was he aggravated? The season couldn’t have gone any better.
	“We just won the sled cup. I thought some time off would be in order so you could spend time with your families.”
	“You should have talked to us before you made a decision like that.” Katie added. “We know you’re CEO of the team, but Sam and I keep Team Phantom running. And we need you to let us know when you make decisions like that. We also need you to take a bigger interest in how the company is run. You’re the talent after all, aren’t you? With all the new sponsors we have, you’ll need to do a lot more commercials and photo shoots for their product ads to keep them happy.”
	“Do I have to?”
“It’s part of the business, Fennius. I know you don’t like doing it, but…” Katie said. “We need money to operate and if the sponsors have the money then we do what they want. Don’t you like being the face of Team Phantom?”
	“I do, but I don’t like selling someone else’s products. Aren’t there other ways to make money?”
	“Like what?” Sam crossed his arms.
	“Like selling stock in the company.”
	“You want to incorporate?”
	“Why not? Sell stock in Team Phantom, and keep winning. The price of our stock would make even more money.”
	“I think it’s a bold idea. It’s a big gamble.” Sam said, thinking it over.  
	“It’s a big gamble whether I could die in the next race but I still go out there.” Fennius said.
	“I think it’s a great idea.” Katie added. “But we have to careful. As perfect as this season has been, if we incorporate now and you don’t do well next season, then our stock might not achieve the level of success we want. Fennius, how do you think you’ll do next year?”
	“I’m ready to race right now. Let me at them.”
	“That’s the spirit.” Katie said as she looked to Sam. “If you can win the season opener, the sponsors and everyone else will be knocking down our door for a piece of Phantom Incorporated.”
	“But I want Team Phantom to keep control. We can do that if we have fifty-one percent of the stock, right? Whoever has fifty-one percent controls the company’s interests?” Fennius asked.
	“That’s right.”
“Good.” Fennius said. “We’ll wait to incorporate. But when we do, I don’t want to Team Phantom to sell more than forty-nine percent of the company.”
“Agreed.” Sam and Katie said in unison.
	“But in the meantime, we need to keep our sponsors happy.” Katie continued. “That means you’re going to have to do more ads for the sponsors. We’ve been sliding by with the minimum, taking their money to fund the team. But now we have to reciprocate and give them what they want in return. I know you don’t like doing it, but if you want to race, this is part of the commitment.” A sour look came over Fennius’s face.
	“You win. I’ll do what they want.” He huffed.
	“Why don’t you like doing the sponsor work, Fennius?” Sam asked.” I thought you’d enjoy being in the spotlight.”
	“I like the attention, but I don’t like the idea that I’m selling a part of me.”
	“They’re just pictures and video.” Katie assured him. “You’re not being asked to cut off a finger.”
	“Okay, I’ll do it. Schedule time with all the sponsors two days after we get back. I want to get them all out of the way at once. Oh, and I’d like to go home and check on Jimmy. I need someone to give me a ride.”	
	They arrived in Oklahoma City. Only after Fennius saw for himself that the Phantom was tucked away in the bay, he allowed Sam to give him a ride home. Looking through his window, everything looked nice and boring in El Reno. It was just the way he’d hoped it would be. Nothing had changed save for the marquees on businesses that wished him luck. But as he exited the city limits towards his home, cars and people lined the unpaved road leading home. The closer they got to the lone pair of houses, the more crowded things became. A feeling of dread came over him when he realized that his desired privacy would have to wait. The police were on hand to handle the masses. When Sam’s vehicle stopped in front of the house, the crowd went wild with cheers. Yelling faces pressed themselves against the windows. Somewhere out of sight, his high school fight song rang out in full force.
	“I didn’t know all this was going to be here.” Sam said. I should have checked. Are you going to be alright?” Sam asked.    
	“I’ll be fine.” He said as he grabbed the duffel with his clothes in it. “Call me when you’re ready to do the sponsor shoots.” With that, he opened the door and stepped into the contained mayhem. Temporary barricades kept his fans at bay, and Fennius waved to them. He wasn’t crazy about the idea of having all these people surrounding his house. But he took some comfort in the fact that they were the people he’d grown up around. They were here to support not just a sled Champion, but one of their own. A few impromptu pictures and autographs later, he found the local mayor and the mayor from Oklahoma City waiting for him on the front porch. When Fennius joined them, they awarded him with the keys to both cities. One for him at home and one for Team Phantom’s home base in Oklahoma City. When given a chance to speak, he thanked them for the awards and thanked everyone for supporting his race career. By a quick scan across the crowd, he could tell a small fortune had been spent in Team Phantom merchandise, for which he was extra grateful. More autographs and pictures later, the mob dispersed to leave Fennius alone with his thoughts. A few girls lingered outside hanging around the fence line hoping for him to emerge. Feeling tired and no longer sociable at the moment, he climbed the stairs to find his bed and get a nap. Save for his footsteps, the house was silent and still. At the top of the stairs, father’s large bed beckoned. But he couldn’t bring himself to lie in the middle of father’s scent. He didn’t want to feel lonely right now. He wanted to feel alive. The door to father’s room was open. He held his breath and pulled it shut to keep the memories from getting in through his nose. When he unpacked, the pictures of Dad and Carrie Kensington went back in their normal places on the nightstand. Without a word, he collapsed into familiar sheets and pulled them tight. Even after he took his glasses off and everything became blurry, he could still feel the eyes in the photographs upon him. The last time he laid here, he was an unknown. Now he was the hottest racer on the planet. “Funny how things change, huh?” The pictures stared back in silent agreement. 
Fennius tried to fall asleep, but images of Akiko and lingering whispers of the Phantom’s engines resonated deep in his brain. He woke just after sundown. When he opened the front door, the last traces of sunlight turned distant clouds varying shades of pink. The sound of wood squeaking told him he wasn’t alone. He found Ol’ Jimmy rocking in his chair as always. He didn’t speak until he reached the fence between the houses.
	“Hey, Mr. Abernathy.” Fennius said.
	“Fennius!” The man exclaimed as he leapt from his chair and shook his hand. “How ya doin’ my boy? Or should I say, champion? Hellfire! You showed them all, didn’t you? Won the whole damn season and survived an explosion without a scratch on ya. I almost ate my socks when you jumped into that burning sled. Wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever seen, but you pulled through. What on Earth possessed you to pull that kind of stunt?”
	“If I hadn’t, my friend Teneth would have burned to death.”
	“Well, don’t go doing anything like that again. I swear, my old heart can’t take jolts like that. Come and have a seat next to me. Tell me what you’ve been up to.” Fennius jumped the fence and sat atop it in his usual spot. He was about to tell Mr. Abernathy about Japan when something strange caught his eye. The JS94 he’d given Jimmy was on hands and knees in the tall grass on the other side of the house.
	“Jimmy? What’s the robot doing in the grass over there?”     
	“Oh him? He’s picking up coins just like you showed me.”
	“You’ve got him picking up coins? I got him so you wouldn’t have to work so hard around the house.”
	“I can clean up my own damn house. I don’t need a nanny to mind after my messes. Besides, he’s really good at finding the coins. I toss the same number of coins every time, and he brings back every single one. I don’t know about you, but I think it’s entertaining as hell to watch him.”
	“He’s good for a lot more than playing fetch.” Fennius sighed.
	“Hell. I give him a job every now and then. I had a dog as a boy, but this is a hundred times better.” In the distance, the robot beeped and stood up. “It looks like he’s found them all.” The robot turned around and came walking back to the porch. As it got closer, Fennius saw the two gaping holes in its chest.
	“Jimmy? What happened to his body?” He asked.
	“Oh yeah, about that. The first night I let him stay in the house, I woke to find him standing at the foot of my bed with those burning eyes of his. He scared the devil out of me. I thought he was some kind of monster.”
	“And?”
	“I may have plugged him a few times with the gun I keep next to the bed.”
	“You shot him?”
	“I didn’t mean to. I was sleeping just fine until that lanky sumbitch scared the daylights out of me. Fennius, you have to understand that you can’t just sneak into a man’s room when he’s sleeping and stand over him. I was half awake. And when I saw him, well, I may have screamed and let him have both barrels with that scattergun I keep next to my bed. At least I think that’s how it happened. He went down like a champ. He was still squawkin’ in the morning so figured I didn’t hit anything important. I know you spent a lot of money on him. I didn’t mean to abuse the thing. I still enjoy him.”
	“Just not in the house?” The robot held out a roll of stacked coins in its palm and waited for Jimmy to take them.
“That’s right. Just not in the house. Hold on. No hard feelings, eh buckethead?” He said to the robot. Jimmy took the coins and chucked them back into the grass, the robot watching where they fell. Obediently, it turned and followed the path the coins had taken.  
	“See? He’s not upset.”
	“I guess not.” Fennius rolled his eyes.
	“So what else is going on with you, superstar? Every time I turn on the news feeds, there’s a picture of you with some weird video-girl.”
	“That’s Akiko, she’s my girlfriend, I guess.” He said with a certain amount of pride.
 	“Your girlfriend? You mean you’re dating a video game character?”
	“She’s not a video game. She’s a sentient artificial intelligence and I like her a lot.”
	“But she’s not real, Fennius. If you’re her boyfriend, how is it you two hold hands? Huh? Tell me that one.” It took twenty minutes, but Fennius managed to convince Mr. Abernathy of what Akiko definitely was and was not. Jimmy’s eyes bugged when he told her how much money she made by performing her music. “So she’s all there, huh? She’s not just some mix of pixels and static and stuff?”
	“No, she’s aware and she said she’d like to meet you sometime.”
	“Why on earth would someone like her want to meet me?”
	“Because I told her about you and she said she’d like to meet you if the opportunity arose.”
	“That’s too wild, Fennius.” Jimmy scratched his chin. She really said that, eh? Alright. Tell you what, if she comes to Oklahoma, I’ll have her over as a guest. How’s that sound to you?”
	“I’d like that. Akiko is something else.”
	“Well, as long as you’re happy with her. I spent the night with the most beautiful felian once, at least I think it was female. That was one hell of a time. Where was I? Oh yes, we were going to talk about you, my boy. So what are you going to do until next season?”
“I’ve already enrolled in e-college.”
“You did? That’s great!” He reached out and ruffled Fennius’s hair. “Whatcha going to major in, college boy?”
	“Aerospace Engineering.”
“Aerospace engineering? That’s a tall order. I suppose you’re smart enough for it, though. You seem to do whatever you put your mind to. Aerospace engineering, aerospace engineering.” Jimmy pondered the words. “Is that so you know how the sleds work on the inside?”
“Pretty much. If I can help the design and pit team with how the sled operates, I’ll know how to make it better.”   
	“Ha! I knew it!” He cackled. You’re going to be alright. You keep studying. Anything else you plan on doing?”
	“Train. I’m going to train so hard the other racers won’t have a chance next year.”
	“You have to give everything you got, Fennius. That’s how you beat them.” Jimmy laughed. “You train harder than they do in the off season. And when the season opener comes, you leave them in the dust. I know you can do it.”
	“Thanks, Jimmy.”
	“No problem. You just keep your grades up. I want to see you graduate. I’m sure your father would want to see that as well.” When Jimmy mentioned his father, Fennius’s expression of pleasantness turned somber. “Oh, hell. Listen to me rattling on. Dammit, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring your pa into this. I apologize, I should have thought about what I was going to say before I said it.”
	“It’s okay, Jimmy. You didn’t mean anything by it. Don’t feel bad. I don’t think he’s ever coming back.”
	“Now you can’t go sayin’ that. You have to hold onto some hope. I’ve known your dad for years. And if I knew two things about your dad, the first would be that he loves you more than anything else in the universe.”
	“What’s the second?”
	“The fact, that if he’s out there right now, he’s doing his damnedest to get back home.” Fennius smiled a little.
“I miss him, Jimmy. I just had the first undefeated rookie season in the history of the sport and he’s not here to see it. The one person missing all this is the one person I’d want to share this with.”
“You can’t do anything about that. But you know what you can do?”
“What?”
“Win.” He poked Fennius in the chest with a rigid finger. “You train harder and longer than the others and you win. And when the time comes that you see your dad again, you can tell him what you’ve done while you stood on your own two feet. I can’t think of anything that would make him more proud. Get your schooling done, too.”  
	“I’ll do it.”
	“You better, or I’ll whoop your little backside.”
	Jimmy made Fennius Dinner in his home and the rest of evening passed without another word passing between them. Fennius enjoyed every bite the home cooked meal in something resembling home. After eating they returned to the dark porch to watch the stars twinkle in the October sky. Now and then the robot would return with a handful of corners only to have Jimmy throw them again. It wasn’t until one in the morning that a yawn arrived to tell him to turn in. He jumped down from the fence, and said goodnight. He didn’t get far before Jimmy spoke:
	“Fennius.” He said.
	“Yes?”
	“Do you think you have things in hand?”
	“I’m doing my best, but yes.”
	“Good. Then tomorrow I’ll sign the paperwork to have you emancipated. I think you’re old enough to be on your own.”
	“Thanks, Jimmy.”
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	The next morning, Fennius rose with the sun and caught the public transport to the track. By the time the doors opened for him, he’d completed two more engineering lessons. Besides the old man at the security gate, not a soul was around. When the lights in the team building turned on, he found the Phantom fueled and waiting. He couldn’t change into his race suit fast enough. The sled awoke with a fiery roar, controls vibrating in his hands. The bay doors opened wide and the Phantom drifted onto the course to position itself on the pole position of the starting grid. With gloves in place, Fennius closed his eyes and let the sled humming a melody to horsepower. When he slammed the throttle open, the Phantom leapt from the line tore through the first two turns in as many seconds. All dashboard lights were in the green, the engine running hot and clean, playing a symphony of machine music for an audience of one. Somewhere between the whine and roar he found the rare peace he needed and let it fill him. Beyond the track, Oklahoma City, the universe didn’t exist. It was just him, a low-flying spaceman and the machine of his dreams, burning his ecstasy a thousand tons a second. In this space there was only him and the power. There were no sponsors, leagues or managers to dilute the rush pushing through his veins. The Phantom blasted time and time again past the starting grid, two words guiding the hands of its pilot.

More.     Faster.

Time no longer had meaning. Fennius swore to himself that no matter what life brought his way, he would never anything separate him from the speed he loved. It was a part of him now and forever. And like all perfect moments, they pass. A lap after the LOW FUEL signal sounded, Fennius eased off of the throttle and exited the track. But when he pulled into the bay, he found he wasn’t alone. A crowd of people dressed in fancy suits and dresses had gathered in the time that it had taken him to burn off the tank of fuel. As the red monster growled in, the people parted to let him pass.
	The Phantom found its docking clamp and powered down. And as the cockpit opened, Fennius emerged to the sound of clinking glasses and applause. He walked through the crowd of smiling faces to find Sam and Katie pouring champagne for everyone. Each of them was dressed in formal wear as well.
	“Fennius!” Katie called out and beckoned him closer. “Fennius, come here and celebrate with us!”
	“What’s going on? Why are you here? Who are all these people?”
	“These people are representatives from different corporate entities.” Said Katie. “Sam and I invited them to see the facility and deliver the news about the IPO.”
	“The what?”
	“The IPO, Fennius. The initial public offering. You said you wanted to incorporate and sell stock in Team Phantom. These are the people with the capital to make that happen.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this was going on?”
“We didn’t think you’d be interested.” Sam said as he handed another full glass to a woman in a black dress that left little to the imagination. “You always tell us how much you don’t like to do the events that aren’t related to the racing so we decided to do this on our own. Why are you here?”
“I’m practicing. Why else would I be here?”
“Why aren’t you using the trainer?” Sam asked.
“The trainer doesn’t go as fast.”
“This is perfect.” Katie said. “That’s brilliant. Everyone!” She shouted over the crowd. “Everyone! Here he is, the next day after returning from a championship season and he’s already preparing for another! Let’s hear it for Fennius Taylor, the youngest champion in the history of the sport!” Cheers filled the room and Fennius waved back. When he thought no one was looking, he turned away to slink up the stairs. That’s when Katie caught a handful of his race suit and whispered in his ear. “Not so fast. Listen, these people are our future. Spend some time and talk to them.”
“I don’t know these people, what am I supposed to talk about?”
“Show them the Phantom.” Sam added. “You can talk about that can’t you? Look, these people know squat about what goes into making a hovercraft operate the way it does. Give them a tour of the sled.”
“I’d like to get a shower. My suit is sweaty.”
“Keep the suit on.” Katie said. “The sweat will add to the effect of how hard you’re working to stay number one.” Fennius rolled his eyes. “Stay for an hour and sign some autographs. Pose for some pictures. Remember, they’re fans and they’ve got kids that are fans. Make them happy and we’ll meet our goal of funds to raise.”
	“We need this, huh?” They nodded in agreement.
	“Fine, one hour. Then I’m out of here.”
	“Fair enough.” Both said in unison. Fennius tucked the helmet under his arm and waded back into the crowd. It was what he expected it to be; stuffed suits and fake smiles. But to keep the event from being a total loss to him, there were a few actual fans in the crowd to talk to. It was nice to connect with those who were as passionate about the sport as much as he was. He answered every question asked and smiled wide for every photo opportunity. In the end it wasn’t all bad. The time flew by, and after an hour, he said goodbye and left to peel the suit off. One sweat shedding shower later, he emerged from the private quarters and found the last of the guests walking out the door. Both Katie and Sam clapped their hands for him as he descended to the ground floor.
	“Things couldn’t have gone better. We didn’t count on you being here.” Sam said. “Having you show up gave our delivery the extra punch it needed. Let Mr. Abernathy know that since he’s your legal guardian, we’re going to need him to sign contracts on your behalf. He'll have to be here when it's time to renew contracts and offer the IPO.”
	“Fine. I’ll let him know.”
	As Fennius left the building and walked towards the gate, he began to think about getting a vehicle of his own. That way, he wouldn’t have to take the public transport. I should have my own vehicle. I’m old enough to drive now. He thought.
	“You look like you could use a ride.” A voice said from behind. He turned and found the last person he could have expected to see.
	“Akiko? What are you doing here?” She was leaning against the body of a sparkling new Corvette Stingray convertible with a pair of sunglasses covering her eyes. The car was the same color platinum as her hair, shirt, skirt, and boots.
	“Waiting on you. I figured you wouldn’t be able to stay away from the track.”
	“I thought you wouldn’t be able to come and see me.”
	“I wasn’t able to see you yesterday morning because of the press conference. I had the second pair of my new emitters shipped here and I borrowed a company car to come and visit.”
	“You have a driver’s license?”
	“Of course I have one. What sixteen-year-old doesn’t?”
	“Just me, I guess.”
	“Then it’s a good thing I happened along to pick you up. The ride is going to cost you.”
	“How many credits will it cost me?”
	“Oh, your money’s no good here, rocket boy. I’m going to need a kiss.” Fennius obliged. Once the fare was paid in full, he found the passenger seat while Akiko got behind the wheel. As the two sped away with the top down, Akiko squeaked with delight.
	“What’s got you in such a good mood?” He said over the whipping wind.	
	“This car.” She said. “The acceleration and power is a total rush.” Her silver boot pushed deep against the accelerator and the Fennius was pressed into his seat. She looked over at him for a reaction, but he wasn’t fazed by her aggressive driving. How could he be? His job consisted of pushing a machine over three hundred miles per hour. Compared to that, the sensations in a Stingray doing eighty-five on an open highway was just cruising.
	“Not bothered by my driving?” She asked.
	“Not so much. But this isn’t a race course, so ease off the pedal.” With a devilish grin, Akiko sped up to ninety-five miles per hour and weaved between two cars.  
 	“What’s the matter, speed demon? Don’t like someone else behind the wheel?” Fennius buckled his safety belt.
	“Akiko, slow down.”
	“Relax. I’ve got this.” She said while parting two more vehicles and careening across two lanes at once. Fennius put one hand on the console.
	“Slow down!” He said again, this time a little louder. The Stingray careened down the road, engine pounding in its casing like trapped bees in a hive.
	“Whoo!” Akiko exclaimed as she swerved and weaved through traffic. Fennius gripped the door handle and console as they came within inches of striking a bus, only to swing back the other way. Without a multiple point restraint belt, helmet, or canopy to shield him, Fennius felt naked. And without the controls in his own hands, he felt vulnerable. The Stingray wasn’t capable of reaching three hundred miles an hour, but the excessive speed of the car felt lethal to him.
	“Goddammnit, Akiko! Pull it over now!” He yelled. Shocked by his reaction, Akiko let off of the gas pedal and coasted to a halt on the side of the road. Even after the vehicle had stopped moving, only erratic breaths were possible. Fennius’ fingers refused to let go of the dashboard
	“What’s the matter? I thought you liked going fast. Fennius? Are you alright?”
	“Don’t.” He managed to whisper.
	“Don’t? Don’t what?”
	“Don’t ever do that again.”
	“Why are you freaking out? You’re a sled racer.”
	“It’s not the same thing.” He huffed. “And you’re…you’re…not”
	“I’m not what?” She removed her sunglasses. “I’m not a WHAT?”
	“You’re not… a racer.”
	“I didn’t mean to scare you. You look pale. Are you going to be alright?” He exhaled the last captive breath and let go of the dashboard.
	“I’ll be fine.” He said without making eye contact.
	“I didn’t mean to scare you, Fennius. I’d never do anything to put you in dangers way.”
	“I know. Home please.” Akiko drove him all the way back to his house without so much as a word between them. When his home was within sight, Fennius was going to ask her how she knew where he lived. Then he remembered there was little information Akiko couldn’t access in the blink of an eye. To his satisfaction, Ol’ Jimmy met them at the road when she stopped the car.
	“Got it made, don’t ya boy?” Jimmy said as he eyed the sports car. “Riding around in a shining machine with a pretty girl behind the wheel. Howdy, miss.” He tipped his cap to Akiko. “You must be the one Fennius has been telling me about.”
	“That depends on what he told you. You must be Jimmy Abernathy. I’m Akiko Chiyo, from Japan.” She held her hand out for him to shake. Fennius watched Jimmy eye the hand for a moment before taking it and putting a kiss on her knuckles.
	“A pleasure to meet you, Akiko from Japan. That’s quite a car you’ve got there. It’s the new Stingray isn’t it?”
	“Yes it is. I love American cars.”
	“Nothing beats a Stingray. My granddad had the prettiest 2085 corvette. The lady likes American steel, Fennius. She’s a keeper.”
	“Flattery.” Akiko smiled at Fennius. “Handsome and charming.” She giggled, making Jimmy blush as she stepped out of the car. 	
	“Would you like to come inside?” Jimmy asked. “I could make you something to eat, if you want lunch that is.”
	“That’s kind of you, but I’m not hungry. He might want something, though.” She replied. Jimmy came to the realization of his mistake.
	“Oh.” Jimmy hung his head a little. “I’m sorry, Miss. I wasn’t thinking. Forgive me, I didn’t mean anything by it.”
	“That’s alright.” She reached out and touched the tip of his nose with her finger. “It was an honest mistake. Thank you for the offer.”
	“But won’t you come inside? I’d like to get to know you better since you and ‘Mr. Sled Superstar’ spend so much time together.”  
	“I’d like that very much.” She bowed. “Fennius? Are you hungry?”
	“I could eat.” He said.
	“Well then, I’ll make something for you.” Jimmy waved. “Come on, I want to get to know you better.” Inside the house, Fennius ate while Jimmy asked Akiko questions that only a super sentient computer could answer. In the end, he had her doing the work of a calculator. “How about ten thousand, four hundred eighty-five times three hundred and twenty?” He asked her with wide eyes.
	“That’s easy.” She winked at Fennius. “Three million, three hundred and fifty-five thousand, two hundred.” Jimmy was astounded.   
	“What about PI?” He asked.
	“What about it?”
	“What’s the millionth digit behind the decimal?”
	“One?” Akiko said with some uncertainty.
	“You think or you know?”
	“Um. I’m pretty sure it’s one.”
	“That’s right!” Jimmy slapped his knee. “Tell me, did you not know, or were you just trying to fool me?”
	“It’s a personal choice to keep my RAM on standby. After I was born, I found that if I didn’t buffer myself from instant access to my servers, it was hard to concentrate. It was like walking around with a person reciting a trigonometry lesson in my ear all the time. I like the access to information, but I don’t want it interfering with every thought. Overthinking every aspect of your life is exhausting and it takes the fun out of everything. I don’t need to know if a cloud is classified as a cirrostratus or stratocumulus to have fun and think it’s shaped like a dragon.”
	“I know what you mean.” Jimmy nodded. “You can’t go around taking yourself too seriously.” When Fennius finished his meal, he put the plate in the washer. Akiko, seeing he was ready to leave, pushed back her chair.
	“Thank you for the fun visit, Mr. Abernathy.”
	“You two are taking off, huh?”
	“Fennius promised to show me his home.”	
	“That’s be alright I guess. Say Akiko, you wouldn’t mind me looking over that stingray again would you?”
	“Do you have a driver’s license?”
	“Of course I do.”
	“Then why don’t you take it for a ride?” She said as she pitched him the miniature starting module. “I’d hate for dust to settle on the paint while I’m visiting with my boyfriend.”
	“I’ll do that.” Jimmy said while eyeing the device. “Oh. by the way, Fennius. I finished the documents needed for your emancipation. You’re your own man now.”
	“That’s terrific. Akiko clapped. “I’m so happy for you.”
	“Thank you again, Jimmy.” Fennius said.
	“It’s nuthin’.” The man replied as he flipped the silver tab in his hand. “You two go have fun. I’m going to make sure Ms. Chiyo’s car doesn’t get…dusty. I’ll be back in a bit.”
	Fennius showed her his home. And when the tour was over, he showed Akiko his room. She took a liking to the makeshift shrine to sled racing. But the items she liked most were the photographs in the frames next to his bed.
	“Your dad is a handsome man. I can see where you get your good looks.”
	“Stop it.” He said before handing her the other picture.
	“Fennius? Is this you standing next to Carrie Kensington? You were a child. How old were you when this was taken?”
	“Eight. My dad got tickets for an exhibition in Oklahoma City. carrie was there and met with the fans afterwards. We were lucky enough to meet with her before she had to leave. My dad snapped the picture.”
	“That’s amazing that you got the chance to meet your idol.”
	“I know. I can still remember shaking her hand. She was sweaty and exhausted but she still took time to meet with her fans afterwards.”
	“That’s a good practice to follow.” Akiko thought aloud. “Why not emulate the best? After all, you’re just as fast as her if not faster. But you don’t care for the business end as much as she did. You’re in it for the speed, aren’t you Fennius?” A wicked grin parted his lips.
	“Only until they make something faster. Or better yet, since I’m studying Aerospace Engineering, I can make something faster.”
	“You’re a strange one. First you want to go fast in a sled, then you tell me to stop for going too fast in a car.”
“That’s different.”
“How so?”
“I wasn’t in control.”
“I see.” Akiko said as she stepped close to him and wrapped her arms around him. “Do you have to be in control all the time?”
“Not always.”
	“Good. Nobody likes a control freak. Fennius? Are you beeping?” He looked at his duffel and heard the noise himself.
	“Oh, that’s the alarm on my tablet reminding me to do my homework.”
	“College boy, huh?” She said as she let him go. A few button presses later the alarm quit.
	“That’s me.” He checked the tablet for messages to find only fan mail.
	“Do you want me to tutor you?”
	“For what? Aerospace Engineering?”
	“Why not? I have a P.h.d. in every course from the University in Tokyo.”
	“You do?”
	“Uh huh. And honorary staffing privileges at M.I.T. and the Stephen Hawking Institute. They offered to let me teach if I wanted. So do you want help with your studies? I could plug into your tablet and do the rest of your semester’s assignments in point seven seconds if you want to go do something else.”
	“I can’t let you do that.” Fennius said as he sat down on the bed with the tablet. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I need to take care of this. I set goals for myself. And if I stick to the regimen I’ve created, I’ll be done with my degree halfway through the third race season. It’s important that I do this. Again, I don’t mean to put you off.”
	“It’s okay.” She playfully flipped her hair. “I don’t have any engagements until the day after tomorrow. Then I’ll need to be in Paris so I can be the announcer at a fashion show. I’ve got some time to burn. Do you want to be alone?”
	“I need to get it done.”
	“Fine. Do your schoolwork.” She gave him a peck on the cheek. “I hear Mr. Abernathy pulling up outside so I’ll go talk to him.”
	“You don’t mind?”
	“What kind of girlfriend gets in the way of her boyfriend becoming better educated? Just send me a message from your tablet when you’re finished and we’ll do something else.”
	“Talk to you later.” He said.
	“Later, rocket boy.” She blew him a kiss.
	Once Akiko was out of the house, Fennius concentrated on his lesson outlining cabin pressure in aircraft and the dangers of violent decompression. The last thing he heard before tuning out the rest of the world was the sound of the stingray spitting dirt as it sped away.
	An hour later, as he was about to start a section review, the sound of the stingray’s roaring engine killed the silence. It was coming up the road, and it was moving fast. Needing to take a break, he pitched the holo-tablet onto his pillow and peered out his front window. He looked in time to see the silver blur creating a wake of dust plumes ten feet high. From his vantage point, he couldn’t make out the driver. But by the way the car shifted left and right to power drift in a straight line, Mr. Abernathy was the likely culprit. He smiled a little at seeing the old man having a good time. Other than his own father, Jimmy had done more for him than anyone. One day, he’d be sure to repay the man in a proper manner.
	He finished his coursework and filled his duffel with clothes for the days of training ahead. When he emerged from the house, Akiko and Jimmy had the Stingray’s hood open in the road. They were still discussing gear ratios when he approached and threw his bag in the car.
	“Having fun?” He asked the pair.
	“Your girlfriend is a fireball behind the wheel, Fennius.” Jimmy said as he patted her on the back. “You ought to take her out in your sled sometime.” The idea hadn’t crossed his mind. There was always the trainer to take her out on the track if she wanted to go.
	“Can we?” Akiko asked with wide eyes.
	“Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll ask Sam if it’s okay. Can you give me a ride back to the track? I’d like to get some more simulator time tonight.”
	“That’s the way to do it, Fennius.” Jimmy exclaimed as he slammed the hood shut. “Have a safe trip home, Akiko. It’s been a pleasure to meet you.” He took her hand again and kissed the top of it.
	“Likewise, Jimmy-san.” She said, blushing at his gesture.
	“You two do make a cute couple.” Fennius groaned.
	“Humph!” Akiko pouted. “I can’t help it if I’m a fool for men with manners.”
Akiko drove him back to the Oklahoma City. Outside the Team Phantom building she turned the engine off.
“It’s so quiet here.” She remarked. “Fennius, there’s something I have to tell you.” She said.   
“What is it?” He asked.
“I heard something in the company mainframe today.”
“Like a sound?”
“More like a company memo.”
“What did it say?”
“Well, it was from Mr. Aramaki, the man you met the night of your banquet.”
“What did he say?”
“He mentioned to several of the other members on the board that they would be keeping a close eye on me because I’ve been spending a lot of time with you.”
“Why are they concerned?”
“It’s because they’ve expressed interest in you and gave you your pin.”
“Why does that matter?”
“The company is concerned that other racers and the league may view or relationship a type of favoritism. Especially if should you continue to be wanted for the Tatsunoka racing team. They’re worried about favoritism and the possibility of outsiders calling our relationship a conflict of interest.”  
“That’s crazy. They ‘expressed interest’ because I won every race this year.” He punched the dashboard so hard the entire car shook. “Unbelievable.” It him a moment to regain his composure, but after thinking it over, he could picture things from the company’s point of view. “So what does this mean? Are we not allowed to see each other anymore?”
“I don’t think it’ll come to that but you and I should be careful. I’d hate to think that I could be a reason for them not to select you for the team.”
“That’s not going to happen. I’m going to make the cut. The next racer Tatsunoka chooses is going to be me. I’m not going to give them a choice. If I dig in and train hard I can turn pro after two more seasons.” Akiko reached out and touched him on the shoulder.
“I want that for you, Fennius.” She told him. “Train hard. When you turn professional, we won’t have to worry about things like this. Listen, I have my new tour to concentrate on. Why don’t we just communicate by messaging for a while?”
“It’s not the same.” Fennius said. “I like having you around. You’re smart and you don’t try to sell my face to sponsors.”
“That’s all?”
“And… you’re prettiest girl in the world.”
“That’s more like it.” She scooted closer stole a kiss. “Now get in there and kick that simulator’s ass.”
	“When will I see you next?” He asked.
	“I’ll send you a message when I can find a break in my tour schedule. I’m almost doing a show a day.”
	“Isn’t that tiring?”
	“Not for me. I’ve always got the energy to rock a crowd.” Fennius got out of the car, slung the duffel over his shoulder and circled around. Knowing it might be awhile before he saw her again face to face, he leaned in and collected one more kiss to hold him over. He almost lost his balance when this one turned out to be just as heart quickening as the first, but it would be enough to hold him over. Standing straight again, he resituated the duffel and waved.
	“I’ll wait for you to contact me. Bye.”
	“Later, rocket boy!” She said as she fired up the engine. As Akiko drove away, Fennius felt sure of the direction he was heading. Inside, the Team Phantom building was empty. When he checked the food stores in the eating area, he found enough to hold him over for a few days. It would take twenty minutes to get into his suit and have the race simulator online. It was nineteen and three quarter minutes longer than he wanted to wait.

[bookmark: _Toc450231992]CHAPTER NINETEEN

	The next morning, Fennius awoke in his bunk on the second floor. He’d only closed his eyes for four hours, but light from the rising sun broke his bond with the world of dreams. After a hot shower and change of clothes, he returned to his bed and activated his holo-tablet. No messages from Akiko. The rest of the morning fell victim to more study time. Aerospace Engineering wasn’t as difficult as he thought it might be. He already knew the basics of flight based on his passion for sled racing, so that helped him with the first lessons. After a few more chapters of lessons, he put studying aside and slipped into a fresh racing suit. All day long he pushed the machine to challenge him. And in those hungry digital hours, his mind found the invisible paths that could lead to victory in the coming season. He trained day and night. When he was tired, he slept. When he held his holo-tablet to study, the free hand shoveled food his mouth. Before he knew it, six days had passed. It was only when he discovered that he had no more food and clean race suits that he considered taking a break. The websites of a local grocery and dry cleaners remedied his immediate needs. But after a week of no messages from Akiko, Fennius began to wonder how she was doing on her tour.
	The grocery delivered his order around two thirty and the mobile cleaners arrived shortly afterwards to press his dirty race suits. The greasy-haired man behind the wheel of the cleaning truck knew a lot about sled racing. While the suit finished, he and the man shared a great conversation about what they thought the new fusion engines would bring to the sport. The man had almost driven away before working up the courage to come back and ask Fennius for an autograph.
	After a few more hours in the trainer, he threw the canopy open to find Sam and Katie waiting for him.
	“There he is.” Sam smiled. “Look at you. The rest of the league is resting and you’re clocking overtime on the trainer. That’s outstanding.” Fennius removed his helmet and sweat dripped down his cheeks. “Why do you wear your helmet in the trainer, Fennius?” Katie asked. “You don’t need to have it on.”	
	“I want to train in the same conditions I’m going to perform in.” He said as he wiped his forehead with a towel.  
“Come look at this.” Sam said as he laid down his holo-tablet on the table. “The IPO is ready and all we need are a few of your signatures to issue the stock.”

	“Will we make the goal of credits we’re shooting for?” He asked them.
	“More than enough.” Katie assured him.
	“And control of the company will stay within this room?” He asked them.
	“That’s right.” Sam smiled. “We’ll decide how Team Phantom works. You’ll still have to ad work, but you’re going to race in the same sled. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
“More than anything.” Fennius said.
“Then I need you to sign these ten lines on my tablet.” He held out the tablet for Fennius to use. “After that, Katie and I will take care of everything else.” Fennius took the stylus and filled out the lines with his name printed under them. Finished, he replaced the stylus in its holder and handed it back.
“I’m going to continue training. Is there anything else I need to know?”
“No. That’s all there is.” Sam said as he checked the tablet. “With this, we can put everything in motion. Do you need anything?”
“I do need something. Keep the food stores stocked and call the mobile cleaners. Have them make weekly visits starting one week from today.”
 	“I can handle that.” Sam said as the two turned to leave. “Don’t work yourself too hard, champ. And don’t forget to grab plenty of sleep tonight. You’ll want to look good for the cameras when we do ad work for the sponsors tomorrow!”
Fennius programmed the simulator to load the coming season’s races in chronological order. The helmet slipped over his ears and the safety restraints clicked into place. The cockpit sealed and he became one with the machine. His support crew returned some weeks later to help him with fine tuning the Phantom. The months between him and opening day dissipated like exhaust fumes.

[bookmark: _Toc450231993]CHAPTER TWENTY

 SEASON OPENER:
	“WATCH HIM, FENNIUS! WATCH HIM!” Nick’s voice barked through Fennius’s earpiece as the Phantom traded paint with the number 37 sled. A few seconds later, he beat him out and surged into second place. His sled was running great but he was still behind the leader, number 89. Two laps to go. It took some expert flying, but the endless hours spent training helped Fennius find the perfect groove. By the time he and number 89 reached the backstretch of the last lap, the red sled took first place and pulled away. A few breaths later, Team Phantom collected the season’s first victory. But it wasn’t until later that evening that Fennius got a chance to talk with an absent friend.
	“Another win, Mr. Taylor?” The voice said from behind.
Fennius spun about to find the tall felian standing in the loading in his transport.
	“Teneth! Fennius exclaimed as he dropped his duffel and hugged him. “How are you doing? I didn't see you before the race. I see your legs are well enough for you to race.”
“Indeed. It took two healers and some physical therapy but I’m as good as new.”
 	“That’s wonderful news. Are you ready for Indianapolis?”
“So eager to race you are, Fennius. Don’t you think about anything else?”
“It’s race season. Why would I think about anything else?”
“Your work ethic is admirable. You took first place today, but I came in fourth. I’ve come to issue a warning. Many of the racers tire of your winning streak. In a few days, I too will hound your every lap. I am your friend, but this season calls for my victory. I’ll spare you no lenience when next we meet.”
“I’d expect no less from you, Teneth.
“Do you still have the charm I gave you?”
“I keep it in my race suit.”
“Good. Keep it close. I have an uneasy feeling about this season. We will both be tested.” Teneth turned his back and opened the door to leave. “Farewell, Fennius.” He said. “May you stay hidden from Maleesda’s gaze.”
“Same to you, Teneth.”

INDANAPOLIS:

   “COME ON, MOVE!” Fennius yelled. A pair of sleds from Team Comet had created a makeshift wall to keep him from advancing. He tried to slip past but each time he moved, they moved with him. They wouldn’t let him go low or high as they barreled down the backstretch of lap three. “GET OUT OF THE WAY, DAMMIT!” He blamed himself. If he’d gotten better result in the time trials, he wouldn’t be in fifth place. Time and again he tried to pass only to fall short. Other sled passed them on the low side. They weren’t racing for first as much as they were holding him at bay. “YOU DON’T WANT TO MOVE, HUH? FINE WITH ME!” Fennius punched the accelerator and put his nose between the two sleds and opened the throttle wide. The sound of their fins grating their way down the sides of his fuselage put his teeth on edge but he kept pushing. The racer on each side pressed in on the Phantom. Turn three was coming up fast. When the turn came, all three would have to shift left. After that, the inside sled would press in again. The outside racer would hold tight against him and would press harder once the turn finished. When that happened, the two would sandwich him and possibly damage the Phantom enough to slow him down. The turn came quicker than he wanted, but he already had his plan of action. When the three banked, the Phantom banked far less than what he would have and it pushed both him and the outside sled high into the turn. It was almost enough to collide with the outer barrier. Trying to stay out of the wall, the outside sled pushed back as hard as he could. Fennius pressed back, holding him there as the inner sled drifted away. When the turn ended, the inner sled racer saw they were further away than planned and drifted over at a dangerous speed to ram him. “That’s it.” He watched the two. “Make it count, tough guy.” When the inner sled was ten feet away and closing, Fennius dug his feet into the floor pedals to activate the air brakes and retro thrusters. When the Phantoms engines dumped their power through the front vents, it dropped away. This left the other two sleds to collide into one another. The inner sleds canopy shattered as the fin of the outer one slammed into it. Likewise, the outer sleds left engine collapsed when it collided with the others frame. Ruined by their collision, both hovercrafts parted to reveal a clear path ahead. Throttle forward, Fennius split them and powered ahead. It took the rest of the race to catch up to the leader. With a quick faint to get him to drop low in the last turn of the final lap, number 21 slipped by to claim win number two. Team Phantom’s winning streak continued.     
After the race, another bouquet of digital palette mimicking flowers arrived with a card.

It read:
Congratulations on your win! That was some fancy flying! I’m still busy with the tour but will call you soon! Miss you bunches, rocket boy!
                      
Your biggest fan, 
Akiko.

Fennius thought he could keep the streak going forever until the race in Miami came along. Halfway into lap nine, a faulty compressor caused the Phantom to stall. He managed to wring enough power out of it to last the race, but it wasn’t enough to keep two racers from pulling away at the end. He stood on the winner’s podium, but not on top this time. He wanted the win but couldn’t fault the pit crew. When Nick asked why he wasn’t angry about not taking the checkered flag, he replied:
“If it blew on the first lap, I’d be angry, but it had enough strength to limp across the line. We’ll win next time.”
 
ARIZONA BAY RACEWAY:
The Phantom took another first place finish. But a monstrous wreck in the final lap that claimed the life of a pilot overshadowed the victory. That night, Fennius watched the replay of the accident. After seeing the head on impact with the outer barrier, there were no misconceptions about whether the funeral would include a closed casket ceremony.   
The races in Dallas and New York came and went without incident. Two more checkered flags. The competition was getting tougher. It didn’t surprise him to see the report on the SLED network that three other racing teams adopted more aggressive training regimens.  
	By the time he took the checkered flag in London, the races were closer to brawls than competitions of speed. The Phantom was taking more and more damage during its outings. The transport carried a spare sled in reserve should the primary not be repairable. But through it all, Nick and his men had the sled looking brand new for every match. Curious to know everything he could learn, Fennius spent any time he could spare in the portable bay. Handing tools to the mechanics, he learned the design and reason for every bolt and wire in his red beauty. Replacement parts came by the truckload. Thanks to Mr. Otomo’s calculations and orders, the crates of parts met the team in time to make adjustments. The income from winnings and merchandise made sure they didn’t have to put a single washer on credit.
	Monaco became a high speed melee. Two laps after the start and a racer from Team Havoc ended up in the hospital with a broken collarbone.
Team Phantoms’ endurance was put to the test when the next eight races became brutal 300 mph slugfests. Three more racers were retired from the rest of the season’s scheduled races. Of those races, Fennius took six first place wins and two second place trophies. When time allowed, he checked the news for stories about Akiko’s tour. Every show had sold out. The reviews of her performances were full of praise for her bigger than ever stage shows. The addition of a digital, thirty-foot background and cybernetic stage dancers created a mesmerizing spectacle the fans went crazy for. One critic called it: “Musical performance mastery. A sonic assault on the senses.” He wondered when he’d see her again. There was so little time during the race season. Between online classes and training, there wasn't any time for frivolities.  
During interviews, several people asked him why he hadn’t gone the route of a career download. He didn’t like the idea of having part of his brain removed to make room for data storage. Doing it the old fashioned way seemed more logical. Besides, spending time with the crew as they rebuilt the Phantom helped him diagnose the sled for potential problems. He couldn’t help but notice his own name in the world news. His face was on every other ad he came across. People wearing clothing bearing the telltale number 21 became impossible to ignore.      
	Following the tough win in Dubai, another racer was taken to the hospital. The press conference was more animated than usual. As Fennius and the other two pilots took questions from the press corps, something about the vibe in the room made his skin crawl. Where he expected the tone to be somber, the tone was the exact opposite. The reporters were seething for input. The first question he took told him what was on their minds.
	“Fennius!” A reporter stood up. “What do you have to say about people calling this season The Summer of Death?”
	“I’ve never heard of that.” He replied. “Who’s calling it that?”
	“Different people.”
	“What are their names?”
	“Well, The Manchester Daily Register for one.” Fennius thought for a moment before answering.
“And who do you work for?” He asked.
	“Second Millenium Press.”
	“Doesn’t Second Millenium press own The Manchester Daily Register?”
	“Yes it does.”
	“So the paper you work for came up with a callous tagline to put on the hardships of the racers who have been injured or killed this year. You want me to dignify that question with a comment?”
	“Just tell me what you think.” The man said with an uneasy grin. The other two racers looked at Fennius for his response.
	“I’d have to say…” He paused to get the words right. “That I wouldn’t want to converse with any publication that makes such poor remarks about those injured and killed in my sport. I would also encourage the rest of the racers to avoid contact with that media. They’re trying to sell more copies of their product by demeaning the injury or loss of their racing competitors. I’d hate to think what you’d say about me if I slammed into a wall today. But that’s just me.” The reporter recoiled a bit at being cut off at the knees.
	“What about you two?” He asked. The men in race suits to Fennius’s left looked at him and each other before crossing their arms and leaning back in their chairs.  	
	“No comment.” They said together.
	Back at the transport, Fennius flung his helmet so hard against the wall that it made a small, bowl-shaped indentation.
	“BASTARDS!” He screeched as he picked it up and slammed it again. Upon hearing the noise, the rest of the team came running.
	“What’s the matter, Boss?” Nick asked. What’s going on?”
	“It’s those animals.” Fennius pointed an imaginary line towards where he’d been to the press conference. “I give blood, sweat and tears every time I get on that track, and all they want is blood and guts. What’s wrong with them?”
	“Don’t get bent out of shape, Boss.” Nick picked up the helmet. “You can’t let them upset you.”
	“It’s not right.” Fennius huffed. “We give them everything and they want more.”
	“You did the right thing sat the press conference.” Katie patted him on the shoulder. “What you said will make him look bad, not you.” Fennius let go of his anger but still felt agitated.
	“I don’t like being treated like a thing or commodity. I’m a person. The racers getting hurt or killed are people too. I don’t get it. Half the time they tell us there’s no one better, then they try to make us feel small.”
	“You just keep racin’ like you have been.” Nick handed the helmet back. Fennius took it and cursed himself for ruining the perfect red paint. When he ran his fingertips over the scratches, Fennius realized how his anger had only caused him more trouble.  
	“You’re right. If we keep winning, they won’t be able to argue with our trophy case. Nick, tear down the Phantom and get her ready for the next race.”
	“I would, Boss. But right now they’re doing the post- race diagnostic.”
	“Fine. I’ll come and watch.”
	Inside the bay, men and women in white lab coats swarmed over the hovercraft with their devices. One man stood apart from them. Fennius couldn’t help but say hello.
	“Hello, Mr. Radcliffe.”
	“Mr. Taylor!” The man said exclaimed. “So exciting to see you! We’ll be done shortly. As always, I take it you have nothing to declare?”
	“No.”	
“That’s what I wanted to hear. I’m obligated to ask of course. I do not question your integrity, Sir. I’m just doing my job.”
 	“I win because train hard in the off season and I want it more than the others.”
	“Yes, but some racers are less than honest in their endeavors to win because they want it more than others.”
	“When was the last time you caught someone cheating?”
	“Outright cheating? Illegal parts? That’s been quite a while. There are other variances we have to be mindful to watch for. It’s the tiniest of details that can give away someone attempting to cheat. Take your beloved Phantom, for instance. There are minor inconsistencies in the form construction of the frame, but there is nothing there that would give you an edge.” Fennius immediately shot a look at Nick equal parts surprise and concern. “Do not be upset with your pit crew, Mr. Taylor. Their construction of your sled is entirely compliant with league specifications, even if the methods used are somewhat unconventional. If something within your craft was suspect, you would know by now. If I may say so, your crew could give some lessons to the other teams.” The last of the personnel in coats climbed down from the Phantom and handed a report to both Fennius and Nick. It read the same as the other times:

TEAM PHANTOM: Probe results negative. No structural or component deviations found. 	
“Hmmm.” Fennius said with a creased brow.
“You look disappointed, Mr. Taylor.” Pierre said. “It’s just procedure, not an indictment. Take heart, young man. If everyone were as honest as you, I’d be out of a job. See you next time.” When Mr. Radcliffe was gone, Fennius gave his copy of the report to Nick and began to smile once again.
“Did you hear that, Nick? The inspector said we have the best fabrication in the league. You and the crew just earned yourselves a bonus.”
“Are you serious?” The bearded man asked.
“We’ve got two more races. After Beijing, we’re racing in Tokyo. That’s Tatsunoka’s backyard. It would be a big win for us. A second win would send a clear message I’m ready to be selected. Do the tear down. Work your magic.” Nick’s face brightened. The grin beneath his beard must’ve been huge because the fluffy whiskers appeared to double in size before his eyes.
“We’ll get it done, Boss!” Nick said as Fennius turned to leave. “Fennius?” He asked again.
“Yes, Nick?”
“What’s going to happen to the team if you get selected by Tatsunoka?”
“What do you mean?”
“Tatsunoka has top of the line crews and master fabricators for their sleds. Where will me and the crew fit into that?”
“If I get selected by Tatsunoka, you’re all coming with me. If I go, we all go. My dad used to tell me that you’re only as good as your word. I give you my word that if I won’t turn pro and turn my back on you.”
“Thanks, Boss.” Nick said.  
The race in Beijing was another lesson in pain management. The Phantom’s frame took so many blows that by the time he took the checkered flag it looked like someone had beaten it with a sledge hammer. Fennius’s ears were still ringing in the winner’s circle. No one went to the hospital or morgue, but the repair bill for the field of sleds was astronomical.
After the race, when he emerged from the bathroom, he was startled to find Akiko leaning against the hallway wall with her arms crossed.
    “Hey, rocket boy.” She winked. “Rough race.”  
    “It sure was. What are you doing here?”
    “I came to invite you to a show.”
    “What kind of show?”
    “One of mine, of course.”
    “One of your concerts?”
    “Definitely. It occurred to me the other day that I’d been to some of your events, but that you’ve never been to one of mine. That is,” She pouted. “Unless you don’t want to come.”
    “No, no. That’s not it at all. I’d be happy to come to one of your concerts.”
    “Not overjoyed?” She prodded.
    “Knock it off.” He smiled. “Yes, I’d be overjoyed to come to one of your concerts.”
	“Thermonuclear!” She bounced. “There’s a show in Tokyo the day before your big race.”
	“It’s in Tokyo?”  	
	“It sure is. It’s in my home town. I’ve just written a new song and I couldn’t wait to play it for everyone.”
	“What’s it about?” He asked
	“That’s a big secret.”
	“And you can’t tell me?”
	“Well…” She feigned an expression of thought. “I suppose that since you’re the best boyfriend on the whole planet I could give you a hint. After my upgrade, I got curious about humans and their dreams. I reprogrammed one of my subroutines to mimic r.e.m. sleep cycles so I could experience it for myself.”
	“You’ve been dreaming?”
	“I have. Isn’t that incredible?”
	“What did you dream about?”
	“The first one was about you…sort of.”
	“Sort of? What does that mean?”
	“You were in the dream but the rest was like a strange vision. A panoramic canvas of so many different things. There’s almost too much to list. Anyway, I took the most vivid things inside the dream and wrote a new song about it. It’s really good. It may be my best yet. I’m performing it for the first time at my next concert and I want you to be there for its debut.”
	“It sounds exciting. I’ll be there. Can you get me a good seat?”
	“Are you kidding? I’ll get you the spot in the house!”
A day later, Fennius found himself standing just offstage as the lights went down at the Tatsunoka Music Hall. He didn’t have the faintest idea about what took place at one of Akiko’s shows. He soon learned the quality of her showmanship when the notes from the first song began to play on the darkened stage. Millions of dollars’ worth of lighting equipment, video screens, and projectors began to stir in unison. Together they created the illusion of a flurry of cherry blossoms falling from the ceiling. They appeared by the thousands from overhead to flutter down and land upon the stage as the music played on. The backdrop of the stage resembled a war between huge video screens and monstrous speakers battling for room onstage. As the last of the petals fell through the air, a humming synth line began to slip through the speakers and fill the hall. It sounded like the skipping mechanical heartbeat. Louder it got, louder. The volume began to rise, the heartbeat growing to touch every surface and person. As it grew to a fever pitch, the petals lying on the stage began to dance and rise from the stage as well. Like a miniature whirlwind, they spun about until the spiraling tornado of pink began to tighten, becoming smaller, thinner. Finally, the petals changed from oblong shapes to that of square pixels. They gravitated inward, collapsing, to fall into the shape of a silhouette of a girl standing on stage. The decibel level became deafening as the pink color melted away. And when the star of the show was fully revealed with a red guitar in her hands, the noise form the crowd shook the building.

Akiko knew how to make an entrance.
“Hello, Tokyo.” Akiko’s voice boomed though the P.A.
“It’s good to be home.” Akiko’s fingers began to work their magic across the strings as every light source in the production exploded to life. The stage became a pulsing, breathing, entity of energy. It was blinding. Even the spotlights of the Tokyo speedway paled in comparison to the brilliance Akiko’s production. Every time she pumped her fist into the air, pyrotechnic pods positioned around the stage blew created a wall of fire between her and the crowd. And every time she jumped and landed, showers of sparks rained down behind her like a waterfall. But it wasn’t just the light show that kept the fans screaming for more, not by a long shot. Alien sounds leapt from the guitar as she played. The instrument growled and sang in her hands as she powered her way through two solos. And that was just the first song. Two songs and twenty visual overloads later, she’d changed to a bass guitar, then a synthesizer, then to a grand piano for a slow number. After she finished and the crowd applauded, Akiko announced to the crowd that she had a brand new song to play. The crowd cheered even louder. She took up her red guitar again and when the crowd died down, she spoke:
“I’d Like to thank a special friend for helping me write this next song. If it wasn’t for your encouragement, it might never have been created. Thank you so much. This is my new song, “Dreams”.      
	A heavy, beat began thumping its way through the speakers to get toes tapping. A deep, thrumming bass line followed close behind to get heads nodding. And after the intro came to a rolling build, Akiko began chugging away with chords to make it all complete. It all sounded perfect.   

DREAMS:
I had a dream and what I could see, there were two of you and one of me, on an island somewhereeeee….. in the sky.
Ones and zeros behind the stars, the sound of robots in the dark, and the feeling no ooooone…would get out alive.
(chorus)
Allll theEEese things…. They’re nothing more than dreams.
I never paid too much attentionnnnnn, to all those things you mentioned.
And it all feels new, but if it all comes true, it’ll be the end of me and you…
oooohhh.. are these just my dreams?

Rockets, robots, everything, exploding stars and ancient beings, beyond the impossible, real-i-ty, and doubt.
A rocket boy and a rock-it girl, in a story you and I can’t exist without

(bridge)
We’ll be spun around, and what was lost will one day be found.
So much will happen all around us.
There’s more I could reveal, but for now my lips are sealed, let’s call this the beginning and let the rest astound us.
(2nd chorus)
Because… allll theEEese things…. They’re nothing more than dreams.
I never paid too much attentionnnnnn, to all those things you mentioned.
And it all feels new, but if it all comes true, it’ll be the end of me and you…
oooohhh.. are these just my dreams?

	Akiko gripped her guitar tight and shredded her way across the guitar solo while simultaneously walking the breadth of the stage to be close to her fans. Wild arms and hands stretched from the barricades to touch the star just out of reach. Rapid fire riffs and machine gun drumming added a tough edge to the song to raise the energy in the room before she went right back to the lyrics.  
“You were a bright thing with eight big eyes, scheming, planning my demise, and reality itself was coming apart around us.
There’s more I could reveal, but for now my lips are sealed
For now let’s just call this the start and let the rest astound us.
 because…
Somewhere between the terror and missing years, falling from the clouds and frozen tears, I can’t believe we’ll get to see it all.
Even the things we trust will try and divide us, but if there’s a strong heart inside us, someone will emerge and be walking tall, because..
Allllll these things…. They’re something more than dreams.
 I never paid too much attentionnnn, to all those things you mentioned.
It all feels new, but what if it all comes true?
 I guess they’ll be nothing we can do,
We’ll just hang on until it’s through.
These are just the things of dreams
These are just the things of dreams.

And with one final solo, Akiko brought the house down. The fans lost their minds and oceans of bodies pressed themselves against the barriers. If they didn’t adore her enough before now, tonight she’d cast a new spell to bind them to her. Even Fennius felt light headed.

Wow. He said as he clapped from the side of the stage. Just Wow.
She finished the rest of the show and bowed at the end to her legions of adoring fans. They threw gifts and flowers onto the stage as she waved and said her last goodbyes. As she vanished offstage she reappeared next to Fennius and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.
“Well?” She asked. “What do you think?"
“I don’t think it could have gone any better. They loved the new song. They were energized the whole time.”
“Isn’t that wonderful? You influenced my dreams so I guess I owe you a debt of thanks. If it hadn’t been for you, I might not have had that dream.”
“I don’t know if I understand it all, but you sure made a great song out of it.
“Oh well. If we don’t understand it then it no big thing, right? It’s all just stories and make believe, right Fennius?”
“Right.”
“Listen, you don’t mind waiting in my limousine for a while do you? I need to meet with my fans. My manager will get you anything you need until I get back.”
“No, I understand. I’ll wait for you. But don’t be too long, ok? I’ve got a big race tomorrow.”
“You’re the best!” She kissed him again. “See you soon, rocket boy.”

[bookmark: _Toc450231994]CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

The electricity in the air brought Fennius’s senses to life as he pulled on the collar of his race suit. First place or not, he had enough racing points to take the Sled Cup for the second time in a row. Because of the number of accidents and deaths, some of the media feeds questioned whether Team Phantom would participate. Sam and Katie asked him if he would be sitting this one out. Fennius had no intentions of sitting out while Tatsunoka and his girlfriend looked on. Not a chance. Helmet in hand, he stepped off the transport and into the glow of the tracks flood lamps. During the long walk to the jockey lounge, a familiar voice caught him by surprise.  
	“Can I carry that for you, mister?” He turned his head in time to see the prettiest face in the world.
	“Akiko? What are you doing back here?”
	“Walking you to the race.” She snatched the helmet from the crook of his arm and inserted her arm instead. “Tatsunoka rescinded their idea that you and I were bad for each other. They give their blessing for us to spend more time together.”
	“That’s great.”
	“Isn’t it?” She wrinkled her nose. “So what’s on your agenda after the race, birthday boy?” Fennius almost stopped dead in his tracks at the realization of the date. One would think he’d remember his own birthday after forgetting last year.
	“I hadn’t thought about it.”
	“You’ve been busy. The point standings show that you’re going to win again whether you race or not. But you’re not going to sit out, are you?”
	“Tatsunoka is watching. I can’t give the impression that I’m not going to try and win every race.”
	“Good thinking.” She said as a cool wind blew across them. Fans hooted and waved from behind the barriers in every direction. As he looked about, the grandstand and stadium was packed to capacity. Even the areas around the course were filled with people. It was a bigger crowd than usual. “It’s a perfect night for a race, isn’t it, Fennius?”
	“Perfect night for a win.” He nudged her.
	“I knew you were champion material.”
	“Are you singing the national anthem tonight?”
	“Haven’t you been paying attention to the news feeds? I’m performing in the infield during the race.”
His face went slack. “You’re going to perform during the race?”
	“Isn’t it the wildest idea ever?” The positioning of the stage won’t interfere with the fans view of the course. They’re not going to use any extra lights or pyrotechnics either so there’s no distractions to the racers.”
	 “No distractions.” He repeated her words as they reached the door to the lounge. “This is my stop. How about a kiss for good luck, pretty lady?”
	“I thought you’d never ask.”
The cheers of the fans swelled when Akiko pitched him his helmet, wrapped both arms around his head, and planted a kiss on him. Fennius was almost blinded by the light of the flashes going off around them. And even after the doors of the pilot’s lounge shut behind him, an electrical charge stayed with him.
 	Within the confines of the lounge, tension saturated the air. He didn’t have to look about to know every set of eyes were upon him. And he didn’t have to check a database to know that six racers were still competing for second and third place in the final standings. Teneth had done better this season. He was in line to take second if he had a strong showing.
“It’s good to see ‘his majesty’ could take time from his media flurry to grace us with his presence.” A racer from Team Comet blurted. Half the racers groaned at hearing him open his mouth.
	“That’s enough.” Teneth barked at him, his large tail beginning to bristle. “Fennius has earned what he has. Each of us have. If you don’t like him being first, then you should have raced harder.”
"That's right." Another interjected. "His sled gets evaluated just like ours do." The room was divided. A small confederacy gathered on one side to call foul while the majority rallied behind Fennius to support him.
“Leave him alone, you bully.” Someone called out.
"Come on." said another. "You don't think it's suspicious that a kid appears out of nowhere and wins ninety percent of the races? Something doesn't add up."
"I'm not a cheat." Fennius proclaimed amongst the yelling that filled the room. He felt terrible that the field had become divided because of him. After looking around, he was thankful the numbers were in his favor. The arguing and pointing continued until tones sounded overhead. At this point, the only thing that could have broken up the debate was the coming race. The pilots grabbed their helmets and moved to stand in place for the opening ceremonies. Teneth, still fuming from his exclamation, growled an obscenity in the felian tongue behind him.
“Do not despair, phantom child.” He whispered in his ear. “Show them your fire. Do you have your charm on your person?”
“Of course.” Fennius patted the chest pocket of his suit only to discover the hard item was missing. “No, wait!” he patted it again. “I don’t have it. It must still be in the transport.”
“It’s unwise to carry on without it. There’s no time for you to retrieve it now. Here, take mine.” Teneth took off the charm he had around his neck and stuffed it within the empty chest pocket of Fennius’s suit.
“But won’t you need it?”
“Perhaps, but a quarter of the pack is hunting you. You’ll return it after the race.”
“The last time you gave me your pendant, both of your legs were broken.
“I will not be going to the hospital this time out.”
“Thank you, Teneth. I’m grateful.”
“I knew you would be. That’s why I offered. Now prepare yourself.”
As angry as the racers may have been, their expressions all changed to smiles when they stepped into the public view. Everywhere he looked, the colors were brighter. The signs, the lights, the oceans of people. Starbursts in the sky and on the billboards heralded their arrival to the track. It was the perfect atmosphere. It was fitting. A shimmering carnival tent of brilliance for a circus of power. To Fennius, it felt like the first time in Oklahoma City.
There's no place like Tokyo.
After Akiko sang the national anthem, Fennius climbed into the Phantom and lit the engines. Mechanical music. He found his place on the starting grid and looked to the infield. Akiko took the stage with a red guitar around her neck. With all the cameras putting her image on the mammoth digital screens, he could see her face as she prepared to play. She looked radiant. The lights counted down to the start of the race. Fennius lowered the visor to his helmet and grasped the controls.

Last race. Last race. Win. You’ve done it all season.

Three. Wait for the last light.
Two.  Wait for the opening shock. Don’t forget to breathe.
The sleds flew off the line as Akiko struck the first chord on her guitar. Fennius pulled the reigns of his beast tight and jumped into an early lead. The violent start almost knocked the wind out of him, but with a cool head guiding his hands he fought through the opening shock and carried on. It was a great start, but the others had no intentions of letting him get away. Halfway into the second lap he noticed the pack was inching closer. No matter how tight he cut a turn or how fast he found the sweet spot in a slipstream, they kept coming. As the hovercrafts returned to the grandstand to complete the laps, Akiko’s face could be seen in every direction on the screens. She danced and played on as the sleds raced below her feet. By lap five, Fennius battled head to head with two other racers. And that wasn’t all. Nick repeated the lap times of the other sleds to confirm his suspicion; the whole pack as moving faster than usual. The energy continued to flow, but with all the sleds moving together, things could get dangerous. Fennius held tight and advanced when he could. He and the number 99 sled passed the lead back and forth twice during lap seven. At the beginning of lap nine, the other sled took the lead. Two turns later, Fennius was prepared to take it back when the closest contenders began to nip at his tailfins. The second to last turn before the straightaway was a tricky ‘S’ curve. And as Fennius watched the leader drift and weave, his biggest fear came to life. The sled drifted too far and clipped its port wing on the barrier. Sparks flew and metal sprayed as the sled went spinning. He tried to evade the debris, but the pieces couldn’t be avoided without slamming headlong into a wall. Metal shrapnel punched through his air foils like paper and found both of his engines. The fans inside in turn began to shred and added to the ruin being ingested. In the blink an eye, the Phantom’s engines devoured themselves, turning themselves inside out. Fennius lurched forward as the resulting explosion separated the cockpit from the rest of the craft. The display screens went black and there was no resistance in the controls. For a millisecond, he was weightless. Any sled pilot will tell you the worst thing you can feel in a hovercraft is free fall. Fennius crushed his eyes shut and braced himself as best he could. The slammed glanced off the outer wall and went skittering across the pavement before impacting against another barrier, then another. The destruction of the Phantom was only the beginning. Like Fennius, the other racers had no time to react to the accident in front of them. In a mass panic to avoid either the wreckage or twisting walls, the sleds rammed and collided with one another. The last turn of the Tokyo speedway became a horror show of fire, smoke, and twisted metal.
When the wreckage finally came to a stop, Everything looked blurry. Fennius shook his head as had trouble seeing. His glasses were still on his nose but his eyes refused to focus. He gasped to make words over the ringing in his ears, but couldn’t catch his breath. A sudden sharp biting sensation in his chest caused him to look down at the source of the pain and found a long chunk of metal sticking out of the left side of his race suit. Without thinking, he reached up and yanked it free, blood staining the end. Shortness of breath followed and he gasped again before shutting his eyes. When they opened again, he could hear and sound of sirens filling the air. Through the broken panel in his canopy he saw a dark-furred felain female in a black robes standing in the middle of the track not far away. He thought he was hallucinating, but when he looked at her, she stared right back with an expression between ambivalence and curiosity. Her face was unknown to him but her name was already on his lips.
“Muh.” He mumbled. “Muh.”  When he spoke, she raised her arm not to wave but to acknowledge him. Lowering it, she turned away and began walking towards the mangled remains of another sled. Fennis tugged at the restraints but his hands felt dumb and rubbery. Unable to help himself or anyone else, he sat stationary, watching her approach the crumpled cockpit of Teneth’s sled. With flowing robes fluttering about her, she leaned inside as if to retrieve something. A moment later, she stood upright, looked back at Fennius one last time and vanished. The shortness of breath returned and he felt himself getting sleepy. He tried to fight it and get free but the impact left him too dazed to move. Visions of robots carrying him flashed before his eyes. After that, the ceiling of an ambulance. Strange voices spoke beyond his sight. A disembodied doctor’s face asked him if he knew what his name was. His only response he could muster was “birthday.” A needle pricked his arm and something cold filled him. The sensation was terrible and sent a shiver up his spine. After that, he couldn’t feel a thing.  

[bookmark: _Toc450231995]CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

	“Cold!” Fennius shouted as he sat upright. Shocked by his surroundings, his head whipped about to find he was dressed in a white exam gown upon a hospital bed.
“Fennius!” A voice exclaimed. Akiko, seated in a chair next to the bed, leapt to her feet. With little regard for whether she knocked over diagnostic equipment, threw herself at him and knocked him back to the bed. “You’re awake!” She kissed his face over and over. “You’re awake! Say something!”
“Get…off.” He croaked. “You’re hurting me.”
“Oh my goodness. I’m so sorry.” She let go and pushed herself off of the bed. Fennius gathered his strength and sat up a second time. “How do you feel?” She asked, afraid of touching him.      
“I’ll tell you in a second.” He said as he stuck his hand out. “Glasses?” She handed them over and his vision returned. The pain resonated throughout his chest and made him wince.  
“Owww.” He moaned as he pulled at the collar of his robe to inspect the source of the agony. A sterile bandage greeted him before he yanked it away to view his injury.
Hiding beneath, a bruise in the shape of an alien hieroglyph covered the area over his heart. Above it, in the center of the left pectoral muscle, fresh stitches sealed an angry wound.
“Well?” She asked again.
“I feel like I picked a fight with a lightning bolt.”
“You’re lucky to be alive.”
“What happened?”
	“The sled in front of you caused a fifteen sled accident, that’s what.”
	“Fifteen sleds? Is that what happened?”
“It was terrible.” Akiko started to tear up. “I thought something bad had happened to you. I’m so happy you weren’t among those killed.
	“What? Killed? Who died?
	“Four racers, Fennius. It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. There was so much carnage. Another is in a coma and five more have serious injuries.”
	“Are you serious? How do you know?”
	“Here.” She put her fingers together and widened them to create a window. “Look at the newest holo-feed.” He blinked twice to get used to the glowing screen and read the headline aloud.
“Worst accident in racing history claims the lives of four and injures six more as the Summer of Death concludes in Tokyo. Who were the four that died?”
“Jay Sambi from Team Diamond, Marcus Young and Sean England from Team Comet, and…” She paused.
“And?”  He asked.
“Number eighty-five.”
“Teneth.” He finished for her as he reached up and felt the pronounced lines on his bruised breast. A shadow crossed his heart. “Teneth is dead.”
	The door opened and three people entered. The one with the I.D. marked “doctor”, a woman with salt and peppered hair stood over her patient and looked him over.
	“Welcome back, Mr. Taylor.” She stated as checked her data tablet when she tapped on it, a picture of him appeared on the screen. From where we see sat, the area on his chart that’s showed his torso had a hug red mark on his heart. “How do you feel?”
	“My chest hurts.” He fingered the stitches.
“It should.” She pushed his hand away from the wound. “It’s not going to get batter if you keep messing with it. Nurse.” She nodded to the man next to her. “Sterilize and redress this. The doctor shone a bright light in his eyes before she spoke again. “Mr. Taylor, you are the luckiest young man in the universe. In my professional opinion, you should be dead.”  
“I should?”
“Yes. In fact, I’d call it a miracle that you’re still on this side of the grass. I reviewed the taping of your accident. You’re the first person to survive an accident where their hovercraft is blown in half.”
	“In half?”
“That’s just the start of it. A dozen other sleds in varying states of disintegration managed to pass around you, leaving you without a scratch.”
“Without a scratch? Then what is this?” He pointed to the bruise and stitches.    
“After the pilot section separated from the rest, your cockpit then rolled three times snapping one of the supports in the canopy. The bracket broke free and should have impaled you, wedging itself into your heart.”
“What stopped it?”   
“This.” She held up the arcane charm Teneth had given him just before the race. “This thing you had in your pocket was dense enough to deflect the broken metal from killing you. As I said, you should be dead several times over.”
“But I’m not.”
“No. but, this could be a transitioning moment for you.”
“What do you mean?” Akiko asked.
“I’m aware of Mr. Taylor’s abilities and star status.” The doctor said. “It would be a shame if something happened to him. Some people have died doing a lot less dangerous activities. You’re sixteen years old.”
“Seventeen.” Fennius interrupted. “It’s my birthday.”
“Sixteen or seventeen, you still have a long life in front of you. From what I read in the racing feeds, you’ve already earned enough credits to last you for the rest of your life if you quit today.”
“But speed is life for me.”
“It could be the death of you. Do you know the percentage of racers that survive a full career of racing?”  
“No.” He lied.
“It’s not good. And as you get older, your reaction time will decrease. Do you want to die in an explosion?”
“No one does.”  
	“Right. Well, I’m your doctor not your parents, so I’ll heal you and turn you loose. I wish you the best, Fennius. But I bet if I were able to ask the four racers downstairs in the morgue if they wished they’d retired before today, they’d all say yes.”
	“Thank you for your concern.” Fennius said as the nurse applied a fresh bandage. “I may decide to walk away from the sport one day, but not today. This is just a setback. How long until I can go home?”
	 “If it were just the case of your slight head injury, I’d say tomorrow. But due to the severity of your chest wound, I’m going to have you here under observation for another three days. Depending on your rate of recovery, that timeline may fluctuate. I’ll check in on you tomorrow, Mr. Taylor. Do not touch your new bandage or I’ll have you physically restrained to the bed. Understood?” 
“Yes M’am.” With that, the doctor left with her nurses right behind.  
	“That was an uplifting way to wish you a speedy recovery.” Akiko rolled her eyes.
	“She may be onto something.” Fennius scooted his weight over to make room for her. “Come here.” Akiko climbed into the bed with him and snuggled close. “Maybe I could retire.” Akiko’s head popped up.
	“Are you kidding? You’re the hottest racer in history.”
	“How much money do I have?” He asked her.
	“You want to know?”
	“Check my accounts. Find out how much I’d have if I left today.”
	“Are you sure?”
	“Sure. I’m giving you permission. Go ahead.”
	“Alright.” Akiko lay down again and held her fingers up in the air. Creating a window out of thin air, she made an impromptu database search of all accounts under the name Fennius Xavier Taylor and his company Team Phantom. Over the next ten minutes she showed him a running tally of credits as they applied to what he’d earned, what he was entitled to in the future, and what his final obligations were. “You’d still have to pay things like payroll for the people on your team and invoices for parts.” She told him. But other than that, you’d still have to fulfill your contract obligation to this Reynolds/West company.
	“Reynolds/West?” Fennius asked. “Go back. What's that?”
	“It’s the contract you signed towards the beginning of the season. You signed an agreement to race for another three seasons not counting this one.”
	“That doesn’t make any sense.” Fennius sat up again and read the words for himself. “If I can produce a winning season next year, Tatsunoka is drafting me. I’m not racing in the amateur league for another two years. There must be some mistake.” Akiko looked concerned.
	“Not according to this.” She panned through the whole contract in a second. “This thing is airtight about its purpose. You signed over control of the company and made a binding agreement to race for their entity for another two years. The only way you could ever get free of their influence would be to never race again.”
	“That’s not going to happen. Wait.” Fennius eyed the contract. “The last thing I signed this many times was the order to issue the IPO. Sam and Katie had me sign it.”
	“Would that be Sam Reynolds and Katie West?” Upon hearing their names, Fennius blood began to boil. “It doesn’t matter. They don’t have the power to make that decision. I’m the CEO. I’m in charge.”
	Akiko cringed. “Now that you’ve issued stock, the person or company with the most shares decides how the company acts.”
	“That’s fine. I told them to keep fifty0one percent of the shares under my control so no one could take control from me. How many shares of Team Phantom Inc. do I have?” Akiko cringed again as she found the number.
	“WELL?!” He asked in a voice loud enough to echo off of the walls.
	“Fennius, please stay calm.”
	“Akiko! Tell me how many shares I have!” Akiko cringed again.
	“Ten percent.”  
	The floor tiles were cold as ice as Fennius stormed down the hallway barefooted in his hospital gown. A shrill alarm followed close on his heels as the monitoring equipment he’d yanked from the wall in his room squawked and sputtered. Pulled  along behind him by a fistful of cables, the screen of the monitor banged from wall to another, still transmitting signals to the nurses’ station. Patient F. Taylor’s heart rate grew as well as the rising amount of adrenaline being introduced to his blood steam. Akiko tried to reason with him to return to his room, but his anger could not be abated. Doctors and nurses alike tried to reason with him but their words fell upon ears deaf with rage. 
He found Sam and Katie when he glanced through the window of the waiting room door. The “get well” baskets in their hands made him even angrier as he raised a leg and kicked the door open. The room, filled to capacity with people, jumped at the bang the door slamming into the wall
	“YOU!” He pointed with a rigid finger. “YOU SOLD ME OUT?!” Caught in the act while surrounded by the public, the pair feigned ignorance. Short of the loss of his father, Fennius had never been so angry. He wanted to fight. He wanted blood. 
It was only by aid of three security officers, the threat of criminal charges for destroying hospital property, and showing Fennius a sizeable hypo full of tranquilizer that the chief of medicine managed to get coerce him to return to his room. Twenty minutes later, Fennius fumed in his bed and said nothing, not that he could if he wanted to. He lost his voice during the full volume, expletive riddled rant of hate that he’d delivered to Sam and Katie. Akiko attempted to console him, but his desire to reason was under impenetrable lock and key. 
Stunned beyond measure, he collapsed in bed and watched the sideways world outside his room without moving for an hour. After that, he reviewed his new contract in its entirety just to see how bad the situation had become.    
	“Please talk to me, Fennius.” Akiko pleaded. “I’m on your side. Listen. The league commissioner just announced that they’re going to reschedule the year end banquet. It wouldn’t be right to have a banquet if the person it was for couldn’t attend right?” After he cleared his chest, some words were finally expelled.
	“Does any of it matter?” He managed to whisper.
	“Of course it does. This is a minor setback. All you have to do is finish the rest of your contract and you’re free to join Tatsunoka.” It hurt to talk, but Fennius pushed the words out.
	“That means an extra year of racing unless I can get them to let me out of the contract. But that’s not going to happen. They’ve royally screwed me over in a way that they’ll be in the perfect position to feed off of my winnings until I retire. There’s a clause in my contract that says they’re my elected agents for life. And the only way I can get rid of them is to pay a sum of credits so monstrous that’s its almost preferable to be stuck with them. It’s blackmail. It’s a bottomless pit of blackmail and it’s my fault because I trusted them. I should have gotten someone to read it. Now I’m stuck.”
	“You can still go pro.” Akiko added. “So what if it takes another year to get into the big leagues?”
	“But I’m going to lose the Phantom race team.”
	“You’re going to part of the biggest race team in existence. I bet that Tatsunoka will be glad to give you the money to pay them off. You’ll get to race, it’s just another year.”
	“Will you stop trying to comfort me?”  Fennius rasped. A year may be nothing to someone like you, but it’s a long time for me.” Akiko’s face flushed.
	“What’s that supposed to mean?” She asked. “What do you mean a person like me?”
	“Never mind. Forget it.” He said.
	“NO! Tell me! You cut off your words in the same manner the day we were driving in the stingray! What do you mean?”
	“It’s…” Fennius tried to pick his words. “It’s just that you’re going to live forever, so a year doesn’t mean that much to you. The rest of us have to as much as we can with the time we’re given.” He looked away. When he looked back, a tear was already gathering in her left eye.
	“That’s a terrible thing to say.” She wiped her eye.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”
	“But you meant what you said.” Akiko sniffled. “You’re not one to not speak your mind.” Another tear was forming and Akiko walked to the door. When she turned, the second droplet had yet to fall. But it was just a matter of time. “And just because something is true doesn’t give you the right to step on other people’s feelings.”
	“Look, don’t go.” He tried to stop her but Akiko hurried out of the room and didn’t return. He wanted to say he was sorry. But like his voice, she was gone.
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Two days later, the hospital discharged Fennius. He returned to the track and found the Team Phantom transport still in the same spot. When he arrived, the carrier was empty of team members.
“Hello?” He called out to no reply. Inside his quarters, he emptied the bag with his personal effects from the hospital onto the bed. Save for the helmet, the rest of his clothes from the crash were ruined. His expensive red race suit had been laser cut from his body in the ER. It fell to the mattress in strips. In the pile, he found the charm Teneth had given him. The strange item that saved his life appeared to be made of polished dark stones attached to one another. The stones played a trick on the eyes. The surface was glossy but didn’t reflect light shined on it. Without needing to look, Fennius reached under his pillow and found the charm Teneth had given him the year before. The charms were identical down to the last detail. You’re so weird. He thought. Where do you come from? Were they special? What did Teneth say about it? Did he say it kept bad luck away?
A huge yawn pushed its way out of his mouth and reminded him how tired he was. He’d been up all night worrying about not only his future but Akiko as well. Fennius pushed everything off of his bed and placed the charms under his pillow. He then undressed and crawled under the covers. Maybe when he awoke, Nick and the others would be back.
He’d only dozed off for a few minutes when he heard a strange noise he hadn’t expected. Like something rubbing against the wall between him and the bay. He thought he was alone. But when he heard the added sound of clanking metal in the repair bay, he jumped up to investigate. “Hello?” There was no answer. Through the bay door, everything was dark. With no windows inside the compartment, it was impossible to see. He flipped the switch a few times but the lights didn’t come on. Click. Clickity-click. Still nothing. A few feet away, he found a flashlight in the emergency box and stepped into the bay. Nothing looked to be out of place. A large, odd shaped mass with a tarp over it rested in the center of the bay. He yanked the tarp away to find what was left of the Phantom. The way it looked, it had earned its name. It had become a ghost of its former beauty. When he shined the light across the ravaged metal around the firewall, a shiver of fear fond him. If not for the heat resistant plates of composite ceramic that surrounded the cockpit, he wouldn’t have survived. He marveled at how the rest of the sled was missing. Not damaged, not in tatters, just gone. The canopy was mangled. When he leaned closer, he could see where the bracket separated from the edge and had tried to kill him.
“Wow.” He said. “I’m so lucky.”   
“So lucky…” Someone whispered from behind.
Hearing the voice, Fennius spun about. He waved the thin band of light about the walls and corners of the bay but found no one there. He searched every nook in the room and found nothing. When he was convinced he was alone, he looked again to the Phantom. Thankfully, he still had a reserve sled but it still broke his heart to lose his machine. He shined the light on the broken canopy and watched the reflections it made. When he looked directly into the glass, he saw his own face. Convinced his mind had played tricks on him, he began to look away. But at the last moment something in the reflection caught his eye. It almost looked like a face. As he inspected it, the face appeared to be that of a person standing behind him.
	“WHO’S THERE!?” He shouted, spinning around. Once turned, he found a levitating, black hooded, faceless, pair of robes before him. They fluttered and rippled on phantasmic winds he couldn’t feel himself. Frozen to the spot with terror, his legs wouldn’t obey his commands to run.
	“Who are you?”
	“Who are you?” A disembodied voice within the robes asked him in return. He couldn’t see what was under the hood. No limbs extended from under the garment, but it still retained the shape of whomever or whatever was wearing it.
	“What do you want?” He asked.
	“What is mine.” The voice whispered.
	“I don’t understand.” The right arm of the robe raised slightly to point down at him. Following where it was pointing, Fennius looked to see he was holding both of the felian charms in his right hand.
	“Is this what you want?” The robes drifted a little closer, the arm still outstretched. Thinking quick, he put one of the charms in the hand holding the flashlight and held the other out in his palm. “Is this yours?” He asked again. The robes drew even closer. Fennius could feel the nip of frosty temperatures emanating from the robes. It was so cold. He kept his palm outstretched and the charm began to levitate out of his hand. It too levitated and floated to where the specter’s hand would have been. With a quick flash of light at the end of the sleeve, the charm vanished.
	“I know you.” Fennius spoke to the specter. “You’re the one Teneth told me about.” After he put his arm down, the robed arm remained out but moved ever so slightly to point to the hand with the other charm in it.
	“What is mine…” It whispered again.
	“You want this?” He asked. “It’s mine. Teneth gave it to me.”
	“What is mine.” He remembered about what Teneth told him about the dark one not being able to see his face or know his name while he had the charm.
	“You took Teneth. This one is mine.” The robes drifted even closer. This time, the nip in the air became so frigid that the lenses of his glasses started to fog up.
	“No." He repeated. "Mine.” The arm moved away from his hand and pointed at his chest. Before he could say another word, a small pain began resonating in his heart. Then the pain went from slight to excruciating. “Aggg.” He gritted his teeth. A light appeared at the end of the sleeve again. This time, a pain unlike any pain experienced before consumed him whole.
	“Mine…” It said one last time.
   
“AHHHHHHH!” Fennius screamed. He sat up to find himself in his bed with the lights still on. He gasped to get his breath as the pain still ached in his chest. Reaching down his shirt, he found the bandage around the wound form the accident had become twisted. “Owww.” He yelped as he pulled at it. The wound immediately stopped hurting. “Just a dream.” He panted. “It was just a dream.” It seemed so real. Was it real? Out of curiosity, he got up, left his room, and opened the door to the repair bay. But when he flipped the switch, the lights overhead came to life. The tarp was still over the wreckage and there were no spirits of death floating about. It was just a dream. Convinced everything was at it should be, he turned off the lights and returned to his bed to rest. But lying in his bunk, something stirred in Fennius’s brain about what he’d seen. Something ethereal about the shadowy being nagged his thoughts as he fought to get back to sleep. He blamed stress for the vision but still tossed and turned to sleep. It wasn’t until he picked up his pillow that his heart almost stopped. When he looked down, there was only one charm on the bed. He snatched it up and tossed the bed to find the other. When it wasn’t under the mattress, bedframe, or in the pillowcase, he tore the entire room apart to find it.
The members of Team Phantom returned together to find Fennius curled up in a ball in the middle of a disaster zone that used to be his personal quarters. Nick and the others were slack-jawed with shock. No one person wanted to be the first one to talk, but seeing the young man in such a ragged state, Nick stuck his head past the threshold.    
	“Um, Boss? Are you alright?”
	“I want to go home, Nick.” Fennius said. “I want to be far from here.”
	Fennius didn't see Sam or Katie during the trip back to Oklahoma. To be honest, he didn't think they were on the transport at all. When he told Nick about what he learned, the man balled his fists and looked like he was ready to hit someone.
"That ain't right." he said over and over. "I'm sorry, boss. I didn't know anything about it."
"I didn't think you did."
"What are we going to do?"
"I'm not sure. If I think of anything, I'll let you know."

The transport touched down in Oklahoma City an hour later. When everything was unloaded and stored in the Team Phantom building, Fennius thanked everyone for their hard work and sent them home. When he left the track on foot, he didn't mind the walk to catch the public transport. The familiar surroundings comforted him, even the jerky, rocking motion of the vehicle seemed right. There wasn't a cloud in the El Reno sky when Fennius opened the gate to his yard. It felt good to be home. Nothing ever changed here. He couldn't wait to visit with Jimmy and talk about what had happened. No matter how bad things got, Jimmy could always put things in perspective. Quick steps put Fennius halfway up the front walk to his house when the strangest feeling took him. He froze. Something was out of place. The bag dropped to the ground and he took a few steps backwards. It wasn't a sight or sound that was out of place, but something else, a faint odor that put his senses on edge. Looking over his left shoulder, the robot he'd given Jimmy stood on the porch with the pile of coins in its hand. What is that smell? A shadow crossed his face. Fennius looked skyward to see scavenger birds circling by the dozen. They were circling, circling over the house next door.
	"Jimmy!" Fennius yelled as he sprinted across the yard, feet hardly touching the ground. Like many of the laps he raced on the circuit, his brain didn't register the actions of his body. He hurdled the fence and shoved the robot away from the door. The odor was stronger and the door wouldn't open. "Jimmy!" He yelled again. The lock wouldn't budge and he couldn't reach the high windows. He had to get in and he had to get in now. But how? He wasn’t strong enough to force the door open. The robot chirped again. Fennius looked at it still holding the coins. "You want to fetch, huh?" the robot blinked its big eyes and nodded to the affirmative. He plucked a coin from the robot’s hand, dropped it, and kicked it under the door. "There! Go get it, boy!" He stepped out of the way as the JS94 closed its fist around the remaining coins and looked the door over. It was figuring things out. It tried turning the doorknob before lowering its shoulder and slamming it against the door. It leaned away and rammed it again. The wood groaned and split "Come on, lugnuts!" He yelled at the bot. "Hit it like you mean it!"  A final slam broke the hinges and both the robot and door went crashing into the house. When it fell free, the piercing stench of death made Fennius turn away to gag. He held his breath, pulled his shirt up high enough to cover his mouth, and entered the house. His heart was already half broken by those he thought he could trust. The sight he found within broke the other half.

[bookmark: _Toc450231997]CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

    It took the coroners an hour to arrive. It took another for them to collect Jimmy's remains, photo document the scene, and ask the endless volleys of questions. Two days later, Fennius sat alone in the pew of a small empty church on the edge of town. The plain black suit he'd purchased was itchy and uncomfortable. It felt like folded cardboard around his shoulders. He couldn’t take his eyes off of the urn of Mr. Abernathy's ashes upon the alter as the preacher spoke. The grey-haired holy man delivered a slew of words both heartfelt and easy forgotten. The only saving grace was the backdrop of hundreds of sunflowers that outlined the sanctuary. The banner of color gave the otherwise drab church some life. When the preacher said he would leave Fennius alone with the urn and his thoughts, he couldn’t find a single one to reflect on. How had everything gone so wrong? A year ago he had the world at his feet. Now it felt like it was resting on his shoulders. It would be easy to roll over and give up, but the mental projections of his father or Mr. Abernathy would not give their consent. In the silence of the church, he found no comfort. Jimmy was the last tie to calling El Reno home and now he was gone. Jimmy died alone, possibly painfully and no one was there for him. I should have been there. Maybe if I was there I might’ve heard his distress and helped him. Fennius chided himself. He was an old man who drank pure alcohol all the time. A tiny voice in his head said back.
Raising his eyes, Fennius looked towards the ceiling of the church to see the statue of a man nailed to a cross and in the process of losing everything after those around him had sold him out. Fennius could relate to the expression of agony.
"Sucks, doesn't it?" he asked. The statue didn't reply.
He paid the preacher for performing the service and collected the urn with the old mans’ name on the side of it. What he’d do with Jimmy’s ashes was still undecided, but he didn’t want to leave them here. Stepping outside the church, the high noon sun made him cover his eyes. Nothing seemed certain any more. The team, his future. What he needed was help.
	“You look like you could use some help.” A voice said.
 Fennius looked about to find the church still empty, save for the statue looking on.
	“Hello? Who is it?”
	“Someone neither mortal or otherwise.” It said again before someone tapped him on the shoulder. Fennius wheeled about to find a familiar form leaning against the church's foundation.
“Akiko?”
	“Who else would it be? I’m sorry about your loss. I know Jimmy meant a lot to you.”
	“I’ve lost more than him.”
	“I know. That’s why I’m here. Did you like the flowers?”
	“You sent those?”
	“Jimmy mentioned that liked sunflowers, so I sent as many as I could find in the area.”
	“They’re beautiful. I’m sure he would have loved them. Akiko, I didn’t mean the things I said to you.”
	“Don’t worry about it. We’ve got more important things to take care of.”
	“What things?”
	“Your team, rocket boy.” She beemed.
	“Sam and Katie have me backed into a corner. They own Team Phantom and I’d have to have a mountain of money to get it back. And even if I did get it back, they’re going to get a huge cut of whatever I make for the rest of my life. They’re going to bleed me even when I turn pro and sign with Tatsunoka.” Hearing this, Akiko made a quizzical expression. “What’s that look for?” he asked.
“Can I ask you a serious question, Fennius?”
	“Yes.”
	“Do you really want to go pro in the racing leagues?”
	“Yes. Why wouldn’t I? Where did that question come from?”
	“Just wondering. When we talk about your career, you always manage to mention how much you detest being in the spotlight.”
	“I just want to race.”
	“So you like speed.”
	“That’s why I do it. When you’ve got that much power behind you and you can control it, it’s the best thing there is. It’s like visiting heaven for a few seconds.”
	“I see.”
	“Why are you asking me this now?”
	“Looking for answers.” She said. “Sometimes they pop up in the strangest of places. Maybe you’re not meant to be a sled racer.”
	“You’re crazy. Sled racing is the perfect sport.”
	“If you like to go fast…”
	“I said I like to go fast.”
	“And if you like to be in the public eye.” She finished. Fennius was stumped. She had a point.
	“Can we talk about this later?” He shifted the weight of the urn from one arm to the other. “Jimmy is getting heavy.”
	“Come on.” She waved him on as she walked towards the stingray parked nearby. “You don’t have to walk home.”
	“Fine. But I’m driving.”	
	A little while later, behind Jimmy’s house, Fennius, Akiko, and the robot watched the wind create waves across the field of tall grass. Fennius decided it would be fitting for Jimmy’s ashes to be scattered on the land lived on for so many years. There were over two hundred acres of flat land that stretched as far as the eyes could see. For James Abernathy’s final send off, Akiko had taken some wrapped colorful ribbons she found in a box marked “Christmas” in his house and tied them around the frame of the robot and the urn. The JS94 stood with red and green garland around its arms, body and legs. When fennius squinted his eyes and looked upon it, the robot resembled what he imaged robots would dress like if they attended Mardi Gras. Akiko said it made things more “festive”. The best plan Fennius could manage was to give the robot orders to scatter the ashes evenly across the acreage and bury the urn when finished. It seemed like the decent thing to do for a friend.
But for the moment, the three stood together on the blustery plain, no one saying a word. What few clouds there were in the sky paid them no attention and sailed along towards destinations far away. A human, a machine, and an entity that was something in between stood fast on the spinning planet and let the October wind slip past them. His coat, her hair, and the bot’s ribbons swayed in a breeze that brought no consolation. Akiko broke the silence by saying some kind words about Mr. Abernathy as Fennius removed the lid and gave the urn to the robot. The mechanical hand reached into the urn and withdrew a pinch of white powder. The wind dissipated it in a small puff, the particles slipping away on the wind.
And then, with Fennius’ command, the bot started walking, spreading ashes like a flower girl at a wedding. As it got smaller in the distance, Akiko began to sing. And projecting from somewhere in her emitters, the sound of accompanying piano music helped her along. Fennius didn’t know the song or words, something about wanting to rule the world and that good nothing lasts forever. In this moment of weakness, it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard in his life. The two stood side by side watching the clouds. When she finished the last note, the robot was a thin, grey smudge on the horizon.   
	“That was perfect.” He said. “Did you write that?”
	“No. It’s from a popular song of the later twentieth century. Do you know it?”
	“I’ve never heard it before.
	“Fennius, there’s something I need to say to you.”  
	“Okay.”
	“I know we come from two different worlds, but I want you to know that I’m your friend. And even if things don’t work out between us on a romantic level, you’re still the most interesting person I’ve ever met.”
	“Thanks. You’re the most interesting person I’ve ever met too.” She smiled.
	“If there’s anything I can ever do for you, let me know. I like being around you.” Fennius was about to say something in return when he heard a vehicle coming to a stop by the road.
	“What is it?” Akiko asked.
	“Someone’s here.” She followed him around the house. Both looked surprised to find a limousine with the Tatsunoka company logo on it parked in front of the Taylor home. “What are they doing here?” He asked her. “Did you know they were coming?”
	“No idea. They didn’t mention a visit to me.” Fennius stepped out and was greeted by the men he’d met once before.
	“Mr. Aramaki, Miyazaki, Moto.” He gave a slight bow. They bowed in return. “This is an unexpected surprise. What brings you to Oklahoma?”
	“We’re here on behalf of The Tatsunoka Company to offer our sincerest condolences to you for the loss of your grandfather.” Fennius was about to correct him about his relation to Mr. Abernathy when he remembered how Jimmy had claimed to be his blood to keep him from being put in a foster home. Mr. Moto stepped forward and offered him an expensive looking crystal vase full of white flowers. The entire gift was so heavy that the man looked like he was ready to topple at any second. Fennius took the vase and immediately set it on the front walk before he lost his grip.
	“That’s very kind of you to bring me such an extravagant gift. You didn’t have to come in person. Tokyo is a long distance to travel to bring me flowers. I would still be as grateful for the gift if you’d sent it by courier.”
	“Yes.” Mr Aramaki grinned. “But with the company taking such an interest in a person of your particular talents, we find it best to show the breadth of our gratitude in delicate situations such as this. Again please accept our heartfelt apologies.”
	“I gratefully accept. Thank you. Mr. Aramaki looked pleased while Mr. Moto was dripping sweat from hauling the flowers.
	“There is another matter we’d like to discuss with you while we’re here, Mr. Taylor.”
	“There is?” He asked. “Like what?”
	“Your Tatsunoka pin, Mr. Taylor. I trust you still have it?”
	“Always.” Fennius said. Without hesitation he reached inside his suit jacket pocket and produced the tiny box.
	“May I see it?” The man asked.
	“Of course.” He said as he handed the box over. Mr. Aramaki opened the box, showed it to the others who nodded their approval, and offered it back. Fennius took it and held it in his hand but didn’t put it away.
	“Am I still in the running?” He asked them.
	“Yes, Mr. Taylor.” Mr. Miyazaki spoke up. “The Tatsunoka Company has candidates all over the universe. But I must say that our superiors have become rather biased in their opinions after the season of skill and perseverance you displayed. My colleagues and I are hoping that your coming season is as successful. During our trip to come to Oklahoma, we each voiced our top choice for the candidacy. You were our unanimous choice.”
	“That’s great.” Fennius said.        	
	“Yes, but remember that we speak only for ourselves in that respect. Ultimately, it will be the decision of the senior chair of the racing division whether you will be drafted by Tatsunoka. I think I speak for the three of us when I say that if you continue to compete at the high level you’ve displayed for the past two years, your place is assured. I would be honored to stand at your side during the pinning ceremony.”
	“Yes.” Said Mr. Aramaki. “By the way, Mr. Taylor, have you had the opportunity to train on the new race simulator program being introduced this year?”
	“No I haven’t.” He grimaced. I’d hoped to get my hands on an updated version of the simulation software. I understand the racing league commissioned Tatsunoka to handle the development of the upgrade.”
	“Correct. We’ve created the most realistic simulation to date. The league will hold a press conference in a few weeks. On that date, the supplemental equipment for modifying your sled will be made available. You’re usually ahead of the curve, I’m surprised you don’t have a copy of the updated software.
	“I’ve had a lot on my mind lately. With the accident and loss of loved ones and friends, my mind has been other places.”
    “Understandable. In addition to the flowers, allow us to send you a copy of the upgrade.”  
 	“Can you do that? Wouldn’t the other teams consider that to be considered favoritism?”
	“Everyone gets the same software. Miss Akiko, would you pass it along?”
	“I’ve already got it, Aramaki-san.” She said as she played with one of her earrings.
	“Then our business is concluded. Again, please accept our deepest sympathy, Mr. Taylor. We look forward to speaking with you again. Sayonara.” The three men bowed as one. Fennius returned the gesture and the men returned to the limo.
	“Sayonara!” Akiko waved and called to them. “Have a safe trip!” Fennius stared at the bouquet. It was so big, there was no way he’d be able to carry it in the house without breaking it. He’d need the robot to carry it when it returned. “That went well!” Akiko patted him on the shoulder. “Two down, one to go, Fennius. The next time you see those men, they’ll be offering you the keys to fame and fortune.”
	“They sent white flowers.” He puzzled.
	“That’s because the Japanese view white as being the representative color for death instead of black.”
	“Oh.”
	“What do you feel like doing now? The bot isn’t going to be back for a while.”
	“I’m ahead in my studies so right now I want to get my hands on that new software.”
	“Such a one track mind.” She shook her head.
	“A twenty track mind.” He corrected her. “I wish I didn’t have to wait for them to send me the upgrade.”
	“You don’t have to.” She pointed to her temple. “I’ve got it right here. Anything else?”
	“I need to contact someone to come and appraise the houses.”
	“What for?”
	“To sell them. I can’t stay here any longer.” He eyed his home. “I found Mr. Abernathy’s will. He left me the houses and land to do with as I pleased. I don’t want to stay here. There’s too many bad memories. I don’t want to come back.”
	“But where will your dad live when he returns?”
	“I know he’s not coming back.”
	“Don’t say that. You don’t know if that’s true.” Akiko frowned.
“Come on, Akiko. The Octavius made a blind jump and they’ve never found one ship that’s vanished in that manner. If they ever find the freighter, it’ll be two hundred years from now, too long to do either me or my father any good.”
“That’s an awfully pessimistic view of things.” She said.
“That’s an awfully realistic view of things.” he replied.
“You should hold some faith that he could return.”
	“I do.” He sighed. “There’s just not a lot left. Right now, I’ve got to look forward and take care of myself today, tomorrow, and all the days after that. If my father shows up along the way, I’ll be glad to be proven wrong. Until then, the future is going to keep coming and I have to find my place in it.”
“I can see that. But if you sell your home, where will you live in the meantime?”
“In the Team Phantom building. What little amount of things I want to keep can be put into storage.”
“What will you do about Sam and Katie?”
“I’ll tolerate them and play along for now but something has to be done about them. That’s where I’ll need your help if you’re up to it.”
“I’d be happy to help. What can I do?”
“What do you know about business contracts?”
“I have a perfect score on the bar exam, eight degrees in business law and the entire history of educated law on standby.”  
“Perfect. Study my contract. See if you can’t find a loophole or something. If I can’t get out of it, get me some options so I can make the best of this disaster.”
“Gotcha. Give me a second.” Akiko put her forefingers to her temples and closed her eyes for a few seconds.
“Okay, done.” She said. “I ran your situation over eighteen thousand four hundred and thirty-four ways.”
“And?” He asked.
“It doesn’t look good. Because of your emancipation, you’re perceived by the state of Oklahoma to be old enough to be legally bound to your commitments. Past cases in this matter have always settled the same way.”
“So there’s no hope?”
“I didn’t say that. You have the option of buying the shares of Phantom Incorporated back at an exponentially higher rate.”
“How much?”
“One point five billion credits.”
	“One and a half billion? The company isn’t worth that much.”
	“That’s the thing, isn’t it?” She said. “They made it so you’d never be able to raise the money to buy it back. You could, but it would take you years to pay it off and they’d be insanely rich.”
	“Those snakes. I bailed that company out of bankruptcy with the money my father left me and they stab me in the back for it. What about their perpetual role as my agent?”
	“They were thorough when they drafted that part. It states that when you sign your first professional contract, Sam and Katie two will own you. Not only that, but your galaxy-sized salary, and a big piece of everything you’re likely to earn in your racing career.”
	“Or…Tatsunoka and any other tier 1 company will view them as an unwelcome liability and not draft me at all.”
	“I ran the potential scenarios in my head of you taking them to court and settling the matter. There’s only a point nine percent chance that you’ll be able to win the case. I wish you’d given me the chance to review the contract before you signed it ten times.”
	“That’ll teach me to trust people, huh?”
	“Not all people are bad, but this is a costly way to learn that lesson. I’ll see if I compute some different outcomes. We need something to really stick it to them.”
 	“Don’t do anything illegal.”
	“Illegal?” She said innocently. “You mean like uploading a virus to a pair of weather satellites so that their thrusters malfunction? Wouldn’t it be terrible if they reentered the atmosphere prematurely and landed on Sam and Katie’s homes while they’re asleep?” Fennius’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates.
	“Shhh! Don’t even say things like that!”
	“Just a suggestion.” She casually replied.
	“Two satellites would look suspicious.”
	“You’re right. I’d only need one to do the job.”
	“You sound like you’ve thought about this.”
	“Not at all. I’m merely computing options for a hypothetical scenario.”
“Satellite accident, huh? Could you make that happen?”
	 “They’d be snug in their beds…” She snapped her fingers an inch from his nose. “Bam. They wouldn’t feel a thing.”
 	“Your aim is that good? What if you miss?”
“I could use something bigger. The defunct Hubble telescope would do the trick.”
“Now you’re scaring me. No one is killing them, no matter how much they may deserve it. That would make us worse than them. Remind me never to make you angry.”
	“Settle down, Fennius.” She reached out and ruffled his blonde hair. “You’re far too cute to smash with a satellite.”
	“Yes.” He concurred. “Yes I am.”

[bookmark: _Toc450231998]CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

The next morning, Fennius said goodbye to Akiko and updated his simulator. He couldn't wait to take control of a sled with a fusion power core for the first time. In addition to providing emergency shielding for protection in the event of a crash, the cell provided more power to the magnets holding the ships to the track. The majority of the power exerted by any cell kept the low flying crafts from flying off the courses. The best part? The extra power boosted the top speed of the sleds to three hundred and sixty miles per hour. He couldn’t wait to see how the X-class sleds would be modified. After a few rounds to get introduced to the extra speed, he donned his race suit and climbed into the cockpit. “I have to learn fast.” He told himself. “One more season and I’m out of here.”      
A few days later the pit team returned. Vacation time would be cut short as they would all have to be educated on the construction and inner workings of the new fusion cells. The new Chevy-Lockheed engine was a beast. Fennius joined the pit crew as they were schooled because he wanted to know everything about the modifications. He learned a lot. Between this, training, and working on his aerospace courses, there was barely enough time to eat and sleep. Sometimes he got both. Many nights, Fennius fell asleep in the cockpit of the mock up, too tired to carry himself up to his personal quarters. By the time February came around, a real estate agent contacted him. A company needing isolated acreage to build a factory was interested in buying the land Jimmy left for him in his will. Akiko studied the offer and deemed it to be more than generous.
    It was bitter cold the day Fennius stood in front of the empty houses and signed the paperwork to sell it all. He’d given the task of packing and storing the home’s wanted contents to the JS94 who did a great job without being supervised. Things undesired were donated to charity. Piercing winds chilled him to the bone as he handed over the keys to the realtor and walked down the front steps one last time. With a receipt of the funds transfer in his hand, there would be no reason to ever come back. The tiny houses would no doubt be leveled first thing when the ground thawed. He'd almost made it back to the taxi waiting for him when he heard his name being called. Looking up, a small vehicle with government plates approached. The head of a young man in his twenties appeared out of the driver side window and called to him again.
    "Are you Fennius Xavier Taylor?" he yelled over the howling gusts.
    "Maybe. Who wants to know?"
    "I'm from selective service. I'm just here to verify your address and ask a few questions."
    "I've got a taxi with a running meter here. Will it take long?"
    "Just some standard questions. I won't be long, you're the last person on my list for today before I drive back to Oklahoma City."
    "How about you give me a ride back to the race track and I answer your questions on the way?"
    "That would be great." Fennius paid the taxi driver and sent him on his way before climbing in the passenger side of the black car.
    "My name is Patrick Felton." he shook Fennius hand. "Ensign First Class, Felton to be exact."
    "You're military?"
    "The finest, Space Navy." he said as they started moving. "I can't believe you're sitting here. I'm a big fan of yours. I'm local too, I'm from Tulsa."
    "Tulsa is nice. You said you said you have some questions for me?
    "Of course, of course. As you may or may not know, every American citizen is registered on their eighteenth birthday to be accountable for public service in the event of war."
    "I knew that. But I don’t turn eighteen until October."
    "Right, but with your racing career about to take you off world, you need to be informed that you're still obligated to your duties as a citizen before you go."
    "They'd pull me out of the racing league to go to war?"
    "To be honest, I don't think they'd draft you, Fennius. You're a celebrity. But, you never know. Regardless, I have to inform you. I've been reading your public file. You graduated high school early didn't you?"
    "Yes."
    "And you're working on a degree as well?"
    "Aerospace Engineering."
    "That's awesome that you're doing so much before you're eighteen. Is the degree so you can understand your sled better?"
    "Exactly."
    "I hear Tatsunoka is ready to draft you and you're dating Akiko Chiyo." the ensign gushed. "Every guy on the planet wants to be you." Fennius said nothing and looked out the window. "Oh hey, man. I didn't mean to get too personal. I'm just a big fan."
    "It's nice to have fans." He answered.
    "I saw the interview where you talked about meeting Carrie Kensington as a kid. That's super cool. You like speed huh?"
    "I'm just racing sleds until they make something faster."
    "Really? Then you'd love the new Fury."
    "Fury? What's a Fury?"
    "The navy's new space fighter. The Fury 588."
    "Is it fast?"
    "The fastest. Five times faster than a racing sled and ten times as powerful. In fact, it's the fastest the navy has ever built and the first shipment of fighters arrived earlier this month." Fennius’s ears perked. "Five times faster. Is it really that fast?"
    "See for yourself." Ensign Felton said. With his free hand he accessed the monitor embedded in the vehicles console and activated a holo-vid showing the Fury. Fennius couldn't take his eyes off of the grey ship as it climbed and dove during a recorded test flight. Felton was right, it was a lot faster.
    "Wow." he uttered without thinking.
    "I told you it was powerful. And it's not just fast, it's deadly. It's armed with four rapid-fire plasma cannons in the nose and wings. It cuts through enemy armor like a hot breeze."
    "That is nice. You have to be a commissioned officer to fly one don't you?"
    "Naturally. As much as those cost, they won't hand one over to just anybody. There are some wings of these out there, but the first batch went to the famous Fox Squadron."
    "I've heard of them." Fennius said. "They're the toughest flightier group assembled. Only the best. Is it true they get special flight jackets?"
    "They sure do. I spoke with a guy from Fox Squadron once. His jacket is real leather and you can't get one until you're selected to join them. Did you know they have a special farm set aside to grow cows just for the leather for those jackets?"
    "No idea. But now I think I want one."
    "Who wouldn't? You could be a pilot if you wanted."
    "Really?"
    "You're going to finish your degree this year, right?"
    "Mid-August."
    "There you go. You have a degree and sled racing counts towards your required flight time. All you'd have to do is attend officers training academy and flight school." Fennius looked out the window again in thought.
    "Look, I'm not trying to sell you on the idea. I'm not a recruiter.”
    "No, I didn’t think you were."
    "Besides, the space navy is nothing like the sled racing world. There's no fame, and definitely no superstar salaries like what you’ve got.”
“No there isn’t.” Fennius said without emotion.
“Are you alright? Did I say something wrong? Sorry about that. Sometimes I ramble on.”
“No. You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m just listening to what you’re saying. Did you ask for this job in the navy or was it assigned to you?”
	“No. This isn’t the job I enlisted for. I’m part of the quartermaster corps. My assigned job was to move cargo and on space freighters and ensure accountability for all of it. When I told them I didn’t want to reenlist, they transitioned me home to the Oklahoma City outpost. Now I’ve got this job until my tour is over.”     
	“My dad used to work on a space freighter.”
	“He doesn’t work on one anymore?”
	“His ship vanished when it made a blind jump two years ago.”
	“The Octavius? Your dad was on that ship?”
	“He was. You’ve heard of it?”
	“I heard all about it. A blind jump. Something like that never happens. I’m sorry for your loss.”
	“Thanks. How much longer do you have on your tour?”
	“Until November. Then I’m going to school to learn architecture. I want to design buildings.”
	“There’s some great buildings in Tokyo.”
	“I know. I love Japanese architecture.” The conversation carried on until the moment they arrived at the gates of the speedway. Fennius thanked the ensign for the ride and climbed out. Before he shut the door, Fennius stuck his head back inside.
	“How much longer is your tour?”
	“It’s finished the first week of November. Why do you ask?”
	“Just wondering. Are you going home to see your parents when you’re done?”
	“I try to make it home on leave whenever I can.”
	“Make sure you never take that for granted.”
	“I won’t. Good luck next year.”	
	Fennius returned to the Team Phantom building and didn’t emerge for three weeks. Having acclimated to the changes the fusion powered sled, he lost himself in the coursework needed to finish his college lessons. Sam and Katie kept their distance from the team as they continued to reap the rewards of the team’s labor. When Nick and the team confronted Fennius about what had happened, he told them the truth.
	“Sam and Katie were freaked out because I didn’t want to deal with the media and didn’t want to relinquish control to the sponsors. After the sinking of Team Nitro, they were so afraid of losing their meal ticket again that they grabbed as much as they could as fast as they could manage. When they did it, they only thought of themselves. I consulted a lawyer, but those two knew what they were doing when they had me sign the paperwork.”
	“So, the team is going to be pitched aside when you turn professional?” Nick asked.
	“I told you I’m not going to let that happen. The only problem I have is figuring out how I’m going to raise the money to buy the team back.”
	“Won’t you have enough money when you get signed by Tatsunoka?” Asked one of the pit crew.     
	“Sam and Katie are going to bleed me there as well.”
	"You’re the CEO.” Said another. “Why don’t you buy the team?
	“Because they want One and a half billion credits to buy it back.
	“One and a half billion? Said the others in the same breath.
	“What about Tatsunoka?” Nicked asked Fennius. “Would they loan you the money to buy it back?”
	“Akiko and I already talked about that. Your crew’s engineering and my piloting make Team Phantom what it is. When Tatsunoka signs me to their race team, why would they pay that kind of money to buy a team when they’re going to get half of it for free on drafting day? I asked Akiko if Tastunoka would consider buying the whole company as an investment. She says that Tatsunoka only uses their own hand-picked crews and equipment. Look, I’m trying my hardest to make this work.” Nick’s brow creased and his voice lowered.
	“It sounds like you’re going to be taken care of no matter what happens. The minute you’re gone, the rest of us are going to be looking for jobs again.”
	“Listen to me.” Fennius said to them. “I’m doing everything I can to set things straight, but Sam and Katie have signed me to a life of indentured servitude.”
	“We’ll see.” Nick said as he turned his back to walk away. “Don’t worry about your new sled, Boss.” His voice rasped. “We’ll have it ready for race day.”
He tried to explain himself but the whole team turned their backs and followed Nick out of the room.
	How much more do I have to take? Fennius asked himself. When does this freefall of disaster come to an end? Where is the bottom?
	The only saving grace was Akiko. When she could make time, she showed up and kept him company. Despite her knowledge of law and business practices and best efforts, she couldn’t find a single loophole to free him from the conditions of his commitments. As they sat together in the empty grandstand high above the Oklahoma Track, she did her best to comfort him.
	“Don’t worry.” She comforted him. “Things will work out. You’re a kind person and you have something that Sam and Katie don’t have.”
	“What’s that?”
	“People who see what you do and who you are. Those are reserves that Sam and Katie can’t draw from no matter how many credits they hoard. Keep your chin up and you’ll do fine.”
	“I have to keep my chin up. If I didn’t, I would be able to breathe. I’m up to my neck in a cesspool.”
	“You still have it better than most. Remember, you’re paid to do what you love.”  
	“That’s true. But right now, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do next.” Hearing this, Akiko threw herself into his lap, grabbed him by both sides of the face and planted the biggest kiss on him. When he pulled back, their noses were less than an inch apart. Her eyes were more piercing than any other time he’d known her.
	“You already know the answer to that, Fennius.” Her hands shook his face to get his attention. “You’re going to have race your heart out. You’re going to have to push, scratch, bite and fight to stay number one. Because I swear, if you give less than a hundred percent or just roll over and give up without a fight, I’ll never speak a word to you again. Do you get me?”
	“Yes, Ma’m.”   
	Since his public relations representative was absent most of the time, it was a complete surprise to Fennius when Barnaby Barnes showed up at the Team Phantom building the next day for an impromptu interview. Fennius wasn’t prepared to receive the bulbous man, but made the best of things as the interview began.
	“Thank you for allowing me the time to meet with you, Mr. Taylor. I’m sure you have a busy schedule.”
	“I do. I’m very busy with my training regimen these days.” The mundane flow of questions carried on for what seemed like an eternity before some words of interest appeared from the man’s mouth.
	“Fennius, didn’t you mention to me that Carrie Kensington was your favorite racer?”
	“Definitely. She’s been my inspiration for wanting race since I was a child.”
	“Then you’ll be pleased to know that I spoke with her recently and she had some kind words to say about your racing career so far.” The whites of Fennius eyes doubled in size.
	“What did she say?”
	“She voiced how impressed she was by your drive and desire to win.”
	“She did?”
	“Yes. I and have a quote here: “Fennius exhibits the qualities of a professional sled racing pilot. He’s not afraid to push himself and his machine to their limits to get what he wants. He’s a winner in my book and I hope to see him put forth another winning season. I think I speak for more than myself when I say that he’s going to find himself with an offer from Team Tatsunoka if he keeps posting wins. That’s kid’s resilient. He’s lost two family members and a friend in the past two years. That’s a lot to take. Not everyone can function with stress like that going on around them, but he does. He tucks away all distractions when he’s behind the controls of a hovercraft and makes the win happen. He’s the real deal.” End quote. What do you say to that, Fennius?”   
He had trouble finding the right words. It’s hard to operate with a blown mind.
“I’d say that…um. Those are some kind words. I consider Ms. Kensington to be the best racer ever. I appreciate her faith in my abilities. I don’t want to disappoint her or the fans.”
“There’s a number growing rumors within the media hubs about your abilities.”  The man said.
“I suppose they’re saying I cheat. Is that right?”		“More or less, Mr. Taylor. I have several sources reporting abnormal notations appearing on the parts invoices of Team Phantom.” Fennius began to get hot under the collar.
“Who are your sources?” He asked.
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
“Then I’m not at liberty to answer your question. My sled is clean from nose to tailfin. If you have reason to question my integrity, then I think you should review the post-race reports conducted by Mr. Radcliffe of the racing commission. His official judgment and reports are what matters, so unless your ‘sources’ have more clout than him, I wouldn’t listen to a word they have to say. Would you like to talk to him right now? I can get his opinion on this subject if you like. I have his number close by and I’m sure he’d be happy to weigh in on the credibility of the ‘sources’ you think carry some weight.”  

Barnaby Barnes swallowed hard at being put on the spot and quickly retreated to less incendiary subjects. The rest of the interview carried on with minimal input from him. Mr. Barnes went on about his speculations of how the league would be affected by the new fusion cells. When the cameras stopped recording, Fennius jumped up from the chair that had been provided.
“We’re done, Mr. Barnes.” He said. “I don’t know what your problem is, but every time we meet, you come after me with sideways questions and you try to put me on the spot so that I’ll look bad. You start the interview, you say something nice, and then you’re out for blood. If this is the way you work, then I don’t ever want to speak to you again. What is your problem? What don’t you accept the fact that I won’t cheat to win? Why is it so damn hard for you to get it through your head that I win by being the best?” Beads of sweat appeared on the man’s forehead and cheeks.
“Fennius…have a seat. Everyone else, give us a moment alone.” The assistants and producers gathered their belongings and left the two to sit under the bright lights.
When he was sure that they were out of earshot, Barnaby spoke again. As he wiped his brow with a handkerchief, his tone became fragile and flushed with emotion.
“Listen. It’s not you. The reason I’m so hard on you and the others is a personal matter.”
“What’s so personal that you do this?”
“Like you, sled racing means everything to me. We love the sound of the engines, the roar of the crowd. There’s always going to be those in the sport who will do anything to win. Whether it’s to get one win or to keep winning, some in the league will do anything to stay on top. The reason it’s so personal for me is because I covered the Carrie Kensington ‘Hot Parts’ scandal story when it happened.”
“You did?”
“I was a younger man then. I was hungry to get the true story. Like you, Carrie Kensington was my hero. I was angry and in disbelief when the accusations came out. But being a reporter, I had to get to the bottom of the story. The night after the race on Sorenata 3 I got access to the transport.”
“How did you get into the transport area?”
	“On top of doing stories about the circuit, I also worked as a freelance photographer. I went around the security by leaping over a ditch and climbing a twenty-foot fence to get into the loading area. And I did all this with a bad leg.”	Fennius eyed the man’s body that must have been over three hundred pounds. 
“I wasn’t always this…healthy, Fennius.” He straightened his coat. “Years of network coverage behind a desk made me like this. I used to be scrawny like you in my younger days. Anyway, I jumped the fence, snuck inside the transport, and snapped a bunch of pictures of Carrie’s sled before the team returned. I got out but I think someone saw me leave.”
	“What happened?” Fennius asked.
“For the next two days I studied the pictures I’d taken against the stock pictures of what every racer’s engines are supposed to look like.”
“Did you find anything?”    	
	“I’m not sure. I woke up a day later to find my door had been forced open. Someone broke into my home and stole everything. There were more expensive things to take, but they took my computer, my camera, and my backups. Even my network accounts had been raided.”
	“Was it Tatsunoka?”
	“I can’t say for sure. But someone knew what they were looking for. Without the pictures, I couldn’t make a claim one way or the other. You know what else? The night I jumped the fence was the same night that the racing commission couldn’t get inside the Tatsunoka transport. It’s all highly suspicious. Eventually the inspectors got in, but if there had been something illegal on Carrie’s sled, it would have been removed.”
	“Do you think she cheated?”
	“I don’t know. There’s no evidence. I guess no one will ever know.” He huffed. “If I’m hard on you, it’s because I don’t want anything like that to happen again. We need real pilots in sled racing. That day shook my faith in someone I thought was my hero.”
	“Wow. I feel the same way. I give you my word, Mr. Barnes. I keep my equipment within specs and I tell my crew to do the same. If I win, I want to win because I earned it.” Mr. Barnes’ face brightened. He wiggled out of his chair and slapped Fennius between the shoulder blades.
	“Then I’m rooting for you, young man!”

[bookmark: _Toc450231999]CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Season three began and Team Phantom came out swinging. Fennius took the first three checkered flags of the season with ease. After almost taking second in a close race in Indianapolis, Fennius recovered his top form to score five more blowout victories and two new track records. A faulty power converter almost cost him the checkered flag in Berlin, but quick thinking and a last minute energy transfer kept the streak alive. There were wrecks in Paris and Moscow, but the energy shields fueled by the new fusion cells kept four racers out of both the hospital and the morgue. Prague, Johannesburg, Madagascar, Cairo, Dubai, Beijing. They came and went with Fennius powering his way into history. It wasn’t easy, but no worthwhile endeavor ever is. Between matches, he finished the finals for his coursework and received notification of his graduation from e-college. With Akiko at his side, he made plans for the future. With a faster sled in his hands, the record books opened wide for him to write his name in capital letters. The “phantom racer from El Reno” would not be denied. By will, determination, and a little luck, Fennius was staring down another unprecedented perfect season. If he could pull it off, he’d be the first racer in league history to have two perfect seasons. It was so close. But one last race stood between him and that goal.

TOKYO:   
	On the day of the big race, the population in Japan’s capital city swelled. The lights of Tokyo burned even brighter than before as the sled teams’ transports were offloaded. Around the staging area, fans pressed their faces and fists against every barricade trying to catch a glimpse of their favorites. But despite the clamor outside the Team Phantom transport, it was like a tomb inside. No one spoke. On the news-vids, Tatsunoka made the announcement of an important media event to immediately follow the race. The event would no doubt be to draft Fennius to Team Tatsunoka. But that would have to wait until after the last race. Fennius finished the rest of his online commitments and met with the pit crew in the bay. When they gathered around, their somber expressions reminded him of how far they’d come and what was coming to an end.
	“This is our last race together.” He said to them. 	    			   “Words can’t express how grateful I am for your hard work.”
	“I hate to see you go, Boss.” Nick said. “Me and the boys have been talking. There won’t be any hard feelings when you sign with Tatsunoka.”
	“No?” He asked.
	“Hell no. We’ve accomplished more in the past three seasons than we have in the ten before it. Isn’t that right, boys?” The men cheered and hooted. “Team Nitro never did that. Of course, we never had a pilot like you either.”
	“You can still go on. You’re the best pit team on the circuit. All you need is a new pilot. I spoke with a few up and comers I’ve been watching. One of them should be able to fill my spot.”
	“We’re behind you, Boss.”
	An hour later, Sam and Katie managed to show their faces. After hiding the whole season, they’d come out to watch him win the race that would assure their first class seat on his gravy train. In a show of absolute gall, they entered the transport with smiles on their faces. Even worse, they pretended like nothing had happened between them. Fennius sat on his bed thinking about Akiko when they entered his quarters.
	“Today is the big day, superstar! How do you feel?” Katie asked.
	“I feel like having my pit crew beat you two to death with torque wrenches for stabbing me in the back.”
	“Hey. Hey. No reason to be like that, champ. This is a great day. You’re turning professional as soon as the race is over! Did you see where Tatsunoka has set up a special announcement? That’s all for you.”
	“I saw. You won’t be there, will you?”
	“Of course we will. We’re your agents after all. You wouldn’t want to make a scene in front of your new benefactors and the rest of the racing world would you?”
	“No. But I want you to promise me that you’re going to take care of Nick and the others after I sign with the new team.”
	“Now Fennius.” Katie jumped in. “We’re going to have to make some serious changes. With you gone, Team Phantom isn’t going to have that racing edge to be number one every year.”
	“It’s not about being number one every year. It’s about racing.”
	“No one races without wanting to be number one.”
	“You don’t understand because you’ve never been a racer, Katie. Fennius said with a cold glare. “You don’t know what it’s like to strap yourself into a machine like that and feel the power inside of it. You don’t have to be first. You can be second or third or even last. What’s important is being in the race for first.”
	“Well if you feel that way about what happens to them, then all you have to do is buy the company from us and you can do what you want with it.”
	“It’s not going to be worth one and a half billion.”
	“That’s a fair price for a top racing team. All you have to do is access the company account and deposit the funds and it’s all yours.”
	“Where am I supposed to get that kind of money?”
	“We’ll loan it to you.” Sam said. “We know you’re good for it and with what you’re going to make with your professional contract you can pay it off over time with us.”
	“You two make me sick.” Fennius stood from his bed and snatched up his helmet by the chin guard. He hefted it as though he were about to club them with it. “Get out of my transport.”
	The two backed away and exited without another word. After they left, Fennius thought he might have some time alone. But another knock sounded at the transports’ outer door. He didn’t want to be bothered by anyone. He didn’t want to see anyone. “Go away!” He yelled. Silence. Then a moment later, the knock came again. Still angry from the conversation with Sam and Katie, he jumped from his bunk and stormed for the door as another knock rang out. When the latch was thrown, he threw the door open as hard as he could “ARE YOU DEAF?! I SAID…” Fennius froze mid-sentence as he saw the face of the person knocking.

The racing Queen herself. Carrie Kensington.  

	“I can come back if this is a bad time.” The woman said. Fennius apologized for the outburst and invited her inside.  
 	“So this is what a modern transport looks like.” Carrie craned her neck to look about the compartments. “I must admit, it’s a lot nicer than what I had back in my racing days. They were either too cold or too hot. You’ve got it good.” She wore an expensive, custom tailored suit. Powerful, feminine, professional. Her tie was a thin white field with a single blue vertical strip offset to the right. Atop the collar, a strong beautiful face with more faint lines around the eyes than he remembered. Her hair? Silver plumage close-cropped around the sides and back with a quaff parted down the middle to hang a perfectly symmetrical pair of silver bangs. On her lapel, the coveted Tatsunoka pin. Fennius didn’t realize he was eyeing it until Carrie caught him staring.
“Do you like my pin? From what I hear, you’re going to be wearing one like it soon enough. Congratulations.”      
	“I still have to win the last race.” He replied.
	“If you don’t win the race, I’m confident your place with Tatsunoka is assured today. Look at what you’ve done. You’re one race away from a second perfect season. Even if you lose, then you’re still going to set a record for most races won in the amateur circuit. Listen, I came here because I wanted to meet you face to face.”
	“You did?”
	“Are you serious?  You’re the hottest racer to come along since… since…”
	“Since you.” Fennius finished for her.
	“Well I was going to say Antonio Farza, but that works just as well.” She smiled. “Fennius. Your whole life is about to change.”
	“I know.”
	“I bet you’ve got a good idea, but I wanted to stop by and let you know what’s ahead for you. Tatsunoka doesn’t take just any racer or mechanic. They hand pick the best because that’s their mantra. They strive for perfection by selecting the best to work under their name. And once you’re pinned, which I would be honored to do if you’d allow me, you’re going to be a company man. Tatsunoka is going to put your face on every printable or digital surface from here to Alpha Centari and beyond. You’re a handsome young man.”
“Thank you.”
“I mean it. Tatsunoka is going to showcase your face and name for everyone to see. There will be a lot of times where you’ll have to go to company events you’re not crazy about, but it’s part of the deal.”
	“The deal?”
	“Sure. You’re going to do what they ask when they ask it. But in return, my dear Mr. Taylor, the keys to the universe are yours. Do you have your pin on you?” Fennius produced the box from his pocket and handed it to her.
	“Ah. Still in the box. Do you know what this is?
	"An expensive pin."
	"Not just an expensive pin. It’s a symbol. It tells others that you are something special. It says that you have skill and ability high enough to counted among the best. With this on your lapel, everywhere you go, you’ll be treated like a king. No doors will be closed to you. The tallest men will step out of your path and most beautiful women in the universe will step into it. Credits won’t mean anything to you anymore. They’ll fall like confetti from the sky. All this will be made available to you if you can do in the professional circuit what you’ve done here on Earth. And I get the feeling that’s not going to be a problem for you.”
	“I’m ready for the future.”
	“I bet you are.” She smiled. “But if I may, I’d like to give you some free advice.”
	“Yes, please.”
	“I will, but let me ask you a question first. Fennius, why do you race? Be honest.”
	“The speed. I love the rush.”
	“That’s a good answer. How do you feel about losing?”
	“I try not to. Most of the time I don’t. Why do you ask?”
	“The reason I ask is because I don’t want there to be any surprises when the time comes.”
	“When what time comes?”
	“Sled racing is a cutting edge sport for sharp young pilots like you. Fennius, I think you’ve the makings of a grand racer. I think you’ve got a long career ahead of you. And since you’re starting younger than I did, I think you’re going to be the one to clean my records off of the books.”
	“That would be hard to do.” Fennius confessed.
	“But racing isn’t a sport that’s kind to those with a dozen seasons under their belts and the turnover is getting faster. Your sled has a fusion core in it. Compared to the sleds I raced in my day, you’re light years ahead. And you need to be ready for the changes that will eventually come.
	“What kind of changes?”
	“Your replacement. One day, maybe a few years from now, maybe ten years from now, someone just as hungry as you is going to arrive in the sport. It’s a fact of life. No man, woman, or alien can stay on top forever. I’m not trying to scare you, but I think you’re mature enough for the truth. How are you going to feel when the wins don’t come as often as they do now?”
	“I’d still be racing. I’d still be paid for doing something I love.” Carrie’s lips parted to reveal a larger smile.
	“That’s what I wanted to hear. There are those in the sport that love the rise to fame but can’t deal with the fall from it. I lost a few friends who couldn’t handle not being in the spotlight.” She put a hand on Fennius shoulder. “Well, I didn’t come to speak gloom and doom to you. I came to let you know that I’m rooting for you and I see great things in your future. I’m sure you have stuff to do before the race, so I’ll leave you alone.” She handed the box back and turned to leave. “Good luck out there.”
“Thanks, Ms. Kensington.”
“Call me Carrie, champ.” She was reaching for the door
when Fennius couldn’t hold back the burning question any longer.	    
“Is it true?” He asked without looking up from the box.
“Is what true?”
“Are the rumors true about your fifteenth season true?”
	“You mean did I cheat by using illegal parts?”
	“I want the truth. If you say yes, I’d never tell a soul. I swear. But I have to know. You’re the only person who can answer that question.”
	“Do you think I cheated?”
	“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.” Carrie paused, gave Fennius the strangest of stares and shifted in her shoes.
	“Fennius, I’ve never cheated a day in my life. I’ve never been afraid to lose and I would never allow illegal parts on my sled.”
	“Barnaby Barnes said your sleds interior looked different from the rest.”
	“I never did anything illegal. If a Tatsunoka engineer changed something without my knowledge, I wouldn’t know about it.”
	“Thanks for clearing that up for me.”
“No problem.” The woman waved as she stepped out of the door. “Well, I should to go. See you at the pinning ceremony, hot shot!” When the door clicked, Fennius stared at the box as he turned it over and over in his hands. For all Carrie's words, the right ones to lay Fennius' doubts to rest weren't among them.
“Right.” He sighed. “See you there.”
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As night fell, Fennius slipped into his race suit. A sense of nostalgia filled him as he remembered what it was like the first time he sat on the starting line in his own sled. So much had happened to bring him to this moment in time. Through it all, he’d lost his father, Teneth, Jimmy. Each one either loved him or believed in him or both. Today was his eighteenth birthday. He didn’t forget this time. He was a man now. From this point forward, he’d have to stand on his own two feet and face the future without blinking. He was sure there would be friends to help along the way. But in the end, every choice would be his to make. He was about to grab his helmet and head for the track when he heard beautiful singing. It started softly then grew as Akiko rounded the corner with a small birthday cake in her hands. “Happy birthdayyyyyyyy, Dearrrrrrrrr Fennn-i-us.” She finished as the room brightened from the glow coming from the candles.  “Happy birthdayyyyy, to youuuu!”
	“You remembered!” He said.
	“Are you kidding? I’m the one who’s had to remind you for the past two years! I made the cake myself.” Fennius looked at the cake. On a field of white, it read: “Happy 10010th birthday!” in red icing.
	“Why does it say I’m turning ten thousand and ten years old?” Puzzled by what he said, Akiko turned the cake about and read it.
	“It says eighteen. You’re turning eighteen years old, right? Wait. I wrote it in binary didn’t I? Oh no, I’ve ruined your cake!” She cursed herself in Japanese. “Dammit, I’m such a space case.”
	“It’s fine.” He assured her. “If it reads eighteen to you, it reads eighteen to me.”
	“You like it?
	“I love it.” Akiko held the cake out in front of her. “Then make a wish and blow them out.” Fennius thought long and hard about what he wanted. After that, he took a deep breath and put out every candle. Akiko put the cake down and was about to cut a small piece for him before the race when Fennius put his helmet down and spoke. “Akiko, we have to talk.”
	“What about?”
	“About us.”
	“Oh?” She said. “And what would you like to discuss about us?”
	“Some things are going to change between us after the race today.”
	“I know.” She said without looking up from cutting the cake.
	“You know? You know what?”
	“How could I not know, Fennius? You’re not the most complicated person I’ve ever come across. Let me guess.” She crossed her arms and pointed the knife at him in a manner that was more pointing than intimidating. “After the race today, you’re starting a new chapter of your life and you’re not sure how I fit into it. You love me, but you’re not sure how you’re going to be able to give me the time you think I deserve.” Fennius jaw went slack with shock. Those were the exact words he wanted to say.
	“How did you know that? Are you psychic?”
	“No, silly.” She put the knife down and took his hands in hers.
	“Don’t you think that a girl whose mind is half immersed in the digital consciousness of the entire human race has a clue about how men think?”
	“I guess that makes sense.”
	“Then it should make even more sense to you that I have the power to hack your personal tablet and read any potential notes you might be thinking about sending me.”
	“You’re too smart for me.”
	“Yes, but you’re too cute to ignore.”
	“So, you’re not upset that I’m leaving?”
	“Of course not. You’re leading your life in the manner you see fit. Aren’t you happy for how I live my life?”
	“Yes. I didn’t want things to end badly between us, Akiko. I think the world of you.”
	“So we can still be friends?”
	“I’d like that.”
	“Thermonuclear!” She squeaked as she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and hugged him. “Besides. You’re already older than me.
	“Forever sixteen?” He asked.  
	“It’s playful. I like it.” She stepped away. “Which brings me to a question I’ve been meaning to ask you. How come you haven’t gotten any taller since we’ve been together?”
	“There aren’t a lot of tall genes in my bloodline. I guess it’s not in the stars for me to tower over others.”
	“If not in stature, in deeds.” He removed a glove, took a bite of cake and savored the sugary fruits of Akiko’s labor. “It’s good. Thank you.”
	“No, thank you. It’s time to leave. Will you let me walk you to the jockey lounge?”
	“Sure.”
“Can I carry your helmet?”
	“Definitely.” He handed it over. When she took it, He reached under his bed and pulled out a huge duffel bag. With the bag in one hand and Akiko’s hand in the other, they went outside. A wave cheers greeted them as they followed the path to the jockey lounge.
“Do you have your lucky charm?” She asked. Fennius patted his chest pocket.
“From here on, I’m not going to be without it. You can’t be too careful.
"Don’t worry, Fennius. Things will work out just fine.” They arrived at the door to the pilot’s lounge and she kissed the racing helmet before handed it back to him.
“I suppose this is goodbye?” She asked.
“Not yet. I want you to be there when the next stage of my life starts.”
“You mean it?”
“Meet me in the room behind where Tatsunoka has set up their press conference.”
“I’ll be waiting.” She waved. “Good luck!” Ten minutes later, Fennius got in line with the other racers. Some wished him good luck, some didn’t. Tones sounded overhead and the doors to the track opened wide. As Fennius approached the Phantom, there was something odd about it. Underneath the grandstand lights the new red paint gleamed brighter than ever before. He knew every bolt, weld and circuit were the same as they’d always been, but this time it felt different. It could have been that the body had been modified to accommodate the larger fusion core at the start of the season. It looked more aggressive, even lethal. Inside of him there was a touch of sadness to seeing the sled. This would be their last race together. After that, it would likely be torn down for parts and never used again. Perhaps it was that reality that made the Phantom speak to him when he climbed into the cockpit.

Come play. It whispered as he entered the operator code. Let’s go fast one last time.
Come and play? How could he resist? When he entered the operator code flipped the power switch, the hull reverberated with power. The canopy closed and he looked to his pit team. When each one gave him the “all ok” sign, he disengaged the docking clamp and took his place on the starting grid. The others lined up around him. Fennius stared down the course that appeared to stretch to forever and beyond. Innumerable futures spread open wide to receive him. Nick’s voice found his ear when he flipped on the com line.
“Boss?” Do you have any red lights on your display?” Fennius took his eyes off of the track a glance at the readouts and gauges.
“No, why do you ask?
“Check the pressure on your coolant pump just to make sure.” His thumb clicked the button mounted in the top of the flight stick. The main screen in the dashboard changed to show a systems analysis. Nothing looked out of place. Another click turned it back into a speedometer.
	“It’s all in the green. Anything I need to worry about?
“No, I saw a small flux in the numbers. It must’ve been a spike when the core came online. Everything looks good now. We’re good to race, so bring it home! We have more than enough points to take the Sled Cup! Win or lose, you’re going to make history today!”
Fennius pulled his gloves tight and flexed the fingers as the lights on the signal board began to change.
Three…
Wait for the last light, don’t false start. Win or lose, everything changes today.
Two…  
Tighten your abs, wait for the opening shock. Don’t forget to breathe.

Don’t...forget...to...breathe.

The final light blinked and the starting grid vanished. By far, it wasn’t his best start and Fennius quickly found himself surrounded by fast company. But after skimming the first few turns and watching the others ahead of him, he found a spot between the third and fourth place sleds and pushed his way between them. Through the city the pack weaved, the pulse of their fusion engines electrifying Tokyo into a humming hive of raw energy. Twice, three times Fennius tried to make a break for the front of the pack. The sled felt sluggish and he couldn’t get the phantom up to speed. The engines didn’t have their normal punch and the ailerons felt slow. He wanted feedback but Nick continued to tell him nothing had come though the sleds main computer. By the time the backstretch of the third lap flew past the cockpit, Fennius fought its way into the lead. He was ahead but not by much. Just as he thought he might pull ahead, a flicker caught Fennius’s eye. For a split second he thought the small light marked “FIRE” changed from its normal green to red and then back again. With a quick check, the system showed no errors. The starting grid came and went once more. Lap four. As he banked through turn one, the sluggishness in the foot pedals disappeared and the full power behind the throttle returned. The lead got bigger. Lap five, lap six, lap seven, lap eight. In his heart, Fennius prepared himself for another strong win.
That’s when Nick’s voice came in through his ear piece. 
“Boss? Everything still in the green? Anything out of place in the Phantom’s readout?”
“Hold on, give me a second to check.” The hovercraft skimmed a corner and rocketed down the backstretch. The straightaway gave him a few seconds to run a systems check. Two button press later, the system kicked back the standard “SYSTEM OK” message.
“Negative, it must be a glitch.” Then, something told him to check it again. Fennius clicked the toggle. “No, you’re right, the pressure is too low. Wait. It’s dropping! Nick, I’m losing pressure on the coolant pump!”
“The pump is showing all good on my end, Boss. It could be the line from the pump but I installed them myself. Those lines are brand new!” Fennius believed him. Whether the lines were new or not something was amiss. A faint, sweet smell was already creeping its way into the cockpit.
“Nick, we’ve got a problem. I can smell coolant. I’ve got a leak somewhere.”
“You can actually smell it? That’s not good. Dammit, I bet the line ruptured.
“I can finish the race, right?”
“I’m not sure. You heard the safety briefings about the new fusion cores same as I did. The last thing you want is a core shutdown.”
“I heard them. Do you think we can get two more laps out of it? I’m starting to lose speed!”
“You’ll have to make that decision. We’ve got enough points to take home the championship so don’t do anything foolish. Even if you don’t finish the race we’ll still win the cup.”
“But I won’t have a perfect season!”
“You already have one. That’s one more than ninety-nine percent of the racers who’ve ever strapped into a sled.” Down the home stretch the Phantom barreled. That's when the smoke appeared. Just as the first hints found his nostrils, wisps of smoke could be seen drifting through the vent next to his helmet.
“Nick? Nick, there’s smoke, something’s burning. Something is on fire.”
“I’m looking at the monitor right now and I’m not seeing anything coming out of your craft.”
	“There’s smoke and I can smell coolant.”
“Aw, hell. I’m sorry, Fennius. You’d better bring it in. It’s going to take a little.. FENNIUS, LOOK OUT!” Before Fennius could react, something big slammed into him from the right side. The impact was enough to startle him but not enough to put him into the inside wall. As he recovered, the white tailfin of the Team Comet sled was already pulling away from him. He was in second place with just under two laps left to go. His hand instinctually reached for the throttle but the handle wouldn’t budge past the 90% marker. He wrenched it a second time and it protested every inch of the way.
	Great. He thought. I broke it. The biggest race of my career and I broke the damn throttle. He did his best to get it up to speed but the speedometer wasn’t rising above 335. The sickly smell creeping in through the vent was soon accompanied by tiny wisps of smoke. He had to reign the damage and do it quick. If the officials saw the smoke or suspected a fire, they’d throw up a black flag and he’d be taken out of the race.
	“Boss?” said Nick. “If you don’t get that malfunction under control, the officials will shut you down.”
	“I know, I know.” I’m working on it.”
	“You’d better work on it fast. The rest of the pack is gaining.” Fennius had to do three things and he had to do them fast: Get rid of the smoke, keep the core cool somehow, and still win the race. A hundred variables and components about the Phantom spun behind his eyes like slot machine wheels. But as he took a deep breath and visualized the malfunctions, hundreds of hours of college coursework came alive and flooded from their places in his brain. The spinning wheels slowed and aligned to show him a winning solution;
First problem: the fire.
Think, c’mon think. Something’s ignited. How do you put a fire out? You don’t need an advanced degree in aerospace engineering for that one. Take the oxygen or the fuel away from a fire and it dies. I can’t see what’s burning but I can manipulate the pressure. But I’ll have to ease off the throttle to do it. If I close the vents with the turbines running full tilt, they’ll blow the fire out.  
His hands went to work. While handling the piloting of the craft, quick fingers accessed the controls for the forward vents. In the second it took for the vents to seal and reopen, the turbines providing the thrust sucked every ounce of oxygen out of the interior housing. Whoosh. Done. Any fire that might’ve been in there before was gone now. 
Second problem, the core. 
If the coolant line was out of commission, he had to keep the small but powerful core cool some other way. If he could do that, he wouldn’t have to shut it down. His mind raced for an answer. He didn’t have secondary cooling unit to provide coolant. Having a backup would make the sled too heavy. He’d have to do figure out something and do it fast, more sleds were starting to catch up. The only thing left on the sled with the ability to cool or refrigerate was his personal cooling coupling. The long hose snaking through the fire wall of the cockpit was his only source of cold air. If he removed it from his suit, the temperature would become swelteringly hot in less than a minute. No other options remained. The moment he detached the cooling hose from his racing suit, Nick’s voice came through his ear piece.
“Fennius, what are you doing? Your suit’s temperature gauge just went dead!”
“It’s okay, Nick. I need it for something else.” Fennius accessed his controls and told the hovercraft to maximize the cooling flow to his suit. Then he took both hands off the controls and grasped the hose with both hands. He yanked and the hose gave a little, but not enough. He pulled again. It wasn’t enough. The pack was getting closer, moving in to overtake him. The core temperature was still rising. “Come on!” He cursed. A hard turn was coming and he let go long enough to cut it as sharp as the ship would allow. When the phantom rocketed down another straightaway the tube was pulled taut. Without the tube connected to his suit, he was already beginning to feel the heat. He looped the hose hand over hand and gripped it with two fists. If he didn’t get it loose now, it wasn’t going to come free at all. If he was going to lose his perfect season, it wasn’t going to be due to a stupid malfunction. “Come on, you! BREAK, DAMMIT!” With one last jerk, the rest of the hose broke free of its moorings and fell limp on his lap.
A miracle, a damn miracle.
	   
	The second it broke free, Fennius tore off his gloves and shoved them in the hole the hose had come through to seal off the air. With luck, the frigid air pouring onto the reactors heat shielding would be enough to keep it at a stable level just long enough to finish the race. In the meantime, he’d have to keep the other racers at bay long enough for the temperature to drop. If it lowered soon enough, there might be enough time to catch up to the leader. As he grasped the controls, Nick’s voice came through the earpiece again. 
“Boss? Boss? Can you hear me? What are you doing? The whole system’s going crazy on my end. The computer says the Phantom’s atmosphere regulator has a malfunction but the temperature around the core has stopped rising!”  
	“I tried to fix the problem. But I don’t know if it’s going to be enough. My main screen is still showing a lot of red lights.”
	“Well, at least you’ll be able to- FENNIUS, YOU’RE DRIFTING!” Before he could react to Nick’s words, the fin of another sled slammed across the starboard side of his cockpit, cracking the window. He flinched because of the loud bang, but didn’t lose control of the hovercraft. As stunned as he was that he’d been blindsided a second time, the surprise was nothing compared to what he felt when all the red warning lights in his display changed back to the neon green at the same time.
The pupils of Fennius’ eyes dilated. Like being struck by a lightning bolt equal parts joy and wonder, the feeling filled him so deeply that time itself slowed to a crawl. In that tiny space, Fennius was eight years old again, watching the machines powered by fiery demons from the grandstand. The primal chant on his lips.

GO! GO! GO!
When his brain relayed the message that the Phantom was fully functional again, it didn’t take a microsecond to jam the throttle open. The tips of the afterburners flames turned as red as the Phantom itself. The speedometers numerals rocketed upwards thirty digits a second, G-forces pressing Fennius deep into his seat. His sled accelerated so fast that the inertial dampener had trouble keeping up. The stands and billboards appeared and vanished in the blink of an eye.
	The burners of the sled in front of him weren’t far ahead. But even with intense concentration it took the better part of the rest of the lap to overtake it and climb back into second place.

One down, one to go.

By the time he started the ninth lap, the temperature inside the cockpit became sweltering. Sweat began snaking down around and in his eyes. When he wiped it away, the light marked “FIRE” began to flicker. Nick’s voice found him again.
“Fennius? I’m seeing that smoke trail coming off the back of your sled again.”
“I see it. Cycling the vents will slow me down.”
“A black flag will slow you down even more.”
“Hold one.” He followed the same steps as before to close the forward vents as the turbines idled at a lower speed. The “FIRE” light turned green again. The digits showing his speed dwindled.
“Good show, Boss. It’s gone.” With the Phantom fully under control, the lights of Tokyo flashed like a strobe. Digital bars showing power output pulsed in time to the Phantoms song of speed.
“Come on,” He said, wiping away the sweat. “Move.” Turn after turn, the ninth lap dwindled until the final lap remained. Fennius got worried.
	“Nick?”
	“Here, Boss.”
	“I don’t see the leader. Am I close to catching him?”
	“You’re right on his tail. If you keep cutting those corners tight and stay on that throttle, you’ll have him.”
	After navigating the maze of S-curves making up the first quarter of the track, he finally caught a glimpse of the lead sled. Number twenty-two’s burners taunted him to keep up as it flitted and hid behind the curves ahead. Fennius’s gaze narrowed and the invisible line that showed him the fastest way to the finish line appeared in his mind’s eye. The needles of the gauges beat themselves against the limit pins of their glass prisons. Everything outside the barriers of the track vanished. The only thing remaining was Fennius and the velocity that fueled him. One by one the corners, twists, and straightaways fell away until the flitting burners of the lead sled lost their ability to hide. They grew in size until the nose of the Phantom was on top of them and inching their way past. He was nose to nose with the leader. Their sleds rocketed out of the last turn side by side, neither one relenting to the other.
The final home stretch. The finish line was dead ahead and the throttle was maxed out.
Despite his efforts to keep the fusion core cool, the temperature gauge had climbed its way into dangerous territory. Nick yelled in his ear to shut it down, but with the click of a button the man’s voice was no more. More sweat found its way into Fennius' eyes, blinding him. He blinked and fought to keep it all together. The FIRE light came on again just to mock his struggle.
If I cycle the vents now, I’ll lose. 
The heat smothered him and it grew harder and harder to catch his breath. Sliding the visor of his helmet open didn’t make it easier to breathe but a finger wiped away a little of the sweat from his brow. To make things worse, the fumes from the spilled coolant began to turn his stomach. Squinting through the stinging sweat, his eyes burned like they were being flushed with acid. It took every ounce of control to keep the Phantom from drifting into a wall. The engines pushed themselves to the breaking point. Three hundred and sixty miles per hour, three hundred sixty one, three hundred sixty two. Unbelievable. The Phantom’s stressed core was actually pushing the sled past its speed barrier. Unable to match the Phantom’s speed, the other sled began to fall behind.  
Blind, nauseated, suffocating, on fire, this was it. Fate was giving him one last gut check. It was one final test to see if he still wanted the high speed world of fame and fortune after it had become a big enough beast to turn on its master. In very clear words its spoke to him:

You’d better hope you made the right decision, kid. Because your hovercraft is a now a time bomb and every second you keep your hand on that throttle shortens the fuse.
	But he wasn’t about to relent, not in a million years. Even as the machine he loved more than anything was trying to kill him, Fennius knew from the beginning what he was getting himself into. In the three years it had taken him to reach the top of the amateur league he’d learned more about the world than he would’ve learned in twenty if his father were still with him. It was that truth that lifted him above the pain. It was that same knowledge that told him how to move ahead after he won the race today.
“And I am going to win.”
Every person in the stands stood cheering as the red blur barreled down the homestretch. The finish line barely registered as he blew past it but the euphoric rush remained. It was finally over.
When his sled’s canopy opened in the winner circle, Fennius joined the rest of Team Phantom and waved to all those who’d come to see the show. Tonight, the view from atop the Phantom’s nosecone was more spectacular than ever. Foil and paper bits rained down upon them. The night sky, a blizzard of color.  When Fennius was awarded the trophy, he passed it on to Nick whose beard was already soaked with tears of joy. The night exploded in fireworks, lights, and cheers like never before. Fennius waved to the fans and shook the hands of those congratulating him on his perfect season. Blinding lights, walls of sound. All for him.
Later, in the unoccupied room behind the press area, Fennius changed out of his race suit and showered in a small stall. His eyes still burned some from the fumes, but the pain was subsiding. When Akiko arrived, she found he wasn’t alone. Fennius sat on a bench dressing himself, but to her surprise, several men in fancy military dress stood along the far wall talking amongst themselves.
“How are you doing?” She asked. “Are you ready for this?”
“I’m nervous, but I’m fine. Have a seat.” He said. She sat down and watched him cram his belongings into the duffel he’d carried with him earlier.
“Fennius? Who are these men?” She whispered.
“Sponsors.” He said without looking up. At that moment, the door leading to the press conference area opened and three more men appeared. The men from Tatsunoka. Fennius stood to greet them with a smile. When he saw that Sam and Katie were close on their heels, the smile faded, but not the level of courtesy he intended to extend. He was in the middle of greeting them when Sam interrupted with faux pleasantries.
“This is a big day, eh Fennius?” Sam gushed. Everyone but the soldiers glared at the obnoxious man and his accomplice as they attempted to rub shoulders with Mr. Aramaki and his associates.
“This is a big day, Mr. Taylor!” Mr. Miyazaki said.
“It sure is.” Fennius handed Mr. Aramaki a folded letter. “Here’s my statement for your press conference.”
“Very well.” The man said as he took the letter and looked it over before handing it to his colleagues. “I take it you have something else?”
“Absolutely.” Fennius pulled the box from his pocket and opened it to look upon the Turnium pin. “It’s a thing of beauty Mr. Aramaki. I’m honored to have carried it all this time.”
“It is beautiful.” Katie said as she stuck her nose over Mr. Miyazaki’s shoulder. “It’ll look great on you, Fennius!” Mr. Aramaki closed the box as he scowled at her.
“I’m afraid you’re mistaken.” He said. “This is no longer Mr. Taylor’s pin, Mrs. West. The ownership of this pin has yet to be determined.”
“Of course it has!” Sam Reynolds butted in. “Every racer signed by Tatsunoka gets a pin!”
“But no racers are to be signed by The Tatsunoka Company today, Mr. Reynolds.” Mr. Moto said as he handed Sam the letter. “Perhaps this will explain things better.” Sam unfolded the paper and began to read. Fennius relished the growing look of rage spreading on the man’s face.
“What’s wrong? What does it say?” Katie asked.
“It says that Fennius is retiring indefinitely from the sport of sled racing.” Akiko offered.           
	“What? You can’t quit!” She said.
	“He can do what he wants!” A voice said from the side of the room. Everyone looked to see Nick Hardy leading the other team members through the side door. They entered and stood behind Fennius and Akiko as a visual show of allegiance.
	“You don’t get a say.” Sam said. If fact, pack your belongings and find your own ride back to Oklahoma. You’re fired.”
 	“You’re not my boss, Sam.” Nick said proudly.
	“If I’m not your boss, who is? You don’t have enough credits to buy the company!”
	“No, but I do.” Akiko smiled. “I gave Fennius the money to buy you out, and in return he gave the team to me.”
	“You don’t know anything about sled racing.” Sam sneered.
	“I’m a quick learner.” Akiko crossed her arms. “And I’ve already learned who not to trust in this business.” Sam and Katie’s face flushed with embarrassment.
	“I ought to kick your little ass! If you’re not going to race, what are you going to do with your life, hotshot?” Sam fumed. Fennius nodded to the soldiers who moved to stand between the racer and Mr. Reynolds.
“That’s where we come in.” Said the man with a Major’s rank on his collar. “Mr. Taylor, or should I say cadet-elect Taylor contacted my recruitment office through one Ensign Patrick Felton expressing an interest in becoming a pilot in the Space Navy. He’s already taken the oath and will be accompanying me momentarily to the shuttle leaving for officer school. He’s now the property of the Navy.
	“He’s going into the Space Navy?” Katie asked.
	“Cadet Taylor has a degree in Aerospace engineering and thousands of documented flight time He’ll be granted awarded an officer’s commission upon graduation.” Katie was on the verge of hysterics.
	“This is the moment is what you’ve worked for since the beginning! And now you’re going to throw it all away?”
	“Throw it away?” Fennius said. “I conquered the amateur sled racing league in record time with two perfect seasons. Besides, in the past three years I’ve grown a lot. Sled racing is dear to me but now it’s time to move on. I have a talent for speed and now I’m being offered the chance to do something with that talent. Until now, I’ve used it to collect a paycheck but I want to do something more. After today I’m going to serve in the Space Navy to become the best fighter pilot in the fleet so that if there’s ever a need I can protect others, sled racing fan or not. I wouldn’t call that throwing it away.  	
	With nothing more to say, Sam and Katie stormed from the room, cursing not only Fennius but each other for letting this happen.
“Congratulations, Mr. Taylor!” Mr. Aramaki and his associates said. “We wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors!” They each shook his hand and bowed before leaving. Fennius said goodbye to his team and they too departed, all happy to keep their team together.
“So this is goodbye.” Akiko said.
“This time, it is. Do you think you can handle running a sled team?”
“In my sleep. What about you? Space is a dangerous place.”
“I think I can hold my own.”
“Be happy. You’re getting what you want.”
“I’m not happy about Sam and Katie getting away with one point five billion credits.”
“You can’t do anything about that. That’s just how it goes. At least you’re free to follow your heart.” The officer tapped Fennius on the shoulder.
“Cadet? You may have been a world class racer as a civilian, but now you belong to the navy. Let’s get going. I don’t want to miss the next shuttle.”
“Coming, Major.” Fennius said. Akiko leaned close and gave him a peck on the cheek.
“That’s for good luck.”
“Thanks. Take care of yourself.” He said to her as he grabbed his duffel.
“Go get ‘em, rocket boy.”
 Fennius said goodbye to the rest of Team Phantom and followed the soldiers out of the room. The four left the civic center through a back entrance and got into a vehicle with military plates. He climbed in the back and sat next to the window and could see the top of the Team Phantom transport in the distance. As the vehicle pulled away, Fennius traded one life for another. Being a sled racer had been the adventure of a lifetime and the future before him had yet to be forged.
Space is infinite. Maybe there are bigger adventures out there to be found.

[bookmark: _Toc450232001]EPILOGUE:

	Two years later, newly commissioned Lt. Taylor called the 121st space aviation training squadron home. Fast paced coursework and exercises came with even faster machines.		
	Being a famous sled racing champion and the youngest in a class of new pilots brought unwanted attention from cadre and instructors in an environment where one strives to blend in. It wasn’t easy, but all in all it got him where he wanted to be. The first time he strapped himself into the seat of a 588 Fury, he was like a child with a new toy.
	The fighter’s controls were not only responsive, but also turned the ship into a powerful extension of his body in ways the Phantom never could. The fighter’s ability to do barrel rolls and acrobatic, zero-g maneuvering was more than enough compensation for the lack bright red paint and racing stripes.
Fennius tugged at the chinstrap of his helmet as he walked across the flight platform to reach his craft. When it was tight, he stole a glace over his shoulder to look out the view port and see his home planet hovering large and blue.
 Of course, when you’re aboard a training station eighty-five thousand kilometers above Earth, it’s a regular part of the scenery. But during time like this, when the sun wasn’t on the northern hemisphere, he studied the patterns of lights on the dark canvas. And there, just west of the cluster where Oklahoma City would be, he looked to find the tiny spot where he grew up. He wasn’t homesick by any means, but to see it from this vantage point gave him perspective on the heights he could go if he kept moving forward. In the opposite direction, a sea of stars beckoned him to explore.  
Minutes later he was climbing into the rear seat of the training craft. His copilot, Lt. Gentry, in the seat ahead of him was less experienced and needed more flight time. It was because Fennius had earned the top pilot spot in the whole flight school that the cadre granted permission for him to help bring the inexperienced lieutenant up to speed with difficult maneuvers. While the other pilots called it “extra duty” and “a waste of leisure time”, Fennius felt the opportunity to teach and help others was everything he never knew he always wanted. He buckled himself in and the two made small talk as they each went through their preflight checklists.
	“Hey did you hear the news?” Lt. Gentry asked him.
	“What news?”
	“A satellite went down on Earth this morning. It malfunctioned and had premature entry.” Fennius went rigid.
	“It didn’t kill anyone did it?” He asked.
	“No. it landed in the ocean, but the company that kept their financial data records on that satellite is raising hell. They lost a ton of credits. It was some huge amount like…”
	“A billion and a half credits?” He guessed.
  	“Yeah. Exactly that amount. How did you know? Did you hear that story?”
	“No.” Fennius laughed. “I don’t know anything about it.”

				
				         END OF FUSION HEART.
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CHAPTER ONE
         FIFTEEN YEARS AFTER THE EVENTS OF FUSION HEART:

An explosive rift of energy sends ripples through the void as a vessel emerges from hyperspace. The starship Lazarus is out of control.  
All over the ship, the crew braced themselves against stationary objects to keep from being thrown to the floor while the Lazarus pitched and tossed. Aboard the bridge, the captain himself fought to remain upright by wrapping his arms around the waist-high, pillar like, navigational console. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as the sound of frying motherboards behind the control panel grew louder. Half a second before it exploded, it flashed an arc of light bright enough to make him flinch. The system blew with a deafening “bang!” Luckily, he’d tucked his chin to his chest in time to avoid catching a face full of sparks. His back collided with the floor, the impact knocking the wind from his lungs. And lying there, struggling to regain his breath, the acrid smell of scorched metal and saturated everything. But even while temporarily blinded, he could hear his crew members scrambling to shut down the other systems before they were ruined. His ship was coming apart at the seams and he had no idea why. The last thing he’d heard before everything fell apart was his second in command alerting him that the hyperdrive was engaging without him giving the order or coordinates to do so. He never gave the order, so there was no warning. Every person who’s ever taken command of a starship knows that if you activate the hyperdrive without a navigational heading to guide it, you’re never heard from again. Dazed, breathless, singed, and possibly lost in infinite space, what a way to be.
Things were never supposed to be like this. This was a life unexpected. Years ago, before he was a captain of a starship, he was just a boy from Oklahoma with the dream of racing. That dream is long gone. This the life of...
 “Captain Taylor!” A voice pierced the haze between his ears as a pair of hands pulled him to his feet. The captain coughed twice trying catching a breath. When his vision partially returned, the face of his second in command, was staring him in the eyes. “Captain, are you okay? Are you hurt?” Said Officer Dallas in her thick british accent. A maroon beret atop her head and an infantry haircut framed a mask of concern. “Oy! Cap, what are your orders?”
“Dallas…” He choked. “Emergency stop… core… shutdown.” He managed to speak.
“Aye, Captain!” She said before letting go and rushing away. Behind her, an auburn-furred felian in brown overalls emptied the contents of a fire extinguisher onto the main sensor station as she cursed in felian tongues. For her effort, the last sputter from the can did the trick.
“Stupid fire!” she cursed, swinging the tank to disperse the lingering smoke.
“Captain!” called a disembodied voice. Captain Taylor staggered to the intercom on the wall and pressed the button marked “send”.
“I’m here.” He said into the small square.
“Captain, I’ve got multiple fires in the cubby! I need assistance to get them out before they eat the main computer!”    
“Understood. I’m sending help now. Angelus!” He yelled over the alarms to get the felian’s attention. Her head darted in two other directions before finding him. “Jess needs your help mid-ship!” He pointed a finger at the door. “Collect the two extinguishers along the main corridor and go, NOW!” The order had barely cleared his lips when the felian reacted.
“Aye, captain!” she saluted. The canister clattered to the floor and in a display of agility, she hurdled both the command console and sensor station before dashing off the bridge. The captain gathered another breath before reaching for the intercom again. Hopefully all the relays between him and the engineering deck were still intact.     
 “Engineering!” The captain’s voice rang out in the ship’s engineering deck. The communication line crackled with static as the words echoed. “Engineering, report!” In the aft section of the Lazarus, two men stopped fighting long enough to look at the squawking box before regarding one another again. The smaller of the pair, Daltin Blacke, wielded a long piece of iron in his hands trying to get close enough to strike at the larger. He menacingly waved the makeshift club as he pursued the man. Jonathan Proteus, the engineer, scanned the deck for an escape path as he backpedaled to keep his distance. He tried calling for help but no one responded. For every step he took towards the freight elevator or access ladder to escape, Blacke advanced to block his path. Not far away, a sizeable piece of metal conduit poked out from the edge of the room and Proteus snatched it up to defend himself.   
“You made the Lazarus take a blind jump!” Proteus shouted while holding the pipe in a threatening manner. “You could have killed us all!” Blacke ignored the warning and continued stalking him about the engineering deck. It was Blacke’s fault the Lazarus was falling apart around them. Because of him, the ship’s hyperdrive activated prematurely sending them into hyperspace without a calculated escape vector. The ship could literally be anywhere in the universe. But that didn’t mean it still couldn’t happen. When Proteus caught him attempting to rig the ships nuclear reactor to explode, fear gave him the courage to engage him.
 Blacke swung at him again, barely missing. Genetics made Proteus massive in size, almost twice as large as the man now trying to kill him, but not everyone knows how to fight. Even his attacker knew this. Maybe it was his sheer size that kept Blacke from rushing him. Every time he tried to take a step towards the intercom to call for help, Blacke cut him off. How did this all start? It was both blind and bad luck that Proteus heard the robot hit the floor. He was almost to the other end of the engineering deck to get another tool when the heavy “thud” echoing through the deck was enough to return and investigate the source of the disturbance. When he entered the room. with the core, he found Blacke standing over the crumpled body of Scarecrow, the ship’s repair bot. Its head had been battered in with the instrument Blacke was trying to use on him now. Proteus managed to dodge away just in time to keep from being struck again.
“Stop flitting about and I’ll make this fast.” Blacke snarled.       
Blacke lunged at him and tried to bring the pipe down on the engineer’s head, but luck smiled on Proteus. Instinctively stepping back, he fit under a structural overhang and Blacke’s weapon struck the beam instead. “CLANG!”  Blacke pulled the pipe back and tried to swing horizontally, but again the confines of the deck kept him from finding his target as it hit a vertical beam. “CLANG!”
	“Come on out, this will only take a moment.” Blacke said as he licked his lips, a wild look in his eyes.
	“Help!” Proteus called aloud. “Dallas! Captain!”
	“They can’t hear you. Now come out now and I promise to make it fast.” Blacke baited him. “One swift knock to the head and you can join that dead wife you keep blabbering on about.” The hateful words about his beloved Anesta stung like barbs and shook Proteus to the core.
	“Enough!” Proteus yelled as he flung his pipe at the man and stampeded after it. Blacke swung across his body at the last second to keep the projectile from striking him in the neck. The pipe ricocheted out of view but the large man came at him fast. Blacke tried to bring the weapon back around to catch Proteus horizontally across the face. At the last moment the engineer ducked his head and the weapon caught only air. With his shoulder lowered, Proteus wrapped his arms behind Blacke’s waist and pushed harder. With the force of a battering ram, Proteus barreled into Blacke and slammed him into the ship’s outer hull. The attack knocked the wind from Blacke’s lungs and he emitted an anguished whimper.
The hull vibrated from the impact and Blacke’s weapon clanged to the floor. Blacke crumpled, making throaty moans as he held his ribs. Proteus stood over him, satisfied with the sounds of pain. His satisfaction didn’t come from hurting Blacke, but from the result that his venomous words had ceased. Seeing Blacke immobilized and curling into the fetal position with agony, Proteus bolted across the room to the intercom. As he leaned on the inner wall, his still trembling, gloved fingers had trouble finding the right button.
“I’m here, Captain!” He huffed.
“Proteus!” Captain Taylor’s voice filtered through the speaker on the wall. “All the ship’s mainframes are burning out! I need you to shut the engine core down!” Proteus looked over his shoulder at the ships power core. From behind its transparent, heat-dispersing encasements, thick grey smoke that smelled of scorched metal leaked its way across the deck. Watching the radiance in the center of the core grow slowly dimmer, Proteus cursed. He knew the hours ahead he would have to spend repairing the entire relay station leading from the core to make it operational again.
“That won’t be hard, Captain. Most of the relays to the core are shot, so it’s shutting itself down now.” Proteus looked over his shoulder at the man groaning on the floor. “Captain, you need to come down here. We’ve got a problem.”
“You found what caused the overload?”
“Not what Captain; it’s a matter of who.” The com-box squelched as he released the button, echoing across the now silent deck.

The hand on the other end released the com button as well. Crew members hurried this way and that, shutting down various stations to protect their systems from burning out. Leaning against the ship’s sensor array, Fennius Xavier Taylor, the Captain of the space freighter Lazarus, surveyed the damage of the bridge. All around him, monitors blinked warnings of system failures. A tiny droplet of sweat fell from his brow to the console surface. Moments passed and his knees continued to quake while emergency alarms sounded. The power surge from the core that caused so much alarm could’ve sent the Lazarus headlong into a disaster. Everyone aboard could have perished in the blink of an eye.
Space Travel 101: The quickest way to meet your maker is to activate the hyper drive on a starship without a clear heading in the navigation computer. Without a pre-calculated heading free of obstructions, a ship could find itself imbedded in a planet or burned to atoms by resurfacing in the center of a star.
By the lack of noise in the ship, he surmised that the engines had shut down. The adrenaline rush created by the thought of almost dying left Taylor in a stupor. Only his heavy breathing penetrated the haze between his ears. As he looked about, his second in command blurted unintelligible syllables past his ears but none made any sense to him. The fall to the floor had really shaken him up. After a few slow deep breaths, the feeling subsided. He let go of the computer station to cross the bridge. It took a moment to punch in the shutdown codes but the alarms finally fell silent overhead. The room began regaining its normalcy when the tall woman wearing a white undershirt and camouflage fatigue pants, spoke.
“Oi! Can you hear me now, Captain? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Dallas.” He replied without moving his gaze from the remaining console. At that moment, Angelus came hurrying back through the door.
“The fires in the cubby are out, Captain.” Angelus reported. “Jess wasn’t harmed.”
Seeing the need for instruction on her face, the captain’s mind became sharp once more.
“Angelus,” He said pointing to the auburn furred felain in grease smudged coveralls. “Manually disconnect all nonessential programs and processes from the bridge’s. We don’t need any residual power surges knocking anything else offline.”
“Aye, Captain,” The bipedal feline's pointed ears and thin tail twitched said as she saluted and turned to the nearest console. Pressing the intercom again, Taylor hailed the navigator in the adjacent quarter of the ship.
“Jessica? Are you there?”
“Here, Captain.” A mousy feminine voice responded.
“Run a full ship diagnostic. Find out what’s not right with my ship in the next five minutes. I mean everything. Environmentals, life support, shielding, batteries, everything. When you’re done, meet me in engineering.” Almost as if on cue, a tiny section of ceiling crashed to the floor and a stray bright spark flew from the cracked main display screen.
“Understood.” The voice said before the com box went quiet. Taylor locked eyes with his first mate.
“Dallas, there might be problems below.” he said. “Do a room-to-room check for anything out of the ordinary, then join me below.” 
“Aye, Captain.” She said. Without hesitation, she reacted. In a single fluid motion, she unbuttoned the holster on her hip, pulled the sidearm within free, and switched the firing safety off with her thumb.
Taylor then produced his own pistol and primed the power cell. The sound of the humming blaster could be heard by everyone as he turned to exit through the sliding doors.     
“This was no accident. And I want to know the cause of it right now.”

Below in engineering, Proteus’ two insulated welding gloves fell to the steel-grated floor in unison. Suspended by the neck of his shirt, Blacke could only dangle as the massive, apron-clad engineer shook him angrily. Before he could recover, a punch bludgeoned his right eye. He flailed backwards and crashed into a pile of bins full of tools and spare parts. The clamor of his landing was surpassed only by Proteus’ booming voice.
“Are you crazy? You could’ve killed us all!” Still reeling from the strike, he hung limp in the man’s hands as he was pulled from the floor. “I don’t know what your game is, but you’re not going to include me in it!” Another shot across his face sent Blacke sprawling to the floor as boots could be heard descending the ladder into the engine room.
Taylor surveyed the fried control and smoking panels before stepping between the form on the floor and the heavy breathing engineer. He didn’t know what had happened down here, but with his life and the lives of his crew having come so close to a fiery end, he prepared himself to bring any remaining disruptions to an end. Proteus saw the captain’s drawn weapon and stepped away from Blacke.
“Here’s what you’re looking for, Captain.” Proteus pointed a long finger at the man writhing on the floor. “He’s what went wrong.” Although taller than Taylor by almost a foot and a half, and more physically intimidating than anyone the Captain had met in all of his travels, Proteus didn’t present himself as an aggressor or fighter. Whatever had caused him to bludgeon Mr. Blacke must’ve been severe enough for him to make him act in such a manner. Even with the large height difference, the captain made the effort to look him in the eye.  
“Are you alright, Proteus? The engineer’s grey eyes shifted and made contact, but a response didn’t come. Again he asked. “Are you injured? Hurt?” A connection registered in a small nod before the towering engineer staggered backwards and slumped down on a crate. His shoulders sagged with exhaustion. “What happened down here, Mr. Proteus?” The captain asked. Moments passed as the large man gained his composure. Finally, engineer Jonathan Proteus spoke:
 “Blacke tried to blow up the ship. I should have been watching. I left the deck to get the magnetic dissonance reader out of the storage locker so could gauge the reactor. I heard something that sounded like a big “wham” in here. When I got back, he’d already activated a subroutine in the ship’s system and rigged one of the escape pods. If I hadn’t tried to stop it, the Lazarus wouldn’t have just activated the hyperjump drive…” He paused to take a breath. “The core would have ruptured from the housing and killed us all!” Still listening, Taylor did a quick head count. The ship’s maintenance android was absent.
“Where’s Scarecrow?” the Captain said. Proteus looked up, almost to the point of tears, and pointed to a crumpled metal frame in the corner past the cargo lift.
“That’s another thing. After I left, Blacke beat poor ‘Crow’s head in!” Captain Taylor peered across the bay. Sure enough, there it was. The body of the engineer’s android companion lay mute and sprawled on the floor. His large, bulbous head had been clubbed from behind leaving a sizeable dent. “He tried to kill me, too,” Proteus told him.
Blacke began to stir in a fit of coughing and wheezing on the floor. Taylor looked at Jessica, the ships navigator who had just joined them, and made a subtle nod towards Proteus. Without a word, the frail-looking woman in the white dress and shoulder-length red hair obeyed. She crossed the room to stand by the engineer and spoke in quiet, soothing words.
Captain Taylor considered himself a sensible man most of the time. He viewed the majority of his problems as minor puzzles to be solved while dealing with the big picture. His motto of “Don’t sweat the small stuff” was an everyday mantra. And when he really sat down and looked at it, most things in life are “small stuff”. But when someone in his crew attempted to destroy both his ship and its crew, the gloves had to come off. He hunched down to where Blacke lay. The man glared up at him, defiant despite a bruised face and broken nose. Rolling on his side to cough, Blacke regarded the Captain with disgust, his upper lip curled with revulsion. Without holstering his weapon, Taylor took a seat next to him on a small storage crate and nudged Blacke onto his back with his boot. The barrel of his laser pistol wasn’t pointed at Blacke, but it rested on the Captain’s knee in such an angle that it wouldn’t have to move far to be pointed at his head.
“I don’t know why you’ve caused such mayhem on my ship and assaulted my engineer and his android, but I’m going to listen to your explanation before I decide whether to flush you out the airlock.”
“It doesn’t matter, Captain. You people.” Blacke smirked at him through blood-slickened teeth. “You’re just delaying the inevitable.”
	“I have no idea what you’re talking about. But you’re going to give me an explanation for what you’ve done. You’re going to tell me now.” The blaster’s barrel inched towards Blacke’s kneecap. He said nothing and kept glaring at the Captain. He was stalling.
	“Not talking, huh?” Taylor asked. There was no reply. “Okay. Have it your way.”
With that, the captain jumped up. Though a smaller man than most, he grabbed Blacke by a pant leg and began to drag him across the coarse steel grate floor. Somewhere overhead, one of the remaining functional light fixtures overloaded and blew, leaving only a single, small light source to illuminate the sizable compartment.
“You’re a dead man, Taylor!” Blacke screamed while his hands flailed about for something to grasp. The Captain pounded the big red button on the wall with his fist. The inner door to the airlock opened with a hiss.
“Well, if we have nothing to talk about, then I guess I better see you on your way. And trust me,” Taylor gave another good yank to keep Blacke from grabbing a stationary object. “My engineer is still upset about what you did to his robot. I’m willing to bet he’s fully prepared to do ten times to you what you did to Scarecrow over there, so it’s probably the humane thing to just turn you over to a freezing, explosive decompression rather than give you over to him. I hope you're good at holding your breath.”
Blacke continued to kick and struggle against the Captain. On any given day, he’d be stronger than Taylor, but after the beating he’d received at the hands of Proteus, Blacke flailed pitifully. Taylor pulled him free of his tiny handhold and dragged him halfway into the outer compartment before Blacke grabbed another stationary object.
“Let go of the beam, Blacke,” Taylor said. “You’ve made your choice not to talk, so be a man and accept your punishment.” Blacke could see the cold void of space through the viewing port. With one more kick, Blacke yanked his leg free and collapsed, breathless. Taylor towered over him and made eye contact.
“You’d rather stay? I wouldn’t do that if I were you, but if that’s what you want, fine. Have it your way.” He motioned to the engineer, who’d looked to have regained his composure. Proteus sprung to his feet, retrieved his gloves from the floor, and started walking towards Blacke. The waif-ish navigator with the red hair stopped him mid-stride and got the captain’s attention.
“Captain, I accessed the emergency logs of the ships subroutines. Blacke accessed the main system with his user code. From what I can tell, he was going to eject himself from one of the escape pods before the ship made a blind jump then self-destructed.” The captain glanced at Blacke on the floor, the burning in his eyes hot enough to liquefy tungsten. He then looked back to Jessica with a nod.
“Let Mr. Proteus go.” He said. Jess obeyed, but before the mountain of a man could take his first eager step, she reached into a nearby toolbox, produced the engineer’s plasma cutter and offered it to him.
In three large steps, Proteus crossed the floor, the cutter sparking to life in his hands. A plasma cutter is powerful enough to carve through a steel support beam in a matter of minutes. Burning at a concentrated 3000 degrees, it would slice through skin and bone without resistance. Blacke’s wide eyes reflected the blue light radiating from the end of the torch as it clicked on. Proteus grabbed him by the collar and lifted the limp human off the floor with a single hand. It didn't appear like he struggled a bit to do so.
“You won’t do it, Taylor!” Blacke shrieked while trying to free himself from the engineer’s firm grasp. “You won’t do anything to me!”  
“You’re right.” Taylor crossed his arms. “But my engineer here is a convicted murderer and doesn’t share my feelings for leniency.” Dallas, having finished her security sweep of the upper levels, made her entrance as Proteus bore down on the squirming man with his torch.
“Oi! What the hell is going on down here?” she said as she straddled the access ladder and slid down to join the others. “What are you doing to Blacke?” Taylor briefly brought her up to speed as Proteus waved the plasma cutter ever closer to Blacke’s face. “Going to kill us all, hmm? Then have at it.” She holstered her weapon and crossed her arms.
“Did you hear that Blacke?” Taylor said as the battered man’s feet dangled. “The ship’s medic says it’s ok for us to interrogate you now. Don’t hit any vital organs, Proteus. I want Dallas to be able to patch him up and revive him.” Dallas nodded in agreement and started to slowly roam about, circling the two men.   
“We’re fully stocked on medical supplies Captain.” She confirmed. “We can drag this out as long as we have to.”
“Good! It’s decided then,” Taylor said with his hands on his hips. “The rest of the crew is going above decks to start repairs on the bridge. He’s all yours, Mr. Proteus. Let me know if he decides to talk.” Looking back at Proteus he gave a small wink. “Remember, he doesn’t need legs to give us information.” Taylor started to scale up the ladder when a stray spark leapt from the end of the plasma cutter and caught a small patch of Blackes clothes on fire.
“Get it off! Get it off!” Blacke yelled as he looked to Proteus to react.
The engineer, wearing the thick welding apron, smiled as he pulled Blacke closer. “I’m fire proof. You are not.” The small fire just under Blacke’s chin grew in size. Proteus didn’t budge. Blacke tried to hold out, but a whiff of singed hair made its way into his nostrils and overcame his sealed lips.
“Stop! Wait!” Blacke screamed and feverishly kicked his legs. “Captain Taylor! OHGODOHGODOHGOD! Auugh!  It’s burning me! Put it out! I’ll tell you what you want, just put it out!”  The Captain stopped and looked down at the squirming man. He motioned to Proteus, who reluctantly set the cutter down and smothered the flame with the glove on his free hand. A puff of smoke rose around the edges of Blacke’s shirt. A moment passed as he glared at the Captain. Taylor could still see the defiance welled up in his eyes.
“We’ll talk after you wake up, Blacke.” He gave a nod to Dallas.
“Wake? What do you mea…” Dallas was so quick with the hypo full of sedative that Blacke didn’t even feel himself being stuck. His vision faded and he fell limp.
Later, with Blacke safely restrained and sedated in the medical section, Taylor called a meeting on the bridge to assess the extent of the ship’s damage. More importantly, with everything that had happened, he wanted to get a proper headcount and make sure no one else had been injured. Slowly, everyone trickled into the bridge, except for Proteus. He continued on below decks trying to fix vital components. Everyone had been tossed about when the ship jumped. But after seeing only bumps and bruises, he let out a sigh of relief while taking a mental roll call. First up, ship’s navigator, information specialist, and third in command, Jessica Alexus Stevens. Because of her usual low constitution, she leaned against one of the consoles with the ever present nauseated look on her face.
 	“Jess, how bad is the damage?” he asked her. The sickly woman wrapped her arms around herself to keep warm. She rarely left the temperature controlled compartment mid-ship from which she monitored the digital flow of the ship’s computers.
“Captain, whatever virus Blacke loaded into our system, he meant the core to overload. With the extra power in the system, it damaged a lot of the ship’s components.” She shook her head and red hair waved across her shoulders. “The program he slipped into the mainframe bypassed our security completely. He also rigged an escape pod to jettison himself before the meltdown. The ships main processing hub is half-fried. Because some of the ship’s systems are old, they don’t have the emergency shutdown and standby protection protocols to withstand a surge like we just took. And since the hyper drive’s navigation computer is so sensitive, it mistook the initial disruption of his program for jump information. Considering we just made a blind jump, we’re lucky to be alive. We were fortunate that Scarecrow and Proteus stopped him. If he hadn’t delayed Blacke in executing the final phase of his plan, we’d all be dead and he’d be long gone. Again, the ship is crippled. All navigational, sensor, communications, countermeasures, shields, and offensive batteries are offline.”
Dallas, standing next to her, quietly mumbled a curse of frustration at the extent of the damage. “Fortunately life-support systems run on an independent system and are undamaged.” she said.
“The auxillary power and gravity generator are running and we still have secondary thrusters. Environmental programs are going to be offline for a while, so well need to gather blankets and sleep in the engine room. It’s going to get really cold in a few hours. Angelus will need to get into the service tunnels to manually close the ventilation screens.”
Taylor looked at the catlike alien standing next to Jessica. Angelique Kalaltheranatas Ferrinillis, the maintenance specialist of the Lazarus. The orphan from planet Felia, the felian homeworld.
She was already feeling a chill despite her fur coat and overalls. Most felians like her were better at adapting, but being an adolescent, she exaggerated the coldness of the temperature in the ship from time to time and stomped a bit when agitated. True enough she was forty-five in human years, but the average felian lives to be over three hundred. Forty-five in human years meant she’d still be an adolescent for some time. The similarities in DNA between felians and humans are uncanny. And unlike most felines or large cats, felians are sentient, wear clothes, and technologically more advanced. Angelus had taken a liking to worker’s coveralls and could rarely be found without them. Of all the races in the universe, the felians were the first to make contact. It was just before Fennius was born that they welcomed the hairless, mammal “Hyoomuns” into the universal community and took a personal interest in helping them develop the powerful hyperdrives needed to open subspace between solar systems. With that new technology, man found the instrument they needed to step off of their tiny blue and green island and explore the stars. That was a long time ago.
“So we’re just drifting in the middle of nowhere?” Angelus rubbed her arms, mimicking Jessica. Leaning on the helm station, Jessica tapped a few buttons to check their position.
“No, we’re stationary, but there’s no way of knowing where that jump we just made put us until I can get navigation and our star charts online.” Dallas, as usual, got straight to the point.
“Cap, why would Blacke want to sabotage the ship?” she said as everyone exchanged glances. “What’s so important on this ship that’s worth blowing it up?”
“I don’t know.” Taylor scratched his chin in contemplation. “It doesn’t make any sense but we’ll figure it out in time. Right now I need the ship operational before we do anything.” Angelus trembled when she spoke up again.
“How are we going to make repairs? The ship is screwed! We can’t move! How can we get new parts to repair the ship if we can’t go anywhere?!” She was usually quick to complain but this time her agitation was justified. The silent glances of the others asked the same question. Taylor threw an arm around Angelus' shoulders, pulled and offered the best answer he could manage.
“Don’t worry. If you and everyone else pitch in to help, we’ll have the Lazarus up and running in no time.” He hoped his words sounded convincing. After hearing Jessica’s damage report, he was still trying to convince himself.
Soon enough, Dallas began handing out utility belts, each bulging with tools. Meanwhile, Jessica assigned different duties from a free floating hologram being emitted from a device on her wrist. Angelus stopped and stared at the glowing apparatus. She thought she’d seen all of Jessica’s devices, but this one was new.
“You can organize the needs of the Lazarus on that tiny thing?” Jessica glowed pride.
“Oh yeah, I created a new intuitive program to help me talk to the ships' mainframe.” She gave a small smile of pride in the invention. “I also rigged the whole ship to give me updates for the different operating zones. I call it ‘ozcom’ for short. It’s a special code and protocol assimilation program I’ve instituted so that when we’re away from the ship we can still interface with the main computer and other electronic devices. I mean, who else can remotely control a spaceship? It's something I’ve been working on for some time but haven’t been able to use until now. I’ve also put motion and detection equipment all over the ship so the ozcom lets me know where everyone is at all times. And the ozcom is also voice activated. Watch this. Ozcom, locate Mr. Proteus.” She spoke to the device. The monitor bleeped twice and responded with a tiny, digitized voice.
“Proteus is currently on the engineering deck accessing repair schematics.” Angelus’ eyes were almost all whites.
“How does it know who he is?”  
“That’s easy, I told it. I used a miniature laser identifier to paint something metal on each member of the crew. I picked something the person always wears: the Captain’s glasses, the amulet around your neck, the crest on Dallas’ beret, Blacke’s earring, Proteus’ collar, my glasses, and Scarecrow’s head. Plus, ozcom can tell us how many people are on the ship so we know everyone is onboard and nobody gets left behind. Watch this. Not counting Scarecrow, there’s six of us onboard, right?  Ozcom, how many people are currently onboard?” After a second, the device beeped.
“There are currently seven life signs and one android detected.” Taylor and Dallas were standing a few feet away when it spoke the count.
“Seven?” Dallas asked with a surprise expression. In two fast steps, she overtook Jessica and pulled her wrist towards her to speak into the device.
“Ozcom, locate all personnel.” The handheld was silent several seconds before replying.
“Captain Taylor, Angelus, Dallas, and Jessica are currently on the bridge. Daltin Blacke is currently in the medical section. Proteus, Scarecrow, and undesignated personnel are currently in engineering.” Dallas’s brow creased and her lips curled to thin pink lines.
“Captain,” She drew her sidearm for the second time. “We’ve got a stowaway.”
The corridor leading to the lower decks became a raucous stampede of pounding hearts and thundering boots as everyone raced to find out who might be lurking in the shadows of the Lazarus. With the weight of Blacke’s treason still fresh on their minds, each feared the worst.
Below decks, Proteus was inspecting the damaged control panel for the ships environmental system when the herd of people came storming onto the engineering deck. Weapons and makeshift bludgeoning devices were clenched in their fists. Taking a step back to watch the spectacle of excited people climbing down the access ladders, he almost tripped on a stray pipe still rolling lazily across the steel floor.
“What are you doing? What’s going on?” he asked.
Dallas directed everyone to different areas of the large bay. Angelus rushed over and picked up the pipe by Proteus’ feet and pressed it against his chest.
“Take this,” she said. “There’s a stowaway down here.”  Stunned, he grasped the pipe and cautiously eyed his surroundings. Jessica whipped open wall lockers as the captain and Dallas followed closely behind with blasters drawn.
“Who are we looking for?” Angelus asked over her shoulder as she nudged a large container with her steel-toe boot.
“Good question,” Jessica said as she threw open another storage locker with a loud, resonating bang. Tedious minutes passed. After a search of the deck yielded no results, Taylor and Dallas met in the center of the room.
As they stood there, Taylor could hear the gears turning in Dallas’s head as he watched the others continue their fruitless search. Taylor borrowed Jessica's device and spoke into it.
“Ozcom, locate undesignated personnel onboard.”
*BLEEP* “undesignated person is currently in engineering.”
“I could have told you that.” Dallas said, rolling her eyes. The Captain put up his finger up to his lips to make the “silent” signal as the others came to see what he was doing.  
“Ozcom, calculate distance from undesignated person to closest designated member of the crew.”
*BLEEP* “Undesignated person is 3.5 meters from closest crewmember.” Ozcom bleeped.
“That’s in the room.” Jessica said. Taylor spoke into the device again.
“Ozcom, identify closest crewmember.” Silence.  Then the digital voice answered.
*BEEP* “Closest crewmember is Angelus.” Everyone looked at Angelus standing next to a bare bulkhead. Hearing the computer’s answer, she jumped to get away from the spot and got moved closer to the others. Everyone looked puzzled. There was nothing but the bulkhead and the cargo elevator on the starboard side of the deck. Taylor’s eyes narrowed for a moment as though trying to gaze through the ship’s hull.
“Proteus, get ready to lift the gate of the freight elevator, Dallas, stand here.” He ordered pointing to the floor in front of the lift. Pressing his shoulder to the wall next to the gate, the Captain looked above to the light bulb at the top of the shaft. He squinted as he wondered what other hiding spots remained. With most of the ship’s systems powered down, the hydraulics would be out of service as well. On the side of the lift, however, an access panel led to a maintenance crawlspace. Motioning Proteus to come around the other side of her, Dallas signaled for Taylor to watch the door. She then motioned for the engineer to open the door quickly on the count of three. Dallas directed Angelus towards the top of the deck. The felian bolted towards the nearest ladder, bounded six rungs and acrobatically vaulted into a shadowy vantage spot near the tall ceiling twenty feet up. The captain’s hands were slicked in sweat as he trained his blaster on the door. Every eye watched as Dallas’ three extended fingers disappeared and the thin metal panel was violently ripped from its moorings. A high-pitched squeak meant to be a scream emerged as the light flooded through the small opening. Dallas’ eyes grew wider than Taylor had ever seen them in the entire time he’d known her.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said.
END.
[bookmark: _GoBack]If you enjoyed Fusion Heart and would like updates and announcements for Flight of the Lazarus and the rest of the series, follow me online! Thank you for reading! Please tell a friend or ten to help spread the word! -AJC

https://www.facebook.com/Andrew-J-Cole-215156758818450/
https://twitter.com/ajcoleofficial 
