
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


GHOST RUNNER

Book 3 in the Sand Runner Series

Vera Brook


COPYRIGHT

GHOST RUNNER 

Copyright © 2020 by Vera Brook

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

To learn more about Vera’s writing and other creative endeavors, visit her website at www.verabrook.com, and follow her on Goodreads or Twitter.

Cover design by Vera Brook.

First eBook Edition: April 2020



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1. KAI


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


BENEATH THE SPRAWLING streets of the megacity, the old subway system stretched like a giant web of calcified arteries in a dead and buried body—the tunnels dark and lifeless, the walls crumbling, the rails half submerged in pungent runoff water. 

The subway tunnels had been closed to the public decades ago, the main exits hastily sealed off to discourage trespassing. But the physical barriers were hardly necessary. No electricity in some sections of the tunnels meant no light or ventilation. The air alone, stale and laced with smog, was enough to keep most people out. No access to wireless networks—and therefore no way to call for help if anything happened—scared off the rest. 

The subway trains stood idle and forgotten at the terminals, rust, mold, and airborne pollutants slowly chewing up the metals and digesting the plastics. Even to thrill-seekers, taking a picture of an old train hardly seemed worth burning their lungs or getting their skull smashed in by a collapsing ceiling. So why would anyone venture down here? 

Stealth. 

For those who knew their way around and had a suitable means of transportation, the tunnels offered a secret and secure route to key locations all over the city. Unlike on the surface, there were no drones here, no ID scans, no electronic surveillance of any kind. When you stepped into the tunnels, you disappeared. 

This was how Xander had helped Emily and Kai get away from the racing cage and the angry crowd in Ronny’s factory a week before. And they’d been using the tunnels ever since, with Xander as their driver and guide. 

Their vehicle was a 3D printed replica of an ancient muscle-powered handcar that was barely more than a raised platform on wheels with a steering bar and a hand brake. Except this one was powered by a simple battery, and the whole contraption was made of industrial-grade, medium-density printing resin. Even at top speed, it was painfully slow, maybe twenty miles per hour. But it still beat running in the muddy water in the dark. 

Xander sat on the front bench, facing forward, and he controlled the steering bar and the brake. Kai and Emily sat behind him on the back bench, arm in arm, facing back. All three of them wore face masks that covered their mouths and noses, making conversation difficult. Emily also carried her backpack—she never went anywhere without it.  

Here and there, an emergency light glowed dimly on the wall, illuminating a stretch of the rails, a utility cabinet, or a tunnel crossing. But most of the tunnels were steeped in thick darkness. Xander used a single headlight, powered by its own battery and mounted on the front of the car, to navigate. Apparently, he’d memorized all the routes, since there was no GPS down here. Kai never asked. 

He and Xander barely spoke to each other, settling on a tense, wordless understanding from the start. Xander cared about Emily. It was Emily he wanted to help. Kai simply came along. 

Not that Kai could complain. He was grateful that Xander had shown up when he had, as unexpected as the rescue was. And the tunnels were a huge help too.  

A person could use the tunnels to reach any sector in the city, slip in and out of a concealed exit close to their destination, and then make their escape the same way. 

And it was especially handy if that person refused to stay put, despite a bounty on her head and half the city hunting her down. But instead stubbornly insisted on doing what she had resolved to do long ago, even before she and Kai met, no matter how dangerous. 

Stop Falcon. Expose him for the monster he was. Make sure no one else died because they couldn’t pay the lease on their artificial heart. Ever. 

Kai half turned his head to glance at Emily sitting next to him, their arms touching. He could barely make out her tense, proud profile in the dim light. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead on the darkness behind them, staring at something only she could see. 

Her own safety was never high on her list, if she thought of it at all. 

It drove Kai crazy.

As if sensing his gaze, Emily turned, and their eyes met. In a momentary flash of light reflected off of a steel utility door, her eyes glowed with an inner fire, a mix of courage and sadness that touched Kai to the core. 

He still didn’t know where the sadness came from, what painful memories and closely guarded secrets fueled it. The sadness had already been there when he and Emily first met. But as the handcar now bore them forward at full speed, the wheels hissing and hammering against the rails underneath them, and the dim light shifting and bouncing off the crumbling walls, he could almost sense the ghosts of Emily’s past hurtling after them through the tunnel. 

And he knew that, no matter what happened, he was exactly where he was supposed to be—by her side. 

If she read the sentiment in his gaze, she gave no sign of it. Instead, she half rose from her seat, pulled down her mask, and hollered at the back of Xander’s head. “Can this thing go any faster?”

“No!” Xander snapped without turning back, his words muffled by his mask. “But we’re almost there. Two more blocks. Hold on!”

They were rounding a sharp left bend, the pitch of the wheels rising to a shrill whistle and the headlight hitting the wall to their right instead of the rails ahead. 

Emily remained half standing, her torso twisted. “Okay, but—” 

“Watch out!”

The whole car shook as one front wheel hit a rock and crushed it—and then nearly flew off the rails as the wheels skidded on the fine gravel. 

Kai sprang for Emily and yanked her back, his arms locking around her, before she was thrown backward. 

His arms were still around her, adrenaline pumping through his veins, when the car screeched to a halt seconds later, jolting them both against the back of the seat. 

Xander had yanked on the hand brake so hard, he almost broke it off. 

Emily pulled away from Kai and turned to the driver. “What’s wrong? Why are we stopping?”

The light swung around and slid across the wall toward them as Xander snatched the headlight from the mounting and leapt from the car. When he stepped next to Emily, his strange, unmatched eyes—one dark, one light—blazed with frustration. “We have to go back.”

“What! We can’t.”

“We have no choice. We’re not getting through here.” Xander aimed the light at the curving tunnel ahead, illuminating a grim ruin. “Look!”

A pile of rubble taller than Kai swallowed the rails and blocked their passage where a section of the ceiling had recently collapsed. Faint rays of sunlight cut through the darkness from the open pit above, snagging on broken slabs of cement, twisted steel rods, and torn wires piled up below. The wreckage moaned and rumbled like an angry, injured beast, and a cloud of dust still churned in the air above it. 

Emily stalked to the edge of the rubble, her shadow breaking and stretching over it as the light hit her from the back. 

Kai started after her but a wave of helpless anger stayed his prosthetic feet, rooting them to the ground. His stomach clenched. He could read the tension in her body. He knew what went through her mind. They couldn’t afford a delay. 

He lowered his mask until it hung around his neck and turned to Xander. “What’s the next closest exit, and how fast can we get there?” 

Xander stood frozen, his gaze and the headlight in his hands fixed on the wreckage. Or maybe on the girl standing in front of it. Now he roused himself, set the headlight on the ground, still pointing at Emily but angled so that some light fell on the car. “Ten minutes. Come on, give me a hand. We’ve got to turn the car around.” 

Xander started releasing the latches, and Kai rushed to help him, glad for something to do. The latches held the bulk of the handcar in place relative to the support structure and the wheels. Another handy modification to the original design, which allowed the handcar to rotate a hundred and eighty degrees without the need to lift it off the rails. 

They got it done in record time and were reengaging the latches, the handcar ready to carry them back to the last crossing, when a low, grinding noise made them both spin around.

Xander’s eyes widened. “What the hell is she doing?” 

Kai didn’t waste time on words. He got to the edge of the rubble in three long steps.

Emily had climbed to the top of the pile and stood there, balancing on a large slab of cement, peering across to the other side. 

Kai tried to keep his voice calm. “Em, wait!”

She turned and met his gaze, her eyes bright and hopeful. “Kai. The exit is right there. I can see the stairs.” 

As if in answer, the still-intact portion of the ceiling rumbled menacingly, and a fresh crack appeared less than an arm’s length from Emily’s head. 

Kai swallowed, every muscle in his body tense. What was it with her? Why was she so careless with her own life? Not many things scared him anymore, but this one did. He was already opening his mouth to speak when Xander beat him to it. 

“Emily, come on! We have to get out of here. It’s not safe!”

Kai could have punched him. 

Emily’s eyes flashed angrily. “Safe for who, Xander? If we don’t make it, a man’s dead, and you know it.” She turned her back on them and started picking her way over the rubble.

Kai gritted his teeth. The man was a heart transplant patient down on his luck and no longer able to pay the lease on the sleek, expensive device that kept him alive. He was also a total stranger to Emily. Not that it made any difference to her.  

More rumbling sounded from above, and a fresh cloud of dust spilled from the crack.

Xander turned to Kai. “She’s not coming down.” The look on his face said that he blamed Kai for this.

Kai ignored it. No time. “I’ll tell you what. You take the car to the other exit. We’ll need it later. I’m going with her.” And without waiting for a response, Kai started climbing up the shifting mass of twisted steel and broken cement. 

He reached the top and started across it, fast and focused, determined to catch up to the girl ahead of him, when a sharp voice snapped him back. “Kaiden!”  

Kai looked over his shoulder, annoyed and half impressed to see Xander still standing at the edge of the rubble. Emily’s ex, or whatever he was, didn’t look happy about the arrangement. Not that Kai cared right now. “What?”

“Watch her!” It was almost an order.

“I will,” Kai shot back, and silently he added, Why do you think I’m here? To hang out with you?

And Kai was on the move again.
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KAI RACED AFTER Emily over the rubble, never letting her out of sight.

Once his training kicked in, he ran on auto-pilot, scanning the ground and making split-second decisions about where to aim each step—would this rock hold him up or swing down and trap him? 

He didn’t slow down until he caught up to her. 

They climbed over the last overturned beam, Emily first, with Kai right behind her.

They were under a solid ceiling again, away from the gaping pit overhead and the wreckage below it, when a horrific blast rocked the tunnel behind them. 

Another section of the ceiling had collapsed.

Emily spun around, her voice laced with fear. “Xander!”

But Kai grabbed her arm. A thick cloud of dust was sailing toward them. Their masks would be useless against it. “He’s fine! He took the car. Keep moving!” 

He pulled her behind him, and they raced to the blinking exit sign and the narrow staircase ahead, the dust thickening around them. 

The staircase, steep and littered with plastic, led to a landing with a round opening, before scissoring up. Fading sunlight poured in through a chain-link barrier. 

The surface! They were so close. 

Another blast shook the tunnel, closer this time, followed by the shrill, grinding sounds of crumbling rock and bending steel. Kai felt the vibrations in his prosthetic feet.

He pushed Emily ahead of him. “Go! Go! Go! I’m right behind you.” 

They raced up the stairs. 

Emily was the first to reach the opening. She gave the chain-link a strong push, and it flew off, rattling as it hit the hard ground below. She poked her head outside. “I know where we are. Come on!” 

“Wait! Let me—”

But she jumped off before Kai could stop her.

Kai followed, his feet landing on cement. 

They were on a narrow utility ledge, maybe three feet across, that stretched alongside a massive building. It overlooked a vast ten-lane highway twenty feet below. All the lanes were empty—no surprise there. The megacity had more or less abandoned ground transportation in favor of faster and more convenient air travel.

“This way!” Emily turned to her right, and they took off running again.

Safer on the ledge than in a collapsing tunnel, Kai told himself. But the place made his skin crawl with unease. It wasn’t dusk yet, and they were too exposed here. How had they gotten so high up, anyway? Shouldn’t they be at the ground level? They had just exited a tunnel. 

But as he scanned the empty lanes, he saw his mistake. This was the ground level, more or less. From left to right, the highway gradually descended lower and lower below the ground, until it entered another tunnel that cut under the city. 

On the far side of the highway, the wealthy business district towered over the poorer sectors that stretched all the way to the horizon. The sunset was a dirty red smear across the gray sky. 

Kai watched the girl running in front of him. He kept his step perfectly matched to hers, their feet beating the same rhythm. And it occurred to him that he’d finally gotten what he wanted—to be alone with her, without Xander hovering nearby. Not that it did him much good at the moment. Hard to have a heart-to-heart talk when you’re sprinting down a narrow strip of cement thirty feet in the air. Still, the thought made him smile.

But the lighter mood evaporated when Kai looked up.

A large hologram sailed toward them over the empty highway, projected by an advertising drone. Against the darkening sky, the hologram glowed unnaturally bright, visible from miles away and attracting the eye like a magnet. 

In it, Emily stared straight at him, unsmiling, her eyes blazing with defiance, while an urgent message streamed in red above: Emily Starr. Wanted for murder of Marcus Hollenbach. Large reward for capture. 

Kai’s hands rolled into fists. It was a lie. 

Slayer—or Julian Hollenbach—had murdered his father and framed Emily for it. She’d been a witness to the murder, but he let her go free—so he could rouse the whole megacity to hunt her down, while he played the part of a grief-stricken son. It was a shrewd ploy to deflect any suspicion from himself. It was also punishment for Kai. In the last No Limits Race, Kai had thrown out his own shot at winning just to stop Slayer from grabbing the victory. Now Slayer was paying him back in the way calculated to hurt Kai the most—by making Emily a target.  

Emily saw the holo-ad too, because she slowed her pace, then stopped and turned to Kai.  

“Em...” He studied her face. Did she finally see the danger she was in? Could he change her mind and get her to stay low for a while, until Slayer got tired of his sick game?

But Emily surprised him. She moved closer, took his face into her hands, and kissed him. Then pressed her forehead against his. “Kai, I know you want to protect me. I get it. I do.” Her voice was gentle but firm. “But I have to do this. And I need you to trust me. Okay?”

“Okay.” Kai reluctantly pulled away. Then he raised Emily’s mask until it covered her face, leaving only her eyes visible. “But can we at least get off this ledge before anyone sees you?”

Emily’s eyes smiled at him. “Sure. See that corner over there?” She pointed to what looked like a notch cut in the otherwise featureless wall, a block or so ahead. “We turn there. Try to keep up.” And she spun around and took off in a sprint.  

Kai followed close behind, scanning the air for drones.  

Emily turned the corner, and Kai did the same. The notch turned out to be a long, narrow alley, barely four feet across. 

The cement walls rose high on both sides, so high that they appeared to lean closer and nearly touch at the top, leaving only a thin strip of the darkening sky. Except for huge vents and rows of thick pipes overhead, the walls were blank. No windows, no doors anywhere. Nowhere to hide from a drone—no escape if they got jumped by bounty hunters. 

They were less exposed here than on the ledge, sure, but the alley still felt like a trap. The sooner they got out, the better. 

Past Emily’s running figure ahead of him, Kai caught a glance of an apartment building at the end of the alley, hazy in the fading daylight. He hoped the man they were trying to save lived there. For his sake as much as theirs. 

As if reading his mind, Emily yanked down her mask and called to him over her shoulder. “Almost there. We can make it!” She pulled the mask back up without breaking her stride.

But it wasn’t just one building. The alley spit them out at the edge of a dense cluster of buildings. Dozens of ugly, identical blocks of cement, each thirty stories tall and ten staircases wide, stood scattered close together at odd angles, the lower floors perpetually plunged in shadows. 

An empty parking lot ended in a row of overflowing trash bins. The foul smell of cheap 3D-printed food decomposing back to its basic chemical constituents hovered in the air. 

On the other side of the trash bins, a group of kids chased each other around a sorry-looking playground, communicating in barks and grunts as they scaled the rusted monkey bars and leapt over shattered swings in a breakneck obstacle race. One kid wore a bandit cap with slits for the eyes. 

“Em,” Kai warned, breaking his run.

People meant someone could recognize them. They shouldn’t attract attention. 

But she’d already slowed to a walk. Kai fell in step with her, and they followed the cracked sidewalk. 

Up close, the buildings looked even bleaker than from a distance, the walls chipped and covered with angry grafitti, some windows boarded up. No rich people here.

What about the man they were trying to save? The monthly lease on his heart wasn’t cheap. So why live here if he had the money? 

They would never know the whole story, but if Kai had to guess, the man’s money had run out. Simple as that. Not everybody who got rich stayed rich. Things happened. Jobs disappeared overnight. Without a steady salary, the man would be desperate to cut expenses, so there was enough money left to cover the one expense he couldn’t avoid. Not if he wanted to stay alive. 

The monthly lease payments on a Titan SI 200, a state-of-the-art artificial heart manufactured and owned by 3D Electronics, Kai’s former Sponsor in the Race. 

Each building sported a large, faded number on its side wall, while each staircase door was marked with a range of apartment numbers. Emily scanned the markers anxiously. “There!” 

She quickened her step, heading for the corner staircase of a building off to the side. 

Kai looked up, surveying the windows. Dusk was finally falling, lights coming on inside the apartments. Which one was it? And what would they find when they got there? 

About midway up the building, an angular pipe stuck out of the side wall, extending through the air to a neighboring building. No, not a pipe—a skywalk. A whole network of them connected the buildings, blending with the darkening sky. 

Good to know. It was another way out, if they needed it. Although someone else could also use it to ambush them. 

Kai lengthened his stride and reached the door first. Before he remembered that his jacket was in Emily’s backpack, his hand gripped the doorknob and turned. The jacket, a one-time gift to Kai from Falcon, had a handy property: it opened all electronic locks. Emily had promised Kai to always have it with her, a safety measure in case she ever got trapped. 

But the doorknob yielded and the door sprang open without it. How come? A quick inspection supplied the answer. The lock was old and mechanical, not electronic. And it wasn’t just unlocked—it was broken, most likely picked, and not too skillfully either. The bolt was stuck inside the shaft, the face scratched and slightly bent. 

Kai frowned. The damage looked familiar.  

But Emily pushed past him and into the staircase, pulling down her mask to get more air. “The eighteenth floor!” She raced up the stairs ahead of him.

Kai felt a jolt of suspicion.

The eighteenth floor. Midway up the building. Like the skywalk. 

It was too much of a coincidence. He had a bad feeling about it. 

But Emily would never turn back now. Even if Kai tried to use force, she would fight him, and she would win, because he couldn’t bear to hurt her. Not even to save her life. 

Although he’d have no problem hurting anyone who threatened her. 

Like on cue, Slayer’s hateful face flashed before his mind.

Kai yanked down his mask so hard, he nearly tore it. Then, fists clenched, he raced up the stairs after Emily, half hoping to find Slayer waiting for them. 
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EMILY’S HEART POUNDED in her chest, and her leg muscles burned, but she sprinted up the stairs, not letting herself slow down. 

The staircase scissored upward ahead of her, the last daylight slanting through a narrow window on each half-floor landing. Six more floors. Five more.  

On the next landing, she risked a glance behind her.

Kai pounded the steps mechanically, his gaze down and his expression grim.

A pang of guilt ripped through her. She knew that look. Kai feared for her, he wanted to keep her safe, and it ate at him. 

That look had been there ever since he had leapt off the high beam and landed by her side in the caged arena, facing an angry, screaming crowd ready to stone her for murder. That day, Emily had known what she was walking into. She had accepted the risk. But the risk was to herself only. It broke her heart to see Kai ready to take on the mob in her defense, no matter how bad the odds. 

She had tried to leave, to cut all ties with him, precisely to spare him that anguish. She failed, though, on both counts. She couldn’t leave and couldn’t spare him the pain. In her darker moments, she wondered if it wouldn’t have been better if she and Kai had never met... 

The man who called himself her Mentor in the Race—but was really Falcon’s spy—once praised Emily for seducing her Runner to better manipulate him. 

But the Mentor got her completely wrong. 

What she felt for Kai was real. It was never some cold, shrewd trick. Nor was it ever part of her plan. Why would she plan on something that made her vulnerable? She became an Agent for one reason—to hack Falcon’s database and make him pay for what he’d done. That was her plan. 

But every minute in the Training Center, her feelings for Kai splintered her focus in two. One half on her mission, the other on the boy whose life she held in her hands, and who should, by any logic, hate her guts but instead fell in love with her. By the time the Race started, she’d put her mission on hold altogether and lost her job for upending Slayer’s schemes and defying Falcon—all to keep Kai alive. 

That Kai’s response was to follow her lead and throw the Race rather than play into Slayer’s and Falcon’s hands, amazed and moved her. It also scared her. It was Kai’s decision, not hers. But she wasn’t blind. She knew he did it for her. She had power over him she’d never asked for and wasn’t sure she wanted. What if something happened to him? He brushed with death more than once during the Race. Emily had lost someone she loved before she met Kai, and it still haunted her. What if Kai got hurt or killed because of her? What would she do then?

Finally, the eighteenth floor. 

A short hallway stretched both ways from the landing, four apartments on each side, plus a utility door at each end. 

Emily scanned the apartment numbers. There. The second door to the right. 

“It’s this one,” she told Kai, who nodded. He was ready. 

But at the door, Emily hesitated, her fingers automatically reaching for the glove in her coat pocket, needing to make sure it was there. It was, which was a comfort. But what if the glove didn’t work? After all, it came from Slayer, and Slayer would love nothing better than to trick and torment her. 

Kai touched her arm. “Em, it will work. Don’t worry.” 

It was like he read her mind, just like sometimes she could read his. Even without a com link, they had a connection. 

But he was right. The glove hadn’t failed her yet. She had saved three lives with it last week. She had to try, or there was no hope left for the man inside the apartment. 

“Okay.” She took a deep breath and knocked on the door. “Adam? Are you there?” It came out as a whisper, her throat too tight to speak. She swallowed and tried louder. “Adam? I can help you. Can I come in?”

A muffled moan and the sound of a crash came from behind the closed door. 

Panic slashed through her. There was no time. She grabbed the doorknob. Locked! Another mechanical lock. “Adam, hang on!” She stepped aside, giving Kai room.

Kai understood. One kick and the door flew open. He caught it before it hit the wall.

Emily stepped inside, her hand already slipping into the glove in her pocket. “Adam?”

She quickly scanned the room. Bare walls, a cheap mattress, a coffee table littered with empty pill bottles, a tangle of clothes spilling from a duffel bag. The person who lived here had more pressing problems than decorating the place, or maybe he simply didn’t expect to stick around for long.

A gasp of pain, a screech of a shoe against the floor, then the dull thud of a body collapsing.

“In here!” Kai rushed into the kitchen, and Emily followed.

Adam was middle-aged, thin and pale, his back slumped against the kitchen cabinet, legs splayed in front of him. He wore a hoodie and sweatpants that looked slept in. One drawer gaped open, and a small 3D printer had fallen from the counter to the sticky floor. 

A violent shudder went through Adam’s body, and his hands flew to his chest, fingers crooked like claws, digging in. His face twisted in agony.

Emily rushed to his side, dropping to her knees. “Adam, can you hear me?”

Adam’s eyes had been closed, but now they flew open. 

He stared at her, not comprehending—then recognition hit him, and terror distorted his face. His whole body shrunk from her, hands restlessly searching the floor behind him as if looking for a trap door to escape through, his bulging eyes were fixed on her. “No... Don’t kill me... Get away...”

Emily froze, paralyzed by that gaze. He must have seen her on the news. My God. He thought she was here to rip out his heart. “I’m not... I just...” 

Words failed her. She tried to lift her gloved hand to show the man, but couldn’t do that either, suddenly didn’t have the strength. 

Kai kneeled on Adam’s other side. “Adam. Listen to me. She won’t hurt you. See this glove?” He lifted Emily’s hand in front of the man’s staring face. “It can power your heart back up and save your life. But she needs to touch your chest. Do you understand?”

But Adam wasn’t listening anymore. Pain slammed into him again, the final assault of violent cardiac arrest, and he crumpled forward, his eyes rolling back in his head. 

Kai caught Adam’s shoulders and held him up. He yanked down the zipper of Adam’s hoodie, exposing his chest. The metal ID was dark: his heart had shut down. Kai turned to Emily. “Em! What are you waiting for? Save him!” 

The sound of her name snapped her back. She checked the switch and pressed her gloved fingers over Adam’s heart. 

The energy transfer, or whatever the glove did, was instantaneous. A mystery that even Neen, Kai’s former Print Maker in the Race and a top expert in bioelectronics, couldn’t explain.  

The ID on Adam’s chest lit up. His artificial heart was beating again, and it would continue to beat for two hundred years. Adam stirred.

Relief washed over Emily. She touched his leg. “How are you feel—?” 

“Get away from me!” Adam shoved her away with all his force, glaring. His hand restlessly searched the floor behind him again, found something. When he scrambled to his feet, still unsteady and out of breath, he was holding a knife. He slashed with it through the air. “I’m warning you! Stay away! Don’t touch me!”

Kai helped Emily to her feet and took a step toward the man. “Easy, easy. She just saved your life.”

But Adam only gripped his knife harder. “Saved my life, huh? And now what? Can I leave, or do I have to come with you?”

Emily shook her head. “You don’t have to do anything. But you’re not safe here. You can be tracked. If you let us—”

“Like hell!” Adam bolted past them and out of the kitchen. In a moment, he was out of the apartment, his sneakers pounding the floor of the hallway. 

Emily bolted after him. “Adam, please!”

But he ignored her. He stumbled through the utility door and pulled it shut behind him.

Emily made a leap for it, but the lock engaged before she could reach it. Then a heavy object slammed down, blocking the way. Adam’s footsteps resumed, getting quieter with distance. The hallway continued on the other side. 

No, not a hallway. The sound was different, more echoing. It was a skywalk. 

Emily turned to Kai. “He’s going to the other building. We have to find him.” She was already heading for the staircase, slipping her glove back into her coat pocket. 

Kai stepped in front of her. “Em. You saved him. He’ll be fine.”

“No, he won’t! Falcon’s people will be here any minute looking for him.” 

“Exactly!” Kai said hotly. “Which means you shouldn’t be here.”

But Emily only pushed past him. She couldn’t let Adam go. Not yet. What if Falcon caught him? She had to get him to the tunnels, to make sure he was safe. He had to see that she wasn’t a monster, that she didn’t want to hurt him or anyone else, that she was doing her best. 

Sometimes it felt like they were all one and the same person, forever dying—the same person she tried to save over and over again, and failed every time. A ghost from her past, once as close to her as her own shadow. 

Ian... 

Except he was gone for good. She couldn’t save him anymore. And it was her own damn fault. She should have fought for him harder when she had a chance...

Emily raced down the stairs, the past and the present tangled in her thoughts, Ian’s face and Adam’s face blending together, both glaring at her accusingly, seeing a monster and an enemy, not a friend. Guilt burned under her skin. She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. She wouldn’t give up on Adam. She’d bought him time, but he wasn’t out of danger yet. She had to make sure Falcon couldn’t reach him before she let him go. 

Outside, evening was falling, the last daylight coming through the narrow windows barely enough to let her see a few steps ahead.  

She was rounding another landing, too dark to read the floor number on the wall, when a collision almost knocked her down. 

A boy had sprung at her out of nowhere, racing in the opposite direction. 

Startled, she grabbed his narrow shoulders. “Hey! Want to break your legs?” 

A small flushed face, shiny with sweat, grimaced at her. His whole body radiated urgency. He twisted out of her grasp and dodged under her elbow, then paused at the foot of the stairs and yelled breathlessly. “Every other step is hot lava! If you touch it, your legs melt, and you’re dead!” 

Before Emily could step out of the way, several more kids pushed past her, yelling and grunting, bumping against her on both sides, tangling in her coat.  

“You heard him! Every other step! Every other step!” 

The kids reached the stairs and started climbing, skipping every other step as best they could. One kid wore a bandit cap with slits for eyes. 

It was the group from the playground. 

Eagerly enacting the No Limits Race, down to the most sadistic details. 

Emily’s chest tightened. Hopefully, the fascination would pass. But what if it didn’t? With the Training Center right here in the megacity, the sectors always saw heavy recruitment. In a few more years, these kids would be the perfect targets. 

Kai had stopped on the half-floor landing to let the group rumble past. Now he caught up with Emily. “Looks like the volcano made an impression.” He smiled, but his eyes were serious, studying her face. 

Emily looked away. “I’m sure it did.” 

She remembered the volcano course all too well—the blue rocks hurling across Kai’s path and exploding like grenades, the rain of fire that stuck to his skin and clothes, the scorching lava that slowly melted his carbon-blade prosthetic feet, just as the kids said. In fact, she remembered all the courses in the Race, and all the different ways Kai narrowly escaped death, from drowning in a frozen river to fending off deadly snakes to falling from a hundred feet. 

How could she forget any of it? She had put Kai through it. She was the Agent who recruited him—she was responsible. If the horrors of the Race haunted her, she deserved it. But right now, she couldn’t be distracted.

“I have to find Adam before Falcon does.” She rushed down the dark stairs until they ended, and she reached the front door. She pushed it open and ran into the night, lifted her head to search for the skywalk.  

She sensed movement behind her, but it was already too late—strong arms grabbed her, one arm locking around her neck, crushing her throat. 

“My boss wants you alive, Emily Starr,” a male voice growled at her. “But I don’t give a damn. So go ahead and try something. See what—”
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4. KAI
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KAI BOLTED OUT the door after Emily. On the dark sidewalk, he was momentarily disoriented, the massive wall of another building rising in front of him like a cliff, blending with the night sky. Only the light in some windows broke the illusion. 

Movement, fast and violent, made his head snap.

Emily’s silhouette, dark on dark—her arm bending, her whole body twisting to one side like a tightening coil—and then a release, her elbow slicing an arc through the air and connecting with a target behind her, a vicious jolt that nearly threw her off balance.  

A man stumbled back from her, his arm slipping from around her neck. He became a shadow in the dark. More shadows shifted behind him. 

Kai’s blood froze. She’d been attacked and fought to break free. 

Kai leapt forward, taking her arm and helping her up. “Em! I’m here. You okay?”

“Fine.” But she sounded out of breath, her voice hoarse. She touched her throat and winced. “I didn’t give him time to hurt me. Or them. He’s not alone.”

Kai spun around, needing to see the attackers’ faces, anger finally catching up to him. 

Who were they? Falcon’s paramedics on their way to Adam’s door? Although the medic uniforms were just for appearances. Falcon’s team arrived to remove the patient’s body, secure the last batch of data, and retrieve the expensive and reusable heart, not to deliver any emergency care to the patient. 

The man who had grabbed Emily straightened but kept his distance, his face a dim blur in the semi-darkness. Tall silhouettes shifted around him, drawing near, three, no, four of them. Kai glanced behind him and counted two more, blocking the sidewalk on the other side. 

But these weren’t Falcon’s men. They acted more like a street gang. And something about Emily’s attacker was oddly familiar... 

A reckless hope flared in Kai’s chest. Had Slayer himself showed up with his cronies, lured by the prospect of snatching Emily right from under Kai’s nose? Part of Kai still itched to face the bastard, right here, right now, even though the other part knew it was a stupid thing to wish. 

Next to him, Emily was growing restless. “We can’t lose Adam.”  

The attacker looked up. “What was that? You want to rip out another heart?” He slowly walked toward them until they could see his face. “Sorry, but that’s over.” 

“Val?” 

Kai stared at his former friend, the idea that Val would lay a hand on Emily too hard to stomach. 

Val was tough, but underneath all the sharp edges, his every thought and every action was to protect those he loved. This was the guy who forgave the Rats for vandalizing the house and agreed to take them in, all because his sister asked him to. The guy who wouldn’t hesitate to give his own life to save Leah’s. 

And... that’s why he was here. 

Now it all came back to Kai. Falcon had given Leah a new heart when her biological heart failed, and in this way earned Val’s unshaken, dogged loyalty. It took Falcon less than an hour to turn Val into a vigilante, hunting the heart thief as if his sister’s life depended on it. 

And maybe it did. With Falcon, the rules were never clear. Kai didn’t bear his former Sponsor in the Race the same hatred that Emily did, but that didn’t mean he trusted him. What kind of man would offer an extravagantly expensive heart to a complete stranger absolutely free, but take it away from tens of his own patients when they missed a single payment? Falcon was an enigma, full of contradictions. How did you trust someone like that? 

Unless you trusted him because you didn’t have a choice—because it was too painful to question his motives, and the alternative was just too horrible to accept.  

Val returned Kai’s stare, his face a stone mask of determination. “Like I told her,” he pointed to Emily without sparing her a glance, his voice icy cold, “my instructions are to bring her in alive. But the way I see it, dead wouldn’t be a great loss. So you work it out with her. I’ll wait. But either way, she’s coming with me.”

“Like hell I am!” Emily snapped, her whole body shaking. “Try and make me. I’ll rip your eyes out this time!” 

Kai’s own blood was boiling, but seeing Emily’s raw anger cleared his head some. He had to hold his temper. They both did. They couldn’t risk a fight. They were outnumbered, and it was too damn dark to keep track of their opponents. Getting away was their only chance.  

“Come on, Val.” Kai struggled to keep his voice calm. “It’s me. You know me. And I’m telling you, you’ve got it wrong. No one is ripping out any hearts.” He almost added that she just restarted one and saved a life, but held his tongue. It was hard to tell how much Val knew about Falcon’s lease-a-heart operation—and if he knew it all, how he rationalized it to absolve his idol of wrong-doing. Either way, it wasn’t a topic Kai wanted to get into right now. 

But Val only glared at him. “I’ve got it wrong? So what, she’s pure gold, and Falcon is an evil monster, right? Sure. Whatever helps you sleep at night.” Then he shook his head, and his tone changed. “Listen, Kai. You can still walk away. For the old times’ sake.” His eyes narrowed. “But this is it for her. I’m taking her to Falcon. End of story.”

Kai gritted his teeth. If Val wanted to piss him off, this was the way to do it. “Not going to happen.”

“Suit yourself.” Val glanced around him, making eye contact with the others. A signal to begin. The half circle around Kai and Emily began to shrink. 

Kai scanned the faces but didn’t recognize any of them. It looked like Val had assembled a whole new posse for this job. 

Just then, Kai’s ears prickled and the hairs rose on the back of his neck. A buzzing sound, faint but familiar. 

He caught Emily’s eyes. She was frowning. She heard it too. 

The sound grew louder, a low, steady buzz, getting closer. It came from above, something airborne and in motion. But what? A hovercraft with Falcon’s paramedics? A hovercraft was too large to land between the buildings. And anyway, they would see the lights. 
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