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To my family, for all their love and support during the difficult times in my life.

And to those who can’t find a reason to get up in the morning, who find themselves staring at the abyss and wondering if they should just give in—

You are not alone.

Your pain is real, and valid, and it’s hard.

But right now, I’m glad you’re here.




ei·do·lon

1. an idealized person or thing.

2. a specter or phantom; a spirit-image of a living or dead person.




Part I

Marked for Death




Chapter One

THE CALL CAME, as it always did, out of the blue, making Vax choke and nearly spill his latte down his jacket. He reluctantly set his cup on the café table with a stifled sigh and, after another minute of buzzing, finally tapped the node in his ear. There was only one person who ever called him, and the call always meant bad news.

“You’ve reached Corporate Murder Services. How can I help you?” he answered.

“Very funny,” a smooth voice said. “I have a new assignment for you. Get to my office.”

“Now?” Vax massaged the bridge of his nose. For once, he’d managed to snag an unoccupied window table, and now he wouldn’t get to enjoy the sunshine or the view. “I’ll need thirty minutes to get there, give or take traffic.”

“Fine. See you soon.”

The call ended. Vax swallowed, his appetite suddenly gone. He downed the rest of his latte, got up from his seat, and texted for an AutoRide. Not for the first time, he thought about suggesting a text message next time, or even a video call, as being much more convenient than an in-person meeting; also not for the first time, he reminded himself glumly that that was never going to happen.

The world had to have been determined to hate him today; he got in the driverless car as it drove up, and just after it pulled away from the curb, the screen inside began broadcasting a news story about Cyrex’s CEO.

“Over the weekend, Cyrex Corp CEO, Atali Norman, pledged five million dollars to support STEM programs in schools across the country…”

Vax immediately changed the channel to one that aired several bioaugment commercials—including the one for Cyrex’s latest weight loss bioaug model that seemed to be everywhere lately—before reporting grim updates on the war overseas. He sighed, gazing morosely out the window at the passing traffic and the colorful screens on the street. Just the way he wanted to start his morning.

Cyrex’s headquarters formed the tallest building in Orphis City, visible from miles away. All glass, as though inviting the world to come and look inside; it had no secrets to hide. It made Vax think of an obnoxiously shiny diamond in the center of Orphis’s gleaming crown of wealthy, high-tech development, which was very photogenic and good for luring tourists to America’s fastest-growing biotech hub, if not exactly an accurate representation of the city as a whole. Vax got out of the car as it pulled up and walked through the glass doors at the entrance.

The sleek, modern lobby bustled with people. Vax waved the microchip in his finger through security and stepped into the elevator. He kept his gaze averted as people in suits and lab coats got on and off with each stop, fixing his eyes on the glimpses of his own reflection in the glass, flickering in and out of existence, like a ghost.

At the top floor, he exited the elevator. He tapped the touch screen panel by the glass door that read Atali Norman, CEO, and the panel flashed green as the door unlocked with a click. Bracing himself, he pulled the door open and walked into the spacious office. Atali himself was standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows that provided a view of the entire city, talking to someone through his node as Vax entered.

“Honey, I know you’re nervous about starting at a new school, but I guarantee that your classmates will be nice kids who want to become friends with you. Trust me, you have nothing to worry about. Getting into Exelor Academy was the hard part; everything else should be a piece of cake. And if anyone’s mean to you? Just tell me, and I’ll take it up with the school. I’m serious!” He turned around and caught sight of Vax. “Sorry, Cathy, I have to go. Call me back later if you’re still anxious, okay? All right. Love you. See you later.”

He ended the call with a press to his ear and turned to face Vax fully. Holographic text flashed in front of his eyes, projected from the transparent augment by his temple. The morning sunlight turned his blond hair into pallid silver, matching his pale skin, as he smiled.

“Hello, Vax. You’re looking well.”

Vax wasn’t in the mood for small talk. “Who’s the target?”

Atali sighed in mock disappointment. “Always business with you.” He produced a microdrive from his pocket, which he inserted into the desk before tapping the touch screen desk surface. The windows behind him darkened and displayed a picture of a young, East Asian man with black hair and light-copper skin.

“Do you know who this is?” Atali asked.

Vax studied the picture more closely. The guy was quite good-looking—as much as Vax wished he could block that thought from his mind—but he didn’t recognize him. “No, sir.”

“That’s Zai Lumero, age twenty-five. He’s a journalist who writes for the Daily Voice, one of those independent news sites that aims to report on ‘true issues’ affecting people’s lives.” Atali spoke with the bored disdain of someone talking about an infestation of rats in a neighboring building. “He lives right in the city.”

So Vax wouldn’t be traveling this time. That was a bit disappointing, but he’d live. Journalist…what, had Lumero written something online that offended Atali? It seemed like overkill to Vax. Not that his opinion counted for anything, though.

“He’s also the son of Lin Zhao Lumero, the current head of Meridian, Inc. Though he’s been estranged from his family for a few years, due to his decision to become a justice crusader.”

“Wait, the son of Meridian’s CEO?” Vax echoed. Meridian might have been Cyrex’s biggest competitor, but he didn’t think Atali was reckless enough to order a hit against its CEO’s son.

“Yes.” Atali’s lips thinned into a displeased line. “Unfortunate that he has such a prominent connection, but it can’t be helped.”

Oh. So this wasn’t directly related to inter-corporation politics. Still… “How estranged are we talking about? This sounds like it could bring down a lot of heat.”

“Do your job correctly, and that won’t be an issue,” Atali said, his voice turning icy.

Vax flinched at his tone and dropped his gaze. “Yes, sir.”

“Ambush him in his apartment. Make it look like a home invasion gone wrong.”

That was a first…and this assignment was sounding worse by the minute. “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”

“Did I ask for your input?”

“No, sir,” Vax muttered, “but you got it anyway.”

Atali gave him a cool look. That was as much as Vax dared to push him.

“After you take care of him, take his computer, pod, anything he might’ve stored his information on, and destroy them somewhere far from his apartment, so no one can retrieve the information.”

Because Atali was genuinely afraid of what Lumero had found, or because he thought it would divert attention from the murder? In any case, Vax wasn’t being paid to care. He picked up the microdrive with Lumero’s information from the desk and slipped it into his pocket.

“How soon do you need it done?”

“By the end of the week.”

Vax tried not to look too disappointed. For a journalist with presumably minimal security, it was doable, though he would’ve liked more time. “Okay,” he said.

“So,” Atali said, in a pleasant tone now, “how have you been? Do anything fun lately?”

“No, sir.” Vax stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. He’d hoped the conversation would be strictly business; now he was stuck trying to figure out the least offensive thing to say that would allow him to exit.

“It’s been a while. We should catch up once you’ve taken care of Lumero.”

A wave of dread swept through Vax. He kept his eyes fixed on his shoes, trying to breathe through his nose, clenching his trembling hands in his pockets. No, I’m fine not catching up. Really.

He was aware of Atali slowly circling toward him, all of his senses instantly snapping alert as soon as Atali crossed an invisible threshold from close to too close. Without warning, Atali grabbed his chin and jerked it up and to the side, forcing him to meet his gaze. Vax winced at the sharp movement and the way Atali’s thumb dug into his jaw, hard enough to bruise, his skin crawling at the unwanted contact.

“You’re supposed to look at someone’s eyes when they’re talking to you.”

“Yes, sir,” he answered in a flat tone, struggling not to let his gaze slide away. He didn’t want to make things worse, even though Atali’s eyes were cold scalpels, flaying and dissecting him into pieces of pulpy flesh.

Atali held his jaw for a moment longer before releasing it. “Don’t screw this up,” he said, his voice cool and clipped with dismissal.

Vax exhaled, rubbing at where Atali had grabbed him. He could still feel the lingering pressure, like phantom fingerprints left behind on his jawbone.

“Yes, sir.” He left as quickly as he could.

 

ZAI LUMERO HAD an uneventful life. Usually, he left his apartment in the morning, spent several hours at a café typing on his tablet—working remotely on articles for the Voice, Vax assumed—and occasionally went back to his apartment for a few hours at a time to make private calls. He broke for dinner at one of various hole-in-the-wall restaurants before heading back home, and then he spent the rest of the night typing on his tablet—still working?—before he went to sleep around eleven-o’-clock.

Very uneventful.

Also, Lumero either liked solitude, was a complete workaholic, or was lonely. He lived by himself, ate his meals by himself, didn’t hit the bar or a club or anything at night, and never seemed to receive any visitors. It wasn’t what Vax expected, considering that Zai always chatted with the café baristas with a bright, friendly smile. Well, at least there would be less of a problem with potential witnesses. Even better was the fact that Lumero didn’t seem to have a home security system, as far as Vax could tell using the long-range scanner in his augment.

A day before his one-week deadline was up, Vax slipped into Lumero’s apartment building in the afternoon, after Lumero had left for lunch. He took care to keep his face turned away from the surveillance cameras. The lock on Lumero’s door was standard, and it didn’t take long to deactivate it with a lock decryptor and open the door. Since he had a few hours to kill before Lumero came home, based on his usual pattern, Vax took a quick look around.

Lumero’s apartment appeared fairly new, with wallscreens that shifted between relaxing panoramas of beaches, jungle, and underwater scenery, and while not huge, it was larger than where Vax lived. It had comfortable furniture, but otherwise it looked sparse. There wasn’t much in the way of decoration or obvious luxury, and there weren’t many pictures of Lumero or his friends or family members, making the apartment feel strangely depersonalized.

There was only one digital picture frame, and it sat on top of Lumero’s nightstand, probably of his family or friends. Vax avoided looking too closely.

You’re just here to do a job.

A simple, ordinary job. He’d run through it a dozen times already in his head. Wait until Lumero returned home, and then take him out. Simple. He’d escape via the roof, go back to Cyrex, make his report, collect his paycheck, and hopefully be left alone for a while.

He settled behind the sofa, making sure he would be outside of Lumero’s line of sight once he returned, and waited.

Outside the window, the sun slowly sank, bruising the sky red before it deepened to violet. Shadows bathed the apartment, though it wasn’t a problem for Vax with his night-vision-enabled ocular bioaugs. He had plenty of time to check and double-check that his silenced gun was loaded and ready, to let any remaining nerves blur into the smoggy haze of minutes blending into each other as his gloved fingers ran absently over the gun. Nerves. He used to wonder whether they meant he was a poor assassin, but eventually he decided they meant he really didn’t want to get caught—or see Atali’s reaction if he failed.

He snapped alert when he heard a soft beep and a click as the front door opened. Zai Lumero stepped inside, shoulders sagging a little as he dropped his messenger bag on the ground with a thump, went to the fridge, and grabbed a bottle of something, all without noticing Vax was there.

Everything was lined up. He pointed his gun directly at Lumero’s head, inhaled, and then pulled the trigger.

Lumero chose just that second to abruptly slump forward, dropping his head.

Fuck.

Lumero jumped as the bullet thudded into a wall. Vax readjusted and pulled the trigger again—

Lumero hit the ground, one hand to his ear, barking a command—

—and in the fraction of a second before Vax finished pulling the trigger, the lights came on and blinded him. His hand jerked. He didn’t hear Lumero cry out, which meant he’d missed.

Again.

Before he could blink the colorful spots away from his vision, Lumero tackled him to the ground, trying to wrestle the gun from his hand—

Lumero’s grip suddenly went slack.

“Ethan?” Lumero breathed, in a voice strangled with shock.

Vax wrenched his gun back, finger on the trigger, his hand moving to aim in the direction of Lumero’s voice before his brain had a chance to process. Ethan? Who the hell is…?

He caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. Everything went white with blinding, agonizing pain, and—

—then—

Nothing.




Chapter Two

COLORS.

Indistinct shapes.

Light, and darkness.

Noise.

Silence.

There was…something. Something warm. But when he tried to grab it, it slipped through his fingers.

No, no, don’t go, please—

And then—what? What was it? He couldn’t remember.

Darkness.

Silence.

 

WARMTH.

“I want to marry you,” someone murmured into his ear. Who? He didn’t know. Soft fingers trailed down his throat, not to hurt him, just to touch him.

Laughter. “Let’s make it through graduation first.” Was that him? Was that him talking, laughing?

Everything was so fuzzy, so indistinct. The more he tried to make out the details, the more everything blurred and faded away from him.

No, please.

Don’t go.

Please.

Then—

And then—nothing.

Darkness.

Silence.

 

CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED TO Vax in pieces.

First he felt the pain, his head throbbing as though a tank had rolled over him. He was a floating, disembodied mass of agony. Slowly, he became aware of the rest of his body, every muscle stiff. He was lying on…something slightly softer than hard floor. A rug? He couldn’t move his arms; his wrists were bound with something that felt like duct tape.

This wasn’t good.

He heard footsteps approaching. Someone kneeled beside him. A voice sounded from far away, resolving into words. “Take it easy.”

Vax’s muscles seized up as he tried to move. He forced his eyes open. Something was wrong with his vision—everything was fuzzy, doubled, with weird splotches of color everywhere. He blinked hard. When his eyes adjusted, he could make out Zai Lumero’s face above him. Too close.

“Get away from me,” Vax snapped, trying to drown out the loud, terrified staccato of his heartbeat.

Zai recoiled, as though Vax’s words had affected him. Vax awkwardly shuffled away from him, but his movements were clumsy and uncoordinated, his muscles still not entirely under his control. He hit something solid—the couch—and he reached up to try to pull himself into a sitting position with his bound wrists, breathing hard from the effort and adrenaline.

The entire time, Zai had stayed silent, watching him. Vax wished he would stop. God, his head hurt.

“What did you do to me?” Vax rasped. It was an effort to talk.

Zai took a slow breath. A minimal-sized copper-colored augment, matching his skin, traced his temple. A mixture of emotions flickered across his face, but Vax couldn’t identify any of them.

“Electrical disruptor. I was aiming for your chest, but went too high. Though I don’t know how it knocked you out, unless…” Zai’s eyebrows drew together. “You have a neural implant that short-circuited?”

Vax frowned. Short-circuited…he hoped it hadn’t been permanently damaged. And an electrical disruptor was an oddly specific weapon for a journalist to have. “How do you have something like that?”

Zai didn’t answer. His fingers kept fidgeting in his lap. Now that Vax was looking at him, he noticed Zai seemed strangely lost.

“Who…” Zai swallowed hard. “Who are you?”

“I’m the mailman,” he said, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

Zai stared at him. He was definitely slow to catch on to the obvious. Maybe it was the shock of being face-to-face with an assassin. But…he’d reacted with unexpected quickness when Vax had fired at him. Something wasn’t adding up.

“You tried to kill me,” Zai said, sounding dazed.

“It wasn’t personal.”

Zai frowned deeply. “But…you know who I am?”

Vax wasn’t sure where the question was going. Uh, yeah. That’s how an assassination works. “You’re Zai Lumero. You write for the Daily Voice.”

Zai rocked back on his heels, his expression oddly conflicted. Vax was starting to wonder if he had sustained some sort of concussion during their scuffle.

“Did Cyrex hire you?” Zai finally asked.

Vax narrowed his eyes. How did he…? “Why would you think that?”

“I’ve been digging up information on Cyrex that I guessed would attract the wrong kind of attention sooner or later.”

It was probably too late for him to deny anything, then. Though it would only be a problem that Zai knew if he lived long enough to report it to anyone.

“If we’re playing twenty questions,” Vax went on, “then it’s my turn. Why am I not in a jail cell yet?”

Another long, unnerving silence before Zai answered.

“I…wanted to talk to you.”

Vax blinked, perplexed. “Why?” Zai had already guessed—correctly—who had sent Vax.

Zai looked at him, his lips pressed tightly together, and glanced away again.

“What’s your name?” Zai’s voice was so quiet it was barely a whisper.

Vax frowned. “You honestly expect me to answer that?”

Zai cringed. He seemed awfully sensitive for an investigative journalist.

“Please,” he said, still in that same quiet, small voice. “I…I need to know.”

He looked and sounded shell-shocked, which wasn’t that strange given the circumstances, and yet…his behavior, the way he kept staring at Vax and then turning away, struck Vax as odd compared to the way Vax had observed him interacting with other people over the past week.

“Sorry, but I’m not telling you,” Vax said.

Zai exhaled, his shoulders sagging. “Where are you…where are you from?”

Was this his journalistic instincts emerging at the strangest time possible, or had he completely lost his mind?

“Fuck off city. Why do you care?”

Zai jumped, an expression of shock flitting across his face. At Vax’s language? That seemed…weird.

“I…” Zai’s gaze slid away. “Just curious.”

Vax looked at him. There was a strain in his voice. Vax couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some reason for his odd, twitchy behavior other than discomfort because Vax had just tried to kill him. But…what?

“Who’s Ethan?” Vax asked.

He thought he’d kept his tone casual, but Zai reacted as though he’d been stung by a giant wasp.

“No—no one.” Before Vax could point out that he was a stunningly terrible liar, Zai swallowed hard and ground out, “He’s…someone who died.”

Oh?

“Why’d you call me by his name?” Vax went on.

Zai was silent for a long while. “It was…a mistake,” he finally said.

Okay…

No other answer was forthcoming, but as curious as Vax was, he had other problems to deal with. He moved his wrists, trying to tug against the duct tape. No luck. He had a knife in his boot—assuming Zai hadn’t found it and taken it away, but he didn’t want to think about that—though it probably wouldn’t saw through the tape that well, and besides, it was too big for him to use with his bound hands without stabbing himself.

“Are you going to keep me here forever?” he asked, his voice sharp.

Zai looked stunned for a second, as though he’d somehow completely forgotten about the duct tape.

“If I release you,” he said slowly, “would you still try to kill me?”

“I told you, it’s not personal.”

Zai looked down. “That’s funny. It feels very personal.” He shook his head, seemingly at himself, and went on. “Listen. I don’t know how much money Cyrex promised you—though I’m guessing it’s more than my current bank savings—but they’ve gone without any sort of accountability for too long. They don’t care whose lives they ruin as long as it helps their bottom line. But if you let me go, I can let the world know what they’ve been doing and stop them from hurting more people.”

Zai was persuasive, Vax gave him that much. Still, that was thinking as though he had a choice. He didn’t.

“Yeah, sorry. I answer only to Cyrex.”

Zai winced as though Vax had stabbed him in the lung. “Kill me, and you won’t find out where I’ve hidden all the backup copies of everything I’ve found, which will pass into the hands of my coworkers if I end up dead.”

Vax paused…but technically, Atali hadn’t said anything about make sure Lumero’s story doesn’t run. All he’d said was to kill Zai and destroy his personal computer. No way did Vax care enough to track down backup copies.

“I don’t give a fuck about that either. All I’m being paid for is to kill you. If your story runs, that’s Cyrex’s problem, not mine.”

Zai’s eyes widened and then narrowed thoughtfully. “Well, that seems… counterproductive.”

“Like I said, not my problem.”

He studied the silver tape, turning his wrists around so he could see the other side. Where was… Ah. By holding his wrists awkwardly next to his face, he could just reach the edge of the tape with his teeth. He bit down, trying to pry the edge up and doing his best to ignore the awful taste of the tape.

“Hey—” Zai’s voice became tense. “Don’t—”

Vax let go of the duct tape for a second. “I have to kill you. It’s not my decision.”

Zai’s face had a gray tinge, as though he was going to be sick. His hand darted to his pocket. “If you keep going, I’ll—I’ll zap you again.”

Vax clenched his jaw, but he didn’t have a choice. Failure was not an option. Though if he did fail and Atali wanted to blame him, Vax would simply say he had no idea Zai could knock out his neural. Totally not his fault.

Right, because that conversation’s going to go over so well, he told himself sourly.

“And I’ll wake up an hour later, and we’ll have another chat?”

Zai’s eyebrows drew together. “I really don’t want to do this, but I can’t—” He made a choked sound. “I can’t—let you kill me.”

“Sorry,” was all Vax could say. I’m not allowed to fail. He started to move, even as he saw Zai’s hand slip into his pocket.

White—

Darkness.

 

WHEN VAX WOKE again, with another pulsing headache and cramped muscles, his first thought was This is really getting old.

He was still in Zai Lumero’s apartment, but light streamed into the room. Morning already? Though Zai himself was nowhere to be seen.

It took some time for his muscle control to return and for the pounding in his head to subside, and then it took more time to work the duct tape off his wrists with his teeth, the taste nearly making him throw up. At least he hadn’t dreamed this time, though. He could still feel the melancholic ache in his chest from that damned recurring dream that wouldn’t leave him alone. When he was done, Vax got to his feet and made a quick tour through the apartment. It looked as though a bunch of clothes were missing from the bedroom closet.

Vax sighed. Great. Just great.

The other problem he noticed was that his gun was gone—Zai must’ve taken it to try to hinder him. But he still had his knife, and buying a replacement gun online in a hurry shouldn’t be too big of a problem. Not compared to the fact that Zai had fled, with at least several hours’ head start.

He left the bedroom and sat down heavily on Zai’s couch, rubbing his face. No way was he going to tell Atali about this. If luck was on his side, maybe he could find Zai and fix his mistake before Atali realized what had happened…

Yeah, right. Who was he kidding? There was no way he could locate Zai within a day, and by tomorrow, when he didn’t report in, Atali would know something was up. Besides, for all he knew, maybe Zai had hightailed it out of the city—or the state, or even the country. Which is what any sane person would do if they’d just escaped an assassination attempt. In that case, Vax would never be able to find him…certainly not without Atali’s help. Fear and dread churned in his stomach.

Stop it. Think positive. No use panicking until you’re sure Zai Lumero isn’t still in Orphis City.

Not that he was good at thinking positive even at the best of times.

Shaking his head, Vax tried to think of where Zai might have gone. He knew the various cafés and restaurants Zai frequented, so that was a start…only if Zai was unaware enough not to realize that those places might not be safe for him anymore.

Would Zai go to a family member or friend? Probably…unless he thought doing so would put the people he cared about in danger. Though, judging from the past week’s surveillance, Zai didn’t have any friends he saw in person frequently. He did have two younger sisters, Vax remembered from Atali’s information. In any case, Vax had to begin somewhere.

Just as he’d started pulling up information on Zai’s sisters on the internet, his node rang, making him jump and almost drop his pod. Atali was calling him? But…why? He couldn’t know already…it wasn’t possible.

With a trembling finger, Vax pressed his node to answer. “Y…yes?”

“I see you’ve taken a detour on your assignment.”

The words were polite enough, but Atali’s voice was cold enough to freeze the sun.

Vax swallowed hard, his mouth dry. “I…how did you…?”

“Zai Lumero just called HR and left a charming message. I don’t suppose you want to know what he said.”

It wasn’t a question; Vax didn’t have time to respond before he heard a recording of Zai’s voice played back into his node.

“Yes, I would like to leave a complaint. I’d give Cyrex a zero out of ten for customer satisfaction for the totally unwanted assassination attempt. I don’t know who ordered the hit, but I will find out. I want you to know that I’m not afraid of you, or of any other criminal Cyrex sends after me. And if you’re covering up something illegal, the truth will come out eventually. I can promise you that.”

Vax sat back in shock. That was…a brazen message to leave. Not at all what he would’ve expected after seeing how shell-shocked Zai had been. Had something changed?

“So,” Atali said, interrupting his thoughts, “explain to me how you managed to screw up this badly.”

Vax flinched. “Look, I’m sorry—”

“I don’t want apologies, Vax.”

Vax closed his eyes and tried to take a deep breath. “He—he was able to knock me out via my neural. I didn’t know he had access to disruptor tech. It wasn’t my fault.”

He expected a surprised silence, but Atali didn’t even pause for a second before he replied. “Of course it was your fault. You had one task. One.”

Yeah, and by the way, I’m totally fine, not like my brain was fried or anything. Thanks for not asking, Vax thought.

“I’m sorry, okay? The point is, he’s gone now—”

“Then find him.”

“How?” said Vax, incredulous. “And even if I could, he’d just knock me out again.”

“Do I have to spell everything out for you?” Atali’s voice dripped with contempt. “Make sure he doesn’t see you coming. Take the disruptor away from him. What am I paying you for if you can’t overpower a journalist?”

Vax cringed. “I…got it, sir.” He tried to take a breath. “Ah…should I come in to make sure the neural hasn’t been damaged?”

“Unless you notice any symptoms, finish your assignment first.”

Um…okay, then. “But…Zai Lumero could’ve left the state by now. Or even be on a plane headed out of the country.”

“A journalist working on a story is like a dog with a bone. He’s not going to leave the city.”

“Okay…” That was assuming Zai valued his job more than his life, which was questionable, but Vax didn’t have any better ideas. “That doesn’t exactly narrow it down too much…”

“Since you are apparently so incompetent at your job,” Atali said, with venom in his voice, not bothering to acknowledge the fact that Vax had never had to track down an escaped target before, “I had someone triangulate the origin of the call. If you’re unlucky, he may have already left, but in any case, finding him is your problem. Find him. Kill him.”

“Yes, sir.”

Atali went on, “It has also come to my attention that Lumero has copies of his research that will pass into the hands of his colleagues if he dies. Make sure to get the access information to his copies and delete them before you kill him.”

Vax blinked. “Uh…how did you find out about this just now?”

“Do you need to know in order to finish your job?”

“No, sir,” Vax said, reluctantly. “But…Lumero’s not going to just tell me his access information.”

“Then beat it out of him.”

The sour taste of bile rose to the back of his throat.

“No. We’ve been over this before. I’m not going to do that. Besides, it’s probably not even going to work—”

“I don’t care what you do, Vax. Just make sure his story doesn’t run. If you don’t, I will be very, very unhappy when you return. Oh, and if Lumero has reported you to the police, don’t expect any help from me.”

The call ended. Vax sank back on Zai’s couch, rubbing his temples.

Something wasn’t right.

It could have been a total coincidence that Atali learned of Zai’s cloud drive around the same time Vax had…yet the timing made it seem as though he’d heard what Zai had told Vax earlier. But how the hell was that possible?

Did Atali have someone else bug Zai’s apartment?

He scanned the rooms with his augment, but he couldn’t find a single thing. But then, how else could he be under surveillance?

He rubbed his eyes again. Great. Another problem for him to solve. Things just kept getting better and better.

 

VAX HATED DEALING with this much uncertainty.

The coordinates Atali messaged to him encompassed several square miles on the south side of the city. He had to assume that Zai was still in the area somewhere, even though that was a big assumption to make. Zai could be staying in one of the four hotels or two hostels in the area, or he could be staying with a friend, in which case Vax had no idea where he might be. There were twenty-six restaurants in the area and three local grocery stores, which was way too much to survey at once, and Zai could just order takeout for every meal for the next week.

It was probably too much to hope that Zai might be careless enough to post his location on social media. Not that Vax was able to access Zai’s uSpace account anyway—he vaguely considered the probability that Zai would accept a friend request from him if he made a fake account in a hurry, before deciding that the timing would make it too suspicious. Still, Vax kept an eye out.

He settled on watching the two Javawocky cafés in the area, as he’d seen Zai frequenting a Javawocky café near his apartment. A nagging voice in the back of his head told him that this was a waste of time; he had no proof that Zai was here. But there was no way he could report back to Atali admitting he didn’t have a clue where Zai could be, so he had to hope something would turn up.

He didn’t expect to catch a glimpse of Zai actually walking into the Javawocky café he’d been watching after only a few hours.

Vax blinked from his table at a neighboring café, sure he was hallucinating out of desperation. But no; it really was Zai Lumero. He exhaled sharply with relief. Apparently the need for Javawocky coffee trumped any sense of danger.

Zai sat at one of the outside tables with his coffee, browsing his tablet as he sipped. He took quite a while to finish; either his cup was bottomless, or he was really savoring that coffee. When he finally left nearly an hour later, Vax got up from his own seat and tailed him. Several times, Zai stopped and looked around, as though he thought someone might be following him; Vax stayed at a distance, ducking behind street corners or pretending to study windowscreens. Judging by Zai’s unhurried pace, he hadn’t seemed to notice any danger. Eventually, Zai made his way to a tiny one-star hotel and vanished inside. Vax waited until he saw a light flicker on in one of the rooms on the first story, and then he made his way to the roof of the opposite building to watch the room until Zai went to sleep.

The rational voice in Vax’s head told him he still needed to survey the entire building and devise an escape plan and a less risky entry plan. All he knew was that the building was old and the windows had electronic locks according to his augment scan. But the paranoid voice in his head told him he couldn’t afford to lose eyes on Zai Lumero now, and the paranoid voice won.

There was another question, though. How was he supposed to get the information Atali wanted, when his persuasive skills were nil? He agonized over his options, playing out possible conversations in his head until the sky had long since gone dark and the lights finally went out in Zai’s room.

Time’s up. Better move.

He went to examine the windows—only to find the window to Zai’s room was open by a crack. Huh. That was quite careless. He quietly opened the window further and slipped into the dark room, closing the window behind him.

“Don’t move,” Zai suddenly said. Vax slowly turned to see Zai pointing a gun at him—the same gun he’d taken from Vax last night.

Well, this was a problem.

Vax stayed still, thinking fast. Zai had been expecting him? But he’d been careful about tailing him. Or…was it the call, the visit to Javawocky, the open window…

“Did you lure me here?” he said, surprised.

Zai’s mouth was set in a grim line. “We had some unfinished business.”

Whatever that was supposed to mean. Vax noticed that Zai’s hands were shaking violently, despite his apparent bravado. “I can shoot you before you shoot me, so why don’t you put the gun down?”

“If that’s true, then you would’ve shot already,” Zai fired back.

Unfortunately, Vax had nothing to say against that. Not because he had been completely bluffing, but because he wasn’t allowed to shoot first, ask later this time.

“I’m here to negotiate,” he said, through his teeth. Negotiate. That was such a slimy euphemism for what he was there to do. Something Atali would say.

Why did he have to think of that? It made him nauseous.

“You haven’t shot me either,” Vax went on, trying to bury that thought. “So I’m assuming you want something, too? Whatever the ‘unfinished business’ is.”

Zai’s eyes narrowed. “You first. What are you here to…negotiate for?”

“Your backup copies.”

“I thought you didn’t care.”

“New orders,” he said through his teeth.

Zai regarded him for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was guarded. “And what are you going to do if I refuse to tell you?”

That was what he was afraid of.

“You don’t want to know,” was all he said. “I’d rather keep things simple. Just tell me where they are—”

“And then you’ll kill me anyway, right?”

The sheer scorn in Zai’s voice took him aback. This was not the same twitchy, uncertain young man he’d talked to the night before. Something had happened…or maybe Zai had adjusted to his new reality of being hunted by an assassin in record time.

Vax considered lying. No, of course not. If you tell me they are, I’ll let you live. But he was pretty sure Zai wouldn’t fall for that, even if he hadn’t been a terrible liar to begin with.

“There are worse things than death that can happen to you,” Vax replied. Damn it, he was not at all made for intimidation.

“Oh, yeah?” Zai didn’t look at all afraid; if anything; he sounded even more incensed. “I’m starting to believe that.”

Vax felt his eyebrows draw together. What the hell did that mean?

“How about this,” Zai suddenly said. “I’ll give you what you want if you tell me what I want to know.”

Vax tried not to let his surprise show. This was a wildly unbalanced bargain, and Zai had to know it. He had to be playing some sort of mind game. Maybe he was stalling for time?

“I don’t believe you,” he said.

Zai gritted his teeth. “My backups are on AlphaDrive, account number 804520.”

“Okay,” said Vax. “Still don’t believe you. And even if you’re telling the truth, that means nothing to me without a password.”

“If I tell you everything now, you’re just going to kill me. I’ll tell you the password after you talk.”

Vax still didn’t believe him, but he was starting to get desperate enough that he supposed he might as well hear Zai out.

“What do you want to know?” he asked, in a wary voice.

“I want to know about you.”

“Me?” Vax would’ve chuckled with disbelief if Zai’s expression hadn’t been dead serious. “We’ve been over this already. For all I know, you’re recording this conversation right now so you can send it to the police.”

“I’m not.” Zai carefully took one hand off the gun to pluck his nodes from his ears and jam them into his pants pockets. “I’m not wearing a hidden camera or recorder, either. I can strip down if you want to confirm for yourself.”

“Uh.” Vax blinked, momentarily distracted by the mental image of Zai taking his shirt off. He shook his head. “Say I believe you. If you’re not trying to have me arrested, why are you so curious?”

“Because—”

The window suddenly shattered with a hail of gunfire.

Vax instinctively dropped to the ground—just as he saw Zai lunge toward him, and a brief moment of fear flashed through him as he realized he couldn’t get away from the bullets and Zai at the same time—

He crashed into the ground behind the hotel room couch, with Zai on top of him, just as a spray of bullets thudded into the wall behind them.

Zai’s dark eyes were intent on him. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Vax shoved him away before he abruptly realized that Zai had tried to push him out of the way of the bullets.

Except that made no sense.

“Why did you do that?” he rasped.

Zai’s expression changed. He glanced at the bullet holes in the wall. “Better question: what the hell was that?”

Better question, indeed. Vax’s mind raced. The bullets would’ve hit them both, so the shooter couldn’t have been friendly to Zai. Did Zai have other enemies, and Vax happened to be acceptable collateral to the shooter?

Except what were the odds that someone else wanted Zai dead at this moment? They had to be pretty damn low.

Or…was the shooter trying to take both of them out? But that would mean…

“We need to get out of here,” he said, half to himself. Those shots had probably drawn the attention of everyone in the entire hotel by now.

“Yeah, no kidding,” Zai responded.

Vax couldn’t escape through the window, or through the front entrance. He lunged for the door, ducking as he heard another gunshot. He managed to get the door open, and he waited for Zai to sprint through before he followed.

Some hotel guests and staff were already milling through the hall in a panic. Vax pushed past them, following Zai to the back of the building. Zai shoved the emergency door open. A shrill siren split the air, making Vax wince.

Zai took off in the opposite direction of where the bullets had come from. Vax ran after him, following Zai through the streets and up the stairs to a sky rail station where—by chance—a train was just pulling up, nearly empty at this hour of the night. He saw Zai enter a vacant car, and Vax darted toward the same car, slipping through the doors just before they closed. He grabbed the pole near where Zai had sat down as the train began to move.

Vax paused for a minute to catch his breath and collect his thoughts. He wanted so badly to believe the shooter had been some unrelated third party—maybe Zai was a really inflammatory journalist—yet the insistently rational voice in his head told him the odds of such a coincidence were miniscule. But if the shooter had been sent eliminate Vax along with Zai, that could only mean one thing—something Vax didn’t want to believe.

What also bothered him was how public the whole thing had been. The shooter hadn’t waited to get them on a deserted street. And how the hell had they been tracked? Had Vax been so focused on his target that he’d failed to notice he was being tailed as well?

Zai was trying to inch away. Vax drew his gun. “Don’t move.”

“Oh, for—” Zai reached into his pocket, his expression changing as he seemed to realize he’d forgotten his gun in the hotel room. “Two assassins after me in two days,” he muttered to himself. “I didn’t think my karma was that horrible.” He held his hands up. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about whoever shot at you. Maybe it was Cyrex.”

That was exactly the conclusion Vax was trying to avoid.

“Why would they shoot me before I finished the job?” he countered.

“I don’t know, but I’d think a corporation sleazy enough to hire an assassin in the first place wouldn’t think twice about double-crossing him.”

Vax gritted his teeth. If that was true…well, it was his policy not to kill people if there was no paycheck involved. But he also knew that Zai was probably trying to talk himself out of the situation.

Still…

The train abruptly slowed, pitching Vax forward. He heard glass shatter, pain blazing a line across his left arm before he smashed into the floor.

“Hey!” Zai shouted. “Hey!”

The shriek of the wind rushing through the shattered window nearly drowned out Zai’s voice. Swearing, Vax rolled over, his right hand going to the wound. It felt like a graze wound—bleeding, but not serious. The bullet had missed…barely.

“Still alive,” he said, his mouth twisting as he raised his head to meet Zai’s gaze. “Sorry to disappoint.”

Except now it was clear: the shooter definitely wanted him dead.

“Okay,” said Zai, who’d scrambled off his seat to crouch down on the floor. “Now, can you explain how the hell a sniper bullet found you on the train, fifty feet off the ground?”

That was the million-dollar question. Vax crawled to the side of the train and sat with his back to the wall, trying to get his breathing under control, trying to think.

How the hell did the shooter keep finding them? There was no way, even if the shooter saw them board a train and knew that train’s route, the shooter could’ve had enough time to set up a sniper rifle and fire again. It made no sense, unless the assassin was able to track them remotely, somehow. But how?

Was there a tracker stuck to him?

He shrugged off his jacket and held it in front of him. “Scan mode: wireless transmitter, execute,” he said, and scanned his jacket with his augment. He didn’t see anything.

“What are you doing?” Zai asked.

“Making sure of something.”

He turned his gaze to Zai. The scan swept over him, coming up clean.

Vax then inspected his pants, shirt, and shoes. He even physically patted himself down to cover the areas the scan couldn’t reach. Still nothing. Damn it. He switched the scan off. He should’ve felt relieved, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling that there had to be a tracker on him somewhere, or else nothing made sense…

Was it embedded in his body?

The thought sent a wave of nausea through him. He wished he could reject it out of hand—No, there was no way Atali would do that—but if it was true, that would mean…

Atali sent the shooter after him?

As punishment for his failure?

In a chilling way…it did make sense. He couldn’t think of anyone else who could possibly want him dead—he only knew a handful of people, all Cyrex employees. And the only possible way for the shooter to have found him a second time was if the shooter could track him somehow, and he hadn’t been tagged.

If the tracker was in his body…it had to be embedded either in his spine, in his brain, or in the augment next to his right eye. If it was in his spine or brain, he was fucked. He just had to trust that it would’ve been placed in a less complicated spot.

Vax reached down and unsheathed the knife from his boot. Zai’s eyes widened—and then nearly bugged out of his head as Vax turned the knife toward his own head.

“Wait—what are you doing?”

“Just give me a sec.” Damn, this would be easier with a mirror. Vax carefully felt around the side of his augment so he could slide the tip of the knife to the point where plastic joined skin.

At that moment, the train jolted again, and Vax nearly stabbed his own eye. He swore.

“No, seriously, what are you doing?” Zai insisted. “Whatever weird idea just popped into your head, could you save the blood and gore spectacle for later?”

Asking for help went against every instinct Vax had—especially from the guy he’d almost assassinated a day ago and who still had a grudge against him—but he didn’t have any other choice if he wanted to remove the augment while keeping his eyes intact. And right now, the fear of having a tracker on him outweighed any other fear he had.

“I need your help,” Vax said, through his teeth.
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