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THE ROBOTIC ARM swung at him out of nowhere, its four joints bending and rotating in a blind, preprogrammed motion. The welding tip, already white hot under the smashed sensor, aimed at his face. 

At full speed, Kai veered to the right. 

He dodged the arm a split second before the nozzle reached its phantom target—a car frame that wasn’t there—and ignited a shower of sparks that would have burned his clothes and skin right off. 

He exhaled and raced on, down a narrow path along a speeding conveyor belt, the frayed edges sharp like a chainsaw, less than ten feet of space separating him from the wire wall of the cage that enclosed the track and the runners on it.

“Go! Go! Go! Go!”

The audience’s roar was like a second heartbeat pounding in his ears, wave after wave of it crashing into him from above, driving him forward. 

Kai glanced up. 

A stomping, fist-pumping crowd of men and women lined the observation deck that ran the length of the building. Tough and distrustful, they were residents of the lawless and rapidly disintegrating outer sectors of the megacity. By day, they hustled in the streets, their faces covered with masks to keep them from choking on the toxic city air. But by night, when the air was cooler and easier to breathe, the masks were off, and they all gathered here, to watch their favorite live entertainment. 

The cage race was happening in an abandoned car manufacturing plant that sprawled three city blocks. In its heyday, a few decades ago, the place had been the poster image of technological development and economic prosperity. Rows upon rows of sleek machines had worked around the clock, with speed and precision no human worker could match, and a shiny new luxury car rolled off the assembly line every nine minutes. 

3D printing put an end to it overnight. It produced no material waste and allowed infinite customization. And instead of a hundred specialized machines, the job could be done with one. When the plant closed its doors, the machines, suddenly obsolete, were left behind. Until someone came up with the idea of smashing the sensors and ripping out the safety locks, and using the robots as obstacles in an ultimate, winner-takes-all, adrenaline-pumping race. 

“Go! Go! Go! Go!”

More robotic arms sprung up in Kai’s path, sometimes several at once, as they cycled through their automatic routines, their welding tips, spraying nozzles, and grippers reaching for his flesh. When he couldn’t get around them, he leapt and climbed over them, or dipped to his knees and slid underneath. But he dodged them all and kept running. 

He was in the lead, but not by much. He risked a glance behind him.

Death Wish, a massive, one-eyed man, had just grabbed the two robotic nozzles that had pointed at him, and torn them right off their bases, one with each hand, before tossing them aside like two dead snakes. 

The crowd howled in approval. They respected physical strength, and Death Wish was one of their favorites.

Ronny, who ran the place, spit on the floor, annoyed. 

Kai caught a warning look from him as he sprinted past. Don’t even think about it. Death Wish was one of them, so he could get away with it. But Kai wouldn’t. 

Ronny preferred for the runners to damage each other and leave the machines be. Runners were easier to replace.

That was fine with Kai. He intended to win the race in the dullest possible way—by never giving his competitors a chance to catch up. 

He also didn’t give a damn about being part of the group. Most of the cage runners knew one another. But he preferred to stay a stranger, unrecognized and unbothered, minding his own business. 

He was here for the cash reward and to get out of his own head. That was all. As soon as he crossed the finish line and collected the ancient but untraceable paper money, he’d be on his way. 

His first few cage races nearly got him killed, the wire enclosure stirring some deep, primal anger at being trapped, and the screaming, taunting audience shattering his focus at every step. 

But once he learned to shut them out, his training for the No Limits Race served him well. His reflexes were honed to perfection, and his endurance still top-notch, despite the harsh city air that burned like sand in his throat. And even though he’d blown his last service appointment with Neen, his prosthetic feet hadn’t let him down yet.

Kai...

The voice was as real as if she stood next to him. Kai’s hand shot to his ear, his fingertip touching the scar left behind by the communication link he’d used to talk to her during the Race. 

But the com link wasn’t there, and neither was his Agent. Kai hadn’t seen her for months, and he still had no idea where she was or why she’d left in the first place.

He dropped his hand and ran harder.

Up ahead, a stamping press the size of a house blocked the track, framed by two powerful grippers. The press was motionless like a rock, the heavy ram high in its shaft, leaving a wide opening to the other side. 

Kai eyed the opening. Sliding through it would be the fastest way across.

“Go! Go! Go!” The audience spurred him on. 

Suddenly, one gripper spun around and reached inside the opening, feeding it a non-existent sheet of metal. As soon as it withdrew, the press shuddered to life, and the ram dropped down, slamming into the die with enough force to bend a plate of steel. As the ram rose back into the shaft, another gripper went through the motions of picking up the phantom part and depositing it on the conveyor belt. 

Another few seconds of stillness, and the routine started again. 

Up close, the punch of the ram was like an explosion. It rattled Kai’s bones.

Something dark in him urged him to do it, to hurl himself into the machine. 

Kai, don’t...

He clenched his fists, willing his mind to focus on the race, the race and nothing else.

But he didn’t take the fast route under the ram. Instead, he leaned forward, gathering speed, and then half ran, half climbed up the face of the press, steering clear of the flywheel. 

He got to the top and straightened, ready to cross it and jump off the other side—when he saw her.

She was here. On the crowded observation deck. Looking straight at him.

Emily.

Kai skidded to a stop, his heart racing and his mind spinning. Was it possible? 

Then the crowd shifted, and she was gone.

“Em!” Kai sprang after her—and nearly walked off the edge. 

He’d forgotten how high he was, the top of the press almost level with the observation deck twenty yards away. But how to get across? He cast a frantic look around him. Climbing down would be too slow, the gripper and the conveyor belt in the way. He glanced up.

A long, narrow steel beam ran overhead, connecting the far walls of the building, with lights and video cameras mounted underneath it. It would take him straight where he needed to go, if he could only reach it... 

The flywheel! He could step on the frame. 

He was already turning when the press shuddered underneath him, throwing him off balance. 

So he was ill prepared for the attack—a vicious punch to the side of his ribs that brought him to his knees. 

Death Wish had caught up with him, and he wanted blood. 

For a moment, Kai was back in the No Limits Race and stunned that the other runner would engage in physical contact. Then pain hit him, his whole side on fire, and he remembered. 

This was a cage race, and fights were part of the show. Someone like Death Wish didn’t just outrun his opponents—he eliminated them. 

The roar of the crowd became deafening. They’d seen Death Wish in action. They knew what was coming. And they were hungry. 

“Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Kai pulled himself up and faced his opponent.

Death Wish grinned and cracked his knuckles, his arm muscles bulging under thick scars. Half of his face was mangled by a nasty burn, but his good eye was fixed on Kai.

A normal reaction would be fear or anger. But instead, impatience surged through Kai like an electric current, burning in his gut. He didn’t have time for this. The race no longer mattered. He found Emily, and he couldn’t risk losing her again. 

“Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!” 

Kai glanced behind him. 

It was her! Her fingers gripping the wire fence and her eyes calling to him. 

He barely had time to spin back before Death Wish advanced, his huge fist aimed at Kai’s face.

It was now or never. Kai dodged the one-eyed man, leapt onto the flywheel, and propelled himself upward, his hands already reaching for the beam.

But he never made it. A hand gripped his arm and yanked him down, wrecking his trajectory and putting him into a half-spin. 

For a moment he was airborne and disoriented, the press rushing upward and the gripper blurring past him, the sharp metal passing within an inch of his arm. Then gravity assist in his prostheses kicked into gear, pulling him into a vertical position, and he landed on the floor on the other side of the press.

Only it wasn’t the floor. 

The surface under his feet shifted like quicksand. He looked down, and terror gripped him. He was standing on top of the scrap metal disposal. 

He tried to bolt—but it was too late. 

The metal-crushing jaws split open, and Kai fell ankle deep into them. He made a desperate attempt to free himself, but the jaws were already closing, the teeth coming together with a sickening, grinding noise.

Above him, the crowd screamed, stomped, and rocked the wire walls of the cage. 

“Die! Die! Die! Die!”

But the sounds grew muffled and distant, his own heartbeat growing louder in his ears, counting down to the inevitable. 

Kai...

He scanned the faces. Searching for her, needing to see her—then finding her.

Emily stared at him through the wire, her eyes wide with horror. 

Except... it wasn’t Emily. 

The girl was a stranger. 

Emily was never here. He never saw her, never heard her voice. It was all in his head.

But he was out of time. 

Agony slammed into him, more intense than he’d ever known. 

And then—darkness.
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KAI WOKE UP flat on his back in a dim room that reeked of disinfectants, printing resin, and sweat. 

Where was he? 

His thoughts were sluggish, his body heavy and numb. With some effort, he turned his head and looked at the nearby wall. He squinted at the rows of objects on the shelves... and recoiled.

Even in the near darkness, he recognized the shape. 

Legs. Cut off at the thigh and mounted upright. Some were human. Others looked like they once belonged to large birds, dogs, or horses. A few legs were intact, but on most of them, a patch of skin had been rolled up, exposing the muscles, tendons, and bones underneath.

Kai was wide awake now. Memories of the last cage race rushed at him—the robotic arms swinging at him, the punch of the press slamming into the die, the steel jaws biting into his prosthetic feet and pulling him under. 

His feet!

He tried to sit up—but couldn’t. A thick, padded restraint fit tightly across his chest and arms, holding him in place. No wonder he was stiff. 

He lifted his chin to his chest, trying to see his legs. But a web of wires and tubes mounted on metal scaffolding blocked his view. He could feel the muscles in his abdomen tighten and strain. But below that—nothing. No pain, no stiffness, no sensation whatsoever. 

Terror crawled over his skin as he remembered the metal-crushing jaws closing around his robotic ankles, punching through the outer casing, wrecking the electronic circuits, ripping out his very nerves.

What happened to his legs? Did he still have them? He had already gone through this hell once, when he first came to the megacity. When he let them cut off his feet so he could be a Runner in the No Limits Race.

But he wasn’t alone then. He had Emily. Even if he had no idea then how much she would mean to him—more than anybody or anything else, ever. 

Now Emily was gone.

Eighty-seven days and counting.

The room spun around him, and Kai gripped the edges of the bed. He needed something to hold on to, something to keep him from falling, from tumbling down into an abyss that was rushing at him. 

“Hey! Is anyone there?” His voice was hoarse. He struggled against the restraint. “What the hell is this?”

Only moments later voices and hurried footsteps came from behind the door. 

“Why is he awake?”

“I couldn’t risk a higher dose. He lost a lot of blood.”

“I need more time. Talk to him. Just not about—”

“I know, I know.” 

The door opened, and harsh lights filled the room. Two people rushed toward Kai.

He blinked at them, his eyes burning from the brightness.

It was Andy and Neen. His former Technician and Print Maker. 

“What is this? Get this thing off me.” He made another effort to free himself from the belt.

Andy’s strong hands dropped onto Kai’s shoulders, pinning him to the bed. “If you want to walk again—don’t move. Do you understand me?”

Relief surged through Kai. So walking wasn’t out of the question. He needed to get the hell out of here. 

“Okay.” He shrugged off the Technician’s hands. 

They hadn’t exactly been on friendly terms since Emily’s disappearance. Andy had never been talkative. But now Kai suspected he knew more than he was letting on, and that was enough to put him on edge. 

Neen hurried to the foot of the bed. “You shouldn’t be awake yet,” she grumbled.

Kai relaxed a little. He still couldn’t feel anything. No sensory feedback from the prostheses at all. But Neen was working on it. And if anyone could fix him up, it was her. 

Although Neen wasn’t much older than Kai, who was seventeen, she had already made a name for herself as one of the best prosthetics experts in the Alliance. Kai was a living proof of that. Neen had designed and printed all the prostheses he had worn in the Race, and he made it through each grueling course alive and mostly unharmed. 

His only complaint, then and now, was that she seemed to care more about the stunning bionic feet she created than about the Runner they were attached to. But maybe that wasn’t fair of him. Neen wasn’t like anyone else he knew. 3D printing was her calling, her passion, her sole purpose in life. She didn’t seem to need anyone or anything else. 

Sometimes Kai envied her.

He glanced at the shelves again. In the bright light, the legs looked less menacing. They were probably synthetic replicas, maybe even functional prostheses. But maybe not. It was hard to tell with Neen. A cut wire or fried circuit upset her more than blood pouring from a flesh wound. 

“What the hell were you thinking, Kai?” Andy’s voice yanked him back. 

Kai kept his gaze on the shelf, pretending to study the intricate arrangement of muscles in one specimen. This was not a conversation he wanted to have. “I need the money.”

“Bullshit. You have a job.”

“Yeah. A test monkey.” 

“So you prefer to get killed?” 

Kai’s mind swung back to the cage race. To the urge to dive under the bone-shattering punch of the press, the fastest way across. To Death Wish’s murderous, one-eyed glare. To the crowd screaming, Die! Die! Die! Die! To the metal teeth crushing his prosthetic feet and ripping them from his flesh. 

He shook off the memory. “What do you want from me? I’m a Runner, remember? This is what I trained for.”

No. It’s what Emily trained him for. 

He saw her as clearly as if she was in front of him, and the familiar hollow pain filled him.

“Why don’t you go home?” Andy said. 

Kai shot him a look. “Yeah, right.” 

Andy knew damn well Kai couldn’t leave. Not until he found her. Not until she looked him in the eye and told him the truth, told him what happened.

Andy kept trying to convince him to let it go. If Emily left, she must have had a good reason. Kai was wasting his time trying to find her. 

But Kai wasn’t buying it. He’d been searching for her, on and off, for three months. Something must have happened, or she wouldn’t have left the way she did—without any warning whatsoever, when he was sleeping. He had to see her and make sure she was okay. 

“Wait. How did you and Neen find me?” he asked.

Andy’s lips were a thin line of disapproval. “Dumb luck. Someone posted a message online.”

Wild hope flared in Kai’s chest. “Who?”

“It was anonymous.”

“What did it—ARGH!” Kai’s words turned into a garbled scream as a million burning pins cut into his flesh. He strained against the belt, his vision blurring.

“I got it. I got it.” Neen was working hurriedly, her head bent low. “How’s that? Better?”

The pain abruptly stopped, leaving only a tingling sensation. Kai let out a sharp breath. “Yeah. Thanks.”

Neen pulled away the scaffolding. She was done.

Andy leaned forward and unfastened the restraint. “Okay, mate. Easy does it.”

But Kai was already sitting up and swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. He flexed each foot, drew a circle in the air. They felt fine. Even better than the prostheses he wrecked in the cage race. Neen never stopped improving her designs. 

He stood up and took a step. 

It was like the shelf rushed toward him, and he nearly slammed into it. Instead of advancing a single step, his new feet had whisked him a good three yards.

“I’m fine.” Kai waved it off. “I’ve got it.” 

The problem wasn’t the prostheses anyway. He was just distracted. 

Someone who knew him had been at the cage race, watching him, and that someone had called for help. It was a long shot, but Kai didn’t care. A long shot was better than nothing.

“Where the hell are you going?” Andy yelled.

But Kai was already out the door.  
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EMILY STOOD in front of a large hologram, her eyes and hands moving urgently over the display. The hologram mimicked a computer screen but hovered a foot away from a gray wall, adding to the illusion of space. Two more walls enclosed the small cubicle, which was empty except for a tall narrow desk holding a docking station. A flexible tablet stuck out of it, producing the projection. 

“Oh, come on,” Emily muttered, as her fingers narrowly missed a cube-shaped folder. It hurled away from her, spinning. A moment later, it shrunk to a dot and was gone. 

Beyond her cubicle were rows of other cubicles, all of them empty. The building, once teeming with office workers, was now abandoned. Dim light seeped in through tall windows, the glass coated with twenty years of smog and grime.

The database Emily was working on was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Whole sections of it shifted and morphed every few seconds, causing all search algorithms to fail. Maybe if the database was smaller, that wouldn’t be an issue. But it held huge amounts of data, organized into several dozen of levels and crosslinked in strange ways. Add the relentless motion, which made the whole structure look different from one moment to the next, and the task became infuriating enough that any other hacker would throw up her hands in frustration and walk away. 

But walking away was a luxury Emily didn’t have. 

Not now, not ever. She had been through too much to get this far, and she had put others through even more. After all, the only reason she’d become an Agent was to get close to this database, even if the work kept her too busy to make much progress until the Race was over. 

Her fingers nearly grasped another folder, shaped like a cone. But the database morphed again, the folder stretching and thinning until it was a flat tile. The tile sped across the display, slicing through a dense block of folders that shattered like glass. 

Emily reflexively pulled her hands back. “No way!”

She had spent the last three months trying every trick she could think of, with no success. She was determined to keep at it until she cracked the database open and found what she needed in there. But some days, after hours of staring at the shifting shapes that seemed to mock her, dark doubts gripped her. 

What if she failed? What would happen then? 

And even if she succeeded, would it make a difference—or was she only deluding herself? 

A footstep sounded behind her.

Emily spun around.

But there was no one there. 

It was strange. Plenty of good fortune had come her way, more than she deserved, and much of it owed to one person. But all that good luck only made her more wary, more distrustful. She knew it wouldn’t hold. And this time, if she made a mistake, it would be over. 

Better not to dwell on it, though. She turned her attention back to the screen. 

The database was like some alien hive reacting with alarm to an intruder, sections of it sliding and stretching in different directions, merging and dividing, swapping places, rushing to the surface or dropping out of sight. 

She suspected the patterns were preset, and the system cycled through them, whether anyone was looking or not, but she couldn’t be sure. If it just didn’t cycle through them so damn fast.

“I need you to be still,” Emily spoke to the screen. “Can you do that for me? I’m asking you nicely.”

At least the access wasn’t an issue. She had managed to create a phantom, low-level admin account when she resided in the Training Center and could hack the security system from within. Now she used it to slip past the firewall and into the database more or less undetected. Of course, as she quickly discovered, entering the database was no guarantee that she could open and read the files. But it brought her a step closer. 

It was all there, all the evidence she would ever need, updated in real time. If she could only get to it.

A window popped open in the corner of her screen. It was an alert she’d set up. 

She made a swiping motion with her hand, and the live news story filled the display. Another swipe, and the cubicle filled with voices and shuffling feet. 

“Mr. Hollenbach! Mr. Hollenbach!”

Instantly tense, Emily stepped back to watch. 

On the screen, a press conference was in progress, the room packed with reporters, all pushing and raising their hands to ask a question.

Emily stared in disbelief at the two men behind the podium. The older man, regal and white-haired, fielded the reporters’ questions. The younger one, with cold, cruel eyes, stood silently a few feet behind him.

Slayer and his father. Or Marcus Hollenbach and his son and heir, Julian Hollenbach. Two of the wealthiest men in the megacity. Apparently reconciled. 

“No way,” she whispered. 

Maybe a different man could forgive his father for sentencing him to the most brutal race on the planet. But not Slayer. Slayer never forgave. She knew that with the same certainty she knew that one day he would track her down, and she would pay for making him lose the Race. 

“Last question, folks!” A voice called out. 

A female reporter with a sharp, triangular face spoke up. “A merger between BioPrintex and 3D Electronics would let you control the entire health technology market. Why did you call it off? Any chance you’ll reconsider?”

“No. My decision is final.” Hollenbach’s voice rang with authority. He didn’t elaborate. 

Emily’s gaze moved to Slayer. 

His face gave nothing away. But he knew why the merger was off, even if the press and the public didn’t. And so did she.

It had to do with last year’s No Limits Race. The Race had been rigged, a secret deal struck between BioPrintex and 3D Electronics to ensure that the top two spots went to their own Runners. Slayer was supposed to win, Kai to finish a close second. What better way to promote the future merger of the two corporations than a nearly shared victory of their Runners in the most popular and widely watched competition on the planet? 

Except Kai would have none of it. 

He threw his own chances to stop Slayer from grabbing the title he neither earned nor deserved. Instead, Venus won, and her victory changed everything. What was meant to be a cunning advertising campaign turned into a wave of angry protests that spread around the globe like wildfire, and the merger was promptly called off.

Emily had to remind herself that the Runners’ identities were hidden, their faces digitally altered in all video broadcasts. The reporters didn’t know Julian Hollenbach was really Slayer, any more than they knew the old Hollenbach forced his own son to compete in the Race to punish him for misusing the company’s money. Slayer’s official story on the show—a wealthy businessman bored with his posh lifestyle and craving excitement—was a lie. But it fit well enough to be believable.

Hollenbach’s decision to back out of the merger must have been a serious setback for Falcon. Good. 

The thought gave her a pause. Did it mean she and the head of BioPrintex were on the same side? What if she told him of her suspicions and asked for his help? He could be a powerful ally. 

But she dismissed the idea. Why would Hollenbach care? Even if he and Falcon had publically broken off all their business dealings and, as a rumor had it, were no longer on speaking terms. Even if Falcon blamed Hollenbach for calling off the merger and thwarting his plans, and he moved to retaliate. The head of BioPrintex hardly needed Emily’s help to deal with it. 

So why would he help her?

Just then—Marcus Hollenbach shuddered and cried out, his hands clutching his chest. 

Emily stared in shock. 

It looked like the old Hollenbach was having a heart attack. 

Slayer rushed forward. “Father?” 

The old man stumbled, his eyes bulging and face contorting with agony. His son caught him before he collapsed. “We need a medic! Get me a medic! Now!”

Havoc broke out in the crowded room. People yelled and pushed each other for a better view. The sheer magnitude of the event was enough to rattle even the most seasoned reporters. 

Emily couldn’t believe her eyes.

The old Hollenbach had always been a paragon of health—his daily runs, swims, and sparing matches the subject of much publicity—adding to his already larger-than-life status as the head of one of the most powerful corporations in the world. 

The heart attack was no natural occurrence. 

Falcon was behind it. 

She was sure of it.

Within seconds, a team of medics arrived. The unconscious magnate was hooked up to life support, lifted onto a stretcher, and rushed out the back door. Slayer never left his father’s side.

Emily was still staring at the screen, trying to make sense of what happened, when the news segment ended and another began. The conference room disappeared, replaced by a large industrial vat with a glass insert. Inside the vat, a mass of winged insects teemed and crawled over one another. 

Emily made a cutting motion with her hand, and the screen vanished, revealing a blank wall behind it. She lifted the tablet from the docking station, slipped it inside her backpack, and strapped the pack on. 

She had stayed in this building for almost a week. It was time to move. 

She had always known that Falcon would stop at nothing to carry out his plans. Under the guise of cool scientific intellect, the man was a ruthless fanatic. But it was still a shock to see this fanaticism in action. If he was willing to murder a business partner for bailing out on him, what would he do to her if he knew what she was planning?

She really didn’t want to find out.

She turned and headed for the staircase. 

When she got to the ground level, she pulled out a face mask and slipped it on over her mouth and nose. She unzipped the collar of her jacket and pulled out a large, segmented hood that covered her head and the top half of her face. She adjusted the mesh visor until it was over her eyes and she could see through it. 

Then she pushed out the door and into the street.  
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EVEN RUNNING at a good clip, it took Kai three hours to get to the manufacturing plant that housed the last cage race. Taking a hover cab would’ve been faster, but he was short on cash and preferred to travel on foot anyway. 

He knew the general direction ahead of time but picked his route on a hunch, scanning each street and alley he ran on, searching for the familiar silhouette. 

It was a habit by now. He was always searching for her.

There were still whole sectors of the megacity Kai had never seen, including some in the business district with no passable streets at all, the massive buildings so close together they seemed to grow on top of each other and so tall their roofs vanished in the smog. 

But the outer sectors were more familiar by now. Particularly the vast, industrial sector that stretched from the border of the business district all the way to the west horizon and housed a dozen ghetto neighborhoods that by all economic metrics should have died out decades ago. But they were still hanging on, still surviving, although Kai had no idea how.

Most people he passed on the streets wore face masks or deep hoods that hid their eyes. Some wore jackets with human faces painted on the sleeves and back. Kai had been puzzled by the strange fashion until he realized it was purely practical. People around here guarded their identity closely. The fake faces were popular because they confused the facial recognition software used by the drones. 

The drones were a constant presence, some hovering in place, others flying along the streets. There were so many of them that he eventually stopped noticing them at all. 

He should be wearing a mask or a hood too. His exposed head and face only attracted attention. More than once, a drone followed him for several blocks or dropped down in front of him with the camera pointed straight at his face, so close he could see his own reflection in the lens. 

He always stopped and stared back when that happened, full of anticipation.

Emily had used a drone to find him and talk to him, back when she first recruited him to be a Runner. Maybe she was using a drone again, for whatever purpose. 

If she did, he wanted her to see him. 

The manufacturing plant looked even more decrepit in daylight, the paint faded and peeling off the cracked wall like old skin, the windows boarded up where the glass had been smashed, and plastic trash lining the curbs and lodged in every crevice. All of it covered with city dust that hadn’t seen rain for months.

Inside, on the main floor, Ronny worked on one of the robots. He dropped the screwdriver when Kai walked in. “I’ll be damned. I saw the shredder rip off your feet. But look at you now. Good as new.” He stared at Kai’s prostheses, the design a tad too sleek to pass for a normal shoe. Then he looked Kai in the eye. “So you’re a Runner, eh? The Sponsor will always fix you up?” 

Kai tensed. Prostheses weren’t against the rules. Plenty of cage runners had mechanical arms or legs. And he wasn’t going to discuss Peter Falcon with Ronny. “Something like that. Listen, I need to ask you something.” 

Ronny flashed his crooked teeth. To him, every favor was a transaction, to be repaid at a later time and with interest. “What do you need, Runner?”

“I’m... looking for someone.” Kai’s throat tightened. Why was this so hard? “There was a girl on the deck. I think she saved my life.”

“Girl? What girl?” Ronny frowned. “I saved your life.” 

“You posted the message?”  

“No. I hit the shutdown button!” Ronny was getting all worked up. Kai was far from showing proper gratitude. “And I’ve got to tell you, the race was a dud after that. The damn robots wouldn’t restart. The fans tore down part of the wire, they were so mad. See over there?” He pointed. “It’s going to cost me an arm and a leg to fix.” 

“I’m sorry for your trouble,” Kai said. “And I appreciate what you did. But someone posted a message to alert my...” He hesitated over how to describe Andy and Neen. “Friends. And I think it was that girl.”

Ronny bent down and grabbed the screwdriver off the floor. “You think I have time to watch everyone who comes in here? As long as they pay the ticket and don’t bring the place down, I don’t care what they do.” He started tightening a screw on the robotic arm. “I’m running a business here. I have other things to worry about.”

“You have security cameras,” Kai pressed on. “If I could watch the footage...”

Ronny’s face turned a blotchy red. “You want to watch the footage from security cameras? And what, maybe make a copy and take it to some fancy lawyer? That the plan?” He aimed the screwdriver at Kai like a knife. “Get out of here, Runner. I don’t need any trouble from you.”

“Forget it.” Kai said, his only hope, his only lead, crumbling to dust. “I was done here, anyway.”

He looked up at the empty observation deck as he headed for the door. Was it Emily he’d seen there during the race? Did she follow him somehow, come to watch him, but didn’t want him to know, didn’t want him to see her? But why not? And where was she now? The question had been eating at him for three months. 

He stepped outside and started walking faster and faster, until he was running, blind with anger. 

He passed a building gutted by fire, then another half-collapsed in the middle, as if a giant fist smashed through it. Soon, nothing looked familiar. But Kai didn’t care where he went, as long as he was moving. Except it still wasn’t fast enough, so he pumped harder, until he was nearly flying down the empty streets, past one abandoned building after another, his prosthetic feet barely touching the dusty ground. 

Emily.

He had to find her. He didn’t care how far he had to go or how long it took. He wasn’t going to stop until he did.

When his eyes started to sting, he blinked and rubbed at them with the heels of his hands, furious with himself. Hell no. He was not going to cry. He gritted his teeth and raced on.

But his eyes kept stinging, and it got worse. Now his nose and mouth were burning too, then his throat. It was the air. Sharp and cutting. Chemical. Hard to breath... and getting harder. 

It made Kai think of a sand storm. Except there was no sand. Whatever was in the air was too small to see. 

He slowed to a walk. It was impossible to run. His legs were heavy. He inhaled hungrily, but the burning air only made him weaker. He couldn’t get enough oxygen into his lungs.

Then he sensed something and turned behind him.

A block or so away, a stone wall had risen between the buildings. 

Kai stared at it in confusion. Where did it come from? He’d just walked through there. 

Then the wall pressed closer, no longer solid but shifting and swirling like a thick cloud.

Smog.

“Red sands,” Kai muttered. 

The mass of noxious smoke advanced toward him. It seemed almost alive. A faceless monster reaching for him with a hundred arms, then surging ahead and engulfing him.
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