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A human man and a large, shaggy Earth wolf sprinted through the streets of Valha IV in pursuit of a skinny, one-eyed, butter-yellow male N’aarvian named Kid.

‘If you had listened to Raven, we wouldn’t be doing this,
’ Axel made a point of saying as they collided with a pedestrian for the seventh time since starting this little chase. They had never intended to be in pursuit through a crowded city street, but things hadn’t exactly gone as planned.

And Blake’s companion wanted him to know that it was his fault.

‘Shut up.
’ The human didn’t have a good comeback for it because he was pretty sure that the stupid dog was right.

“Clear the way!” he shouted aloud, waving at the Valha natives filling the street. Every time he or Axel ran into one of them, it slowed them down and Kid slipped further away.

When they had first taken the case, Blake had thought that ‘Kid’ was a stupid name for a non-human. Raven had informed him that the name was also a word in his native N’aarvia dialect. Blake had reasserted that he thought it was a dumb-sounding name. Of course, five seconds after he’d said it, he'd realized that he was the one sounding dumb…

“Out of the way!” he shouted, somehow managing to growl at the same time. He wanted to just draw his gun and shoot at Kid, but he knew that could result in many bad things and almost no good ones. The most likely thing to happen would be a panic that trampled them all to death.

The upside to that would be that he'd be dead, so he wouldn’t have to hear about this from his ex-wife later.

“Why won’t you people MOVE?!” Blake railed against them. Axel growled and snapped at everyone in front of him, which found a little more success in making people clear a path.

Of course, part of the trouble was that the Valha people were all pretty short but blocky. It wasn’t even like hitting another human, where there was some rebound effect that you could use to further your momentum. They were more like stumbling blocks, and he nearly fell straight over one particularly wide female. He would have ended up flat on his face if he hadn’t recovered at the last moment.

Every collision was more time he wasn’t likely to recover, however, so he wanted to clear them out of the way…

They just weren’t listening to him.

Maybe he should have read his information about this world more closely. Perhaps shouting didn’t convey urgency here. He just didn’t know, but at least a growling wolf seemed to translate very well between worlds.

Kid suddenly turned a sharp corner sending Blake scrambling and stumbling into a group of Valha. They were verbal about it, although in such a monotone native tongue—which his neuro-implant struggled to interpret—it was hard to be sure if they were checking on his welfare or cursing him out.

Well, whatever they were saying, he knew that he
 was cursing.

Axel, of course, had no trouble making the turn and the crowds parted like water before him as he sprinted after the alien ahead while Blake struggled to catch up. He nearly fired off a shot just to stop Kid, but he knew that would be one more very bad idea on a long list of his very bad ideas. At the very least, he’d never hear the end of it from Raven. At worst, he’d get arrested. Their security clearance on this planet was limited.

‘Hurry up, slowpoke,
’ Axel called back.

‘Shut up,
’ Blake responded. ‘I’ve only got two legs, you know.
’

‘Humans are terribly designed.
’

Blake might have retorted again, but he realized he’d walked right into that one. So he stopped talking and just concentrated on pushing himself to the limit. Axel was likely the one about to catch Kid, but Blake at least wanted to have a hand in it so it didn’t look like the wolf had done all the work.

Kid took another corner, which put them onto a side street with far less traffic. This was both good and bad, helping Blake as much as it did Kid.

‘I didn’t think Kid’s record said he’d ever been here,
’ Blake commented. ‘How does he know these bloody freaking streets so well?
’

‘Perhaps the record was incomplete,
’ Axel replied pragmatically.

Again, he had no good reply for that. It was so simple an answer that Blake felt like an idiot for even saying anything.

He seemed to be feeling that way a lot lately, and he really wasn’t liking it.

‘However, his apparent knowledge puts us at a disadvantage if we do not catch him soon,
’ Axel went on. With a yipping growl, the large grey wolf put his head down and poured whatever energy he had left into running again.

Blake focused on his running as well and burrowed into his own brain. He reached out to Nyx, hoping that her sensors could see further ahead than his eyes.

‘Can you tell me how many options he has to lose us on the path he’s on?
’

There was a long pause and then Nyx replied, ‘On the current street, very few unless a door happens to be open that he knows how to lock once inside. Two possible side streets coming up in the next five minutes, at your current speed, seem to have access to the underground city substructure. Should he end up in those tunnels, his species’ night vision will serve him far better than yours will serve you.
’

Blake almost groaned, but he couldn’t waste the breath. ‘Thanks,
’ he said dryly.

He tried to keep his eyes out for the upcoming side streets, but alley mouths tended to look the same as regular doors from this angle and at this speed. However, it became pretty obvious when Kid made a turn and there was no sign of a door. Axel immediately followed, and Blake was just a few moments behind.

As he careened into the alley, however, he saw Kid at a dead stop with his hands in the air. In front of him was Raven, Blakes ex-wife and fellow hunter. She had her pistol out and aimed at Kid’s face.

“You can’t shoot me here,” Kid said in perfect Galactic Standard. “The Valha Government won’t like it.”

“No witnesses,” Raven pointed out with a smirk. “They won’t know. Wanna try me, or are you going to come peacefully?”

Kid was still for a moment, then dropped his head. “I will go.”

Raven’s smirk turned mock-sweet. “Good choice,” she said, then glanced over the alien’s shoulder to where Blake was panting. “Nice of you to join us, Blake. Why don’t you put some cuffs on this guy?”
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“I had everything under control,” Blake said as they returned to the main cabin of Raven’s ship.

She tried very hard to not roll her eyes, and succeeded a little. “Oh, please,” she snapped back, tired of Blake’s whining. “You’re bright red like you’re about to explode from the exertion and you were falling behind as it was. If he’d slipped Axel, he would have been gone.”

Blake frowned. “How do you know I was falling behind?”

Raven crossed her arms over her chest and just stared at him. “No wonder you’ve been so bad at this job,” she said flatly. “Nyx, you idiot. She could track you, and between her and Silvanus, they could see where Kid was going once he got closer to the ships. He’s the only one of his race on the planet, so they isolated him in proximity to you and reported it to me as I moved to get ahead of him.”

He looked like he wanted to snap back, but he didn’t because he knew he didn’t have anything to snap back with.

“I can’t remember why we agreed to work together again,” he said, somewhat sulkily.

“Because you weren’t making much money and then got unwittingly tangled up in a smuggling ring,” she reminded him. “Now it’s clear that you need adult supervision, and here I am.”

Normally, she tried to not be so…barbed with him, but she was in a bad mood. He’d said he could catch Kid on his own and so he’d gone off without her. She’d given him advice, but she had known that he’d ignore it. Which was why she’d worked with the two ship’s AIs to track them both so she could get into position to catch Kid.

It wasn’t that she minded working or doing her job, because she didn’t, but she did mind that she had to do his
 job.

He wasn’t the only one second-guessing their decision to team up again. While she’d been able to get over a lot of the hard feelings and bitterness from their breakup, she knew she hadn’t gotten over all of it…and then he just had some really annoying traits that she was struggling to live with, again.

After they’d stood like that for a time, just staring at each other in frustration, she finally arched a brow. “Don’t you have a ship to get back to?”

“The prisoner is on your ship,” he replied. “Since we’re both responsible for him, I figured it would be better if I flew with you.”

Her other brow joined the first. It wasn’t that he was wrong, precisely, but his presumption irked her further. “And were you going to ask me about that or just camp out on my couch?”

Now his brows rose. “I thought it would’ve been obvious.”

“Even so, that doesn’t give you permission to be rude,” she returned easily. “You don’t need
 to be here, he’s unlikely to escape. Even if he gets out of the holding cell, he can’t do
 anything.”

Blake pursed his lips slightly, and she knew that she had him.

“But fine,” she said, trying to not sneer. “You can fly back with me until we drop him off. It should be about two hours from here.”

“Thank you,” he replied, with only a modicum of sincerity.

‘You two are so much fun to be around,
’ Kyra said lazily from where she was laying in her usual corner, seemingly asleep.

Raven didn’t reply. “Silvanus, get the ship moving on our way to Alta Port.”

“Yes, Raven. Lifting off in three minutes.”

Turning to look at Blake, now sitting on her couch, with Axel taking up much of the floor space in that area, she sighed. “I’m gonna go take a shower.” It might be one of the last places on her own ship with enough room for her.
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After her shower, Raven decided to take a nap, or at least lie down on her bunk until they got to Alta. Kyra had chosen to join her, rather than hang out with the ex-husband and wolf in the main cabin.

AI ships for hunters were not built to be spacious. They were made to house one bounty hunter and their large animal companion, plus a holding cell down below for whoever they caught. The majority of the funds for the ship went into the AI, which was understandable because the ship’s AI was an amazing aspect. Raven knew that she’d have been lost, many times over, if she didn’t have Silvanus and Kyra.

Therefore, comforts were at a minimum, as was space.

She had a bunk built into the bulkhead of the small room that served as her bedroom and she curled up on it, dimming the lights.

Of course, once upon a time, she and Blake had been married. Somehow, they had made the space problem work then. They would fit themselves onto the bunk together, which was possible though not ideal. The “standard” bunk size was still decent since races other than humans served as hunters and some of them needed more room. These ships, up until the moment the AI was integrated, were generically mass-produced.

Raven found it hard to sleep, though. The shower had taken much of the edge off her agitation, but she wasn’t really sleepy.

‘Did I make a mistake?
’ she asked the big cougar without looking at her.

‘You think too much in the land of either-or,
’ Kyra replied, in that lazy philosophical tone she took sometimes. ‘It isn’t black and white. Almost nothing is when it comes to you humans. You’re all so confused and confusing.
’

‘So…you’re saying I both have and haven’t made a mistake?
’ Raven asked. ‘What is this, Schrödinger's mistake?
’

Although a sigh from a cat didn’t sound like one from a human, Raven could still hear the exasperation.

‘Humans. It is simply that sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. It’s a complex thing. You cannot just give it a one-word label and act on that. It also hasn’t been that long.
’

Raven felt like the cat was wrong, but she would certainly never say
 that. This cat was most definitely alive, not in a box, and could kill her in her sleep.
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Once Kid had been dropped off and their payment processed, Blake returned to his own ship and Raven was able to use the main cabin in peace again.

They had Silvanus and Nyx flying in tandem en route to a starbase they visited often enough to consider it an almost home when Raven received an alert. She put aside the tablet she was reading and got up, sitting at the console and opening the message. It was pretty basic, text only, coming from Halliwell—the company that had given both Raven and Blake their start.

She looked at everything from Halliwell with some suspicion, considering all that had happened and that one employee’s connection to the illegal smuggling, but everyone involved had been arrested. The company was otherwise proceeding as normal and most of her leads still came from them. The difference now from when she worked for them was that she could turn down a job, if she chose.

Reading over the notice, she thought it sounded like it could work, and the starting point/possible location was near their present trajectory.

“Silvanus,” she said. “Link up with Nyx and open a channel to Blake.

“Done,” Silvanus said a moment later.

“What’s up?” Blake asked.

“I got a job lead from Halliwell,” she said without preamble.

There was a long pause. “We’re trusting them?”

She shrugged, though he couldn’t see it. “The whole company wasn’t corrupt, and I’m not sure we can really afford to ignore everything from them. Most of our future jobs will still come in from them, since almost everyone goes to them when they’re looking for a hunter.”

“Fair point,” he conceded grudgingly. “What’s the job?”

“Transmitting the message over to Nyx now,” she replied, deciding to let him just read it for himself rather than paraphrase.

Greyson Taylor, 36

Human

Convicted of murder. Rumored hitman for galactic crime organization. Escaped during prison transport to penal colony. Considered armed and highly dangerous. Last known location was Acadia Colony, as reported by eyewitness and security footage. It is unknown if he has left Acadia as of the sending of this message.

Attached to the message was a biographical file and dossier of his crimes, both convicted and suspected. Raven was browsing the attachments while she waited for Blake’s opinion.

For a human, this guy was pretty tough. There was a suspicion of genetic enhancement, although if it was done, it wasn’t through a legal source and so there was no record of it. If he really was guilty of even half the crimes in the dossier, then he was also smart and prolific. Since he had only been convicted of two.

Other hitmen and assassins that Raven had hunted tended to not be human. Many races had species-specific traits that tended to give them a step up from the average human when it came to that sort of profession. The last one she had tangled with had been a shape-shifter, which had been something else altogether to hunt down.

“It’s been a while since I had to chase down another human,” Blake finally commented, interrupting her reading.

“I had to hunt you,” Raven said wryly. “Otherwise, the same for me. It could make for a nice change of pace. Acadia is a human colony, though, so he won’t stand out there the way he would if he’d chosen a predominantly alien location.

Blake was quiet for a moment, but clearly chose not to respond to that first part of her statement. “I suppose it will
 make for a nice change of pace.” She tried to see if she detected any annoyance, but she couldn’t—though whether that was because it wasn’t there or she just couldn’t hear it, she wasn’t sure. “Let’s go for it. Sign us up.”

She nodded. “You got it. Have Nyx set course.”

“Silvanus and she are already on it.”

Raven smiled. Their AIs were the most efficient of all six of them, which was to be expected, really. She sent a response off to Halliwell, accepting the job at the proposed terms, which were on the upper side of average. Not quite a windfall, but reasonable for the job at hand.

“We will arrive at Acadia Colony in approximately three and a half hours,” Silvanus announced.

“Have you made contact with colony security to ask them to hold all outgoing ships?” Raven asked, returning to the couch and stretching out so she could go back to reading. She knew that her AI would be on top of most of the details, but she liked to be sure.

“I have. They are not particularly pleased, but they have agreed. They say they will hold ships for four hours out of courtesy and the safety of the colony, but if we hold them up any longer than that, they will begin charging us.”

Raven had to laugh. “They sound lovely.”

Silvanus said, “They are a colony that thrives primarily on exports. A delay in outgoing ships could prove to be costly for them.”

“I get that,” Raven said. “But I’m pretty sure that having a convicted murderer who likely won’t bat an eye at killing some of the colonists if it helps him escape isn’t gonna be good for business either.”

“You also make a fair point.”

“I thought so.” Raven stretched her arms over her head. “So, I guess we’ll just have to work quickly then. Either find out that he’s left and track him, or find he’s still there and catch him.”
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“Alright, so…do we have a plan?”

Raven squinted at the computer console, even though Blake wasn’t there. His voice was coming through the speakers while she sat on the couch and ate a bowl of cereal. They had another half-hour until they reached the colony, so she was grabbing an easy meal while she had the chance.

Her food was momentarily forgotten when her annoyance spiked at his presumption.

“I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?” she returned sharply.

He didn’t say anything.

She didn’t say anything.

He said even less…

And she sighed.

“Yes,” she finally replied. “Colony security wants us off their little rock as fast as we possibly can be, so they’ve agreed to help us with some prep work. They will be scouring their security feeds for any sign of him and let us know.”

“Why now?” he asked. “I mean, I’m sure the police force or prison admin already contacted them, since they knew he was last seen there. I assume they weren’t so helpful with them, since we were hired…”

Raven chuckled, chewing and swallowing some more synthetically-flavored blueberry oat clusters. Her ship’s processor came close, but it just couldn’t quite capture the complex tang of real blueberries. “It’s harder to turn down someone on your doorstep than someone who just sends a message. None of the police forces actually went to Acadia, they just contacted them.”

He grunted thoughtfully. “Guess they figured if they needed legwork, they could hire us?”

“That’s usually how it works,” she agreed. “But now we’re about to be right in their faces, and they know we aren’t likely to go away without what we came for. So suddenly, there is the gleaming light of the spirit of cooperation.”

“Whatever makes our job easier,” he said with some amusement. “What do you think are the chances of this guy still being on Acadia?”

Raven ate some more as she considered the question. “My guess? Fifty-fifty.”

Another eloquent grunt. “Doesn’t inspire confidence.”

She got to her feet and went to put her empty bowl and spoon in her processor’s recycler. “I didn’t realize that was my job.”

“It was just a turn of phrase, Raven.”

It was her turn to grunt. “They said they should get back to me shortly before we arrive in colony orbit,” she said, changing the subject to a degree. “Hopefully, they’ll have some good news for us.”

“Hopefully.”
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“We are receiving a communication from Acadia Colony,” Silvanus announced about twenty minutes later.

“Put them through.”

There was a pause. “It is not a call, Raven. They had just transmitted data and footage.”

Raven laughed. “This has to be one of the most antisocial groups we’ve ever had to deal with,” she said, shaking her head. Not that she really minded. She would rather everyone just do what was needed and then get out of her way. It seemed the security force of Acadia would be doing just that. “Transmit the footage to Nyx, then bring up everything on my screen.”

“Done.”

“You’re the best, Silvanus,” Raven said with a grin as she sat at her console.

There was a terse message introducing the footage.

He had been spotted renting a room at one of the cheaper hotels, under the name J. Bond. Well, at least he had a sense of humor. There was no record of him checking out, which of course didn’t actually mean anything, but neither was there any apparent evidence of him boarding a transport off the colony.

The footage started playing. She peered closely, since the image wasn’t that clear, but it did look like him. That meant that as of four hours ago, he was still there.

Which meant that if he hadn’t left inside of an hour, he was indeed there. She had called them to shut down outgoing passages about three hours before. So, she would just cross her fingers that he hadn’t left within that hour timeframe. A few other clips and notes gave hints to areas he’d frequented while on the colony.

But she didn’t congratulate herself on the good luck yet. No, she began to feel a little anxious about it. She struggled to put her finger on why, however. It felt awfully easy, which was probably it. She’d had cases go this quickly and easily before, and she’d always had this sinking feeling. She just didn’t trust what appeared to be good luck.

All those other times had turned out fine, though. It had all been just what it appeared to be on the surface, with her being paranoid for nothing. Her sinking feeling had yet to prove true, so it seemed pretty unlikely that it would prove true this time. She was just a cynical woman, really. History said that things were usually just what they appeared to be.

So, she would work under the idea that it would be that way this time too.
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Blake wasn’t feeling anxious when he stepped off his ship and met up with Raven as she came off hers. Silvanus and Nyx had landed on pads next to one another.

He was feeling hopeful that this time would go better than the last. There was a burning need in his chest to prove that he could do a job and be an asset, rather than just baggage. He knew he had to acknowledge that she was better at it and always would be. It just came naturally to her.

It was impossible to be better than she was at this job, and he knew that. He accepted it now, certainly more so than he had before.

But he wanted to prove that he wasn’t useless, either.

Kyra and Axel walked alongside them, earning a few curious and uncertain looks, but not too much. Docking districts were usually filled with strange sights, so anyone who spent much time in them wouldn’t be easily fazed. As for Kyra and Axel, well, they weren’t fazed by anything anyway.

“We’ll start at the hotel,” Raven said, “see if he’s still around. Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch him in his room.”

“When have we ever been that lucky?” Blake returned wryly.

Raven snorted. “Never,” she said without hesitation. “But there’s a first time for everything.”

‘You two talk too much,
’ Axel chimed in. He was a laconic creature. Blake often wondered if every wolf enhanced into companion service was like that, or if it was just a personality quirk of Axel’s.

‘Shut up.
’

The Blue Light Hotel
 was a three-story metal-composite building that had been colored in the gaudiest blue one could imagine seeing on a building. It was so bright and horrendous that Blake almost turned around and left. He saw Raven hesitate and felt vindicated by the idea that she was thinking the same thing.

“Their decorator should be shot,” Raven said, then added after a moment, “And Kyra says that they should not be fed to anyone, because that bad taste has to have sunk in.”

Blake laughed and even heard amused noises from the wolf.

Despite the exterior, however, they forced themselves to keep walking and go inside. Naturally, the interior wasn’t much better, although at least the colors weren’t blinding.

There was a young woman—seemingly human—sitting at a console in the first room. She looked up when they entered, a touch of boredom to her features even as she forced a polite smile. “Can I help you?”

Raven had the picture already up on her data-tablet as she showed it to the woman.

“Have you seen this man?”

The woman’s brows knit. “Who are you?”

“Bounty hunters,” Raven said flatly. “He’s a universe-class killer.”

Blake watched the color drain from the girl’s face, and he asked, “Have you seen him now?”

The girl’s overly-wide brown eyes blinked a couple of times, and then she nodded shakily as she turned back to her console. “He’s in room four-four on the second floor,” she said, tapping at her keys. Then she handed them a small data-card. “The key. He hasn’t checked out, though I haven’t myself seen him since my shift started. If he’s here, please take him away.”

The fear was almost palpable and thus pretty convincing.

“We plan to,” Blake said as he took the key.

He and Raven left her, figuring the best way to put her mind at ease would be to get this guy and get him out of the hotel…assuming he was still in the hotel, which Blake was hoping he was. They could always use a few easy cases here and there.

They discovered this hotel didn’t have any lifts, and so found the stairs and climbed to the second story. Forty-four was near the center of the building, which took a few winding corridors to get to.

Raven didn’t bother knocking. She just inserted the data-card. To his skeptical look, she shrugged. “He doesn’t live here, so he doesn’t have a right to say it’s breaking and entering if we have the key,” she said easily.

She pulled out the card when the light turned blue, which he assumed meant it was unlocked, and pushed on the panel. The door slid open without any trouble and Raven pulled her gun from her hip. Kyra slunk past her and into the room, padding along, low to the ground, as she checked it out in advance.

Axel was right behind her. Raven waited for a few moments before nodding at Blake and following the animals.

It was one small room with a tiny private bathroom. Most of the room was dominated by the bed, and there was just a shallow closet. They still checked every angle of the bathroom, as well as inside the closet and under the bed. Raven poked the giant pile of blankets at the end of the bed with her gun, but didn’t seem to feel any bodies because she continued on.

“He’s not here,” she declared after a few moments. “Kyra says that the scent is pretty recent. He hasn’t been gone for long.”

‘The cat is correct,
’ Axel concurred. ‘I would not guess more than…an hour or two, going by your human measurements.
’

‘I still don’t understand how it is that you do that, but the corroboration is useful, thank you.
’

“Axel thinks an hour or two,” he offered, although Kyra had probably already told her that much.

If the cat had, though, she didn’t say. She just nodded as she looked around the room, the familiar ‘thinking it through’ look in her eyes. Blake just waited her out.

“Let’s try the familiar locales first, then spread out from there,” she said.

“Sounds good.”
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Raven had known they wouldn’t be lucky enough to catch Greyson in his hotel room.

After leaving the Blue Light, and a rather disturbed-looking receptionist, they headed out into the dock district. All of the footage sent to them from colony security—who didn’t seem interested in talking to them now that they were there—had been from this district. It seemed that while he was here, Greyson hadn’t been too interested in going too far. That made sense if he was planning to leave again at the right moment…whenever the ‘right moment’ was for him.

The first place on her list, a rather short list at that, was a bar named Brass Knuckles. She couldn’t help but think of how amazingly unsubtle that was, but apparently no one had an issue with it, because it was still in business, and very busy.

There was a small crowd hovering around the entrance. Raven thought they weren’t very subtle either. Someone had apparently found a caricature of a “seedy bar” in some book and found a way to replicate it in real life. Even these dirty toughs parted when they saw Kyra and Axel padding their way, though.

They eyed the big animals with naked concern. Raven smiled politely and nodded to them, her eyes swiftly searching each face for any sign of Greyson, before walking into the bar with the animals paving the way. She would have given almost anything to have Kyra’s night vision as they entered the nearly black barroom, or at least it seemed that way after having been in the sun moments before.

Her eyes adjusted, though, and she looked around. Quickly, and as casually as she could, so she didn’t arouse too much suspicion.

“Let’s order something at the bar, just to give us a little time to check everything out,” she said in a low voice.

There was no music in this place, just the dull din of voices and clinking glasses. Her eyes continued to get used to the darkness, picking up more details out of the dim shapes and faces around her as they made their way to the bar. She knew that they weren’t exactly inconspicuous when walking with their animal companions, but she also knew that the darkness and the press of the crowd would keep most from seeing Kyra or Axel too easily.

At least, she was pretty sure about that.

“It’s hard to see any face too clearly,” Blake commented in a low voice as they reached the bar. There weren’t any empty seats, but there was a length of bar without any barstools where patrons could at least reach the bartender to order a drink. They made their requests then turned to face the interior while they waited.

“Is Axel picking up on anything?” Raven asked. ‘What about you, Kyra?
’

‘This place stinks,
’ Kyra replied with disgust in her voice.

‘The people?
’

‘Among other things,
’ the cat agreed. ‘It smells like the odor of unwashed humans, as well as unwashed floors. Sometimes you can smell the soul of a place.
’ A pause. ‘And please, no comments about poetry or philosophy. It’s simple truth that sometimes what you would call a psychic echo can be sensed in other ways. This place is like that. Violence is it's echo.
’

It wasn’t the first time that Kyra had said something like that, but it wasn’t very common. Normally, it was the usual sorts of smells that she could pick up on, but sometimes a place was so extreme, she ‘saw’ something more.

“From what Kyra is saying,” Raven said, leaning close to Blake so he could hear her as she pitched her voice low. “I wouldn’t actually drink your drink. Sanitizing doesn’t seem to be at the top of their list.”

“Gotcha,” he said with a low, disgusted noise. “Axel says much of the same. He thinks he might be picking up on Greyson’s scent, but it’s hard to tell through all the olfactory noise, so to speak.”

“You know, sometimes I’m more than happy that I’m human and not an animal with noses like theirs,” Raven commented.

‘That is never something to brag about, Raven,
’ Kyra responded immediately.

Raven might have retorted, but her eye caught something out of the gloom.

“Blake,” she said, voice suddenly low and tight.

He looked in the direction she was and a moment later, saw what she had seen.

“Greyson,” he said in a low voice. Then, as if choosing that moment to take her advice, he determined their plan. “You approach him from in here. I’m going to circle around the back and cover any secondary escape.”

Any objection that Raven might have made was cut off when Blake headed back out of the building, though she likely wouldn’t have. It was as good a quick plan as they could get.

She watched him for a moment, observing his behavior and the setting while giving Blake time to scout out any secondary exits from the building. She thought she saw the lines of a door toward the back, although she wasn’t sure.

When she felt like enough time had passed, she and Kyra began to make their way across the bar. It was hard to remain inconspicuous when there was a giant cat next to you, but maybe he wouldn’t spot the cat before it was too late. Raven, for her part, tried to look as casual as possible. Just another patron of the bar, mingling and moving around other patrons…

As she came through the final cluster of bodies before reaching him, he lifted his head and their eyes met.

He stared at her, and she stared at him.

Then he looked at Kyra.

And he ran.

Raven and Kyra both cursed and took off after him.
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What really sucked about this particular foot chase was that Greyson obviously knew this place better than they did. Instead of bolting for the front door or the back door, he was cutting across the center of the room and going…

…right up a set of stairs that neither of them had even known was there.

‘Oh, come on!
’ Raven thought with frustration.

‘It’s always a set of stairs,
’ Kyra added to the feeling.

They went crashing through the people just standing around, and none of them seemed too shocked by the act. Raven figured they were either on drugs or this was somehow a common occurrence. She figured it was an equal chance either way.

Greyson was already at the top of the stairs by the time they hit the bottom step, but she was just able to see which way he turned. She leapt them two at a time until she reached the top, following the way he’d gone. There didn’t seem to be many doors or options along the hall, so she was able to track him relatively easily to an open window just in time to see him jump out.

“Oh, you son of a—” she growled. “You go downstairs!” That was to Kyra, because Raven was going out the window.

It was clear from the way he was running off without any sign of injury that the rumors were true and he had been enhanced in some way. Since she was as well, she could take the second-story drop without injury as well. She was still too far behind him to make any successful sort of attempt at leaping for him, so she just tried to run faster.

That was about the time Blake came barreling out of the alley. He jumped and wrapped Greyson up, but the man was fast. He’d broken out of the hold before Blake had it secured, and had his hands up. He looked like a boxer in the center of the ring, and one solid jab sent Blake back a step.

Raven caught up to them and drew her pistol, but Greyson was in front of her in a flash, catching her wrist with an unexpectedly deft kick. She didn’t lose her grip, but she lost her aim.

And he was off again.

Kyra and Axel went speeding past them both, hot on Greyson’s heels as Raven helped Blake to his feet and they followed.

“I hate this guy,” Raven hissed.

“Agreed,” Blake said, blood running from his nose.

‘He’s heading toward the industrial district,
’ Kyra reported. ‘I think we can cut him off it we take an alternate route.
’

‘Go ahead,
’ Raven said.

She related this exchange to Blake, and he replied with a nod. They still had Greyson in their sights down the long straightaway, although the dim, dingy atmosphere of the roadway made it difficult. She could see Kyra and Axel veer away into a narrow side alley, though their target didn’t seem to notice.

“This guy is fast,” Blake said, voice strained.

“Too fast for a regular human,” Raven agreed.

She knew it would take some sort of minor miracle for them to catch him at the rate all three humans could run, but they at least had their animal companions on their side, which would hopefully give them the edge.

She could hope, at least.

“He’s turning,” Blake shouted.

He laid on what extra speed he could and slightly outpaced Raven. She took the moment to call on Kyra and let her know the shift in direction. ‘He’s turned down a side alley.
’

‘Yes. He’s shifted his position in the wind and we can smell him better. He’s heading toward us. We should still be able to cut him off.
’

If she could have spent the energy, she would have grinned. As it was, Raven just put her head down and focused on running. She tried to go a little faster and she managed to catch up with Blake, but not enough to overtake Greyson. He was just barely in their view as he raced ahead.

She inwardly consoled herself that he had illegal enhancements, which was why he was so much faster. That had to be it, right?

With all this running, she began to weigh the options of just pulling her gun and shooting him, but she ruled that out because she didn’t think she could afford the time, nor did she think she could get a good shot while they were both running.

Plus, the contract required he be brought back alive…although frankly at the moment, that was far down on the list of her priorities.

Greyson turned another corner up ahead and they rushed to follow, terribly aware that at any moment, he could take a turn or jump through a door that they wouldn’t be able to see and then they would have lost him. Raven didn’t want to let that happen, although she knew that reality was not on her side.

Blake and Raven nearly collided with one another as they took the next turn at unsafe speeds, but they didn’t let it lose them any time.

Much to her relief, Greyson was still in sight and they were still moving in the general direction that Kyra and Axel had gone, although that “cutting him off” plan could come to fruition at any time and make her happy.

What made her happier was when she saw Greyson skid to a stop because there was a large wall in front of him and no other places to turn before she and Blake were on top of him, which was fortunate. Her breath was starting to burn in her lungs and her muscles were protesting this overuse. She was somewhat enhanced, yes, but she still had limits and she had been pushing them.

Their target skidded to a halt, barely avoiding crashing face-first into the wall, and then turned around. He held his hands up and they moved toward him…

…which was when the ground began to shake, violently.
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“What happened…”

Raven’s groggy, angry words pushed their way through Blake’s hazy mind as he slowly regained consciousness. He felt like he’d been severely beaten, which seeing as how that had happened somewhat recently to him, he was painfully aware of what that felt like. He didn’t like it any better now than he had before.

“Raven,” he managed to say as he worked to open his eyes. As he did, he realized that he was laying on a pile of rock. There also seemed to be a pile of rock laying on parts of him too.

Oh, that couldn’t be good.

“I’m here,” she said, her voice strained. “And I’m not happy about it.”

“Agreed,” he grunted, gripping a large piece of rock in front of him—which he now recognized more as broken parts of pavement—and tried to pull himself forward. He wiggled his legs, an arduous process to say the least, to pull them out from whatever debris they were under.

He could hear her doing what he assumed to be the same thing. They both grunted and groaned, and the rock and debris grated as it slid against each other, until he finally got his legs free and was able to crawl forward.

Once he did, he was able to see that he was on top of a mound of such debris. He tried looking up and there was a vague impression of a hole, but it was mostly covered. If he had to guess, he would say they somehow…fell through the ground.

Looking around again, he could see Raven a little further down the small pavement hill and she was just getting herself loose as well. She was covered in dirt to the point that he wouldn’t have recognized her if he didn’t already know, and he could only imagine he was about the same.

“What the heck happened,” she repeated, this time with a little more force as she winced and tried to come up on her knees.

“I don’t know,” he said, laboriously climbing down to where she was. Almost every movement hurt, but he was relatively sure that he hadn’t broken any bones. How he’d escaped that, though, he had no idea. “The ground tried to swallow us?”

She groaned. “I’d smack you for the levity if I wasn’t pretty sure that you were right. I would like to know why, or how, it did that…but for now, I don’t think either question is very important. We need to figure out how to get out of here.” Putting her hands on the ground, she started to push herself up and then made an angry squawk-like sound before going back to her knees. “I think my ankle is twisted.”

He moved to her side. “I thought that only happened to women in old horror movies,” he quipped.

The look she gave him could have easily melted metal.

“Sorry, sorry.”

He sat beside her while she stretched her legs out in front of her, gingerly pulling off her boots. When the left one came off, she made that squawking sound again. He wanted to comfort her, but he knew that any sort of attempt to do so right then would likely result in him losing body parts.

‘Axel, where are you?
’ he called instead, staying close to her but letting her work on things in her own way.

His focus changed pretty fully, however, when Axel didn’t get back to him.

‘Nyx? Are you there?
’

Also no response.

“Raven, can you reach Kyra or Silvanus?” he asked, trying to keep his voice from sounding as worried as he was becoming.

“What?” she asked, blinking as she turned away from her ankle. “Oh.” Her eyes lost focus for a few moments, and then she frowned. “No, I can’t. Do you think something about being down here is interfering with the implants?”

“It seems like it.”

“Well, ain’t that just special,” she mumbled. Although none of the words were indeed curse words, she managed to say them all like they were. That was, he had noticed, particularly over the course of their marriage and after, a very specific skill of hers. Actually, he’d learned that more after their divorce…but still.

Blake looked up, seeking out any sort of hole they could go back through, but it looked pretty well covered up. It was quite the bout of bad luck to have it happen like that, wasn’t it?

He had to try, though.

“Sit tight,” he said, then turned to the hill he’d just come down and started climbing up it.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked, but it didn’t sound judgmental.

“Nope.” Since he absolutely wasn’t, but he had to try.

It only took a few moments to realize just how loose the debris of this pile was, since it felt like a piece of rock slipped out with every step. He kept trying to grip higher and pull himself up, and he made it a little ways. Once he was a bit further up, he craned his head around to try to find the opening, but he still couldn’t see anything from where he was.

He kept climbing, hopeful that if he could just get a little higher then he would be able to see…

…which was when too big a chunk of rock slid out from underneath him. He couldn’t keep his footing, which meant that he lost his grip.

Blake went tumbling back down the little debris mountain. He was briefly aware of Raven covering her head from the shower of small rocks that preceded him until he landed beside her with a hard thud and a weak groan.

“I guess it wasn’t a good idea,” he grunted.
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The moment that Kyra could no longer feel Raven in her head, she lost all trace of Greyson as a concept in the universe.

She just didn’t care.

Kyra had always known that her sense of Raven was different than what Raven had for her. While she imagined that the human would actually have to try to talk to her to know they were disconnected, the big cat knew it the instant it happened. She had frozen in place and hunkered down to the ground, instinctively reacting to a threat even though she had no idea what it was or that it was even near her.

She knew instantly that Blake had also been affected, because Axel was frozen in place, his hackles raised and a low growl coming from his throat.

The cougar and the wolf could not speak like they each could with their humans or the AIs on the ships, but that was fine. Animals had been communicating since long before some of them had been given access to the human languages. Axel swung his shaggy head toward her and their eyes met.

There was understanding.

She turned around and began slinking back the way they came, in that way that only cats could slink. She felt Axel right behind her as they backtracked. It didn’t matter to them what happened to the man they had been chasing. They only cared about him because their people did, but they weren’t linked to him. Raven and Blake were what was important now.

And figuring out what had happened to them to sever the link and interfere with the implants.

They could be dead, Kyra knew that, but she also thought it unlikely. She couldn’t explain why she thought it unlikely, but she didn’t see a need to. She trusted her instincts in a way no human ever could.

She had watched Raven try, after all, and it was usually just a mess of talking and emotions that Kyra ended up being dragged into.

Hurriedly, they made their way back to where all their paths had split—where Kyra and Axel had run off to the side and ahead while Raven and Blake continued on their more direct pursuit. From that junction, they began a slower pace. Noses pressed to the ground, they followed the path their humans had taken.

They passed the occasional pedestrian, most just going about their business but a few would stop and stare at the animals. Kyra imagined there weren’t many of either kind of animal here, if any at all, but as long as the gawking pedestrians didn’t get in their way, she didn’t care if they stared.

After a few moments, Kyra realized that they had run quite a bit further than she had thought. The scent remained strong, however, because of their exertion during the process. Although she could tell that a few people had crossed the trail here and there, she didn’t have any trouble keeping on it.

Two turns later, they started down a narrow alley and came upon something rather unexpected.

There was a large pile of rubble. It looked like the road had been destroyed in some way, although she didn’t have enough of a grasp on human concepts to guess what precisely had happened. She just knew that some destruction had taken place, and it was also where the trail ended. There was a wall ahead, and no doors in this section.

Somehow, this destruction had to do with why she couldn’t communicate with Raven anymore.

Kyra and Axel carefully padded around the pile, although they didn’t risk going over the top of it just yet. She inhaled every scent there was to be inhaled, but she didn’t pick up anything like blood or flesh. There wasn’t any visual sign of bodies or body parts. If they were dead, they weren’t dead here.

If they weren’t here, however, then where were they?

After she carefully circled the edges of the shallow pile, she sat down and stared at it. Axel was still pacing, but she just left him to do his thing.

What were the possibilities? Her enhanced mind raced through what might have happened.

It didn’t seem likely that they went up, and the scent trail said they weren’t taken through some secret door or alleyway. That left the idea that they were vaporized, or they went…

Down.

Kyra scrutinized the pile. It was new, that was for sure. There wasn’t any dust that spoke of age. It all smelled new. There wasn’t much to it either, and if she looked close, it did seem like the pile was inside a depression or a hole. So did they somehow end up going through…the road?

The cougar struggled to understand how that could have happened so quickly, but it seemed like the only real option as to what did happen.

She turned her head to Axel and nodded at the pile, pushing down with her paw. His canine eyes held hers for a long moment before he gave a single nod that he understood what she was trying to say.

They started in on trying to dig up the rubble and get to whatever was below, but the pieces were large and rough. Within minutes, their paws were hurting and Kyra was leaving traces of blood on the stones. Even after she noticed it, she kept going for a while, but she stopped when she realized that they weren’t getting anywhere.

Leaning back into a seat, she lifted the injured paw and licked at the pad as she tried to figure out another way around this.

Axel sat down beside her, undoubtedly working on the same problem.

The two animals had never really been close. Even when their humans were married, they tended to just stick with their humans. They tolerated one another and worked with one another, but weren’t much to each other otherwise.

In that moment, however, missing their humans and wondering how to save them from whatever trouble they had gotten into this
 time, that changed a little. At least for the moment. Axel leaned over and rubbed his head against hers, and she rubbed back.





10







The last time Raven could remember feeling this horrible absolutely everywhere
 was when she came down with that bout of Firrellian Flu, and it took eighteen hours for the medication to take effect. At that time, she couldn’t imagine ever feeling worse, but now she was longing for those eighteen hours back.

With her hands over her head, she waited until she heard Blake hit the floor. Then she looked up and crawled over to him.

“Are you okay?” she asked. Her ankle screamed at her as she dragged it along the rocky ground, but there wasn’t much to do about it. She reached her ex-husband and knelt beside him, trying to check him over for any further injuries from his short-lived, ill-fated trip up debris mountain.

“I don’t think I’m much worse off than before,” he groaned, pushing himself up to a sitting position next to her.

“I guess that’s something,” she said.

He wiped off his face and she took a slow breath, looking around them to try to figure out something about where they had ended up. It seemed like some sort of cave where the road could fall into somehow. It was pretty large, but several corners were heavily shadowed and it was hard to see beyond that.

“Do you think that’s a tunnel?” she asked, pointing toward one particularly deep section of darkness.

“It could be,” he said, lifting his head and squinting as he tried to peer that way.

She looked for a while longer and then stifled a sigh. “It’s worth checking out, at least,” she said, turning back toward him. Before either of them said anything more, her gaze fell to the pile behind him and one rock suddenly caught her attention.

Gritting her back teeth together against the new wave of pain about to come, she crawled toward the stone and touched it. It was large and looked to be supporting some of the pile, so she didn’t bother trying to pull it out, but she peered closely and felt the various edges with a frown.

“This was laser-cut,” she suddenly said. “This isn’t a natural break. Someone did this on purpose.”

“Why am I not surprised?” he said, sounding more defeated than upset.

Raven huffed, rocking back to a seat and then immediately regretted it as pain lanced up her leg and she fell to her side with a stifled cry through gritted teeth. “Ohh,,.” she groaned, clutching the throbbing ankle. “As much as I hate to say it, I think I’m going to need your help to move.”

Blake grunted again. “Hate having to ask for my help, huh?” He sounded bitter.

She tried to not roll her eyes. “I hate having to ask anyone
 for help,” she said, pretty self-aware of this particular personality flaw. “It’s not like I have something specific against you, so don’t start moping.”

“I don’t mope.”

“You totally mope.”

He didn’t reply with anything but a noise that sounded a lot like he wanted to say something. Even recognizing the sound for what it was, she didn’t ask or invite him to elaborate. They had bigger problems than his ego.

Raven managed to sit back up with her leg stretched out in front of her.

“Was someone gunning for us or just psychopathically hoping to catch anyone?” she posed the question, diverting the conversation back to those more important things.

“I don’t know,” he replied, getting up carefully and walking over to her. “I’m not sure it matters right now, in terms of how we get out of here.” He held both his hands out to her. “Let’s see if you can put weight on the other leg while I help support you.”

It rankled deep within her to need this sort of help, to feel so helpless, but she knew that wishing wouldn’t change anything. She reached up to take his hands and got her uninjured foot underneath her. The hurt ankle bumped against the ground and hurt like crazy, but she ignored it.

Once on her foot, she put her arm around his shoulder and he held that hand as he slid his other arm around her waist.

Once upon a time, this would have been more like a pleasant moment for them. Now, it just felt kind of awkward. Although some of that awkwardness, she hated to be aware of, was that she missed it. She worked hard to ignore both the feeling and the awareness, instead focusing on staying upright and trying to use her other foot to help her move at least a little.

She found that if she put very little weight on it and moved quickly, she was able to use it to walk in a way. It wasn’t the smoothest or most graceful gait ever, but it was something and it made sure that she moved forward.

“This is going to take forever,” she muttered.

“It’ll still be faster than just sitting back there being stubborn,” he said pointedly.

She twisted her lips, but it was hard to argue with sound logic.

Cautiously, laboriously, the pair made their way from the debris pile and toward the area that Raven suspected might be a tunnel. As they moved, they looked around them to check that none of their gear remained where it could be gotten. Raven knew she still had her gun, but other ‘tools of the trade’ that she kept with her might have been lost in that pile forever. She certainly wasn’t going to go digging around to look for them.

They had only been walking for a few minutes, nearing the darkest shadow, and her ankle was raging against her for everything she was doing to it. She ignored it, but she wasn’t sure just how long she could do that. Pain always had a way to make sure it won, in the end, or at least had the last word. She couldn’t just grit her teeth and ignore it forever, but maybe it would fade the more she walked. Or it would go numb. Either way would be useful, because she didn’t have the time to wait for it to heal.

“Let’s hope this actually leads somewhere,” Blake said quietly.

Raven really did hope so.
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As it turned out, the shadow was
 a tunnel.

They made their way slowly along, but neither of them had something to use as light, so all they could do was feel their way along. Blake used his spare hand to touch the wall, his other around Raven’s waist. Raven used hers to feel ahead and make sure they didn’t walk into anything, her other around his shoulders.

It was somewhat torturous, to say the least.

Neither of them said much. Whether it was because the walk took too much concentration, or they silently agreed that it was just safer that way, neither could be sure, but the silence did make the walk—which was already taking forever—seem even longer.

“I think I see a light ahead,” Blake said tiredly.

Raven looked up and could see what he meant. There was a dull light ahead, vaguely circular. It looked like the end of the tunnel.

It wasn’t until that moment that she began to worry about what might be at the other side. She knew they didn’t have any choice but to find out, since they couldn’t just stay where they were, but she still began having a lot of ideas about what they might find on the other side and, admittedly, few of them were optimistic.

That was probably just the throbbing, burning pain in her ankle talking.

She guessed that Blake was feeling the same way because he started slowing down, which was impressive given how slow they had already been going.

All the same, they soon reached the end of the tunnel.

Raven took a deep breath and heard Blake do the same, but they kept walking until they were able to see what was on the other side. That was what made them finally stop.

It was…

…a city.

However, it only took a moment of looking at it to realize that it—at least this area that they could see—was not inhabited. In fact, it looked like it hadn’t been inhabited for a long time.

The buildings were made of stone, and several of them were half-crumbled. There were streets, but they were in ruin as well. The light came from unidentifiable sources, but it was clear there was no life. Just rocks and dust and ruin.

“It looks like a city…fell under another city?” Blake asked, confusion in his voice.

“Or maybe this city was built underground,” Raven pointed out, “and fell to ruin, and then we fell into it.”

“Either way, it’s a city,” Blake said. “Or it was a city. Maybe there’s something here that can help us.”

Raven sighed. “I doubt there’ll be anything like technology to call out of here,” she said. “Even if the people who lived here had technology, it seems unlikely to still be useful if it’s even working.”

“Pessimist,” he mumbled.

“Realist,” she countered.

“Either way… Let’s take a look around and at least see what’s here.”

She nodded, and they began making their way down the small incline toward what looked to have once been a road. It ran along side a large canyon that had another similar road on the other side. This one seemed in better condition, although it was still cracked with large chunks of rock at random intervals.

They picked their way carefully between the cracks and rocks, hoping that the road wasn’t about to drop open underneath them like the last one had.

They reached the first building and looked it over. There didn’t seem to be any cover over the door, just an arch built into the stone. Three steps led up to it, and they walked up to the door and then carefully through it.

Raven looked around. Things were dusty, but otherwise seemed…normal, like everyone had just up and left one day. There was a table and chairs, made out of some sort of dark metal, though dull from all the dirt. She moved out of Blake’s grasp and hopped to it, sitting on one of the chairs.

She stretched her leg out and just focused on breathing, letting herself and her leg rest.

“It doesn’t look like there was any sort of conflict here,” Blake said, rolling his shoulders and looking around. “The furniture is all upright, and there are what look like cabinets, still closed. Everyone just…left?”

Raven sighed. “That’s what I was thinking, yeah,” she said. “It is a little surreal, to be honest.”

He started going to the cabinets, looking around to figure out how to open them. The doors and panels were smooth with no obvious handle or lock. He cleared the dust with his hands, and she saw a small light flashing.

“What about the light?” she asked, pointing at it.

Moving toward it, he cleared off a little more dust and then pressed the light and around it until the panel slid up.

“They have technology,” Blake commented dryly.

Then Raven blinked. “How was the light still working?” she realized.

He opened his mouth, then closed it again without saying anything. Turning back to the cabinet, he looked it over, then looked back at her and shrugged.

“That’s about as much as I had figured too,” Raven agreed with a sigh.

“We’ll worry about that later,” he finally said. “For now, let’s just try to get an idea of what’s around.” He started carefully moving around the objects on the shelves within. She noticed that there wasn’t any dust on them, so the cabinet must have had a good seal. This place was already a lot more technologically sound than she had realized.

“I don’t know what the language on these labels are,” Blake said, picking each one up and looking it over. “The packaging looks like it might be food?”

“I’m not eating it,” she replied quickly.

Blake snorted like a laugh. “Me neither,” he said. “I was just saying.”

She started looking around the room. “Is there anything around that we might be able to use for a splint for my ankle? I don’t think it’s broken, but if I could keep it from moving too much, I think that would help.”

He looked at her and then nodded. “I’ll see what I can find.”
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There didn’t seem to be anything on the first floor that was useful, but Blake did find a set of stairs. While Raven stayed downstairs to rest, Blake made his way up to the second floor. Like below, there seemed to be two large rooms. The first one had several piles of fabric that Blake guessed were beds? That seemed pretty contrary to the technology of the cabinets, but then he saw more panels like the cabinets next to each bed.

He moved from panel to panel, dusting them off to find the light and press the button that slid the panel up. These worked just like the ones downstairs had, and he carefully riffled through each one. There were more packages, but he wasn’t sure what any of them were. He wasn’t sure about opening any of them, so he put them back and left them where they were for the time being.

Everything up here was just like it was below, as far as he could tell. It all looked orderly.

He moved into the second room, which he guessed to be…some sort of bathroom facility, although it was hard to tell. Whoever had lived here was much different than most of the humanoid races he had seen. There was another set of panels, so he opened them, and inside one of them, he found a package made of a clear material. Inside, there seemed to be something like bandages. He grabbed those and searched for something long and solid.

Carrying the items downstairs, he found Raven with her arms resting on the table and her head on them.

“Are you alright?” he asked, setting the items down on the table.

“Yeah,” she said as she lifted her head. “I’m just feeling pretty worn out all of a sudden I guess, what with the tumble and the walking in agony and all that.”

He nodded slightly and knelt in front of her. “Hopefully, this will help.” He took the long pieces and gently pressed them to either side of her ankle. She winced. “Sorry,” he mumbled, taking the bandage-like things and wrapping them around. He made it as snug as he dared, hoping the stability would help more than it hurt.

“Thanks,” she said quietly. She put her foot on the floor, pressing slightly and then attempting to stand. “Still hurts, but I think it helps.” She was now on her feet, but still holding onto the table. Obviously hesitant, Raven pushed off the table and put her weight on her good foot with the other keeping her balanced upright. After a moment, she took a few steps.

Blake watched her anxiously, worried that she was going to fall and hurt herself worse. He tried to not hold his hands out for her like a nervous mother hen, but that kind of felt like what he was. He wasn’t used to seeing his ex-wife in such a state. She was always so strong, so controlled. Although he tried, he couldn’t seem to recall any time he had seen her in a similar state.

Despite his concerns, she made the few steps without falling over. He smiled a little, glad he’d been able to help.

She lifted her head and met his gaze. He could see the tautness in her expression, the concentration and the pain, but she smiled a little. “Thanks,” she said again.

“You’re welcome.”

They held one another’s gaze for several moments before she nodded once and then started to look around. “So what do we have here?” she asked, gesturing around the room and in a vague upstairs direction.

He sighed. Of course, back to business. For a moment, his thoughts had begun to wander, but he brought them quickly back around. “As best I can tell, it’s a home. There’s two rooms upstairs. I think a bedroom, although it has multiple beds in it. Four, I think it was, all in one room. And another room that I think was a bathroom of some kind, which was where I found the stuff for your leg.”

“Was there any other sort of technology, beside these cabinets?” she asked.

“Not that I saw,” he said, “although I wasn’t looking too closely. If it didn’t look like something to help your ankle, I didn’t stare at it for long.”

Raven nodded and then began limping slowly toward the second downstairs room while Blake took in their current one a little better. He saw the table and chairs, the cabinets with the things that might have been food. That was about it, though, so this seemed to at least be a dining room.

He followed her into the other room, which she was making her way around. She moved slow, and it was a little painful to watch, but he kept that thought to himself.

“Living room?” she posed doubtfully.

There was a long mat made of some kind of reed-like plant on one wall, and then a large panel inset on the wall opposite. Raven stood in front of it, dusting it off and looking for any sign of what it was or how to use it. There was a feebly blinking light down toward the bottom corner. She pressed it, like they had on the cabinets, and the panel lit up.

It turned from black to green, but that’s all it did. She peered closer. “I think there is another light here, but it’s not lighting up. Maybe there’s a second function that’s not, you know, functioning?”

“Seems likely,” Blake agreed.

He moved past the reed mat and around a corner. He found another door, which contrary to the sight of the cabinet, was just like the front door. It was a wide-open stone arch. He stepped through it cautiously, finding a sort of small courtyard. One corner seemed to have been formed out of a cave wall—either made from it or had one collapsed onto it. That strange ambient light remained without the obvious source.

There didn’t seem to be much else in the courtyard. There were low walls made out of the cement-like stone, but no sign that they were created to keep anything out or in. Unless the people living here were about the height of the average house cat, then it was just some sort of decoration. Or maybe it just marked the edge of something. He really couldn’t know.

“Blake?” Raven called, coming to the arch.

He turned to face her. “I don’t see anything out here either,” he said. “It’s just like a yard or something.”

Her brows were knit. “You need to come see this.”
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‘After your hypothesis that they ended up underground,
’ Silvanus said to Kyra, ‘I have been attempting to use my sensors to search for them.
’

Kyra was still sitting in the alley, a pile of rocks in front of her and Axel beside her. She waited for the AI to continue and when she didn’t, the cat impatiently asked, ‘And?
’

There was another moment and then, ‘There seems to be a mineral in the surface layer that obscures the majority of my sensor scans. I can’t tell if they are down there or not, nor am I able to locate either neural implant.
’

The cougar huffed a breath. ‘That is no help at all.
’

‘It does not enthuse me either, Kyra, I assure you,
’ Silvanus replied in a tone Kyra would have thought to be dry, if the AI were actually capable of emotion. Raven claimed that Silvanus wasn’t, but the cat continued to be less than thoroughly convinced. ‘However, I believe that I can see some sort of subterranean…tunnel or cave system. I can’t see it in detail because of the interference, but I believe it’s there.
’

That set Kyra to thinking. If there was some sort of cave system down there, then it could lead to a way out…assuming Raven and Blake were both alive, of course. She still wasn’t willing to entertain the idea that they weren’t.

‘Has Nyx seen and relayed the same to Axel?
’

After a moment, Silvanus replied, ‘She has.
’

That was good, at least.

Now Kyra had to determine what to do with this information. Silvanus couldn’t reach much beneath the surface, so she knew that the AI couldn’t give her much just yet. She assumed the AI was working on the problem, of course, but until she found a solution (if she ever did), Kyra had some things to figure out on her own.

If they were underground, there was no scent…so how could she track something that she couldn’t see, smell, or hear?

While she was thinking, Axel suddenly got up and walked away. Kyra watched him go, wondering if she should follow or not.

‘Nyx has asked me to inform you that Axel is going to do a little searching on his own and will inform us when and where he wants to meet back up,
’ Silvanus updated her. The cat wasn’t sure whether she was relieved to be hunting solo again or annoyed at the presumption.

Either way, she was still stuck with her current dilemma.

‘Silvanus,
’ she began after several minutes had dragged by. ‘Is there any way you can analyze the aboveground structures that you can see and perhaps…make a guess about where the cave system might lead? Where it might possibly let out?
’

‘I can certainly try,
’ the AI replied immediately.

Kyra didn’t say anything more, just letting the AI do her thing, while she turned and left the rubble. There wasn’t anything more that she could learn there, and maybe if she started looking around the area more, she would be able to figure something out.
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As a cat, Kyra didn’t have a good sense of time, and she didn’t really care to. She knew when it was time to do things, but that was on their time. She didn’t regulate herself by the counting of moments, the ticking of a clock.

As such, she had no idea how long she’d been prowling around that area of the city, looking for any type of clue that could help her. Unfortunately, she hadn’t found much of anything aside from a disgust with this city’s sanitation and maintenance system—if it even had one. Everything smelled bad.

Sadly, it was not the worst place they had ever been.

‘I may have something.
’

Kyra’s concentration had been so complete, and it had been so unnaturally quiet in her head without Raven, that the sudden appearance of the AI’s voice made the cat jump, then made her look around to be certain that no one had seen that embarrassing moment.

‘What’s that?
’ Kyra asked, trying to not sound as irritated as she felt.

‘I have been analyzing the topography of the city and the surrounding areas,
’ Silvanus began, ‘and have compared it against other known locations of a similar nature, above and below ground. I have isolated two areas that seem the most likely to have entrances, and thus exits, from a potential cave system below.
’

Kyra stopped walking and sat down in the middle of yet another dank, disgusting alley.

‘Two…
’ Two wasn’t very many, but at the same time, she worried about how long Raven and Blake might have down there. She wanted to get to them. ‘Any idea which one would be more likely?
’

‘I have been trying to run such calculations and make an educated guess, as it were, and I think I have one marginally more likely to be successful than the other. It’s not much but as Raven would say, it’s better than nothing.
’

Kyra smiled in that way that cats could, which wasn’t really much like the human expression, but it was still an expression.

‘I’ll take it,
’ she said. ‘Have you informed Nyx and Axel? Perhaps he can head to the second location.
’

‘I am doing so now. I am sure he will be amenable. Nyx says he is very distraught with Blake being missing.
’ There was a long pause. ‘Although, I am not certain I was supposed to tell you that.
’

If Kyra could have laughed, she would have. As it was, she pushed herself back to her feet and got ready to move.

‘Tell me where I’m going.
’





14







“What?” Blake asked, visibly going taut with concern. “What is it?”

Raven didn’t mean to be dramatic, but she also knew that just showing him would do better than telling him. She felt her own nerves a little frayed as she led him to the window, which was just a square hole in the stone exterior of the building. She held her finger to her lips for him to be quiet while she leaned closer to the window and pointed.

On the other side of the large gorge, Greyson—the man whose hunt had gotten them here—was standing inside one of the buildings. It looked a lot like the one they were in, which was how they could see him through the not-window windows. It was hard to tell what he was doing, but he was covered in plenty of dirt and she thought she saw blood on the side of his face.

Raven couldn’t help but feel a small sense of pleasure that he had been sucked down along with them, although she wasn’t sure why they hadn’t seen him when they’d woken up. If he’d woken before them, why hadn’t he killed them?

It wasn’t like he had a problem with killing people, after all.

“As if we didn’t have enough problems,” Blake mumbled, just loud enough for her to hear as the two of them leaned to either side of the window and watched Greyson on the other side of the big ditch. “Was he armed when we were chasing him?”

“He didn’t shoot at us,” she replied, “but I would assume he had something on him. I can’t guess if he still does.”

“I’m not going to risk assuming he doesn’t,” he went on after a moment.

“No,” she agreed with a sigh.

They both moved back from the window. Raven leaned against the wall and held her injured foot off the ground, keeping it from touching down as much as possible despite the strain she was already feeling on her other leg.

She was trying to think, but her mind felt clouded. Not hearing from Kyra or Silvanus made it hard, and the pain had been distracting and exhausting. Yet, she couldn’t afford to be either of those things. They had to find their way out of there, or die trying…which she was growing increasingly worried might be the case.

“We can’t stay here,” she said quietly.

“No, we can’t,” he agreed. “But how do we get out of here without getting his attention and possibly attacked?” He rubbed the back of his neck and rolled his shoulders, a gesture she had seen a lot in times of tension (which had been frequent toward the end of their marriage). “We could try going on the offensive, finish the job…but I’m still not sure how to get out of here without him seeing us and getting the advantage.”

Raven stared at him for a moment, a little surprised that he would suggest trying to finish the job, given their current situation. Sticking with things had never been his strong suit in the past, hence the divorce, and in this case, no one would have blamed them for not continuing to try to catch the man.

“I think it’s better to be on the offensive,” Raven said. She had never been a woman who liked to be directed. She wanted to call her own shots. “Of course, that doesn’t mean I have a plan…but I’d rather be trying to go after him than worry about him coming after us.”

Blake nodded. “I don’t think he’s seen us, at least.” he said. “So we’ve got the element of surprise for the moment.” He shifted, taking a quick look back out the window. “I also have no idea how to get across that big space between the streets. I don’t know what’s down there either.”

Raven snorted a mirthless laugh. “Knowing our luck today? Lava.”

Moving back against the wall, Blake laughed soundlessly.

“What was there out back?” she asked, knowing that’s what he’d been checking out before she interrupted to show him that their current nemesis was down here with them.

“Not much,” he sighed. “It was like a really small courtyard with short walls to either side. The back looked like it was part of the cave, either intentionally or when whatever happened to this place happened.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Did you have much time to look past the walls before I came out?”

He shook his head. “Not really. Thinking there might be something there?”

Raven shrugged a little. “It’s worth looking at.”

They eased away from the window, hoping that they couldn’t as easily be seen as they had spotted Greyson, and then made their way back through the two rooms to the back door into the ‘courtyard.’

Stepping out into the small space, Raven looked at it with as critical and observant an eye as possible. The back wall she figured for a loss, since it was just a wall of rock, so she turned to each side with the low walls. She moved to the right, but there wasn’t much to see there. There was just a little extra space before hitting another rock wall.

So she moved to the other side, where Blake was standing. “This is promising,” he said, pointing.

She could see that just over this low rock wall there was a separation before another low rock wall, which seemed to be one side of a courtyard just like the one they were in, attached to a building much like theirs. When she squinted to try to peer through the dim light, she thought it looked like several of the buildings with attached rock yards were lining the road.

“So, you think we can just go over these walls to get to a building further down and out of his line of sight?” she suggested with a small smile.

“I think we may be able to do just that,” he agreed with a matching smile, although the expression fell just a moment later as he looked down at her legs. “Are you going to be able to do that?” he asked, concern clear in his voice.

Raven appreciated that he was worried about her. It had been a while since she felt the concern of another person for her well-being. For nearly two years now, it had really just been her and her cat and her AI… They worried about her like family, but there was still just a different feeling to have it come from another person. Especially one she had once loved…

One she might still love on some level, if she was honest with herself.

“I can make it,” she said with a soft, wry smile. “It won’t be fun, but you can bet I’ll make it.”
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She hadn’t lied.

Raven made it over the low walls of about four different courtyards before they decided they were far enough down the street. She looked worse for wear by the time they got there, but she made it. Of course, Blake wasn’t stupid enough to say that, but he couldn’t stop from thinking it as he looked her over. He couldn’t stop himself from being concerned as well.

“I’m fine,” she said, panting softly as she lowered herself to a seat on one of the walls. He also noticed that she was answering a question he hadn’t actually asked, perhaps heading off his question and his concern.

“I can see that,” he said dryly, leaning back against the exterior wall and crossing his arms.

She glared at him, but her exhaustion dimmed its intensity. “My leg hurts, okay? Going over those little walls should have been easy, but the splint weighs a bit and the pain is transferring up to my hip.”

Blake frowned with concern, his feeling of discomfort growing the longer it went and the worse she got. He just wasn’t used to it. He knew that he had to step up and do better than he had been, for her sake, and that worried him.

What if he couldn’t? What if he just kept screwing stuff up?

“Rest for a few minutes,” he said. “We’re going to need to find some water soon. There must be water somewhere, if a human colony lived here. We just have to find it. I’m not sure if any of the appliances in these houses will put out water. I don’t recognize what most of them are.”

She was wiping sweat off her forehead. “Yeah, water would be…good.”

He looked over his shoulder at the open door behind him. “I’m going to look through the house, and maybe see if I can still spot Greyson from here. Why don’t you rest a bit longer while I check it out.”

It wasn’t hard to see her pride flash through her eyes. She didn’t want to have to do that, but her practicality won out and she just nodded.

Blake paused, feeling an urge to say something else, but he didn’t actually have a clue about what that was. He looked at her, and she looked at him. He waited to figure out what he wanted to say, and she waited to see if he was going to say anything.

“What, Blake?” she finally asked impatiently.

He shook himself. “Nothing,” he said, turning and walking into the house.

This one was different than the first house they had gone into. There seemed to be multiple smaller rooms filling the bottom floor, and there was an actual doorway with one of those press-pads like the cabinet had. He pressed the button and the door slid up into the ceiling, revealing stone stairs that led down.

The stairs seemed to descend straight into darkness, but after taking a couple of tentative steps, he saw there was a dim light below.

He pulled his gun. As far as he could tell, it was still in working order, but he couldn’t be sure without trying to fire it, and he couldn’t do that unless there was something to shoot at, which likely meant him being under attack. So basically, he couldn’t be sure his gun was working until he was being attacked, and then it would really suck to learn it had been broken beyond use.

Pushing that thought as far to the side as he could, he walked slowly down the steps.

Some of the light was coming from the first landing where the steps took a sharp left turn and went down another length of steps with more lights at the bottom. He felt his chest squeezing a little tighter with every step, wondering what he was going to find when he reached the bottom. Of the various scenarios running through his mind, he couldn’t pick which he liked the least.

He wondered if there would be living people, ready to attack him for invading their home…or maybe it would be some sort of alien life form or monster that would just rush for his throat. If not that, it might be some dead bodies of people who hadn’t survived whatever it was that had happened to this city.

Blake didn’t like seeing dead bodies, but he didn’t like being attacked either.

He tried not to think about all that, but then he wondered what would happen to Raven if he died in this place. If there was something or someone waiting at the bottom of the stairs, ready to kill him, would Raven come down here to find out what had happened to him and die as well? Would she come down and survive? Or would she just leave?

He was pretty sure she wouldn’t just leave. Blake knew he probably flattered himself to say it was some affection for him, instead of just her being a decent human being, but he thought it was.

After all, she had come to find him when he called for help. No matter what, he’d always be grateful that she had. He knew they were only divorced because he’d been, well, an idiot. He regretted that now, but it was too little too late. And yet, here they were. She hadn’t just ditched him after everything.

…why was he thinking like he was about to die?

Blake chastised himself when he realized that he had stopped walking down the stairs so he could lose himself in rambling, pessimistic thoughts. Acting like he was getting his affairs in order.

“You have a job to do,” he reminded himself. With that in his mind now, he started down the stairs again. He moved toward the dull, vaguely yellow light that was coming up toward him from whatever was at the bottom of the stairs.

His foot touched down on another plain, stone landing, but this time, he didn’t see any more stairs. He had to go around a corner to see anything at all, but he had gotten this far without having anything jump out at him. He considered that a positive.

He could see more light coming from around the corner, so he cautious made his way around the stone wall to see what was on the other side.

No bodies, living or otherwise, but he still stopped dead in his tracks.

“What the…”
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Raven was not, by nature, a patient woman.

She could be patient, but only when it was her choice. Like how she could choose
 to patiently out-wait a target, or she could choose
 to not wring Kyra’s neck for saying something particularly snarky, but it was her failed ankle choosing to keep her in place now, and she didn’t handle that with much grace.

Everything was so…quiet, too. There was nothing to distract her thoughts. All she could do was sit there and think, and none of her thoughts were particularly cheerful.

Finally, she just couldn’t take it anymore.

She pushed herself to her feet and paused to wait for the lancing pain to subside, and then she limped into the house. She moved carefully, peering this way and that. This building was different than the other one, she noticed immediately, and then she saw an open door with a faint light coming from it.

Moving closer, she stopped just at the top. “Blake?” she called hesitantly. She didn’t hear any noise, so there was no fight. Either he was down there alive, or already dead. That latter thought caused something inside her to seize up, but she ignored it.

And when he called back to her, she relaxed.

“Yeah, I’m here,” she heard his voice. He sounded a ways down. “Got something weird down here.”

“Should I come down?” Immediately, she dreaded if he said yes.

“Well, you might want to see it…but can you make it down?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Looking down the stairs, her ankle started hurting just at the thought.

“Why don’t I come up and get you?” he called.

Her eyes widened with incredulity. “And what, carry me?”

“Yeah.”

“Uh uh, no way! I’m not going to be carried down the stairs like some little kid. I’ll get down there myself.”

There was a long moment of silence. “You are the stubbornest woman in the galaxy. What do they say? ‘Pride goeth before a fall?’”

She wrinkled her nose and sat down, moving down the step one by one on her butt. It still hurt, but it hurt less, and she didn’t get carried. Not to mention, she had a better chance of them both falling down and breaking their necks with his plan.

By the time she reached the bottom, tired and sweating, Blake was standing with his arms crossed, lips pursed, and a judgmental stare.

“Shut up,” she hissed as she pushed herself to her feet.

“I didn’t say anything,” he replied.

“You were thinking really loudly.”

He didn’t bother to hide his eye-roll, then he came forward to offer his arm. This time, she didn’t shirk it and wrapped her arm over his shoulders. He helped her forward into…

“What the heck?” she asked, staring at everything.

Although there had been obvious signs of technology in the buildings they had gone through, in the cabinets and interior doors, this room was something else altogether. She could see consoles and screens, panels and access hatches covering every single inch, and all made out of a shiny black composite metal.

There were lights of nearly every color blinking from every direction.

Even her own AI controlled ship didn’t have technology like this. Narrowing her eyes, she moved closer to look at everything, although not touching anything.

“This looks like…” Her mind raced. “It looks like some sort of surveillance center?”

“Yeah,” he agreed thoughtfully, “but without the screens being active, we can’t tell just what they, whoever
 they are, have been watching.”

“And no idea who they are,” Raven said, sounding distracted even to her own ears. “If only we could get in touch with Silvanus and Nyx. They might be able to analyze the systems or remotely access them through our implants.” She sighed. The silence in her head was getting loud, to the point that her head was nearly throbbing with the absence of her companions.

He just grunted softly in response.

After a few more moments of studying, she said, “I don’t think this is natural.” He gave her an ‘are you an idiot’ look and she sighed. “I mean… I don’t think that this was created with this city. I think it was added later. Likely after whatever happened to it had happened.”

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“This doesn’t look anything like the other technology we’ve seen, which has been limited at best. Even what we’ve seen has been…doors and such. This is very advanced, and it’s also in the basement.” She scrunched her nose as she thought. “If this place suffered some sort of…earthquake or such, this would have been damaged in some way. It looks perfect, pristine even.”

“It looks new,” he said.

“Exactly.”

Tilting her head, she considered the implications of that. It meant that this place was not nearly as abandoned as it had looked, and that someone was coming here often enough to check this and to watch someone do something. She very much wanted to turn it on and try to find answers to both of those things, but she knew that it was just as likely set up with alarms and fail-safes. If she did the wrong thing, she could bring all sorts of trouble down on their heads, and she was pretty sure that they had enough troubles without adding more to it.

But this big mystery was just sitting here and staring at their faces! They had to do something about it, didn’t they?

There was a sound from the stairs.

“Get down!” Blake shouted suddenly.

Raven felt herself collide with the ground before everything went dark, just after she heard the sound of a weapon firing.
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The “probably most likely” place for a tunnel system to exit to the surface was in the foothills just outside of the city. Unfortunately for Kyra, they had been chasing their quarry well inside the city areas so getting out of it was taking far longer than the big cat was comfortable with.

The planet didn’t scream “state of the art” or “high-class,” but Kyra could tell, once she reached the outskirts, that it was even more rundown and poverty-stricken. Like something out of a bad film, there seemed to be more people just standing around outside, and the way they looked at her was deeply unsettling.

Putting her head down, she poured on what speed she could to just get through the neighborhood and out the other side as quickly as possible.

That was not to be, however.

Before she was able to break free of the last side street, which felt more like an alley the way it was bracketed by tall buildings, a group emerged in front of her and she skidded to a halt before she ran straight into them. The one in front had an old-looking gun, and others had various blades and bludgeons.

This really was just like out of a film, and not even a good one. It was like one of those really old, really cheesy ones that Raven liked to have Silvanus pull up from the archives to watch now and then. This probably meant that Kyra would need to stop making fun of Raven when she watched them.

Well, no, probably not.

Determining that these walking clichés were nothing more than a delay from getting to her person, she started to turn and go back the way she came…but, of course, there were people coming from that direction too.

With an annoyed sighing-huff, she turned to face the one with the gun. He was the only one with a projectile weapon that she could see, and he seemed to present himself as the leader. The weapon he had suggested that too, his being at the top of the hierarchy getting him the better weapon.

“Can’t say we’ve ever seen one like you around here before,” the aforementioned supposed leader said. He wasn’t holding the weapon trained on her, but she could see the taut lines of the muscles in his arms, given that his shirt had very short sleeves. He was ready to raise it and use it at any time, although how good he was with it was open to debate.

It was not something she wanted to test out, however.

“I wonder what sort of price you’d fetch,” he went on.

Kyra huffed out another breath, annoyed even more that she was being delayed from potentially finding Raven. She took a quick look around, swinging her big head from side to side to survey as much of the space around her as possible. They had the benefit of knowing the lay of the land far better than she did, but she was a mountain lion with big claws and sharp teeth.

She knew how to use them.

The street was narrow, just barely bigger than an actual alleyway, and it was lined with buildings. She didn’t see any sort of vehicles lining the way, so it was a clear shot from one side to the other. However, there was a group of people spread out across the road on both sides of her. She had nothing she could jump on to get around them.

So, it was straight ahead. Either to fight, or to bolt free and run.

“The letter said quite a bit,” another one of the group said.

The letter? That caught her attention, but she obviously couldn’t ask them. What was this letter they were talking about?

“Grab her,” the leader said, gesturing with his gun-hand for the others to go ahead.

Kyra hunkered down and started to growl. She was sure some of the riff-raff from behind were coming up on her too, so she couldn’t let herself be still for too long. She shrieked then, which sent a couple of them stumbling back a step. If they expected her to roar, they were in for a surprise.

Pushing off of her back feet, she leaped for the nearest idiot. She hit him full force with her front feet and let her momentum and weight drive him to the ground, collecting her back feet on his stomach and then using him like a springboard. He coughed a gurgling sound as her long back claws drove into his abdomen.

From him, she leapt at the next closest and grabbed his throat with her powerful jaws, crushing his jugular in an instant. He flailed while she ran off him.

The leader was already lifting his gun to aim it at her, so she sprinted for cover behind a third lackey. That one appeared to be a woman, although under that much dirt, it was hard to be sure. She couldn’t even tell by scent. Unless ‘dirt’ was a gender. She tried to get away from Kyra by jumping back, but the cat was practically glued to her.

However, she collapsed a moment later as her own leader shot her. This revealed Kyra to him, but she was already on the move. She dodged one way and then the other, avoiding anything in her way but not staying on a straight line as she raced for the one with the gun. She needed to get to him to take him out, but she also needed to avoid getting shot.

He certainly was trying, though.

As she ran at him, dodging from side to side to keep herself as much of a moving target as possible, he kept pulling the trigger to send bolts of energy lancing across the space between them, but they always lodged in the floor. He didn’t seem to have the ability to just observe and react accordingly. He just fired off shots and spent most of his energy on the places that she had been, rather than where she was or where she would be.

She reached him without getting shot, although there were a couple that came very close, and she wasn’t entirely sure that there weren’t singe marks on part of her tail. Even if there were, however, it was not the most important part.

There was real fear in his eyes as he realized that his use of the gun wasn’t going to give him the advantage that he thought it did. Within a moment, she was off the ground and landing on him like she had on the other.

She made sure that he wouldn’t be chasing her anymore, and then took off.
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‘This planet sucks!
’

‘Are you alright?
’ Silvanus asked, not adding any of her own opinion to Kyra’s succinct but forceful review of their current location. ‘Your vital signs are all elevated, indicating a high-stress situation.
’

Kyra growled as she ran, seeing where the buildings began to lessen and some elements of nature began to take over up ahead. ‘Some local goons thought I’d fetch a good price as a novelty. I convinced them otherwise.
’

‘How many are dead?
’

Cats couldn’t really shrug, but her tone implied the gesture. ‘Don’t know. Don’t care. Am I off-course?
’

There was a long moment as Silvanus calculated, at least Kyra assumed that was the case, checking the location of Kyra’s implant on her map. ‘No. You’re still on track to reach the location I’ve noted shortly. Once you reach where the trees begin at the base of the hills, start looking around for a potential cave mouth.
’

Kyra tried to keep her doubts at bay. ‘This is our lowest-tech plan yet,
’ she commented dryly.

The AI didn’t dignify that with a response.

The cat felt a huge wash of relief once she had passed the last of the city-like buildings, moving into an area with a sparser scattering of smaller, more rural looking buildings. None of them had anyone standing outside. Although she still somewhat felt like someone was watching her, it wasn’t nearly as blatant as it had been while she was running through the city.

When the trees came into view, she felt a second wash of relief.

The relief, however, was quickly followed by apprehension. That wasn’t something Kyra was used to feeling, and she didn’t like it. She wanted the feeling to stop. She had faced off with a half-dozen armed humans without this feeling, so why now?

The questions rolled through her mind. What if this location didn’t have what she wanted? What if she didn’t find Raven? What if Raven was dead?

Shaking herself, Kyra chastised herself for thinking like a human.

At the tree line, she stopped and began to look around. She knew that this time, she was going to have to rely on her eyesight more than her sense of smell. Unless there was a cave mouth and Raven had already walked through it, there would be no smell useful for her to follow. So instead, she started walking a rough pattern along the trees and partially up the first hill.

There wasn’t much to find near the base of the hill, but moving upward, she found that there were a lot more large rocks, and she realized that some of these rocks might be clues, or could be hiding what she was looking for. This made her narrow her searching to the areas with the big rocks for the time being.

After a while of that, Silvanus spoke. ‘Well, that’s interesting.
’

Kyra paused and waited a moment for the AI to explain. When she didn’t, the cat impatiently pressed. ‘What is interesting?
’

There was a delay before the response. ‘Someone is attempting to broach the ship’s computer.
’

That brought the cat up short. ‘What?!
’

‘There is virtually no risk of this attempt succeeding,
’ Silvanus assured her. ‘The attempt is either uneducated or not particularly serious. The latter could pose future concerns if this is just a recon attempt.
’

‘Like someone testing what your defenses are?
’

‘Precisely.
’

Kyra huffed. ‘That does not make me feel better in the least, Silvanus. Do you have any idea who is attempting to break into you?
’

Another long delay. ‘I am afraid not. I’m managing a passive watch scan over the program attempting the broach, but I’m hesitant to push forward with a more active back-trace, lest I trip some sort of fail-safe or alarm. Doing so could trigger a more sophisticated program that could use my efforts to turn back on me.
’

This just sounded worse and worse. Kyra sat down right where she was. It suddenly felt like there was more going on than just some sort of accidental road collapse.

But she had no idea as to what
.

‘All attempts to circumvent my internal defenses have been blocked using the least powerful means available to me,
’ Silvanus went on to explain. ‘It is my hope that they will assume my defenses are less sophisticated than they are. In the meantime, you should continue searching.
’

Kyra almost asked how the AI knew she wasn’t, but then realized she had stopped moving. She got up and started her search again, knowing that the key to not just solving every mystery but also to getting away from this place was to find Raven.

Even so, she found that it was hard to focus on the task at hand when she kept wondering who was trying to break into their ship’s computer. It made a mind wonder if Raven’s disappearance was indeed more than it appeared, but until she actually found the woman, there was little that she could do about finding that out.

She wove around a few more trees, heading for the next rocky outcropping. This one seemed even more pronounced, made up of several oddly blue-tinted stones that were quite a bit taller than she.

Coming around the first one, she realized there was a sort of shape to them. Not something that looked to be manmade, but one that spoke of it having a purpose. A purpose like…concealing the mouth of a cave. Feeling anticipation slowly build in her, she moved around the first rock and saw the giant canyon-like passage between it and the next two.

Before she got very far in her exploring, Silvanus was chiming in again. ‘The attempts have stopped, at least for now. They were entirely blocked, even the backdoor attempt they tried while I was fighting off the main ones.
’

‘So they were trying a distraction technique.
’

‘Yes, but it was unsuccessful. I continue to run program scrubbers now to make sure that nothing broke through. Have you found anything?
’

Kyra began walking, cautiously, into the shadows. ‘I think I have. I’ll let you know.
’
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“What the heck?!”

Blake’s surprised shout floated through Raven’s very brief flirtation with unconsciousness. She opened her eyes to find them facing the floor, and her body splayed out flat against it. It took her a moment to recollect exactly how all of this had happened, but the energy weapon discharge flying over her head did a lot to help that along.

Beside her, Blake was on one knee and returning fire at a form retreating back up the stairs.

“I think it was Greyson,” he said, helping her get back to her painful feet.

“How did that happen?” she groaned, clenching her back teeth.

“I have no idea, but we’re trapped down here. We’ve got to figure a way out. I don’t want to bet on his having left the building entirely,” he was saying.

Panting slightly, Raven tried to think. “At least he can’t burn us out?”

He laughed faintly. “There’s that, I suppose,” he agreed. “We still need to get out of here. Do you want to hold the gun on the door while I look for a possible second exit from this level?”

Raven eyed him for a moment with a small smile, thinking that this was something of a new side to him. Now wasn’t the time to say anything of course, so she just nodded, pulled her own weapon, and watched the stairs while he moved off into the rest of the room, which they hadn’t yet had a chance to explore.

Her body tensed as she kept vigil, and the tension made her hurt worse. She felt sweat pop up all over her body, and she began to wonder just how long she would be able to keep this up before just collapsing for good.

It seemed to take forever—when it was probably just a few minutes—before he came back, sighing and shaking his head. “I couldn’t find any other doors. I think the only way to get out of here is the way we came in.”

“Which could be precisely where Greyson is, armed and on the high ground,” Raven said darkly.

“Very likely,” Blake agreed, “but not for sure. He might not be up there anymore.”

It was possible. Without going up there to take a look, they couldn’t be sure. That being said, of course… “If it was him, it means he spotted us and followed us here, with the precise intent of shooting at us. If that’s the case, it’s really unlikely he would have just given up. He’ll sit up there and wait us out, then shoot us as we come up the stairs.”

He couldn’t really argue with that.

“We could crawl up the stairs,” Blake began. “Keep ourselves low. If he’s expecting us to come up normal, he shoots too high.”

“Unless he expects us to think that way and is ready for it.”

“Pessimist.”

“Realist.”

He grunted. “End of story, we can’t stay down here for long. We have no water and no food.”

Raven sighed. “We don’t have any of those things up above, either,” she pointed out.

“But we have a chance to find them up there. Down here, we’re sitting ducks—or fish in a barrel, pick your metaphor—until he comes back. We fall asleep for a minute too long and we’re done for.”

She couldn’t argue with that.

So, they both just stood and stared for a while. There were no sounds from upstairs, and they didn’t hear anyone coming down toward them again. The lights never changed and there were no shadows.

“Alright. I’m going up,” Blake finally said. “I’m going to stay low, and just hope that he hasn’t anticipated that.”

“I’ll go with you,” she said. “I’ll just be slower.”

For a moment, he looked like he might want to argue, but then decided against it. She appreciated that, since she didn’t need to have another fight with him right then, nor did she need someone telling her what to do or how to do it.

Blake looked at her for a long moment, but he didn’t say anything. She wondered what he was thinking, and she almost asked, but he started moving before she had the chance to. He still had his gun in hand, holding it carefully as he kept low, body close to the stairs, as he ascended in a very awkward manner.

In her experience, stealth and skill weren’t always pretty, but they didn’t have to be pretty, they just had to be effective.

She waited a moment before following, not because she wanted him to take the brunt, but because it took a few moments to steel herself for the task. Holstering her gun, which she knew could turn out to be a mistake but she could not climb with it like Blake, she limped to the stairs.

From there, she moved on her hands and knees. She tried to keep her ankle from hitting the stairs, to avoid both the pain and the sound of the splint hitting them, but that proved to be really hard to do while being quiet. In the end, it just made everything hurt worse, although she stayed quiet.

Blake was moving cautiously, but still faster than she could. He was already around the corner and moving up the next part before she was even halfway up the first flight.

She counted in her head, determining how long it would take him to get to the top while she made her way up behind him. The tedium of counting helped to distract her from the laborious act of this climb.

When she got to the point where she thought he’d be to the top, though she had yet to round the corner of the middle landing, she paused and listened.

Raven didn’t hear any weapons fire, so that was positive…but she didn’t hear anything else either. After a few moments, she whispered, “Blake?

“Blake?”
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Blake was almost as nervous about Raven behind him as the possibility of Greyson ahead of him.

He wasn’t nervous that Raven was going to shoot him, of course, but he was concerned with how hard she was pushing herself. Although she worked hard to hide it, he could see her strain. She often forgot that while they hadn’t been married a long time, and he had fouled it up, he still had been her husband. He did know her.

And no matter what, he didn’t want anything bad happening to her.

He was determined to handle as much of this as he could. If he had any sort of luck, it would go fairly easily, and Greyson would not be up there lying in wait for him…but it hadn’t been his luck to have that sort of luck lately, so he wasn’t counting on it.

As he neared the first landing, he could just make out the sounds of Raven starting her trek upward. Although he wanted to, he didn’t let himself turn around to see how she was doing. Besides, he could probably guess. He shook his head to clear it and made himself focus just on crawling up the stairs silently while still somehow keeping his gun ready.

Suffice it to say, it wasn’t easy.

Blake slowed down even more as he drew near the top steps, knowing that his head would be in view any moment now. It was do or die time, one might say. He decided he wouldn’t say, though, because he didn’t like the idea.

Thinking fast for a moment, he put his weight on his knees and held his non-gun hand up. It reached over the top of the top step, and he held it there for a moment.

No sound of movement. The hand didn’t get shot off…

He took this as a good sign and anxiously climbed the last few steps, cresting the top and bringing his gun up fast.

But there was nothing.

Standing up, he made a cautious sweep around the immediate area at the top of the stairs, then began moving out. While he saw signs of some small things having been moved, like someone else had been through, there was no sign of anyone else being there now. Given that the doors in and out of the dwelling were just big holes, that was no way to hazard a guess about if the intruder had left and by which exit.

Still, by everything he could tell at that moment, Greyson—if it had been Greyson—was gone.

“Blake?”

He heard Raven nervously whispering his name.

Hurrying back to the stairs, he held out a hand and helped her up the last few. “The coast seems clear,” he reported, although he made sure to keep his voice low anyway.

“Well, that’s something,” she said.

He couldn’t help but notice that she was looking very pale and her face glistened with sweat.

The question ‘are you okay’ was on the tip of his tongue, but he knew how she’d answer so he kept it to himself.

“I’m going to check the rest of the building,” he said with a small nod, not waiting for a reply before he moved off.

There wasn’t much more of the ground floor to check, so he looked through the rest of it—careful to avoid crossing in front of windows if he could help it—and then moved up to the second floor.

It turned out to be the same story up there. Everything looked clear. There wasn’t really anywhere to hide in the way these houses were designed and furnished, anyway. There was almost nothing by way of closets, and the cabinets were small, so it didn’t take long to check everything out.

Before he went back downstairs, he moved to the side of one of the windows and then carefully began to peer out.

Blake couldn’t see much, though, because the angle of the window was bad. He couldn’t see the street in front of the house, and could just make out some of the doors on the buildings on the opposite side. While he wanted to see as much as possible, it was this side of the gorge he was presently worried about.

He was about to turn back around when a sudden wave of fatigue washed over him, and he let himself have a moment to lean back against the wall.

Nothing had been going the way he expected, and now he was tired and in pain and hungry and thirsty with no end in sight. How did he keep getting himself into situations like this? He knew this wasn’t the time for self-pity, but he just couldn’t help himself for a moment. It felt like one bit of crap after another for the past few months, maybe years, and while he knew that he brought some of it on himself, he also knew that it wasn’t all his fault.

Was there really such a thing as luck. Or fortune or fate? If there was, then all three seemed to hate him these days. He didn’t know what he had done to earn their ire, but he would have been happy to do whatever it took to make it up to them.

Blake hated the silence in his mind. Axel and Nyx helped to keep him grounded and he felt…adrift without them in there. The silence was so unnatural. Not like when he was asleep or just zoned out ignoring them, this was a total and complete silence. One that not only bothered him, but unnerved him. Like walking into a creepy forest without wildlife’s background chatter.

Although he still felt tired, he knew that he couldn’t just stand here all day. If he did, he would likely die here and that wouldn’t be good.

Besides, he had to get back downstairs to Raven.

With a big sigh, he pushed himself off the wall and made his way to the top of the stairs. He forced himself to remain focused and cautious, listening for any unusual sounds or things that seemed off. However, hearing none, he started down the stairs. When he reached the bottom, he found Raven sitting on some sort of stool right next to one of the front windows. She was to the side of it, peering out around the edge at something across the street.

“He’s not even trying to hide himself,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t think that’s a good sign.”
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“What is he doing?”

“Sitting, it looks like.”

“…yes, I can see that he’s sitting. I was thinking in a bigger sense.”

Blake grunted. “Waiting for us?”

Raven sighed, watching Greyson as he sat on the edge of the gorge or ditch or whatever it was. He had his gun in his hand, but he looked…relaxed, and that was more unnerving than anything.

“It would seem so,” she agreed, “but why out there? If he wanted to pick us off, waiting at the top of the stairs would have been more tactically sound.”

“Hell if I know,” he said. He sounded tired, she thought. She could hardly blame him, of course. “Predicting homicidal maniacs isn’t my strongest skill.”

She shrugged a little. “It is part of the job.”

He didn’t reply right away. The pause was long enough to bring her to look at him, and she saw the hard frown as he looked out the window.

“What?” she asked, sensing there was something else in that look.

“You really want to bring that up now
?” he asked testily.

Raven stared at him cluelessly for a moment, blinking, until it dawned on her and she rolled her eyes before she could stop herself. “It was just a statement, you big baby, not an indictment on your job performance. Would you get over that already?”

Now, he looked at her. “Keep your voice down,” he said flatly. “We don’t need him knowing we’re having an argument in here.”

“I don’t think this is the time to discuss your fragile ego,” she hissed.

“Or the time to discuss your crappy attitude.”

Her eyes widened and she inhaled sharply, ready to tear off on him, when she remembered where they were and what the situation was. She literally bit down on her tongue, counting to five until she had evened out.

“If I’m crappy, it’s only because you’ve been driving me nuts,” she said, keeping her voice quiet despite the strong urge to shout. “We have jobs to do and we need to do them, so I can’t take the time to ease your wounded pride because I happen to be better at this than you are. I shouldn’t have to be sorry for that.”

“I’m not asking you to be,” he said, his voice rising at the end until she gave him a big-eyed glare and he quieted. “I’m not. You’re good at this. I just don’t want to be a burden. I want to feel like I’m doing my part.”

She pressed her hand to her now-throbbing head. “And you do. You do more when you’re not worrying so much about how well you’re doing. When you spend all your time comparing yourself to me or to others and then second-guessing yourself, you end up fulfilling your own image of yourself, and that’s just stupid.”

Therapist material, she was not.

He grimaced. “I’m trying to stop doing that, but it’s hard. When I was younger, I was good—better than good—at everything I did. School, sports, jobs. Then I thought this job would be somewhere I could excel, and I didn’t. I never really learned how to handle that.”

That was, perhaps, the most self-aware statement she’d ever heard from him. “Good insight,” she said. “I guess that would take a while to learn, and none too easily when you’re trying to do it as an adult. This stuff is easier when we’re kids.”

“It’s easier when we’re still malleable and have parents directing us. We don’t take it as well from a spouse.” He gave her a wry, sidelong smile.

“Especially one as crappy as me?” She smirked back at him.

“You were good for me,” he admitted with a quiet laugh, leaning back against the wall and letting out a long breath.

She wondered how long they could sit here, waiting the guy out, but on the other hand, considering neither of them were in great shape, what could they actually do?

“As much as I’m enjoying this,” she finally said, “we still do have that guy out there to deal with.”

“Maybe he’ll just go away,” Blake said, even though she knew that neither of them believed that.

They were both silent for a while, each one trying to figure out what the solution was and coming up blank.

“You know, Raven…” he began quietly. “If we don’t make it out of here…”

“Don’t.”

“What?”

She looked at him soberly. “Don’t start with stuff like that. We’re going to make it out of here. It’s not a question of if, just of when and how. But we’ll figure that out and we’ll get past that guy out there. We’ll be fine. We’ll get back to Kyra and Axel and Silvanus and Nyx. We’ll fly off and put this behind us.”

Blake smiled wryly. “I appreciate your confidence in that, especially considering you’re the one walking around on a jacked-up ankle.”

“So if I can be optimistic, what’s your excuse?”

“Good point.”

Raven managed a weary smile in his direction, and he managed to return the expression. They both took a breath, about to say something else, when another voice intruded.

“As sweet as this little interaction is,” Greyson called toward the house, “don’t you two think there are more important things to deal with? Like the assassin with the gun sitting on your doorstep?”





22







Kyra wound her way around the large rocks until she reached the entrance to the cave. She paused there, giving her vision a chance to adjust to the dark before she proceeded. It was dark enough that she knew Raven would have struggled, but Kyra did fine.

As she walked down the tunnel, there was nothing remarkable. It was the average cave with rock walls, some fungi-like plants growing and a persistent feel of dampness. There were no signs so far of anyone living here or having passed through. No belongings or scents left behind, no people or animals, except for some type of lizard. She had never encountered it before so she couldn’t name it, but she knew it was a lizard. Given the size of the cavern, she didn’t imagine it was big enough to give her too much trouble.

‘Can you still hear me?
’ Kyra asked after a while, feeling a little paranoid about losing contact with the AI the same way they had lost contact with Raven.

‘Yes, I can. I don’t detect any signal variance.
’

So far so good, then.

‘Have there been any further attempts on your systems?
’

‘Negative, but I remain vigilant.
’

The cat couldn’t ask for any more than that, so she didn’t. She kept walking, and looking, and listening, and smelling…

But there was nothing.

She was beginning to think this was a dead end after all, when she saw a flicker of red on one of the walls.

Kyra froze in place, sniffing the air. It suddenly smelled different, but the change was subtle and she couldn’t figure out what it actually was. There was…a wrongness
 to it, but she couldn’t seem to define it past that.

Turning her head carefully, she looked at the wall where she had caught the flash of red. She didn’t see it there now, but there was something there. Without moving from where she stood, she tried to peer closer.

The red light—just a tiny dot of light in the darkness—flashed again.

Eyes latching onto that spot, she then moved her gaze across the hall to the same place on the opposite wall. She watched that until the red light flashed there too. That’s when the theory formed in her mind, and she was pretty sure that she was right.

With the furry toes of one paw, she tried to flick some dirt from the cave floor. Since she tried to move her foot as little as possible while doing it, it didn’t really go very far, but it was just enough to briefly show her some sort of energy tripwire.

She found that interesting. A thoroughly boring, ‘normal’ cave and then suddenly, a bit of technology, and not just any, but a surveillance one. Like someone wanted to know when someone else was in this cave.

‘Can you see what I’m seeing?
’ she asked Silvanus.

‘You may need to narrow that down, Kyra,
’ the AI replied evenly.

The cat huffed and rolled her eyes. ‘There is an energy tripwire in front of me.
’

‘Now, that’s interesting. One moment.
’

Kyra sat down, careful to not move any further forward as she did so. While waiting for Silvanus’s evaluation, she tried to peer further down the corridor and into the darkness, but nothing stood out to her but the two tiny flashes of red.

‘I can see the emission,
’ the AI eventually reported. ‘As far as I can tell, there is only one so-called wire close to the floor and not a row of them or a wall of energy. If you can avoid the one, you can go past it.
’

‘That’s good to know,
’ Kyra replied. ‘Do you see any others further down? Or any other sort of traps I should know about?
’

A few moments passed before Silvanus said, ‘Not that I can see from here.
’

Kyra couldn’t decide if that made her feel better or not, but seeing that there wasn’t anything she could do about it, she stopped trying to figure it out and just worked out how to get from here to there without tripping anyone’s alarm. She didn’t know the who or the why, and she didn’t have a burning need to find out right then.

From the lights and her little sand experiment, she had a general idea of where the line of the energy was. She knew she had a decent jumping ability, so if she could just estimate correctly…

As far as she was aware, the way she’d come was clear. She knew she may have tripped a wire she hadn’t seen, but since no one had shown up and nothing bad had yet happened, she was assuming that hadn’t happened. As such, she felt safe in backing up a few steps.

She kept her eyes on the spot that she had been sitting, then took a little running start. When her paws hit the spot she’d been before, she pushed off with her back feet to sail as far forward as the power of her hindquarters would allow her. As best she could tell, mid-leap, she had cleared where the dust had shown her the energy.

Hitting the ground, she stopped and listened. No alarms. No flashing lights. She didn’t hear anything. It didn’t seem like anything was being shot at her, and the ground wasn’t opening up a big trapdoor to drag her away. So far so good. She gave it a few moments, just to be sure, but once it seemed like it was clear, she started forward again.

After the excitement of the tripwire, Kyra moved even more carefully than she had before. Her eyes were constantly examining each side of the cave wall for any more telltale flashing lights, but she didn’t see anything. Perhaps Silvanus had been correct, then, in her scans.

It wasn’t, of course, that she doubted the AI. It was the rest of the technology that the cat was suspicious of. In her experience, their ship’s sensors seemed to be terribly temperamental and fickle—sometimes they worked, and sometimes they didn’t, without a whole lot of rhyme or reason, or at least not one that Kyra could make sense of.

After a few more minutes, the cave tunnel took a sharp enough turn that she didn’t know what was around it. She slowed her pace to a slink and made her way forward, hunkering close to the ground in case there was an enemy waiting around the bend or she had to make a jump for something.

However, no one was waiting on the other side.

All that was there was a door.
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“I guess he knows we’re in here,” Blake deadpanned.

“Oh, ya think?” Raven snapped back. She huffed. “He has to be enhanced in some ways. Like his hearing.”

“Among other things,” he called.

She rolled her eyes. Great, he really could hear everything. Knowing the kind of luck she was having right now, he’d also be telepathic and then they’d really be screwed.

“Why don’t you just tell us what you want?” Raven called toward the window, without moving her head so she didn’t end up with it in the line of fire.

“Oh, many things, Missus Sharpe,” he replied, laughing. “Or should I say Miss Sokolova?”

That made all the snark leave her body and she sat up a little straighter. It wasn’t that her maiden name was a big secret, but anything related to her work with Halliwell was under Sharpe, since that was her legal name at the time she joined. Finding her maiden name would take a little more work. For him to know it meant that either he somehow had an amazing memory and learned about every bounty hunter out there, or—more likely and more frightening—he had known she’d be coming for him.

“Sharpe is fine, thanks,” she called back, annoyed but stalling as she tried to figure out what the heck to do.

“Ah, but I am to understand that you and the estimable Mister Sharpe are no longer together. At least in a romantic sense.”

She looked at Blake with her eyes wide in a ‘what the heck’ expression, which he mirrored.

“Although I suppose one can never really assume,” he went on, sounding like he was having a chat over coffee rather than…whatever this was. “I mean, you guys are working together again, working close and all. Feeling some of those flames rekindle?”

“What is your deal?” Raven said, unable to help herself.

“I like cats.”

Raven blinked, then looked at Blake, who looked back just as confused.

“What?”

“Cats. I know you like cats, Missus Sharpe
. You spend so much time with one. They like to play with their food. Toy with their hunts.”

A shiver ran down Raven’s spine and she closed her eyes, trying to ignore the sudden tingles covering her skin and the way her chest constricted.

“How are you enjoying the silence?” Greyson asked a few moments later. Raven could practically hear the mocking smile in his voice. It made her grind her teeth. “It’s hard to not have your AI and pet, I’m sure. You know why that is, right? It’s this city. Every building was built with heavy amounts of Quartzite. I don’t know if you know this, but in high enough concentrations, it can actually interfere with or even block incoming and outgoing signals from bio-neural implants.”

While she appreciated that bit of information, she still couldn’t really understand why he was doing this… Well, she could actually, but that’s what frightened her the most.

He was just toying with them. He was hunting them. Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

“We have to get rid of this guy,” Raven said, her voice just barely past “mouthing the words” levels.

“How?” Blake mouthed back.

With a face that would have been comical at any other moment, Raven used her fingers to mimic walking out there and then finger-gun-bang-bang. He looked at her flatly and she shrugged. She was running out of ideas.

Blake blew out a breath.

“You two don’t want to chat anymore?” Greyson called in, sounding mockingly saddened about it. “And I thought we were just getting off to a good start. If we are done with the conversation, though, I can just take care of the rest of business.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Raven sighed.

“We’re happy to keep chatting,” Blake called, shrugging at her. “You just seem to have the conversational advantage over us.”

Greyson laughed. “Well, that’s kind of the whole point, you know? You don’t get to be good at my job without knowing how to get the advantage in pretty much any and every possible situation. I imagine it’s the same for you in your jobs. Well, at least for Missus Sharpe. I hear you’re not quite so good at it, Mister Sharpe.”

Raven looked at him, worried a brash decision was incoming, but he just sighed and shook his head.

“Can’t be good at everything, you know,” Blake called back. “Sometimes, you just have to acknowledge that.”

“Very mature, Mister Sharpe,” Greyson replied. “I have to admit that I’m not very good at cooking. I try, you know, because I like to get away from the food processor sometimes, but it never works out. I always end up having to trash the food and just end up with a meal from the processor anyway.”

Raven was beginning to wonder if she hadn’t actually woken up after that fall through the street, or maybe not even from the ship. Was this all some really detailed, involved dream? Because whatever it was, it just couldn’t be reality. It was just too ridiculous to be real.

And yet, she knew that was the part that was wishful thinking. This was actually just ridiculous enough to be real, because who could make this up?

“I have an idea,” Blake mouthed to her.
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Raven didn’t really like this plan, but she didn’t have a better one.


Keep him busy. Keep him talking.
 She repeated the words over to herself as she sat with her back against the wall, right next to the window. Greyson was just outside, far more confident than she was feeling. She hadn’t turned back to the window to look at him again since he started talking, but she still had the image of him just sitting on that stone wall, looking totally at ease.

She really wished she was feeling better. She would probably just try to jump up in the window and shoot him. But in this situation and condition, she wasn’t going to trust she had a chance.

“So quiet all of a sudden?” Greyson taunted. “Nothing more to say?”

“You’ve been doing most of the talking already,” she called back. “Which still has me perplexed. I mean, you could’ve just killed us. Why keep talking?” Okay, so it wasn’t really the best line of conversation, but she was struggling. What did one talk to a psychopath about anyways?

“Why not?” he returned, and she had no idea what to say to that. Thankfully, his love of his own voice saved her from that. “Truth is, I feel almost bad.”

“What do you feel bad about?”

“You’ve a remarkable career, Missus Sharpe. I would have liked to have known how well we’d have done against each other in a true situation,” he said.

She frowned. “What does that mean?”

He laughed. “I’m not quite the comic book villain, to monologue my thoughts and plans to you, even if you won’t be alive for much longer,” he said. “But it’s like killing a big predator animal. Like the lions and tigers on Earth.”

Those were both animals that had been under fierce protective laws for a long time. Had he actually hunted them and gotten away with it?

Then she reminded herself that he also hunted people for a living. So did she, but for him, it was to kill them. So how could she really be shocked that he would kill animals?

“They are beautiful and majestic, apex predators until humans are around. You really hate to kill them, and end the hunt by removing such an amazing thing from the world, but then you have to remember that you’re on top. It’s your right to do so,” he went on. “I kind of feel that way about you.”

“I’m not sure if I should be flattered or offended,” she said.

She was offended.

“Flattered, of course,” he said.

Raven rolled her eyes. He had a healthy ego, that was for sure. Oh, yes, she was definitely flattered that he was going to kill her, but only after lamenting her death. She just couldn’t see her way to being flattered by that.

“Mister Sharpe has grown awfully quiet,” he went on after a moment.

Her heart skipped a beat with panic, looking at the empty space on the wall to the other side of the window. He had slipped out the back several minutes ago, but she didn’t know how long it was going to take him to work his way back around. She had to keep him from knowing that, though.

“His ego is bruised after your comment earlier,” she said, wincing and feeling bad for saying it even though Blake wasn’t even there. “He doesn’t really want to talk to you anymore, but I do, so I took over.”

Greyson made a strange, noncommittal sort of noise in his throat that was just loud enough to be heard. “Tell him to not be so sensitive. No, you know what? I will. Don’t be so sensitive! The truth will set you free!”

Raven made a face. “I don’t think he’s convinced. In fact, neither am I. The truth will set you free? I didn’t expect such a cliché from you.”

“Hey, those phrases are still around for a reason, because they suit. I’m not above using one when the situation calls for it,” he replied easily, casually deflecting what might have poked at another until they took a shot or came charging in. Greyson didn’t seem to take offense, which she was grateful for.

“I suppose you’re right,” she said, aiming for placation just to be on the safe side. “I try to avoid them myself.” She never cared whether she said them or not, but anything to keep the conversation going.

“Hmm. I think that surprises me. You’re a rather focused woman. You spend that much time considering every word you say?”

He was too astute.

Raven made a face, eyes rolling again. “Well, yeah, probably. I guess I should have said that I would really prefer to avoid them, but I guess I don’t waste a lot of time actually trying to do so.”

“That, I can believe,” he said. She could hear a condescending smile in his tone.

Come on, Blake, where are you?

She really didn’t think she would be able to keep this going for much longer. She wasn’t good at small talk in even the most ideal of circumstances.

“This has been fun, Missus Sharpe,” Greyson started up again a moment later, “but I’m afraid I do have a job to do. While I would like to keep talking, and would honestly like to spare you, a man in my line of work can’t be called out for picking and choosing. You know, reputation is everything. I’m sure you’re aware.”

“Wait,” she said, trying to not sound desperate. “Surely we can keep talking a while longer. I mean, I—”

“I’m afraid not,” he interrupted her. “I can only indulge myself for so long and I’m afraid that time is just about up. Don’t bother trying to make a break for it. I have the house wired up already and you won’t make it out before I press this button.”

Raven closed her eyes, wondering if this really was going to be the moment. It hadn’t been a great plan, but she thought it might work…

“What the—” Greyson suddenly shouted.
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Kyra sat, staring at the door.

Much like the energy tripwire, this just screamed that it didn’t belong here. It hadn’t been put in along any natural timeline for this place, but as some amendment later on. To her mind, it had to have been put up by the same people who set the trap. There was something going on inside, and someone didn’t want anyone else to know about it.

‘I’m sitting in front of a door,
’ she told the AI, no small amount of annoyance in her voice as she did. ‘It clearly does not belong here. I have no idea how to get past it.
’

The presence of the door did, however, make her even more sure that Raven was behind it. Somewhere in the caves beyond this door. It made complete sense to her, and she was a creature to trust her instincts.

Sadly, she had no instinct about how to get to the other side.

‘There are some elements and aspects that I’m able to pick up on sensors, but the signal has degraded rapidly since you drew nearer to it. I fear that we will lose communication soon if you proceed any further,
’ the AI said.

‘I’m positive that this is where Raven has ended up,
’ Kyra said. If Silvanus was already losing the signal, then it made sense why they wouldn’t be able to talk to Raven or Blake if they were deep inside this cave system.

‘Could you describe the door to me?
’

Kyra rarely had all the right words to describe things for humans, and it was even worse with the exacting computer nature of the AI, but she’d do her best.

She looked over the entirety of the thing in front of her. ‘It takes up the whole of the cave tunnel here,
’ she began. ‘I don’t see any sort of space around any edge that I could go through.
’ That part was especially vexing. ‘It is made of some sort of dark material. A kind of metal, I think, and very shiny. There are multiple seams that I can see, but I wouldn’t be able to tell you which part is the one that opens. Some of it may just be aesthetic. I can’t tell the difference.
’

‘Are there any lights or sounds from it?
’

Kyra gave it the good once-over again. ‘No sounds,
’ she reported easily. ‘I think I see a small light down by the bottom corner. It’s smaller than the tripwire light was, and is white.
’

There was several moments of silence before, ‘Is there any sort of button, a specially delineated shape or depression around the light?
’

Trusting that if there had been another tripwire, Silvanus would have told her, she moved closer to the lower corner of the door where she saw the light. It blinked slowly, so it took a little more effort to see it and be sure of it.

‘I think so,
’ Kyra said, although with uncertainty. Even with her sight, it was hard to see details on the dark metal in the dark tunnel.

‘Try to press it.
’

Now Kyra looked incredulously at her paws. Exactly how did that daft AI expect her to do that? The cat was positive this door and any buttons on it had not been built with her paws in mind.

Still, she knew that she couldn’t worry about that. If she had to press a button to open this door, then that’s what she had to figure out how to do.

Sighing, she laid down in front of the little light and lowered her head as close to it as she could. Her eyes traced the lines that she could see to what she thought might be a sort of button. Lifting one paw, she extended her claws and tried to press the button with one of them.

They seemed to be too large, however, to fit the small space. The curve of her claws, normally a benefit, made it hard to properly reach it.

Kyra felt her frustration rise, but she worked to stifle it.

She tried twisting her paw. It couldn’t move quite like a human’s wrist could, but she managed to angle it so the tip of her claw was toward the button. She pressed it, then pushed harder to make the button actually sink back into the metal.

The door groaned, and the metal made a rather disconcerting grinding noise as it split at the biggest seam down the center.

Kyra pushed herself to her feet and took a step back. Her body tensed while she waited to see what was on the other side. She couldn’t be sure it was clear of threat, and she wanted to be ready in case she had to claw someone’s face off. There had been more surprises on this job than she was comfortable with.

Nothing was there, however, so she let herself relax just a little.

‘The door is open,
’ she reported back to Silvanus.

‘My sensors can’t penetrate any further than where you stand,
’ the AI replied. ‘I feel safe in saying that our ability to communicate will cut off once you pass through that door. So, be careful, Kyra.
’

The big cat already hated the feeling of being cut off from Raven, and it was going to be even worse to lose touch with Silvanus. Kyra rarely hesitated at anything, but she did at that moment. Not out of indecision, because she was going in there to look for Raven no matter what, but just because she wasn’t looking forward to being entirely alone in her own mind.

It had been a really long time since that had happened.

‘I will,
’ she finally said. ‘I don’t like the idea of being cut off any better than you do, but we need to see if Raven is in there. Have you updated Axel and Nyx about what we’re finding?
’

‘I have,
’ Silvanus replied. ‘Axel already searched his location and didn’t find anything, so he’s on his way to your location. It will take him a while longer, however, as I have advised him to avoid the area where you met trouble.
’

‘Good call,
’ Kyra said.

With that, Kyra stepped through the door and into the darkness beyond.
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Being quick, covert, and quiet all at the same time was a much bigger challenge and strain on the system than Blake would have suspected before trying to do just that.

He honestly didn’t like his own plan that much better than his ex-wife did, but he also knew that they needed to do something, and nothing better was coming to either of their minds. This idea didn’t have much going for it other than the fact that it existed, so they were going with it.

Blake had crawled under the window and hurried out the back door, rushing back the way he and Raven had just come to get to this house. This time, he went much faster than he had before since he was on his own, although it was slower than he might have been if he’d been in top form.

All he could do was pray that Greyson’s stupidly good hearing didn’t pick up on the sounds of his movement, being covered by Raven’s small talk.

That part was naturally the other concern. He knew it wasn’t her strong suit.

He got to the house they had first entered, which was as far as one could go before hitting the rock wall. Slipping inside, he walked close to the front door but paused and waited, listening. He thought he could hear their voices, and there wasn’t any gunfire, so he took that as a good sign.

Now, this would be the really hard part.

He waited until he heard the voices again. He couldn’t really understand what they were saying from there, but he knew who was speaking when. When Greyson started talking, Blake darted from the door to the large rock across the street on that side of the gorge and then knelt behind it.

Again, he waited.

He listened.

Had he been noticed?

And so began the most dangerous game of leapfrog ever.

There was just enough large debris and parts of buildings for Blake to hide behind as he made his way forward, but he knew that he could only go so far before the highly observant Greyson ceased to be distracted by Raven’s chatter. Every move forward was pushing his luck, and it was a judgment call about when he’d gone just far enough.

One he wouldn’t get a second chance to make.

Blake didn’t get quite as far as he would have liked before he realized things were about to take a terrible turn.

He was close enough to hear what was being said and the words ‘wired up’ stood out pretty strongly. He knew that it was now or never.

The problem was the detonator in Greyson’s hand, which looked particularly old-fashioned, but Blake couldn’t stop to think about that. He had no way of knowing if it was rigged to go off if Greyson died, even without pressing it, but the other problem was, of course, that he had no time at all to try to figure it out first.

So, Blake did what he used to be best at.

He acted first, thought later.

Jumping up from behind his big rock hiding place, he shouted, “Greyson!”

“What the—” the other man had a chance to say before Blake pulled the trigger on his gun and hoped it was working.

It was.

A bolt of energy lanced across the space between them, faster than Greyson could get over his surprise and press the button. The light sheared through Greyson’s wrist, separating it from his arm. The shock on the assassin’s face only intensified when he stared at the cauterized stump that had once been a hand.

He got over it fast , though, and started to lunge for the detonator.

Blake lunged for him.

Somehow, Blake was faster and collided with Greyson before the man could get his other hand around to grab his severed hand from the ground. The pair drove toward the edge of the gorge, teetering on the ledge with Blake precariously on top of the other man, whose back was curving over the rock edge.

In their struggle, the balance of their weight began to shift. Blake tried to shift it back, but Greyson seemed to be determined to prevent that. There was little for Blake to get his hands around but Greyson, and his feet just scrambled in the sand on top of the stone floor.

Blake was pretty sure they were both about to go over the edge, and he couldn’t stop it. He had no idea what would happen then, but it seemed unlikely he’d survive it.

Just when he had been so close…

Greyson tipped back, and Blake felt himself roll with him, until—

—someone gripped his legs and started pulling.

Beneath him, Greyson realized what was happening and scrambled to hold on, but Blake fought him off. As Blake was inched back, he pushed the assassin forward and away from him. Greyson tumbled down one way while Blake fell back the other.

Hitting the ground hard on his back as he flipped himself over, he grunted and pushed himself up to a seat. He looked to see Raven lying on her back, panting hard with tears pooling at the corners of her eyes. He recognized it as pain and saw that she had used her feet to leverage herself against the rock wall while she pulled him. So much so that the splint had broken off and lay on the ground beneath her legs.

“Oh, Raven,” he gasped, leaning forward and hugging her to him.

“We didn’t blow up,” she said with a breathless laugh as she weakly hugged him back, pressing her forehead into his shoulder as she gasped and struggled against what had to be a lot of pain.

“No, we didn’t,” he agreed, also laughing. He leaned back and looked down at her, impulsively kissing her dirty, sweaty forehead. “Thank you.”

Something bumped into his leg. Shocked, he jumped and spun.

Seeing a big mountain lion standing there with what he could have sworn was a smirk.
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“Kyra!” Raven exclaimed.

The two had been through some tough times, and even periods of separation that worried Raven to no end, but this all had been something else, and she was so glad to see the cat that she was beside herself. She pushed herself to sit up and hugged Kyra , knowing she wouldn’t be thrilled with the gesture but not caring for at least a moment.

To her surprise, Kyra rubbed her head against Raven like an affectionate house-cat.

Apparently, they had both been missing the other.

“I know we can’t talk,” Raven said, tapping her head. She knew the cat would understand her words, just couldn’t reply with her own. “It’s something these buildings are built out of that blocks our implants’ transmissions.” Kyra nodded. “But you must know the way out of here?”

Another nod.

“Lead the way,” Raven said with a tired smile. “Just move slow. I’m not moving too fast right now.”

Kyra tilted her head curiously and Raven pointed at her ankle.

“I got hurt on the way down, but I’ve still been walking on it. It’s not happy,” Raven explained.

Somehow, the cat’s face looked disapproving, but she turned and started walking slowly. After a few steps, she stopped and looked back, waiting for them to get moving.

Blake moved to help Raven up, pulling her arm over his shoulders and sliding his around her waist. It was like before they’d made the splint, only about ten times worse. She hoped the walk wasn’t long because she was beginning to doubt her ability to take the pain much longer.

“I really thought I was going over the edge,” Blake said with a faint smile as they hobbled along after the cougar.

“I thought I was about to be blown up,” she replied wryly. “Thanks for shooting his hand off. That was impressive, actually, and the tackle was sportsball textbook.”

He laughed softly. “I wish you wouldn’t call it that. It sounds silly.”

Raven shrugged slightly with the shoulder that could do so. “I’ll call it what I want.”

For once in their history together, he decided to leave it at that.

“Well, thanks for pulling me back off the edge,” he said instead. “You seem to be doing that a lot lately.”

“I’m hardly just going to let you die,” she returned. “Don’t worry. Any moment, you’ll have the chance to return the favor when I can’t walk anymore and you have to carry me out of this stupid cave city.”

“You just let me know when,” he replied, and she thought he sounded like he meant it. Even as tired and hurt as he was himself.

They walked on in silence for a while then, moving down the street and around the debris. Kyra frequently looked back over her shoulder to make sure they were keeping up, and they were—if barely. Once the street turned into more of a tunnel and required a slight uphill walk, Raven was sure she wasn’t going to be able to keep going, but she did.

At the end of the tunnel, there was a giant black door that clearly had been built by whoever had made that surveillance room. Kyra knelt in one corner, clearly knowing what she was looking for.

If only that had been the end of it.

“Sharpe!” a voice called from behind them.

Blake and Raven both turned to see a battered, bloody, dirty Greyson standing there with a gun in his one hand. He smiled, just barely this side of maniacally.

“I’m not that easy to get rid of,” he said. “And the Syndicate doesn’t tolerate failure. They won’t let you leave this city.”

“What?” Raven asked, feeling dumb as she said it but she just had this sudden sense of the surreal overcome her. Who was the Syndicate? What did they have to do with anything? And how was Greyson even alive?

“They won’t let you leave this city,” he repeated, aiming at her and pulling the trigger.

Suddenly, Blake was in front of her. As the shot hit him and knocked him back, he fell into her and they both fell to the ground.

“Blake? Blake?!”
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THANK YOU

Thank you so much for reading Sharpe End,
 the third book in the Raven Sharpe Chronicles. Raven and Blake have definitely found themselves embroiled in something far bigger than a simple smuggling ring. If you enjoyed this story (or even if you didn’t), it would be awesome if you left a review for me. That really helps me know if people like my stories or if I need to change things.

The next book in the series will be out soon. Will Raven have to go on alone? Will she be able to?

At the end, I have also included a preview of Recruit
, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series which is an action packed space Marines series. This first story tells how Jack was plucked from the University and sent to basic training, essentially against his will. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

Get Recruit
 here:


amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG


If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and we can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with, you will get a free book. All the information is on the next page.
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and get a FREE short story
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Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!


fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/


Sign up today!

And don’t forget to check out the free previews on the next page.
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Preview: Recruit





Jack Forge sat in the lecture theater watching the hands on his small silver pocket watch tick across its shimmering pearl face. The latest grades would be revealed in a few moments. The room was silent as the students counted down the seconds.

Attendance at his brother’s funeral had been authorized, so he had been free to leave his studies and attend. Jack knew missing time would count against his grade, but he was on top of his studies and his grades were excellent. He could afford to drop a few points and still maintain his two-plus student rating.

The recruiting sergeant stood at the front of the theater next to Professor Bowen. One of these men wanted the students to maintain their two-plus, the other did not. His classmates watched the seconds tick down on the large display. Jack watched on his small family heirloom. It was all he had left of his family.

The second hand reached the top of its final round. Jack heard the ripples of distress and gasps of horror as the students whose grades had dropped realized they were now the property of the military.

Jack looked up to the display. He picked out his name. He saw it there pulsing on the screen in red, a pattern that could only mean one thing. He scanned across to his grade. Two. Only two. The plus was missing for the first time in his three semesters. Three other names pulsed. Jack knew them all. He’d studied with them, socialized with them, laughed with them. He would most likely never see them again.

The sergeant barked out transfer orders to the first name on the list. Jack watched as the second hand ticked along. He was only seventeen seconds into his new life when his name was called out by the recruiting sergeant.

“Jack Forge. Fleet Marine training.”

Jack looked up from his watch. He looked at Professor Bowen. The old man was slumped in a chair, his eyes averted as his class was further reduced in number.

The doors to the lecture theater opened and military police entered. Jack had seen this before. Students had complained and argued, fought and resisted their removal from university to the ranks of the military or some war production facility. The arguments were familiar to Jack. He heard the most common of them now from across the lecture theatre.

The students being drafted into service promised to pull their grades back up. They argued that it was only a small drop. They argued that they were too smart to be sent to the military. The arguments and complaints descended into shouts and screams as the former students were dragged away. Friends shouted their good-byes. Lovers kissed and cried. As a guard came toward Jack, he tucked away his watch and stood. With a nod to his escort, he walked down the steps at the side of the lecture theater toward the open door.
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Read the rest of the story here:


amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG
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